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    We shall not die here today, my dear friend, of that you may be sure!” promised the traveler, his intense gaze penetrating the worsening blizzard which was swirling through the night. “The situation is growing more entangled, but fear not: Haradin is here to protect you from the cold and the lethargy from which there can be no return.” 
 
    The storm lashed at the Ampar Mountains, blanketing in a mantle of white every step of Haradin’s path. He advanced like a determined pilgrim climbing the winding mountain trail. In the shadow of that immense rocky formation the traveler fought against the elements like a tiny boat striving to avoid capsizing in raging, icy seas. 
 
    With each passing moment he felt his meager reserves of strength waning, eaten up by the exertion. Even so, the tall, gaunt traveler continued onward, unfazed by the elements. He shook off the snow that covered his long blond hair and pulled his hood back into place. At twenty-five years of age, thanks to an unusually perilous life, he had already faced his share of dangerous situations; unfortunately this was turning by leaps and bounds into another of those.  
 
    The freezing mountain wind howled, forcing its way through his dirty garments, now unrecognizable below the layer of crystal snowflakes. He sought refuge among the nearby oaks, taking shelter under one of the mightiest. Leaning his staff against the trunk he set his satchel on the ground, dusted off the snow that was covering his arm and pulled the woolen glove off with his teeth. 
 
    He half-opened his overcoat and pushed aside the blanket he was carrying tight against his chest to protect his precious load: a beautiful child who had just completed his first year of existence in a cruel world. The infant was tied to his torso with an improvised fastener of goatskin and linen cloths. The little one looked at him with enormous emerald eyes and smiled joyfully, apparently immune to the storm that sought to devour them. 
 
    Haradin was aware that time was running out; the cold would soon make its mark on the little boy. A feeling of anguish took over his soul, gripping him by the stomach. He pondered for a moment the possibility of seeking refuge in the rocky slopes, but bearing in mind the strength of the storm there was no guarantee he would find enough protection to save the child. He shielded his eyes with his hand, trying to guess how much of the journey was left before they reached the end of the tortuous path. But the inhospitable night would not allow it. 
 
    “We’re getting close. The end of this infernal flight is right there, almost within arm’s reach,” he reassured the child. He recalled the beginning of the frenetic flight he had set forth on a week ago, to save the tot’s life. The escape had been full of danger. Their sinister pursuers had been very close to catching them... too close. Fortunately, he had been able to hide their trail and elude their trackers in the nick of time. 
 
    However, something inside—an uneasy feeling of alarm—continued to warn Haradin of danger nearby. Unfortunately, in the heart of the storm in the middle of the night, it was impossible to confirm anything. By the same token, their pursuers would have serious difficulties finding their tracks. The gusts of wind and the heavy snowfall would have instantly erased his footsteps, leaving in their place a snow-white blanket. He tried to catch sight of any pursuers in the distance, but it was impossible. He sharpened his ears, paying absolute attention, but all he could hear was the gusts of wind through the trees and the moaning sound as it swept over the side of the mountain. He faced the valley they had left behind, closed his gray eyes and inhaled deeply. His mind tried to capture any strange odor, anything out of place, but he noticed nothing. The cold was too intense. 
 
    “It’s all right, little one, Haradin will protect you. Soon we’ll reach our destination and be safe at last.” 
 
    He gazed tenderly at the little boy, who on hearing his voice began to wave his arms and babble happily. Haradin closed his eyes, uttered a spell, and conjured up an enchantment that wrapped the baby in a pleasant halo of warmth.  
 
    “Now that’s better, isn’t it, little imp? We can’t let you freeze.” 
 
    He covered the child again, then used the same protective spell he had used on the baby on himself. Unfortunately there was little else he could do. I would sell my soul to be able to fight off this weariness. But my Gift cannot help me there. Nor will it alleviate the stabbing pains caused by my overexertion or create a refuge where we might find shelter. He slung his satchel over his back, picked up his staff and resumed the ascent with an unshakable determination to reach the summit and find the refuge they so desperately needed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Several hours later Haradin crested the summit of the mountain, exhausted but triumphant. From there the path gave way to a large flatland surrounded by oaks and vegetation buried under the snow. The plain led to a distant valley between the lower peaks of the mountain range. 
 
    Sighing deeply, he tried to release the tension that had been distressing him for so long. He had finally arrived at his destination: the small village of Orrio, situated at the end of the valley which was opening up before his eyes. It seemed as if at the same time they had gained a refuge from nature, for the snowstorm was losing intensity and the icy wind had almost completely died down. This was the end of the journey, the place he had chosen to hide the child from the fatal destiny that was relentlessly pursuing him. In that small, remote town, isolated from civilization, surrounded and protected by these impenetrable mountains, he would be safe. 
 
    The region was under the dominion of the proud Norriel, whose origins had been lost in the annals of time. Grouped into thirty sister tribes, they reigned over the highlands and had done so since the dawn of man. These lands were rarely visited by strangers, due as much to their inaccessibility as to the distrust their inhabitants inspired. 
 
    “You’ll be safe here, little one; no one will find you in these faraway mountains. Just a little while longer... one last effort and we’ll be safe, my happy little companion.” 
 
    Suddenly Haradin heard a strange sound, like a muffled whisper behind him. Alarmed, he immediately stopped in his tracks, spun around and saw a dark figure huddled down just a few steps away. 
 
    One of their pursuers! 
 
    An Assassin, without a doubt. 
 
    The killer was well-concealed by a dark cloak; the only visible feature of his face was the glimmer in his eyes. His arms, hands, legs—his entire body—was covered in black, as if a shadow had come alive, as if a malignant darkness had been reincarnated as a living being. Fortunately on that snow-covered terrain he was discernible. Haradin studied him carefully. 
 
    I wasn’t mistaken; my instincts warned me faithfully. I sensed that danger was near. Something within whispered to me, and here he is, ready to put an end to our lives. 
 
    “What are you looking for, servant of the shadows?” Haradin asked coldly. 
 
    “You know full well what I am looking for, Mage of the Four Elements,” whispered the Assassin, his voice revealing the accent of a faraway land. “It is what you are hiding beneath your garments.”  
 
    “Turn around and return to the world of shadows from whence you came.” 
 
    “My mission is to end the life of the Marked,” responded the Assassin in a calm voice, very sure of himself. “My lord and master has entrusted me with a mission of blood, and blood must be spilled. Deliver the Marked to me and I will allow you to leave here with your life.” 
 
    Haradin smiled, full of irony. 
 
    “Do you truly believe that I am going to hand over this defenseless child so that you can sacrifice him? I am his protector, and you will have to finish me off first; no harm shall come to him as long as I am alive.” 
 
    “My daggers are poised, waiting for the order to spill and drink the red fluid of life.” 
 
    Haradin was not intimidated. 
 
    “Another of your dark brothers caught up with me three days ago. He too was sure he would finish me off, but the only thing he managed to do was to kill my poor horse. I had no choice but to send him back to the darkness from which you both came. If you wish to meet the same destiny, the decision is yours. I will not allow you near this baby.” 
 
    “If that is your desire... We shall see who survives this time, Mage.”  
 
    Haradin tensed and wielded his staff in a defensive stance. He had already established in the two previous encounters with these assassins that they were lethal—supremely deadly. He was not familiar with the secrets of the arcane art they used, but he had withstood the superhuman agility and speed of these executioners, as well as their dark abilities. After his first encounter with them—which he survived by sheer luck—he had ended up poisoned. As a consequence of the second he bore two deep cuts on his chest and back that were not yet healed. And his left arm was still partially crippled. 
 
    The black silhouette crouching in the snow showed him two daggers with curved blades. He made a sudden gesture as he whispered the words of an incantation. A brief flash of reddish light washed over the Assassin’s body and daggers. 
 
    Haradin instantly identified this as the use of dark magic. The Assassin had invoked a mortal ability to be used against him. This enemy was not a Mage as he was himself; he could feel that. The Gift was not as strong in the Assassin, but he possessed a source of power. Haradin could recognize them: men with the ability to carry out impossible feats.  
 
    “Much time and discipline are required to command the Gift... Who is your master?”  
 
    “Of my lord you will learn nothing.” 
 
    “You are not from these lands... Where do you come from?” 
 
    “You will not get me to reveal anything to you.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye the Assassin attacked. He vaulted forward with an astounding agility, more like a great feline than a human, so that he reached an unimaginable height. As he executed the leap, with a snap of his right hand he threw a metal object and followed through his movement.  
 
    Haradin reacted instinctively. He invoked the force of the wind and fixed his eyes on the Assassin who was in mid-leap, directing his aim and increasing the power of the spell with his staff. The spell exited it with a short but intense explosion of blinding white an instant before the Assassin reached him. Its energy struck the Assassin full on, with the strength of a gale-force wind, exploding on contact. A deafening crack surged forth from the impact, as if a massive branch of a tree had broken off. The Assassin, forcefully driven back, shot through the air. He slammed into the ground, then tried to get up but was unable to. He clutched his ribs; he was wounded. 
 
    “You are powerful, Mage... very fast... extremely fast,” said the dark figure with an agonized moan. 
 
    “You will not catch your prey this day, Assassin. Only death awaits you here.” 
 
    “Perhaps... but nothing will stop me from achieving my goal. Dishonoring my master is punished by torture and an unbearable death.” 
 
    The Assassin placed his right hand on the snow and managed to push himself up. The pain showed on his face. Seeing his opportunity, Haradin began to cast another spell. But with inhuman velocity the Assassin took a black ball from his belt and shattered it on the ground in front of the Mage.  
 
    A cloud of black smoke engulfed Haradin.  
 
    Disoriented, he hesitated; he could not see the Assassin and therefore was unable to aim the spell at him. He could not get his bearings. 
 
    Suddenly, as if materializing out of nowhere, the Assassin appeared in front of Haradin, poised to slit his throat. The two bloodthirsty daggers, crossed in a slashing motion, sought his neck. Haradin tried to take a step back to avoid the attack, but was unable to. His left leg was paralyzed; it simply would not move. His heart skipped a beat. He managed to pull his head back just enough to escape the reach of the daggers at the last instant. A stinging on his chin told him he had been cut. He looked at his useless leg and saw a small metal object sticking out of his thigh. He had not noticed it before. 
 
    He’s crippled me with a paralyzing poison! 
 
    Haradin raised his staff and quickly conjured a powerful flash of light. The explosion blinded the Assassin. Haradin leaned to one side, dodging his opponent’s attack as it brushed past his cheek. 
 
    I have to finish him off right now. This Assassin is too dangerous; now’s my chance. He pointed his staff at his enemy, who was already preparing to attack again. Haradin immediately muttered an incantation. 
 
    A deafening burst of thunder crashed in the night. 
 
    A bolt of lightning was unleashed on the black figure. 
 
    Struck down in mid-leap by the lethal bolt, the Assassin fell to the ground. 
 
    He was dead. 
 
    Haradin, shaken to his very soul, swiftly pulled his coat open. Luckily he found the little one smiling and waving his arms as if pleading for more action, apparently excited by all the commotion. Thankfully, he had not been harmed. 
 
    The Mage sighed, greatly relieved. He smiled at the child and with a deep feeling of joy stroked his little nose. 
 
    “You liked all that action, didn’t you, little one? You have the soul of a fighter, I can tell already.” 
 
    He tucked the child back under his coat, then examined his lifeless leg and found the small dart that was stuck in his thigh. He pulled it out and looked across at the Assassin lying dead in the snow.  
 
    Almost... 
 
    Without wasting another moment Haradin began the last part of his journey, dragging his useless leg. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The house was dark. It was not large, but it was welcoming. A structure of the Norriel: built almost entirely of stone, with wood trimming. Half-home, half-farm, it housed a family and a few head of cattle. A necessary pairing for survival in the highlands. The roof was covered with snow, and since the chimney was still giving out a dancing thread of smoke, Haradin assumed the residents were sleeping in the warmth of the embers of a smoldering fire. 
 
    He approached the door and knocked. He was so exhausted he could barely stand. But thanks to the heavens, he had reached the final destination of his flight. The door opened slowly, but no-one appeared. The interior was completely dark, and as it was the middle of the night he could make nothing out. Haradin slowly removed the hood which protected his head so that his face would be revealed. 
 
    “Ulis, it’s me, Haradin!” he called out, directing his words into the darkness of the entrance. “I need your help!” he pleaded. 
 
    For a moment nothing happened; only silence and tension hung on the threshold. Something bright and metallic appeared in the doorway, and Haradin soon realized it was the tip of a Norriel sword pointed at his neck. He stood perfectly still, not even daring to breathe. A few seconds later a muscular arm appeared, brandishing the sword. Finally a powerfully-built man came out. 
 
    “I see that hospitality in the highlands is as frigid as ever,” Haradin commented with a smile. 
 
    “Only a crazy man or an idiot wakes a sleeping bear in the mountains in the dead of night,” the man replied gruffly as he lowered his sword. “Mirta!” he said toward the inside of the house. “You can put down your bow. There’s no danger here. It’s our friend Haradin.”  
 
    “Are you sure, husband?” came a woman’s voice. 
 
    “Yes, don’t worry. Come out and welcome him.” 
 
    Mirta came to the door with the string of her bow still drawn back, the arrow still nocked. She smiled and relaxed when she saw the unsteady traveler at her doorstep.  
 
    “It’s been a long time, my traveling friend. It gladdens my heart to see you in one piece. You look very tired. How is it that you’ve arrived in the middle of the night during a winter storm?” Mirta asked, her face showing profound concern, as if she sensed danger. “You hadn’t warned us of your visit the way you’ve always done. Is everything all right?”  
 
    “Everything is fine, Mirta. I just need to catch my breath.” 
 
    Ulis approached the Mage, beaming, as he prepared to hug him. 
 
    Haradin put his hand up to stop him. 
 
    “I bring with me a small traveling companion who requires immediate attention. He is hungry and tired,” he said. At the same time he unfastened his coat and showed them the little boy with emerald eyes.  
 
    Ulis stared at the baby in astonishment. “But... what in the world... I don’t understand...” he exclaimed, completely stunned. “What are you doing with a baby in the middle of a snowstorm, you crazy Mage?”  
 
    Mirta, on the other hand, reacted immediately on seeing the child. She dropped her bow and went running to the Mage to take the baby into her protective arms. 
 
    “I knew something was going on. I felt it in my gut.” 
 
    “Norriel women have always had that virtue,” answered Haradin with a wink. 
 
    “Boy or girl?” Mirta asked while making sure the baby was well. 
 
    “It’s a boy. His name is Komir.” 
 
    “Let’s go in where it’s warm—you both must be frozen!” exclaimed Mirta. She guided them inside, all the while rocking the baby in her arms. 
 
    A feeling of relief and immeasurable solace radiated from Haradin’s very soul, as if all the fatigue, all the pain in his weary muscles, all the tension of the long and dangerous escape, had disappeared in an instant, to be replaced by a feeling of wellbeing as sweet as honey. 
 
    “Refuge at last...” he murmured. 
 
    And he collapsed, exhausted. 
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    Eighteen years later, in the heart of the Norriel highlands, Komir was hiding behind a rock; surrounded by tall undergrowth, waiting for his elusive prey. He felt fidgety. The sky was clear, with just two small white clouds dotting the celestial canvas. The sun shone radiantly that morning, its smile shedding a golden glow over the fields and lighting up the great forest to the east. 
 
    The longed-for spring had finally arrived. The whole forest had awakened and now pulsed with life. Komir turned around slowly, trying not to make any noise. He breathed in the mountain air and pulled back his long brown hair with a leather tie. He lifted his hand above his emerald eyes to try to make out his village, Orrio, in the distance but they were too high in the mountains. 
 
    He looked around him. Really nice day today! But what would really make this a perfect day would be to catch the deer they had been stalking all morning. Winter had been long and hard, and his stomach was as empty as the meager reserve of provisions they had left. If they did not get some meat soon they would be in trouble; they had almost nothing left to barter, and they had already run out of grain a few weeks back. The mountains were beautiful but unforgiving, and learning to survive was essential —that was a maxim Komir knew well. He checked the direction of the wind to make sure he was hidden facing into it. That way any animal that came out of the forest would not be able to detect him. Nothing worse than being surprised by a hungry gray bear. 
 
    He inhaled deeply, trying to pick up the scent of the deer on the breeze which blew in his direction. The delicate art of hunting required skills thoroughly committed to memory—and extreme patience, as his father had repeatedly reminded him on each and every one of the countless hunts they had been on. He picked up the hunting bow resting at his side and verified that it was in perfect condition. All he could do now was to wait in silence for the precious catch. 
 
    After an hour, he finally picked up on the presence of the prey. Ever so carefully, without making the slightest sound, he stretched his neck and peered out over the undergrowth. 
 
    There it was! A magnificent, good-sized deer was approaching. Timidly. Cautiously.  
 
    To the east, at the edge of the forest, he noticed a silhouette moving stealthily, expertly directing the skittish animal toward Komir. He mentally prepared for the shot. He could not miss; they needed this meat. He breathed in, filled his lungs, and drew back the arrow, pulling his right hand to his cheek in a quick, trained movement. He took careful aim, then waited an instant for the right moment. 
 
    He exhaled. The arrow sped on its way. The unsuspecting animal collapsed with the arrow stuck in its heart. Komir stood up from his hiding place and shouted with joy. 
 
    “Great shot, son!” Ulis congratulated him as he came running out of the forest. The expert hunter was carrying a bow in one hand and a leather bag and quiver filled with arrows was slung on his back. He was dressed in his typical hunting attire: a doublet with tanned leather pants, both dyed a dark green. On his feet he wore lightweight, weather-beaten leather boots. Komir never remembered seeing his father dressed any other way—whether in spring, summer, or the dead of winter. As was customary for him when hunting, Ulis had covered his face and hair with mud to blend in better with the underbrush and avoid drawing the attention of his prey. Komir looked at his own clothes and realized he was dressed identically, down to the same mud stains and the same dirty face. He could not help smiling. 
 
    “Thank you, father. You taught me well, even though I’m not half the hunter you are. Nor do I think I ever will be.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have been able to find the deer’s tracks in the ravine this morning. I don’t know how you do it but you don’t miss a thing!” he said as he laughed admiringly. 
 
    “I wish! I almost lost the tracks on two different occasions. I have to admit it was more luck than skill that I was able to find them again.” 
 
    “I doubt that very much. I don’t know how you did it this time, but you’ll have to teach me that trick.” 
 
    “Soon there’ll be nothing left for me to teach you,” Ulis answered with a smile and an expression of affection. “You learn quickly—very quickly.”  
 
    “I’m sure you still have a lot of secrets to tell me.” 
 
    “Not that many anymore.” 
 
    Komir smiled. 
 
     “Well, your mother will be very happy today; we’ll be coming back with an excellent catch. Now we’ll have meat for a while. A good day of hunting. Let’s give thanks to Ikzuge, our Goddess of the Sun and Protectress, for her blessing. There’s nothing worse for a family than deprivation. The mountains provide, but they don’t forgive mistakes. Up here a man can hunt and survive if he’s tenacious and careful, or else perish from inattention. Just this morning I saw a herd of hungry wolves in the deeper woods to the east, but luckily they didn’t detect my presence. I saw bear prints as well... You must always keep your eyes wide open and your senses alert.” 
 
    “I will, father, don’t worry.” 
 
    Ulis knelt down and began to prepare the kill for transport back to the village. In spite of his fifty-five springs and his silvery hair pulled back in a ponytail, the expert dark-eyed hunter was one of the strongest and most agile men that Komir had ever known. As a respected tracker and archer within the tribe, his opinion was always taken into account in the Tribal Council, which filled Komir with pride. To receive the same respect that the tribe gave his father was the most fervent of Komir’s wishes, though inconceivable for the moment... yet something that perhaps someday, a day in the far-off future, just maybe he would attain... Though he doubted that. 
 
    He hurried to help his father, who gave him expert instructions, as he always did. Komir already knew them all by heart, but still gladly listened. Once the preparations were finished, father and son began the long descent from the high forests to the village. 
 
    As they walked, Ulis put his arm around Komir’s shoulder and asked casually: “Nervous about tomorrow?” 
 
    Komir looked at his father. “About the Ceremony of the Bear?” 
 
    Ulis nodded. 
 
    “Well... yes, I am, a little...”  
 
    “I understand, but you shouldn’t worry.” 
 
    “I don’t very much like… taking part in the tribe’s public rituals…” Komir confessed with a sigh. The truth was that he had never been fully accepted in the village. Everyone looked at him with mistrust, so whenever possible he preferred not to be the center of attention. 
 
    “Tomorrow will be a great day, trust me. You’ve already seen nineteen springs and you’ll become an adult warrior in the Ceremony of the Bear. From that moment on you’ll be a fully-fledged member of the tribe until your death. You’ll be a man, a Bikia of the Norriel. That’s something to feel very proud of.” 
 
    Komir nodded, trying to take in the importance that moment would have in his life. He would finally get to be a Bikia of the Norriel, by family and by right, and nothing and no-one could ever snatch that privilege and duty away from him. The thirty Norriel tribes honored the tradition every spring with the big ceremony. They paid tribute to the tribal warriors’ passage—both women and men—from youth to maturity. From that distinguished day on, the young people became part of the tribal society with full rights and responsibilities as Norriel warriors. 
 
    Father and son continued their descent, following the bank of the river, chatting animatedly about the grand event. After a while Komir stopped a moment, pensively looking in the direction of the distant village. Ulis turned and waited for him. 
 
    “To be honest…” he said, his voice soft, “it does worry me a little… What if I don’t do well? It’s an important day…” 
 
    Ulis smiled. “Don’t worry so much; you’ll do fine. Enjoy the ceremony and what it represents. It’s a unique and central moment in your life that you’ll always remember. Take it from this old hunter who still remembers that long-ago day when he became a Norriel Bear.” 
 
    Komir returned his father’s smile and they continued on. The two hunters arrived at the first signs of civilization in the mountains after walking along the edge of a big oak forest. Large, sturdy homes, built from rock with wooden roofs, warmly welcomed them. They stood on a spacious high plateau surrounded by a closed forest. A dozen Bikia woodcutter families lived peacefully at that altitude, forming a small community. Ulis and Komir greeted two neighbors who were guiding a cow toward their family’s house. After exchanging some of the latest local news with them, father and son continued on at a good pace.  
 
    A couple of hours later they stopped to drink some water, and Komir shared with his father his hopes for the event. 
 
    “The ceremony—the ritual itself—doesn’t worry me, I’ll endure the pain. What I’d like is to be victorious in one of the competitions... so you’d be proud of me...” 
 
    “Your mother and I will always be proud of you no matter what,” replied Ulis instantly.  
 
    Komir felt the love and support and was genuinely grateful. “Thank you, father.” 
 
    “Besides, you’ve trained well and you’re ready. I have no doubt you’ll stand out. Very few are as skillful with a sword as you. You already demonstrated that when you reached your seventeenth spring and passed the Ceremony of the Wolf. 
 
    Komir pointed to his thigh. “I have the scars to prove it,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “I had to stop trying to beat you a season ago—much to my dismay,” said Ulis. He patted Komir on the shoulder and winked at him. “Master Warrior Gudin has taught you well, and what’s more, you have a natural ability with the sword. Coupled with those mountain cat reflexes of yours, you’ve got formidable skills. Believe me.”  
 
    Komir gave the trace of a smile. He was convinced his skill was due more to the arduous training the Master Warrior had subjected him to during all those years of Udag —the obligatory martial instruction that all young Norriel, both men and women, received from infancy. He had taught them to be expert fighters, a skill that would surely save their lives. His methods were rigorous and the training hard, but the results were proven. Norriel warriors were feared not only in the highlands but throughout half of the continent. It was said that there were no better warriors in the whole of western Tremia.  
 
    “The Master’s teachings helped me triumph in the final, but they really proved invaluable when the day arrived and I had to spill enemy blood and kill in combat...” 
 
    “Too true,” acknowledged Ulis as he walked beside him.  
 
    “I’ll always be grateful to the Master Warrior, for his training has already saved my life.” 
 
    “And so you should be.” 
 
    “It was a difficult experience...” 
 
    “Killing a man is a momentous event in every warrior’s life. It changes you forever. You’ll carry its imprint on your heart and never forget it. But in battle, only the best swordsmen with the steadiest temperament survive. The rest are food for the buzzards.” 
 
    Komir stopped walking and turned his eyes toward the Sun Goddess. The memory of the bloody battle he had lived through while protecting the coast from a pirate raid came back to him.  
 
    “You fulfilled your duty as a Norriel. Once the young warrior passes the Ceremony of the Wolf it is his obligation to protect his land, his family, and his tribe. If he’s required to fight, he will fight. The Wolf is the symbol of the young warrior, trained and prepared to fight in groups—in packs—surrounded by his companions. Today you are still a Wolf but tomorrow you will become a Bear. The Symbol of a full Norriel warrior, already completely trained and developed, prepared to fight for himself without need of the pack. This is what the tradition decrees, and our tradition is law. Always respect our heritage, my son, as our legacy is sacred.” 
 
    Komir nodded. “I will, Father.” 
 
    “Norriel we are, Norriel we shall die.” 
 
    “Norriel we are and Norriel we shall die. Don’t worry, I’ll never forget it.” 
 
    “I’m sure of that,” responded Ulis.  
 
    As the sun followed its unchanging trajectory, dropping behind the peaks of the Ampar Mountains to the west, Komir and Ulis began to see more communities. A handful of large Norriel houses dotted a wide expanse on the slopes of the mountain to the east. From the looks of the buildings, larger than those of the woodcutters they had left behind, Komir deduced they were meant for livestock. Grouped without any apparent order, they formed another small community, quite characteristic of the Norriel. In the mountains of the highlands life was hard, even cruel, and chances of survival were better when they formed small collectives. For protection, families built their homes in close proximity to the other families of the tribe.  
 
    Ulis stopped a moment to readjust the bow on his back and raised one eyebrow. “Will you take part in the unarmed combat?” he asked Komir. 
 
    “No, no! Not a chance!” Komir replied instantly. He shook his head emphatically. “Hartz is going to compete in that particular challenge. I wouldn’t go up against that giant for all the gold on the continent. You know what a brute he is—and if there’s a prize to be had he’ll take down anyone who gets between it and him.” He burst out laughing. 
 
    “I’m sure you could survive a few rounds, but I can understand why you don’t want to compete against your best friend.” 
 
    “My only friend,” Komir pointed out dejectedly. His father nodded. “But it’s not just because of that. Even though we’re the same age, that hulk is a full head taller than me and his shoulders are twice as wide as mine—not to mention his muscles are more like a bear’s than a man’s. What chance do I have against that brute? He’s too strong for me, and for anyone else. I doubt even the veterans could take him. He’s a true force of nature. His fights will be something to see.”  
 
    “I can honestly say you’ll never see me challenging him,” chuckled Ulis.  
 
    Feeling a little more cheerful, Komir looked south and then west. They were just now beginning to make out the first groups of farms, their fields cultivated on the uneven slopes of the mountain. A smile broke out on his face as soon as he saw them because he knew that just below, spread out on the plateaus and hills, several communities of farmers were waiting for them, even though from where he was he could not make them out; the rough terrain and the woods were still hiding them. Further on began the great valley that was home to the largest communities and the first villages, Orrio among them, sheltered in the protective bosom of the vast hollow. His house, to the west of the valley, rather isolated under a rocky slope, was a haven of peace and calm for his haunted spirit.  
 
    Soon they would arrive home and would enjoy a well-deserved dinner. And today it would not be turnip soup. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Condemned 
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    At dusk, after completing all the tasks that Mirta had entrusted him with in her characteristic tone of authority—soft but firm—Komir curled up under the great oak tree in front of the house. It was his favorite place. There he waited to be called in for dinner. Sitting on the roots, he fixed his attention on one of the two small windows of his house. Illuminated by the light from an old oil lamp, he caught sight of his mother making dinner and as usual, giving countless instructions to his father. Ulis was carving up the kill with consummate skill while taking in everything his wife was pointing out.  
 
    That familiar scene, in the midst of the beautiful wilderness of the highlands, filled Komir to the brim with serenity and provided him with a false sense of belonging. But he was well aware that he did not belong in this place, and much to his regret was well accustomed to the unpleasant loneliness that fact brought with it. He had never had friends in the village, except for Hartz. People steered clear of him. For his whole life the people of the village had purposefully kept their distance. Their motives were tied to the dark enigma of his origins, and of that he had absolutely no doubt. No-one knew how or why he had mysteriously appeared in the village one winter night eighteen years before, and the absolute refusal of his parents to discuss the topic with anyone had only made things more difficult and fed the absurd rumors. For the extremely superstitious Norriel, there was nothing worse than an unexplained mystery. Skepticism and fear of the unknown came naturally to them. And the dark stranger who had died under unusual circumstances and was found by the sentry patrol the same night as Komir’s arrival in the village had only made the situation worse. That dark foreigner with strange, slanted eyes of a kind no-one had ever seen before.  
 
    Those two events, the arrival of the baby and the dead foreigner, which the inhabitants of Orrio immediately linked together, stirred up all kinds of unsavory gossip in both the village and the surrounding areas. The Norriel were a people whose age-old customs were deeply ingrained. With an aversion to the mysterious and unknown, they clung to the familiar and traditional. That fact was the root of the villagers’ unfriendliness toward him. And he had to live with that, like it or not. Even now, after all these years. 
 
    I am marked. He shrugged and wrapped his arms tightly around his knees.  
 
    His parents had never explained the mystery of his origin to him. He remembered the last time he had asked his father about the shameful matter. Ulis had led him away from the house and told him: 
 
    “That night I made an unbreakable promise to my wife—the promise never to reveal to anyone what happened. Because of that, no matter how much I may want to, son, I can’t tell you anything more. I wouldn’t be keeping my word as a Norriel.” 
 
    Komir sighed, understanding his father’s dilemma. 
 
    “The word of a Norriel is sacred. Never break it. Your honor and that of your family are tied to your word. If you break it, you lose everything. A man without honor is nothing. Less than nothing. Remember that always,” Ulis had told him, taking him by the shoulders and looking him straight in the eyes. It was a summer afternoon Komir would never forget. 
 
    “I understand, father. I’ll never ask you about it again. As for my word, you can rest assured, I know my word is my life and I never will break it—ever! 
 
    Seeing that his father could not reveal to him what he so longed to know, Komir later tried to find out answers from his mother.  
 
    “Mother, why don’t you tell me the truth about who I am? Where do I come from? How did I end up here with you that winter night?” 
 
    “You’re a gift from the Goddess Iram, our Mother Earth. One night you appeared at our door to light up our lives and fill us with pride and happiness,” she had answered, an enormous smile on her face.  
 
    “You aren’t planning on telling me what really happened, are you?” 
 
    “Don’t bring this matter up again, Komir. You’re our son. We love you more than our life, and no one and nothing is ever going to separate this family or keep your father and me from loving you until the day we die.” 
 
    “I know... but even so, I’d like to know the truth about where I come from. If nothing else, just so I can stop torturing myself with so many strange ideas of who I am and how I came to be here.” 
 
    “Don’t pay any attention to what folks say,” she declared with an unquestionable authority, effectively putting an end to the matter. “They’re superstitious, ignorant people. You’re my son; a member of my family, blood of my blood—and there’s nothing else to talk about.”  
 
    That was the last time they ever spoke in that house about the mystery of his origins. Komir did not force the matter anymore. And as if that mystery had not been reason enough to cause mistrust among his compatriots, an unfortunate incident condemned him to complete ostracism in the village. He was twelve years old when it occurred, and even today he could still not explain what had happened, nor could he undo the consequences.  
 
    His entire childhood, or at least what he remembered of it, had been an agony, except when in the refuge of his home. Whenever he was out, he was not only indiscriminately outcast, but constantly tormented and mistreated by his peers. Daily he was forced to withstand insults and harassment in silence. He resignedly suffered the abuse and tried to avoid confrontation. But it did no good, and unfortunately only made the already tough situation worse. A gang of bullies made up of six boys from the village about his own age were his own personal tormentors. He knew he was the group’s favorite target, so he had to stay constantly alert and avoid them at all costs or else end up severely beaten. They were always looking to torture him. Afterwards, their egos puffed up like bellows, they would brag and spread stories about it, terribly pleased with themselves. 
 
    When Komir ran errands for his mother in the village he had to walk cautiously, looking for alternative routes to evade the group. They would wait for him, then chase after him. For this gang, hunting him down and beating him up had become a fixation. As long as he was far from the village he was safe, but his required attendance at Udag was a problem. During the training he was safe, since no one would ever dare to interrupt one of Master Warrior Gudin’s lessons, but before and after the lessons was another story entirely. 
 
    One unfortunate autumn afternoon, everything took a drastic turn for the worse. His life would remain marked by the traumatic incident; it had enormous repercussions. Nothing would ever be the same for him again. Komir remembered it clearly, as if it had just happened yesterday. On the way to Udag he had walked into a treacherous ambush. He had chosen to take a detour on the south side of the bridge at the entrance to the town. Unfortunately the gang was hiding there, waiting for him. He did not realize they were there until it was too late, and barely had time to react. He saw Akog come out from behind a tree, his face red with rage. For reasons unknown to Komir, Akog utterly hated him. When he saw him, Komir’s heart leapt to his mouth. 
 
    At that very instant, on his left and his right, he saw the rest of the gang emerging from their hiding places, screaming violently. His blood froze in his veins, but the intense fear that followed the initial shock compelled him to take off running. In the past, his quickness coupled with his knowledge of the area around the village had saved him from more than one beating. He ran with a speed born of panic, as if his heart and legs were being fed from the terror raging through him.  
 
    But that time, a few steps from the river, Belgo, a thin boy who was a year older than him and very quick, gave chase. Throwing himself at Komir’s feet he knocked him down, sending him rolling downhill until half of his body ended up in the river. He tried to stand up, but Joxiel promptly arrived to hold him down. Shortly after that he had the whole gang holding him down in the ford. Luckily he was not completely submerged and managed to keep his head above water. Komir had Joxiel sitting on his chest, Belgo holding his legs, Etxol holding his right arm and Inieg his left. Overcome with fear and rage, Komir tried with all his might to writhe away from them but could not break free. The river water splashed his face, filling him with terror.  
 
    Akog walked up to him and without saying a single word, punched him in the face. 
 
    Komir absorbed the impact, but his lip split apart like the peel of an orange. Pain exploded on his face. 
 
    “Give it good to the little bastard!” Inieg screamed. 
 
    “Don’t you worry—I’m going to break his face,” boasted Akog, and hit the defenseless Komir once again. 
 
    “Bloody swine!” bellowed Etxol, and pushed Komir’s arm even harder into the muddy river bed. 
 
    “Let me dish out a couple!” volunteered Joxiel.  
 
    “Why? Why are you doing this to me?” Komir managed to sputter as he spat out a mouthful of blood. “I’ve never done anything to you!” 
 
    “Your mere stinking presence is an insult to the whole village, you filthy foreigner,” snarled Inieg. 
 
    “I’m not a foreigner. I’m a Bikia, a Norriel just like you!”  
 
    “How dare you compare yourself to us, you foreign pig!” screamed Akog, full of an anger that was quickly turning into rage. “We’re Norriel by blood; you’re just a disgusting bastard of a foreigner!” 
 
    “Let me give that son of a hyena a lesson!” shouted Belgo.  
 
    Akog hit him again, a sharp powerful blow that detonated painfully in his head. His nose started to bleed. Joxiel began punching him in the ribs and chest. The pain took possession of him, and with it came fear. Akog knelt down, grabbed Komir’s head with both hands and shoved it back, submerging his bloody face in the river. Komir felt himself drowning; he needed air. Panic washed over him.  
 
    He was going to die! 
 
    Akog let go of his head for an instant, and he hurried to breathe in the precious air he had been denied. He had taken in two lungfuls just before Akog forced his head under water again. But this time he prolonged the torture, turning those long moments into pure agony.  
 
    He had no air left! 
 
    When Akog finally let up on him Komir immediately tried to breathe, but instead gulped water, flooding his lungs and making him start coughing violently. Not waiting for him to recover, Akog savagely pushed him under again. He held him down for a long time. Komir sensed his end approaching as he endured the insufferable agony caused by the lack of air, feeling as though his lungs were about to explode. 
 
    “Akog, stop. You’re going to kill him. Let him breathe,” pleaded Belgo. 
 
    It was no secret that Akog had a propensity for flying off the handle and for violence, which did not surprise anyone who knew his father. It was well known in the village that his dad was an abusive drunk. Unfortunately for the young Norriel, the beatings he received were constant. No-one knew what had happened to his mother, but one night when Akog was five she disappeared, never to return again. Akog never talked about it, but a look of suffering remained forever etched in his eyes.  
 
    “He’s right, Akog, stop it!” Etxol chimed in.  
 
    But Akog was not listening to anything or anyone. His eyes reflected a gleam—almost an elated madness—as if he were possessed by a fury that was corroding his insides and robbing him of all reason. 
 
    And that was when it happened. The moment in which Komir’s life would take an incomprehensible turn and would never be the same again.  
 
    With his head under water, unable to breathe, Komir made one last, desperate attempt to break away from his attackers and get the precious air he needed. 
 
    I’m going to die. 
 
    His efforts were futile; his desperation became absolute. 
 
    Get off me! Let me breathe! 
 
    And in that moment of infinite anguish a strange blue light awoke inside him, emanating from the deepest part of his being. The light started to flicker as if taking on a life of its own. The luminous, dazzling radiance was concentrated in his chest, forming a brilliant circular area like a small lake feeding off his body’s energy. The odd light began to gain in intensity, radiating more and more powerfully. Komir felt it building inside him, and even with his eyes closed he could make it out clearly. A mysterious, powerful energy, formed of thousands of particles coming from his whole body, flowed toward the center of his chest. He did not understand what it was, but could clearly feel it radiating from inside him. The light continued gaining strength as if striving to leave his body, and he felt as though his chest was going to burst. 
 
    The panic over the certainty of a horrible death completely consumed him. And in the last moment of total agony and desperation, that mysterious light did the unimaginable. 
 
    It exploded toward the outside of his body. 
 
    Like a volcano. 
 
    With incredible force. 
 
    Komir immediately sensed that the pressure that had been seizing his body had disappeared completely. He raised his head out of the water and inhaled the long-awaited air. He coughed amid convulsions as he spat out the water he had swallowed. He leaned back on one arm, trying to recover, all the time taking deep, gasping breaths. Finally he was able to get control of the spasms and stopped coughing. 
 
    He was alive! Alive! 
 
    He looked up. His five attackers were lying scattered on the ground a few feet away, sprawled like rag dolls. They looked... dead... as if something had violently struck them and launched them furiously through the air. They must have hit the ground with brutal force.  
 
    Komir slowly sat up. He felt extremely tired, not only from the terrible beating he had taken but from something else. He was empty... completely sapped of energy, as if all the vital force in his body had evaporated. He could barely stand up.  
 
    He slowly staggered over to where Akog was lying. He was bleeding from his nose and ears and had lost consciousness. But he was breathing. He was still alive. His face and arms were covered in ugly bruises, as if he had been dealt a dreadful beating. Komir checked the condition of the others and they showed similar signs. All were alive, though only just from what he could tell. He stood there, frozen, looking at his five assailants, unable to comprehend what he was seeing.  
 
    What in the world happened? What was that light inside me? What have I done? 
 
    Not understanding what had happened, he rushed off to get help. 
 
    Komir remembered it well, as if he had just experienced it. He also remembered the terrible reaction that followed the fateful event. A few days after the incident, Komir found out that his five attackers’ injuries were more serious than he’d initially thought. Legs, arms, and ribs had been broken. Akog and Belgo, who were in the worst shape, had suffered injuries that would keep them in bed for months. The rest would need long periods of recuperation as well. 
 
    When they were questioned about what had happened, the group accused Komir of heresy, of being a Sorcerer of the dark arts and using forbidden magic against them. The accusation unleashed all kinds of controversy, rumors, and bad blood among the families and even within the Bikia tribe itself. The parents of the injured boys showed up at Komir’s home, armed and out for blood. Ulis, Mirta, and Komir drew their weapons and prepared to defend themselves against the aggressions of a dozen parents and relatives of the five wounded boys. Furious, they sought revenge—especially Akog’s despicable father, who was the instigator and the one who had provoked the rest of them.  
 
    Thankfully Auburu, the matriarch and leader of the tribe, had arrived in time to intervene. With her charisma she had managed to diffuse the situation and keep Norriel blood from being spilled. But the situation was far from resolved, even after a meeting of the Tribal Council where all those involved in the incident testified before The Twelve. Komir was absolved by the Council, but the parents and families of the wounded were greatly displeased. Even though they had to comply with the law of The Twelve, they set out to turn the majority of the town against Komir, making use of all kinds of poisonous lies. This drove Komir into complete isolation within the tribe. The only good that came from the unfortunate incident was that from that moment on, his life improved substantially in that no one bothered him anymore. On the other hand, the few people who until then had talked to him or shown him a little kindness suddenly became afraid of him and began to avoid him.  
 
    It was as if he had been marked by some kind of plague. Cursed by the three goddesses. 
 
    But that was past history. The strange light that had saved him and at the same time condemned him that fateful day had never again revealed itself. Komir begged Ikzuge, the Sun Goddess and her sister Igrali, the Moon Goddess not to let it appear in his life ever again—since all he ever wanted was to be just like any other Norriel. 
 
    Maybe the Ceremony of the Bear would bring him one step closer to his wish. 
 
    Just maybe... 
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    Aliana. —Temple of Tirsar, West Tremia— 
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    Not too far away from Komir, in the neighboring kingdom of Rogdon, Destiny was about to put in motion significant events involving another gifted person, a young woman by the name of Aliana. Events of such magnitude that would change the girl’s life and Tremia itself forever.  
 
    Aliana’s lithe body bent to pick a dandelion. It was a warm day, and a soft breeze was whispering over the cliff, gently swaying the flowers that decorated it. From these heights she could see the breathtaking coast of the kingdom of Rogdon, and admired its savage beauty. She picked several more dandelions and slipped them into the leather bag she wore at her waist. When she straightened, she looked for other medicinal plants to harvest but did not see any. The breeze, coming from the ocean behind her, caressed her face and hair. She stretched out her arms and let her body sway to the sound of the sighing of the gods, enjoying this pleasurable sensation.  
 
    The Healer had just turned nineteen; she was tall and slender, with long hair as golden as summer wheat which trailed halfway down her back. Her eyes were the color of the sea and shone with a captivating tranquility. Her skin was pale though somewhat tanned from the constant exposure to the gentle sun of that region. The peaceful beauty of that face, so serene and harmonious, had an exceedingly calming effect—like balm for unsettled souls. 
 
    Lagging behind a bit, Aliana saw Gena, her pupil in the Order, and waved at her. She returned the greeting. 
 
    “I’m almost done. What about you?” said Aliana. 
 
    Gena strode to meet her tutor with a smile on her face. 
 
    “Me too,” she said, showing her a linen basket with roots, plants, and some berries. 
 
    “Isn’t the life of a Healer one of arduous hard work and sacrifice?” asked Aliana jokingly as she gestured at the beauty of the landscape around her. 
 
    “It certainly is,” Gena laughed, especially when you have the misfortune of having the worst tutor in the whole Order of Tirsar taking you under her protective wing.” 
 
    “Don’t make me blush! It’s my duty to teach and care for you. The Mother Healer has made me your tutor and I must train you, for you have been blessed with the Gift, and that’s a very rare occurrence.” 
 
    Gena’s face darkened as she heard the term Gift. 
 
    Aliana noticed. “Is everything all right? Something bothering you?” 
 
    Gena looked down. “No… well… yes…” she said. 
 
    “You can tell me. I’m here to help you, not just to teach you. We’re sisters now.” 
 
    “It’s just… the Gift… brings me bad memories…” 
 
    “Your parents?”  
 
    “Yes… I don’t blame them any more… It’s just hard to accept their rejection… They couldn’t wait to get rid of me once they discovered I had it. Me, their own child who never did them any wrong, who helped them in the farm day and night, trying to be a good daughter.” 
 
    “Most humble farmers with good hearts are very superstitious in their ignorance and fear anything mystical or magical. I can assure you that most people fear our power, even in the king’s court, because they can’t understand it, and people hate and fear what they can’t understand or control.” 
 
    “They were completely horrified.” 
 
    “How did it happen?” 
 
    “My little brother fell ill with a fever… I still don’t know how it happened, I was tending to him, very worried, he looked like he wasn’t going to make it… All I wanted was for him to heal, to get well… I was so scared… and then, it happened. The light… the energy going from me to him…” 
 
    “And you unknowingly healed him.” 
 
    Gena nodded. “My parents reacted like I had a contagious sickness. Not only them, but neighbors and townsfolk too. After consulting with the leaders of the village, they decided to send me here, to the Temple of Tirsar, home of the Healers, where my special situation could be treated. As if I was sick!” 
 
    “That must have broken your heart.” 
 
    “Well it’s been a year already and to be honest, contrary to what I’d thought when I arrived, I’m happy. Very happy. I’m learning so much, and your friendship means the world to me.” 
 
    “I’m very glad to hear that,” Aliana said, hugging her. 
 
    “I hope your coming here was less traumatic…” 
 
    Aliana smiled. “You could say so. In a way it was, in another… well, I think it was similar to yours.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “I was abandoned at the entrance of the Temple when I was a year old. The Healers took me in and discovered that I had the Gift. I’ve spent all my life in the Order and like you, my dear pupil, I’m very happy here. I couldn’t be happier.” 
 
    “Sorry it wasn’t my intention to pry…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s no secret. There are no secrets among the Healer Sisters. You’ve been blessed, Gena, and once your Gift is fully developed and you’ve learned the teachings, you’ll become a great healer, you’ll see. 
 
    “I’d like nothing more than to follow the path of our dear Mother Helaun, Foundress of our Order of Tirsar. To devote my life to the study and practice of healing as well as all the curative arts, and to try to eradicate sickness and pain from the face of Tremia.” 
 
    “That’s our mission in life. Those are the principles of the Order.” 
 
    “Maybe one day I’ll be like you.”  
 
    “Like me?” 
 
    “One of the most powerful healers.” 
 
    Aliana smiled. “It’s not about power, it’s about healing. Even the healer with the smallest Gift can accomplish one great act of healing if she learns how. But learning the art of healing is no easy matter.”  
 
    “And if she wants to perform ten instead of just one?” 
 
    “Then she’d call her sister for assistance,” Aliana said, and smiled mischievously. 
 
    They shared a heartfelt laugh and started their return to the Temple. This was located on a beautiful triangular peninsula on the far western edge of the powerful kingdom of Rogdon. A long stone bridge with nearly a hundred arches, built on an irregular isthmus, linked the independent peninsula to the territory of the prosperous kingdom. The peninsula constituted a veritable natural fortress, surrounded almost completely by the sea.  
 
    Aliana was enchanted by the bridge, constructed partly on the narrow isthmus and partly over the sea. Whenever her duties would allow, she would take walks on this firm structure to enjoy the spectacular views. Impassable cliffs surrounded the entire length of the peninsula, with the exception of a small bowl-shaped area in the south where a tiny port with a charming beach interrupted the predominance of the enormous precipices. They approached one of the cliffs to the south and from that impressive height looked out over the little beach, in awe of the beauty of their surroundings. They looked down to the northeast and saw a vast, dense forest reaching as far as the bare base of the cliffs. The expanse to the west had been converted into large cultivated fields. The Temple, the big building in the center, a sturdily constructed stronghold which had been an old military fortification, had been extended with a large wing on each side, where the majority of the residents lived.  
 
    Once they arrived at the central plaza in front of the temple Aliana and Gena parted to go about their respective duties. At that hour of the day the plaza was full of Sisters carrying out their daily tasks. The space was divided into three areas where all the Order’s principal activities took place. The eastern section was dedicated to trade and agriculture, with tables and posts set up for the preparation and storage of the products to be used both for internal consumption and for trading with the neighboring kingdom. The western section was dedicated to healing and all the work related to that complex art, with different posts where scores of Sisters went about their work. Aliana went across to them and greeted her sisters. She gave them the medicinal plants she had collected, so that they could be dried and later used as medicines or ointments.  
 
    With her usual cheerfulness Aliana walked to the southern section of the plaza, where the Protectress Sisters were working on their skills with bow, sword, and spear. They were not Healers, not being blessed with the Gift, but were essential for the survival of the Order. Their mission in life: to protect their Sisters and the Order. Some thirty women—a quarter of the total armed forces of the temple—were rigorously training for war. The rest remained at their stations in the towers, in the temple, or on patrol.  
 
    As she watched the training, Aliana was suddenly overcome by a desire to join in, so she asked the official instructing them if she might be permitted to take a few practice shots with the bow. It was the law of the Order that all the women—whether Healers or Protectress—be instructed in using the bow as soon as they entered the Order. And even though Aliana was a Healer because the Gift was strong in her, she handled the bow quite well. She took five shots from a considerable distance and every one of them hit the bull’s-eye. Pleased with her skill, she broke into a smile. She loved archery and could not resist taking a few shots now and then. She decided to try with a moving target; she actually preferred that due to the added difficulty it entailed. She signaled to one of her sisters who, dressed in a full, heavy suit of armor complete with visored helmet, was next to a tree holding a rope with hoists. The Sister pulled the rope and a round, white wooden disk with a bull’s-eye on it was released from one of the tree’s branches and began swinging back and forth. At that distance, hitting the mark on a moving target was only within the reach of the most expert markswomen.  
 
    She concentrated, measured the wind, studied the movement of the target, calculated the shot and the angle necessary and readied herself. She cleared her mind, letting it go blank and into a state of complete balance; the only thing that existed for her was the swinging movement of the bull’s-eye. She felt the light breeze on her face, breathed deeply, drew the bowstring back to her cheek, and let go. The arrow shot like a beam of light, making a measured ellipse and driving square into the center of the bull’s-eye. 
 
    Aliana, celebratory fist in the air, jumped for joy. 
 
    “Excellent shot, Aliana,” came a familiar voice at her back. 
 
    Aliana spun around, a huge, satisfied smile on her face, and saw Sorundi, the Order’s Mother Healer. She had a kind face and, though she was more than sixty springs old, she looked twenty springs younger—due no doubt to her great inner power. Her blond hair was lightly speckled with gray, and her pale complexion was surprisingly lacking in discernible wrinkles. Aliana looked into her indulgent brown eyes and bowed in a gesture of respect.  
 
    “Thank you, Mother Healer. I am trying to keep my aim fine-tuned.” 
 
    “And you do that so very well, child,” said the Leader of the Order of Tirsar, taking Aliana’s hand between hers. “Thanks be to the Light I found you here. I was afraid you might be distracted for hours in the forest, collecting roots and mushrooms—as you usually are.” 
 
    “I just returned from the northern cliffs. I was gathering dandelions.” 
 
    “I need to speak with you... in private. It is urgent. Let’s walk to the beach,” said the leader, her voice sounding worried. 
 
    “Of course, Mother Healer,” answered Aliana, intrigued. She felt a slight pinch of concern in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    They walked arm in arm, like mother and daughter, strolling along until they were sufficiently removed from the rest of the Sisters. 
 
    Sorundi stopped walking and looked into Aliana’s eyes. In a tone of great urgency, she explained: “A messenger from Rogdon arrived with grave news.” She breathed deeply and continued, taking Aliana by the arm. “Something tragic has happened, and King Solin has ordered us to call on him at once.” 
 
    “His Royal Highness, Monarch of Rogdon?” inquired Aliana. “What has happened, Mother Healer?”, She was worried and a little frightened. 
 
    “The King’s son was struck by an enemy arrow in an ambush. It’s suspected that it was the work of assassins from the Nocean Empire... the men of the deserts. The royal surgeons have done everything they possibly can, but they believe the arrow was poisoned with some kind of foreign substance—an extremely potent, unknown toxin. The Prince’s life is slipping away, and the King has asked us to step in immediately.” 
 
    “Such sobering news... this is terribly serious...” Aliana was nearly whispering, trying to imagine the implications and possible repercussions of an assassination attempt on the Prince who was heir to the crown of Rogdon. Relations with the Nocean Empire were always tense; the children of the desert were cunning and always seeking to broaden their power by expanding to the north... but an assassination attempt? The audacity... it was unthinkable. Whatever the case, they had to save the Prince.  
 
    “I’m sure you will be able to neutralize the poison, Teacher,” said Aliana with measured optimism. 
 
    “I’m not so sure, my daughter. My Gift of healing is depleting, little by little. I no longer have even half the power I had before, and unfortunately it does not regenerate itself,” the leader confessed, decidedly troubled.  
 
    Aliana lowered her head. “I’m so sorry, Teacher. I wasn’t aware that your power was waning.”  
 
    “Actually, daughter, that’s why I need you to accompany me this time. Your Gift is exceptionally powerful, and it’s quite possible that we shall need it. I want you to be by my side at all times. It’s of vital importance for the kingdom that we save the Prince. Not only that, we owe them a very important debt of gratitude. The royal family of Rogdon has accepted and protected our Order from practically its inception. This is a unique opportunity to repay that debt.”  
 
    “You could ask other Healers with more experience to accompany you. There are nearly two dozen sisters in the Order with a well-developed Gift, and I’m among the youngest.” 
 
    “I know, my daughter. The Gift doesn’t manifest itself much in these lands. An Order of more than a hundred and fifty Sisters, and only about twenty who are blessed with the Gift. Let us hope that the Light blesses us with more in the near future. But for this delicate task I want you to be the one to accompany me; your power is far superior to that of any of your sisters.” 
 
    “I’ll do everything in my power to help you, Teacher,” Aliana replied humbly. 
 
    “Let’s hurry, then, to gather our most potent anti-venoms, antidotes and balms and leave immediately for the capital. The horses are being readied and a royal escort is waiting for us, a regiment of the Royal Lancers of Rogdon. A sentry of fifteen of our Protectress Sisters will also be escorting us. As you know, I don’t like leaving our refuge except in their company. It wouldn’t be the first time we’d fallen into an ambush because we were overconfident.” 
 
    “Be longsighted and suspicious and you’ll live to see a hundred,” recited Aliana, smiling slyly. 
 
    “You have no idea how very true that is, dear daughter...” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 From Wolf to Bear 
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    Komir. —Norriel Lands, Northwest Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Komir was sitting at the old kitchen table, waiting for his good friend Hartz. It was a cool morning, and although Ikzuge, the powerful Sun Goddess, was still awakening, the dryness of the air foretold a warm day. His parents had already left for the much-anticipated celebration. Mirta had wanted to get there early to enjoy browsing the numerous goods, and Ulis had no choice but to go along with her. Komir took a drink of water from the wooden cup, trying to dissolve the knot in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    The Ceremony of the Bear! 
 
    The event that would transform him into a full warrior and mark him for the rest of his life. 
 
    Luckily Hartz would be with him. He always felt better in the company of his oversized friend, not only for the sense of protection his companion instilled in him but because of his untamable spirit, his extrovert character and his sense of humor that invariably cheered Komir up—even on the grayest of days. 
 
    Hearing the familiar whistle Hartz and he used to give one another, he stood up and hurried out to meet his friend. 
 
    He greeted him with a hug. “Hello, Hartz,” he said, 
 
    His strapping friend returned the hug, lifting him off the ground. 
 
    “Ready for combat, little pal?” 
 
    “I will be as soon as you put me down!” laughed Komir. 
 
    “Today will be a great day, I just know it. Tons of skulls to crush.” 
 
    “And on top of that they’ll give you a prize for doing it,” Komir added cheerfully. 
 
    “True! —I hadn’t thought of that. Oh, I do believe this is going to be a great day!” 
 
    Looking at Hartz, he thanked the goddesses for such a good friend. He and Hartz had not been friends for very long, even though they lived in the same village and were the same age. In fact, until just a couple of years ago they had barely said a word to each other outside Udag. This had no doubt been due to Komir’s stigma within the community, even though Hartz had never confirmed it. But Komir knew his buddy well and knew he was superstitious, like everyone else, and hated the mysterious and unknown.  
 
    The friendship that now united them had not been born of camaraderie or proximity, but had been forged as a result of a fortuitous and traumatic event that was to join them together forever. It had happened two years before, during a hunting expedition organized by Hartz’s father Ugor. Komir had been invited due to the friendship between Ulis and Ugor. Ulis had insisted Komir should take part in the hunt, so he did, respectful of his father’s wishes. During the hunt Ugor was gravely wounded by gray bears in the high forests. The two boys had had to survive an epic journey to save him, as they were deep in the mountains, several days away from their village. It had been that chilling, desperate experience that had forged the unbreakable friendship they now shared. From then on they were like brothers. And the ostracism did not hurt as much anymore. 
 
    The two friends began walking toward the village square where the celebration was about to begin. When they arrived in town both young men were astonished. Orrio, their tranquil village, was brimming with locals and visitors; every corner was filled with people. The whole village was in a state of celebration, and this liveliness was nothing like the town’s usual serenity. A multitude of people from all the villages and small communities belonging to the tribe had gathered to witness the ceremony. The Bikia, led by the young matriarch Auburu, were one of the most populous and influential among the thirty Norriel tribes. The town of Orrio was the Command Village of the Bikia and the center for festivals, rituals, and celebrations. And on this particular day it was practically impossible to take a single step in any direction without bumping into someone else. It was hard to remember a crowd like that there for quite some time. 
 
    Komir fought to control his nerves. He had anticipated being anxious about the ceremony because of the ruthless scrutiny of the other residents, but certainly not like this. His knees were trembling. This was ridiculous; he had to calm down.  
 
    The two friends ambled through the village, captivated by all the attractions provided for the enjoyment of locals and guests alike. Hartz insisted on stopping at every single stand—as if they could afford to taste the delights for sale―even though neither had any money. After drooling over fresh and cured meats, cheeses, breads and other delicious treats, Hartz—with an appetite to match his size—ended up nearly fainting over a honey-glazed blackberry pie that only a privileged few could afford. Komir had finally grabbed his arm and dragged him away to put an end to his agony.  
 
    A group of musicians passed nearby, heading in the direction of the main street and livening up the morning with their festive melodies. Komir observed his friend; he showed not one iota of nervousness. How he envied his calmness and cheerfulness! Nothing ever seemed to alter his good temper and self-confidence. Komir on the other hand was a completely different case. The only moment all morning long when he had not been overwhelmed with nerves had been the time he had shared with his parents on the outskirts of town, in the low meadows next to the river where the ranchers’ market was taking place. There he had seen the most magnificent horses—and he had a considerable soft spot for horses... steeds brought from the kingdom of Rogdon, and even some from the faraway lands of the South under the control of the Nocean Empire. Horses were scarce in the lands of the Norriel, and owning one was considered a sign of social status. Maybe one day he too would have one, although right then he thought of that as an unattainable dream. 
 
    But now the moment of truth was near. The ceremony would soon begin. He could barely keep his legs steady. The enormous town square was completely packed with spectators. They had with some difficulty managed to establish a guarded perimeter where the ceremony and the competition finals would be celebrated. The Master Warrior Gudin moved to the center followed by two of his instructors. Drawn on the ground was a white circle. Inside it, the effigy of a roaring bear had been carefully etched in a deep, blood red. Gudin and his two instructors turned around in the middle of the square to face the leader of the tribe, then knelt in a show of respect.  
 
    Auburu presided over the festivities seated on a high throne made of oak with intricate ceremonial carvings. She wore a long white woolen tunic with silver embroidery. Her straight blonde hair flowed to her waist and shone like wheat in the sunlight. On her head, a simple crown of silvery flowers softened the usual seriousness of the young matriarch’s face. In her right hand she held the ancestral scepter of the Bikia. It was almost two and a half yards high, made of elm wood and adorned with complex symbols representing the sun and the moon in brilliant, dazzling silver. That scepter identified her before all her people as leader and spiritual guide. To her right were seated two other women: Suason the healer and Amtoko, the strange hermit. The latter, of indeterminate age but past fifty, caressed her long, snow-white hair which sharply contrasted with her jet-black clothing. She was the Mistress of Tribal Ceremonies, in charge of ancestral rites and formal rituals and responsible for guaranteeing the purity and correctness of these. People considered her a witch and mystic; some revered her for her immense wisdom. Everyone respected her, and above all feared her. To the left of Auburu were Althor the Master Smith, Bamul the Blacksmith and various artisans and merchants of importance in the small tribal society, as well as the Council of the Twelve. Protecting all of them were fifty veteran warriors wrapped in bearskin capes. 
 
    In the midst of the din from all those present Auburu stood up, scepter in hand, and with her soft but firm voice addressed the audience. 
 
    “Bikia, Norriel, one and all.” 
 
    At once the cacophony of overlapping conversations came to an abrupt halt and everyone present listened in silence to the words of their leader.  
 
    “I welcome you yet another year to the Ceremony of the Bear on this very distinguished day in the history of our people. As is traditional, today we thirty Norriel tribes celebrate our young warriors’ passage from youth to maturity and welcome them to take their place as members of the tribe with full rights.” She took a few steps forward, and looking out over her people united there, reached out her arms. “Thanks be to Iram, the Goddess Mother Earth; our tribe, the Bikia, grows strong and powerful. Under her protection and divine shelter, we will continue as a free, honorable, and proud people in the years to come. Today is a day of joy and celebration; let us all enjoy these great festivities and give honor to Iram so that she might continue to wisely guide our destiny, since we are her people. And may we enjoy this event in peace and liberty in the years to come.” 
 
    Raising the ancestral scepter, she struck the ground three times. At the top of her voice, she announced:  
 
    “I hereby declare the commencement of the Ceremony of the Bear!” 
 
    The entire square broke into cheers of joy. Full of excitement, each and every Norriel shouted jubilantly. 
 
    “Come forth, youth of the tribe, who this year will reach or who have reached nineteen springs, and position yourselves around the sacred circle!” 
 
    From the great House of Council, where they had been waiting impatiently, the young men and women began to file out toward the village square amidst the applause and elated acclamations of the crowd. Komir, his nerves running high, advanced to the sacred circle and looked at the threatening face of the bear pictured on the ground. He closed his eyes and swallowed hard. When he reopened them he saw each of his peers from Udag as well as many others from nearby small towns he did not recognize: all expectant and uneasy.  
 
    Auburu turned to the young warriors. 
 
    “Today, young Norriel, you will be transformed into full members of the tribe in your own right. When you attained seventeen springs you became Wolves, acquiring the right to bear arms for your tribe as young warriors, fighting in packs to keep our people safe. That is what tradition dictates and that is how it should be. Wolves will today be transformed into powerful Bears, wild and proud. You are becoming young defenders of the tribe, Norriel in blood by right of birth. This is a great honor, but at the same time it binds you with a lifelong responsibility. Your destiny becomes tied to that of the tribe until the end of your days. Our myths and legends tell us that, before the first men arrived in Tremia, the Norriel already populated the highlands. Our beliefs, passed on from fathers to children since the beginnings of time, place us on these mountains before the Age of Men; so rooted is our tribe in this land, so great is the honor of belonging to her. Because of this, you are required always to venerate her as sacred land for which you are responsible. You shall unwaveringly obey the commands of your leader and Matriarch.” She struck the ground authoritatively with her great scepter, then showed it to the young Wolves. A solemn silence fell over the entire square. “Today you have the opportunity to become members of this tribe, obeying all its laws and traditions. Or you may set forth on another path, moving away from here, renouncing the tribe and following your own destiny. The choice is yours. Once made, it shall not be changed. Consider it carefully... and decide.” 
 
    Auburu gestured to Gudin, who indicated to his assistants that they should proceed. A heavy metal brazier was placed in the center of the sacred circle. The brazier, on the side of which was engraved the head of a bear, was filled with glowing hot embers. Auburu then requested the assistance of Amtoko, the Mistress of Tribal Ceremonies. She approached and with solemn steps entered the circle. Once she was in the center everything fell silent: a silence interrupted only by the steps of Amtoko’s assistant, who was carrying a magnificent bearskin. He approached her and offered her the sacred pelt. The Mistress of Ceremonies put it on her head, then letting the rest of the pelt fall over her back pointed her staff at the symbol of the bear drawn on the ground. She began to sing, entirely absorbed in the ancient chant made up of mysterious, unintelligible words. Everyone watched her, both fearful and engrossed. As the chant gained in magnitude, Amtoko’s body shook and her arms spread wide as if she were possessed by the spirit of a mountain bear. She then performed an eccentric ritualistic dance—a blend of animal symbolism and exaggerated movements. All watched her in absolute silence, utterly captivated. Finally, with a thunderous and guttural growl, the mystic ended the ritual.  
 
    She remained perfectly still for a few moments. Then, looking at Auburu, she announced with a firm voice: 
 
    “The circle has been blessed! It is free of all evil. It will protect all those who take the oath today.”  
 
    “Onward, Amtoko, proceed with the rite,” signaled the leader, bowing slightly to the mystic.  
 
    Amtoko called Master Gudin’s two assistants and instructed them to stand on either side of the brazier, hot coals still crackling inside it. She turned and pointed at one of the anxious teenagers with her staff: Komir. 
 
    “Enter the sacred circle, young Wolf. It is time to transform yourself into a powerful Bear.”  
 
    Komir swallowed, then fearfully entered the ring and stood in front of the brazier. Amtoko placed her hand on his head, then looked up at the sky and muttered a strange chant. When she had finished, she spoke to him. 
 
    “What is your decision, young Wolf? Do you want to become a Bear or follow another path, apart from the tribe?” 
 
    “I want to be remade as a Bear,” replied Komir. His decision was well planned. He had never wanted anything more. 
 
    “In that case, uncover your arms and show them to me,” ordered the Mistress of Ceremonies. 
 
    The boy complied. 
 
    “In order to be transformed into a Bear, a test of blood and another of pain are required,” announced the mystic, her eyes on the public. From her belt she drew out a curved dagger of gleaming silver, with strange engravings on its blade. She held Komir’s left arm, then with one swift slash made a cut on his forearm. As blood flowed from the wound Amtoko directed it toward the image of the bear on the ground, bathing its ferocious face with this liquid of life. 
 
    “This is the test of blood!” she proclaimed, looking to the sky. She then recited a few inaudible words toward the ground and immediately grabbed Komir’s right arm forcefully by the wrist. Preparing himself, he breathed deeply and closed his eyes. He had already forgotten all the nervousness he’d been suffering, as if the wind had erased it. Amtoko pressed his forearm against the burning hot design of the bear on the brazier. Komir repressed the urge to scream out in pain, but his face contorted, unable to conceal his excruciating agony. The unpleasant smell of burned flesh found its way to Hartz, who had to fight back a surge of nausea. The mystic sustained the torture for several moments as Komir suffered immeasurable pain. He thought he might pass out. Finally she let go of him, and instantly he clutched his arm. Concerned, barely able to endure the pain, he looked at the wound. By iron and fire, his forearm had been forever branded with the image of the Bear. 
 
    “This is the test of pain!” announced Amtoko, looking to the sky again. She placed her hands on the young man’s head, and as she gazed to the heavens she recited a blessing.  
 
    Auburu proclaimed to her people, “As a Wolf you entered the circle, and as a Bear you leave it. The tribe proudly accepts you into its bosom!” 
 
    The audience roared feverishly, welcoming the new member into the tribe. 
 
    Komir bowed, and with the terrible pain still reflected on his face he left the circle. 
 
    He was finally a Bikia, a Norriel. 
 
    Forever and with full rights.  
 
    It was everything he had ever wanted. 
 
    The ritual continued until each of the young Wolves had completed it, including Hartz. No one, neither man nor woman, complained in the least. They all stoically faced the barbaric torture of the ritual. And none of them decided to follow any path other than belonging to the tribe. All chose freely and consciously to become full-fledged members.  
 
    Norriel Bears. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The finale of the unarmed combat was announced to the public in mid-afternoon. The great expectations for this event drew an eager crowd away from their food, beer, and folk-songs to witness the clash. And a Norriel rarely left beer behind.  
 
    Hartz felt good. Prepared. He flexed his strong legs a few times, then did a few squats and stretched his arm and back muscles in a series of studied exercises. The warmup was a typical ritual for him. It helped him to relax and shake off any hint of tension. And today there was most assuredly tension. He knew this was one of the most anticipated finales for everyone. He could feel it in the air.  
 
    He smiled. Finally, the great final. The contest that would bring him the glory, would crown him as champion of his favorite specialty. The coveted title and the prize that went with it were within his reach and he wanted it, really wanted it. The previous eliminations had turned out to be easier than he had expected. His opponents had not performed at a very high level and he had quite easily defeated them. But he was sure the final would be another story.  
 
    Gudin’s powerful voice announced Hartz’s opponent, who entered the fighting ring. Hartz gave him the once-over and noted he was as tall and as strong as he was himself, or even more so. He came in like a giant, with energetic, confident steps. Scratching his head, he frowned severely as he stared at Hartz, his dark eyes full of enmity. He swiftly fastened back his long black hair with a leather tie. Hartz, mirroring his adversary’s gesture, tied back his long mahogany mane so it would not be in the way during the fight.  
 
    Hartz had heard people speak of his gigantic rival Brotan the Ox. He was from the town of Dango, somewhat smaller than Orrio and located a little less than two days away to the northeast. His fame preceded him; he was well known in the neighboring villages for his exceptional strength and physical stamina. On one occasion he had rescued a neighbor trapped under a tree that had been struck by lightning. With his bare hands he had been able to lift the trunk by himself so that they could get the poor man out from under it. A veritable wonder of nature—since three men would not have been able to move that tree.  
 
    People were shouting the names of the two combatants, cheering them on as the excitement grew by the minute. As was customary in this type of tribal event—and in almost any Norriel event—wagers were swiftly made among the spectators. 
 
    Master Gudin’s voice thundered out and the square fell silent. 
 
    “You know the rules of the fight,” he said, and the two young men nodded in consent. “Get on your marks,” he ordered, and the two contestants did so.  
 
    The tension in the atmosphere was palpable. The spectators could barely contain themselves. Gudin raised his arm, looked at both opponents and, after a brief moment, dropped his arm. The audience’s thunderous roars reverberated throughout the village, everyone cheering for their favorite fighter. The contenders hurtled toward one another like two bulls charging at top speed. 
 
    Brotan surged forward and threw a quick right. Surprised by the aggressive attack, Hartz pulled back in the nick of time, saving himself from a good, solid cross. They exchanged several swift punches, measuring each other up.  
 
    The crowd was screaming, celebrating every blow as if they were the ones participating. Everyone had something at stake. The commotion was deafening. 
 
    Brotan threw a left hook, but Hartz had his guard up and blocked it. Brotan struck again with a powerful right, connecting with Hartz’s ribs. 
 
    All right, tough guy! You’re about to find out what fighting really is! thought Hartz, annoyed by the pain from the impact. 
 
    Another sharp blow in the opposite rib forced him to instinctively lower his guard to protect himself, but it did not shield him from another stiff jolt.  
 
    I can’t let this stinking ogre beat the great Hartz! he told himself. 
 
    An explosion of sharp pain erupted inside his head and for a moment he was completely disoriented. Stunned and confused, he took a couple of steps back, trying to recover. A horrible left blow had hit him square in the nose. He ducked just in time to avoid another right uppercut, then managed to build up enough momentum to throw a punch which hit his opponent in the stomach, causing him to stumble backwards. Hartz shook his head, trying to clear it. As he began to feel a little less disoriented he inhaled deeply, trying to steady himself. The blow had been brutal; Brotan struck with the force of an ox. He did not remember ever having been hit like that. It worried him. This guy was good; very good. For a moment he doubted his own chances of victory. But he quickly pulled himself together and pushed doubt away from his mind. He was going to put this brute to the test: put him in a tight spot and see how he would react.  
 
    Hartz tried to do just that. But after having taken several well-landed blows from his rival, Brotan threw a devastating counterpunch that detonated on Hartz’s face. On impact Hartz tottered back a few steps, dazed—then his legs went limp. Paralyzed by a horrible dizziness, his vision blurred. He felt as though he was losing consciousness, that he was going down. He tried to stay on his feet, but his limp legs failed him and finally he fell. His face hit the ground hard.  
 
    The spectators who had been cheering tirelessly now began screeching wildly: some for the likely victor, others trying to lift their beaten warrior off the ground with their cheers. Bets were quickly reversed as both young men desperately tried to stay in the fight.  
 
    Gudin approached to check whether the match could continue. Hartz looked at him, got up on one knee and indicated he could go on. He stood up and breathed deeply. I won’t win this way. He’s stronger than I am and his technique is as good as mine, or better. I won’t beat him by attacking. Think, think! By the three Goddesses, I’m not giving up. No way! He’ll have to split my skull to beat me! 
 
    And that was when an idea popped into his mind. 
 
    He raised his guard and the fight resumed, much to the delight of the spectators. Hartz, on the defensive, withstood a monumental beating. Blow after blow. Everything hurt. But he was... smiling. A barrage of crosses, hooks, and jabs rained down on his head. Through his bloody guard he could see Brogan frenziedly punching, consuming every drop of energy he had left. The furious attack ended and Brotan took a step back to rest and catch his breath. 
 
    The time has come! He’s worn out... 
 
    Hartz leaped forward and planted a powerful right on his opponent’s jaw. Brotan stumbled backwards from the tremendous impact. Hartz noticed Brotan’s legs wobbling for a second, then they buckled.  
 
    You’re mine! I’ve got you! 
 
    Hartz threw a sharp left hook, but much to his surprise Brotan did not fall. Somehow he remained upright, motionless, his arms down, resisting the knockout. 
 
    The square went dead silent. Expectant.  
 
    With a war cry at the top of his lungs, as if he were in the midst of battle, Hartz threw a punch powerful enough to take down a bull.  
 
    Brotan the Ox dropped to the ground like a downed oak tree.  
 
    The spectators, who had been so swept up in the anticipation and tension that they had kept completely silent, broke into thunderous cheers and applause. The whole square was filled with a frenzy of screams that could have been heard in several neighboring counties. 
 
    “Victory!” yelled Hartz as he raised his arms to the sky. Then he fell to his knees, exhausted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Poison 
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    Aliana. —Rilentor, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    The retinue of Healers and Royal Lancers was riding as swift as the wind, pushing their mounts to the limit. Time was marching on; Sorundi and Aliana were due in Rilentor and could not waste a single moment as they pushed toward the city, which was located less than a day on horseback from the Temple of Tirsar. The Royal Trail on which they were traveling connected the Healers’ home with the capital of the kingdom of Rogdon, as well as with the other main cities of the realm.  
 
    They entered the capital through the south gate, known as the Gate of the Deserts. Aliana was surprised to see that the soldiers of the Royal Guard had completely cleared the way for the entourage. The cobblestone avenues of the grand royal city, usually packed with bustling pedestrians, were deserted and heavily guarded from the exterior wall all the way to the royal castle. The fortress, with its six circular towers, rose majestically in the higher part of the city.  
 
    Aliana, who loved riding at a gallop, was nearly flying along the streets of the great city on the back of her horse, listening to the hollow noise of its hooves echoing on the cobblestones. The soldiers guarding the streets to guarantee their safe passage saluted them. They quickly reached the drawbridge that led to the royal family’s castle, passed over the moat and into the courtyard. Aliana and Sorundi hastily dismounted and two officers of the Royal Guard instantly led them to the Prince’s quarters. Aliana realized they had just traversed one of the most populous and best-protected cities on the continent and gained access to an impregnable castle in the blink of an eye. An incontestable demonstration of Rogdonian efficiency. 
 
    Both the room of the royal heir and the halls that led to it were heavily guarded. As they walked, Aliana stared at the men in the Guard. They were tall and strong, with pointed helmets that covered their heads, necks and noses, but left their stern faces exposed. A breastplate of shiny polished steel protected their backs and chests. Under their shields a long blue tunic reached to their knees, with both sleeves embroidered with the emblem of the kingdom. A long coat of mail extended down to their thighs, protecting their upper torso and arms, and their high leather boots were reinforced with steel. Each of them held a lance and kite shield. The shield, characteristic of the kingdom, displayed the distinctive emblem of Rogdon: a grand white horse rearing on a tower with a gray background.  
 
    As she entered the room Aliana’s eyes swept over the luxurious space. King Solin dolefully gazed at his badly wounded son from the foot of the bed. Queen Eleuna was tenderly holding her only child’s hand. On either side of the feeble Prince, two of the royal house’s surgeons were attending to the young man, who was delirious and mumbling incoherently. The tension in the room was suffocating; A frightful silence reigned among all those present.  
 
    The King’s face was marked by fatigue and worry, with the dark circles below his eyes visible proof of his anguish. He was a strong man, with broad shoulders and powerful arms and long dark hair speckled with white which had made its appearance little by little over the years. He had intense brown eyes and a steady gaze. But the monarch’s most striking feature was his great height. He was a perfect example of an extraordinary soldier, a leader with fifty-five springs behind him. The Queen was about the same age as her husband but physically dissimilar in every way: svelte with a fragile-looking figure, enfolded in an almost sublime softness. Her hair, golden and straight, fell to the middle of her back and she had small blue eyes. Even in this state of extreme distress, her incredible beauty was plainly noticeable. She was wearing a dress made of fine fabrics, a blend of beige and warm white that accentuated her air of sheer nobility.  
 
    As soon as King Solin noticed the Healers had arrived he hurried to welcome them. 
 
    “At last you are here, Mother Healer!” He exclaimed, his voice full of urgency. “Please come in. My son is on the brink of death.” He motioned toward the figure lying in the bed. 
 
    “We came as fast as we could, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “We have tried everything, but we can’t improve his condition,” explained the older of the two royal surgeons. “We truly don’t know what more we can do... The arrow was poisoned, and there’s no known antidote in the entire kingdom. The situation is desperate. He’ll surely—” 
 
    “We shall do all that is in our power to restore the Prince’s health,” assured the expert Healer of the Order of Tirsar.  
 
    “Please save my son, I beg of you. Save him!” pleaded the Queen between sobs. “He’s far too young to die! He’s barely begun to enjoy life. Don’t let him die. Save him, please!” She brought her hands up to her sunken, bloodshot eyes and burst into inconsolable tears that melted Aliana’s heart.  
 
    “Your Majesty, if you could give us some time alone... it would be of great help. We need calm and quiet to make use of our healing Gift,” requested Sorundi. 
 
    “Of course, whatever you need; you have only to ask,” replied the monarch. With a quick flick of his head he indicated that the two surgeons should leave, then gently took hold of his grief-stricken wife and led her out of the room. 
 
    The two Healers examined the young man at once. Aliana guessed the Prince was around her own age, perhaps a bit older though not by much. His hair, long and blond, was plastered to his forehead with perspiration from the high fever. His blue eyes were delirious; his face was as fair as his mother’s. A man of classic good looks. He was tall and strongly built, undoubtedly a worthy son to his father. A perfect blend of his mother’s beauty and his father’s strength and physique. 
 
    Aliana focused her attention on the arrow-wound in his shoulder. Beside him on a chair was his exquisite silver armor, embossed in gold. She calculated the position of the impact: just where the breastplate ended and below the shoulder guard overlay. A well-aimed, studied shot that had sought out the vulnerability in his armor. The wound itself was not terribly serious. His shoulders had been protected by the coat of mail. On the other hand, the poison the arrow had been soaked in was genuinely dangerous. 
 
    Sorundi placed her hands on the wound just as the King came back into the room and silently sat down next to them. As the Mother Healer concentrated a pale blue light, only visible to those blessed with the Gift, emanated from the palms of her hands. The healing energy left her body and was propelled forward. It was a soft blue light, almost white. No matter how much she contemplated it, that light always captivated Aliana’s heart as it had the first time she had seen it. She observed as Sorundi’s concentration maintained a continuous flow of the curative energy. The extreme effort of what she was doing was apparent on her face. She attended to the wound for a long while, never letting up. Finally, she drew back her hands, completely exhausted. 
 
    “It’s a very potent poison. Extremely noxious. It’s attacking his vital organs. He doesn’t have long to live. We must hurry, or he’ll die.” 
 
    “Save him, I beg you!” pleaded the King, his voice desperate. “Save him and I’ll reward you handsomely. He’s my only son, the heir to the throne.” 
 
    “Aliana, we need your power,” said Sorundi. “I can’t stop the advance of the poison; I only managed to slow it down.” Assisted by King Solin, she sat down on a chair next to the bed to try to recover from the tremendous effort she had expended. 
 
    Aliana approached the dying man and placed her hands on the wound, just as her teacher had done. She concentrated and summoned her power. A chill ran down her spine and she shivered: a sensation she always experienced, so unique and yet so typical among the Healers. It felt like an icy tingling coursing throughout her whole body. The energy flowed toward her chest. Thousands of pale blue streams of pure, living essence surged from inside her and joined together in a great, powerful lake in the depths of her being. Once accumulated, the energy flowed in the form of a healing power, as if a part of herself, a part of her own spirit, were passing through her hands to the wounded patient. The pale blue light appeared again, this time beneath the palms of her hands. After many years of study and practice under the attentive watch of her instructors, and following the ancient teachings of the Order to the last detail, she had come to understand and master her Gift, the Gift of Healing. Now she felt confident in this difficult art, even if it was never possible to foresee the outcome.  
 
    She concentrated completely and allowed the energy to flow through the afflicted man’s body. A hazy vision began to form in Aliana’s mind. Within the series of images, she could catch glimpses of how the rivers of energy were bathing the Prince’s body. The image slowly began to appear more clearly defined; several places where there were organs that had been damaged by the poison became visible and were taking on a greenish color. She knew what this meant; these organs were severely compromised, and the color indicated the state of deterioration... of decomposition. Healing him would indeed be very difficult. She increased the intensity of her concentration above the first damaged area, focusing the healing energy on the organ, tirelessly radiating it, trying to repair the damage it had suffered. After quite some time she verified with great relief that the healing energy was having a positive effect on the organ. It was beginning to change color—now the pink of daybreak—and to heal, recovering its natural appearance.  
 
    Aliana sighed in relief. Healings were not always successful. Everything depended on how critical the damage was. Never was there any guarantee that a healing would work, no matter how much effort the Healers put into their art. Everybody, every being, and every wound, was different. The Healers never knew with any degree of certainty what they would encounter, nor if their talent and experience would be sufficient to heal the sick or injured person. All they could do was to give it their all. Fatal wounds could not be cured, try as they might, Healers could not reverse death or work miracles. After all, they were only human, and only the gods were permitted to work miracles.  
 
    Focusing, she placed her hands over the next point of infection. This one was much larger. She concentrated her internal energy on the organ and radiated it, applying all her power to it. Like dawn, it began to turn pink, to heal. This was encouraging. She continued working incessantly, losing all sense of time, until each and every one of the damaged organs had been treated. She searched for traces of the deadly substance throughout the rest of his body, intending to attack those as she had the others, but there was no longer any sign of it. Her healing energy had completely eradicated it.  
 
    At last she focused on the site of the wound itself, where there was still an ugly infection. She concentrated on it and managed to eliminate it. She repaired the wound by regenerating as best she could the tissue that had been damaged. Finally, she relaxed. She let the last remnants of energy reenter her body, and the bluish light disappeared from beneath her palms. She withdrew her hands from the Prince’s body, then threw her head back and inhaled deeply. She felt extremely satisfied, happy to have been able to overcome the poison. She tried to stand up, but was so weak she blacked out for a moment. Two strong arms prevented her from falling to the floor. When she looked up, still lightheaded, she saw it was King Solin who was holding her.  
 
    “Are you all right, young Healer?” asked the monarch. 
 
    Aliana was totally worn out. She could barely stand. The use of her Gift for such an extensive period of time had sapped all the vitality from her body, leaving her with barely a drop of strength to carry out even the easiest of tasks. Still, she was not worried. She knew well the physical sacrifice her Gift required, its limits, and the dangers if she were to surpass these. All the Healers were aware that the Gift could be fatal if not controlled. That was the first rule they were taught. It was typical to see Healers faint after weakening their bodies during healing, and occasionally, carried away by the desire to achieve the impossible with a treatment, they had died trying, their battered bodies unable to sustain the punishment inflicted. The Gift could completely consume one’s vital energy; it could kill. Understanding and respecting human limitations and never surpassing these was paramount. 
 
    Aliana was so completely exhausted that all she wanted to do was lie down on the floor and sleep. 
 
    With great difficulty, she managed to explain. “I did it... I eradicated the infection... and... I healed the organs. In a few hours we should... see a marked improvement in... his condition. His fever will begin to drop...”  
 
    “Can this be true?” pressed the King, his eyes full of hope. 
 
    Aliana nodded, unable to continue speaking. 
 
    “I cannot believe it! This is fantastic news! So, it is true? You have healed him?” the king questioned incredulously, his face brimming with excitement. 
 
    Seeing Aliana was unable to speak, Sorundi intervened. 
 
    “There are no guarantees in our profession, Your Majesty... but if the Sister believes she has conquered the infection, it is quite likely that your son will recover. To complete the treatment and to ensure there will not be complications, we will prepare several potions that he will have to take for at least one month. This should guarantee that the infection will not reappear and the wound will heal without any setbacks. The wisdom of nature dictates that the young prince’s badly injured body will require extended rest.” 
 
    “We will do whatever you recommend,” assured the monarch, overjoyed at the wonderful news. His face, which was typically sullen, was beaming. “This is incredible! Just hours ago I had nearly given up on my only son’s life,” he remarked, hugging Aliana affectionately—a rare gesture for the monarch whose sternness and surliness were well known in the court. “I know this is an imposition, but would it be possible to count on your presence for a few more days, just until the Prince has completely recovered? I would be much more at ease if you were to personally supervise his recovery.”  
 
    “Aliana will stay and make sure His Highness recuperates completely. The Gift of my outstanding pupil is now more powerful than my own. If any complication should arise—which could happen—it is better that she be the one who attends to him.” 
 
    The King nodded. “So be it. We will prepare a room in this wing of the palace so that you can rest and regain your strength, young Healer. I must share this wondrous news with the Queen immediately. She will be overjoyed!” He hurried from the room. 
 
    Sorundi approached Aliana. “It’s best that you rest now. You look so very pale, as if you are about to collapse. Your ministrations went on too long. For a moment I was afraid for your life, my daughter.” 
 
    “The poison was terribly aggressive. It took a great effort to heal some of his organs. Several times I thought all was lost. I fought with all my power, and pushed my body to the limit.” 
 
    “Let them take you to your room now. You’re about to pass out. Rest now, my dear child. You’ve done very well—extremely well. Another life saved thanks to the Gift. A life of great importance for the future of our nation and the stability of this complex continent of ours... our dear Tremia.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sorcerer 
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    Komir. —Norriel Lands, Northwest Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    After Hartz’s incredible show of courage and honor it was Komir’s turn. The swordfight finale. There in the middle of the village square, surrounded by a multitude of onlookers, Komir began to feel his nerves taking over. He had an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach that was growing by the second, like a volcano about to erupt. Just a few moments before he had been completely calm and confident about his chances. But now, with everybody watching him, his nerves were starting to get the better of him. 
 
    Hartz approached, his face swollen and bruised from the brutal beating he had taken. He looked Komir straight in the eye and said: “Norriel we are, Norriel we shall die.”  
 
    “Norriel we are, Norriel we shall die,” affirmed Komir, grateful for his friend’s support. Hartz winked one purple eye at him and took a seat with the other spectators. 
 
    Gudin went to the middle of the crowded square. Looking at the assembled audience he announced:  
 
    “Komir, son of Ulis of the Bikia tribe, come forth into the ring.” He looked at him and motioned with this right arm to where Komir should go. 
 
    Komir hesitantly approached and stood where Gudin had indicated. 
 
    “Akog, son of Lopar of the Bikia tribe, come forth into the ring,” said the Master, and pointed with his left hand at the second combatant’s position.  
 
    When he heard that name pronounced, Komir shuddered.  
 
    Akog? It could be no-one else! 
 
    His rival walked to his position with a firm step and an attitude of defiance. He stared at Komir, his eyes glaring with suppressed rage. The hatred in his gaze was unmistakable. His right fist was so forcefully clenched it was almost white. 
 
    Komir breathed deeply, filling his lungs and then exhaling slowly as he tried to calm his nerves. He looked into the eyes of his opponent. There he saw clear visceral hatred projected back at him like a poisoned dart. So we meet again. My worst enemy, the one who deeply despises me... the one who caused the incident by the river I’ve tried so hard to forget yet never could. It could be no other way... So much rancor... You would desperately like to defeat me, wouldn’t you? But more than that, you would love to humiliate me in front of everyone, to ridicule me so I’m the laughing stock of the village. But that isn’t going to happen. I will not let it happen! Your hatred is my strongest ally, and in the end it will help me defeat you. 
 
    Master Gudin’s voice once again resonated through the square.  
 
    “You know the rules of combat.” 
 
    Both boys nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Instructors, present the weapons to the fighters.” 
 
    They took the flat, blunted competition swords and now that they were ready for combat, saluted one another in the Norriel style. The Master Warrior gave a signal with his arm and the two contenders moved into guard position. The spectators, crowding the square to see the grand finale, began shouting and cheering. 
 
    This was the culminating moment of the day. The one everyone had been waiting to see. 
 
    The Master’s arm fell to his side, signaling the start of the bout, and both fighters initiated the circular movements of their advance.  
 
    Without delay, Akog launched a furious attack. Komir hesitated for a moment and retreated to avoid him. Akog pressed furiously. The crowd cheered, surprised by the speed and fierceness of the young man’s attacks. After his initial moment of hesitation, Komir defended himself against the irascible assault as best he could while his confidence waned in the face of his rival’s spurs. All his concentration was focused on blocking the attacks. Arm and wrist acted on the orders from his brain, instantaneously connecting thought and action, but his poise and confidence were dwindling with each of his adversary’s thrusts. 
 
    The fight gained in intensity. The increasing speed of the attacks brought looks of surprise to the spectators’ faces as they cheered in astonishment. Akog was beginning to show signs of frustration at not finding a way to break Komir’s defensive guard. He tried a combination of chest thrusts followed by a straight thrust at his support leg, but Komir deflected the first move with a quick turn of the wrist and shifted backwards with a sudden spring.  
 
    Akog’s eyes shone with hatred. 
 
    He loathed Komir to death and Komir knew it. 
 
    It was that gleam of profound malice that started Komir thinking. 
 
    He had to put all feeling out of his mind, empty it completely. That was the way to go. It would be the only way to defeat him. He vividly recalled Master Warrior Gudin’s teachings. In the art of sword-fighting one must empty the mind of emotions and attain a neutral, balanced state. That state allowed one to evaluate each action and initiate a reaction in consequence. Feelings cloud judgment, and a clouded judgment cannot make rational decisions—which inevitably leads to errors. It was a dogma that the Master Warrior had repeated on innumerable occasions.  
 
    Technique without reason brings death. The fighter believes his ability will conquer all, until he encounters a technique equal or superior to his own. 
 
    He relaxed, and feeling more confident, began in turn to press his frustrated opponent. He put him to the test with rapid-fire movements, attacking his sides to gauge his reaction-time. Akog was aggressive, his skill with the sword, polished. But his footwork was not sufficiently agile and coordinated. His feet did not follow the same rhythm as his arm movements, and now that he was beginning to tire, it was becoming more evident. 
 
    The crowd was getting more excited, shouting feverishly at each thrust. Bets continued to mount; there would be quite a few people finishing the day a bit richer than they had started it. Fidgety children, who had taken the first rows so that they could see the clash better, were cheering for Akog and insulting Komir. 
 
    Komir had sized up his enemy well. Nearly rabid with fury, Akog scornfully spit at Komir’s feet and tried to provoke him with other disdainful gestures. He seemed totally beside himself. But Komir was now fully confident, his mind in balance. He decided to go on the offense.  
 
    He waited for an off-balance attack, then parried and counterattacked with a swift riposte to the head. His opponent reacted late, leaving his body exposed. Komir lunged agilely and hit him with the sword on his support leg. Akog, trying not to lose his balance, moved the weight of his body to the other leg but Komir swept it with a hard kick.  
 
    Akog fell backwards and hit the ground hard.  
 
    Komir darted swiftly forward and pressed his sword on the neck of his defeated opponent. 
 
    “Victor of the contest: Komir, son of Ulis of the Bikia tribe!” proclaimed Gudin authoritatively. 
 
    The audience began to cheer and applaud wildly, shouting the winner’s name in unison. 
 
    Komir remained crouching an instant longer over the body of his conquered rival, his hated enemy since his earliest days of childhood, the person who had repeatedly caused him so much pain even though he had never done anything to deserve it. There he was at his feet, publicly defeated. Komir knew he should feel happy, jubilant even, but all he felt was pity for the unfortunate creature he had just beaten. He looked down at him a second longer; his face was red with rage, his eyes filled with pure fury. Nothing, no satisfaction: just a feeling of sadness for this despicable being.  
 
    It’s over. I beat him in front of the entire tribe. I showed that I’m a better Norriel than he is, before the whole community. I’ve waited a long time for this chance and I finally got it. No longer will anyone doubt that I’m a true Norriel warrior. I’ve won the championship. I am a Norriel by right, a champion. 
 
    He turned away and walked over to Master Gudin, handed him his sword and respectfully saluted him. The Master solemnly returned the salute.  
 
    Komir started to leave the ring amidst the applause and cheers of the excited crowd. As he walked he looked for his parents’ faces among the spectators, but he could not find them. Finally he found his mother’s face to his left among the people in the first row.  
 
    But something was not right; her face did not reflect the joy he was expecting... it reflected a completely different emotion... 
 
    It showed... 
 
    Horror! 
 
    Her eyes wide, Mirta was looking in his direction, pointing at him and shouting something. But in the midst of the noise from the thunderous applause, cheering, and shouting, he could not make out what she was saying. 
 
    The expression on his mother’s face both surprised and startled Komir. He stopped, almost at the edge of the fighting ring, trying to hear what she was shouting. He strained to understand; she was screeching at him now. He tilted his head and craned his neck to try to hear better. 
 
    What was happening? Why was his mother pointing and yelling? 
 
    He did not understand. 
 
    A shrill screech, a piercing scream coming from his mother’s throat, stood out over the rest of the din from the crowd: 
 
    “Look out! Behind you!” 
 
    When he heard that, Komir’s heart skipped a beat. A visceral fear overcame him. He instinctively turned to look over his shoulder.  
 
    Akog, his arm raised high, a dagger in his hand, was two steps from dealing him a deadly blow in the back. The ill-fated boy’s eyes shone with the gleam of insanity. His mouth, contorted by rage, was twisted into a grotesque smile. 
 
    “I’ll kill you, you bastard!” he screeched, with all the fury of years of stifled, irrational hatred.  
 
    Behind his attacker, too far away to be able to stop the treacherous assault, ran Master Gudin and his instructors, screaming at the top of their voices for Akog to stop his demented attack. The spectators’ cheers and applause abruptly ended and immediately transformed into shouts of horror and alarm in the face of such a frightful, dishonorable betrayal.  
 
    Akog, ignoring all of them, took one last step, gathered momentum, and threw himself at Komir. 
 
    A fateful ending seemed inevitable.  
 
    Komir, seeing his enemy’s attack and the dagger rushing toward his neck, experienced a rush of horror so acute that his chest nearly burst. But something else awakened within him along with that rush. An odd sensation flowed through him and he became aware of a singular energy, born out of the deepest part of his being, running through his body. A powerful energy, set in motion by the sensation of danger, had instantly concentrated in his chest. He could feel the intense blue force pressing against his chest, trying to break out of his body. 
 
    In that ill-fated moment, time seemed to come to a standstill, freezing reality. Every sound ceased to exist, all movement stopped. The air itself seemed to evaporate, to be replaced by a vacuum. Akog hung suspended in midair, the deadly dagger just inches from Komir’s neck.  
 
    Instinctively Komir raised his right hand to defend himself. But instead of placing it in a defensive position, he reached out to touch his attacker, not knowing why. The dagger sluggishly advanced in a deadly arc toward his neck. The motion was occurring so slowly he felt he was caught up in a nightmare. An instant before the blade would sever his neck, his extended hand touched his attacker’s chest. 
 
    And in that last moment, something unthinkable happened. 
 
    With a savage wrath, all the energy accumulated in Komir’s chest surged forth as a devastating explosion from his hand. 
 
    Time awakened.  
 
    Everything returned to life.  
 
    Sounds once again filled Komir’s ears. The power of the brutal explosion was so strong that Akog was blasted forcefully in the opposite direction. He shot through the air outside the fighting ring and landed on the other side of the square with a sickening, hollow thud. 
 
    Several of the onlookers had to get out of the way to avoid being struck by his body. 
 
    A sepulchral silence came over the square.  
 
    The spectators were left speechless, in a state of shock from the horrendous event they had just witnessed. No one moved for what seemed like an eternity, trying to grasp the magnitude of whatever it was that had just happened. Gudin was the first to react. He ran to Akog to see if he was still breathing. He shook his head, confirming Akog was dead. 
 
    Komir lowered his head, profoundly grieved. 
 
    A soft murmur could be heard among the crowd. The whispering was quickly growing louder until it erupted into hundreds of muffled shouts and accusations. And one word was becoming clear above the whispering:  
 
    Sorcerer.  
 
    The spectators began to chant, repeating ever more quickly and loudly: 
 
    “Sorcerer! Sorcerer! Sorcerer!” 
 
    A public accusation directed at Komir in response to the arcane act they had just witnessed. 
 
    Looking at his hand incredulously, Komir could not make sense of what had happened moments before. Desperation consumed him. He had killed Akog, and his secret—the reason why he had never been able to integrate into the tribal society, the stigma that had marked him—had been revealed in front of everyone. His spirit plunged into the abyss of despair. Everyone had witnessed it, and he was sure they would condemn him. 
 
    Why? Why is this happening to me now? Now that I was so close to being an accepted member of the tribe? Now that at last I could erase that dreadful incident that marked me out as evil in everyone’s memory? After passing the Ceremony of the Bear and winning the tournament, when I’d finally succeeded in becoming a rightful Norriel warrior and achieved what I’d always wanted... this will destroy all of it. His eyes filled with tears from a mixture of anger and frustration as he heard the accusations hurled at him like a merciless lashing. 
 
    He would remain forever marked as a Sorcerer, a stigma from which he would never be free. For evermore he would be someone the tribal society could barely tolerate. Never would he be welcome. He would be forced to live his life on the margins of the tribe. Magic and arcane arts awakened fear and misunderstanding among his people. Never would he be the respected Norriel warrior he so desperately longed to be. 
 
    His dream would die, here and now. 
 
    “Sorcerer! Sorcerer! Sorcerer!” 
 
    The shouts went on. His head hanging down, he left the square with a painful void in his chest at not having achieved what he had yearned for, knowing that he would never again have the chance to achieve it.  
 
    He did not even dare look at his mother, so afraid was he to see the shame in her eyes… 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 *** 
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    Isuzeni and Queen Yuzumi (The Dark Lady) —Toyomi Continent— 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Far removed from the heartache of the Norriel Ceremony of the Bear, in a remote continent beyond the Hundred Seas, hidden from the known world, new events were about to unfold that would change Komir’s life forever, and affect all Tremia. 
 
    Isuzeni stood in the antechamber of the throne room. He was waiting to be called before his powerful and ruthless Queen: Yuzumi, the Dark Lady, as she was known throughout the shattered continent of Toyomi. That morning the queen had requested his humble presence. Isuzeni was unsure of the reason, but as High Priest of the Cult of Imork, ancestral god of the dead, and personal Counselor to his all-powerful queen, he was accustomed to being summoned to carry out the wishes of his lady and mistress. 
 
    He looked contemplatively at the chamber, his slanted black eyes noticing every detail. Before him, a large and exquisitely decorated room, adorned in velvet fabrics that covered the walls with the Empire’s colors. A huge flag waved on a balcony showing two swords with curved blood-red blades on a background as black as the night: a banner that struck dread in the hearts of its enemies and fear in the hearts of its subjects. The emblem that since the time Queen Yuzumi began the conquest just over ten years ago had gradually but savagely taken the nine kingdoms one by one, bringing the entire continent under her control. None had been able to stop the bloody and relentless advance of the Queen with her unquenchable desire for power: a power that gripped and then choked off everything within reach like an immense black tide, suffocating everything in her path.  
 
    The doors of the royal throne room opened and two imperial guards entered the antechamber. 
 
    They bowed in a show of respect before the High Priest. “Her Highness will receive you now, Your Eminence,” they announced.  
 
    Isuzeni went in to see his queen, never even casting a glance at them. 
 
    Surrounded by her faithful guards, on a rich ivory throne that paled in comparison with her exquisite and lethal beauty, Yuzumi’s gaze turned to him, her face serene. Her silky hair, perfectly coiffed, fell smoothly down to her waist. It was a dazzling jet-black, and her enormous slanted eyes were dark and cold as a winter’s night. The darkness radiated by those eyes, almond-shaped in keeping with her race, was striking. Her skin was snow-white and of a delicacy that always surprised Isuzeni; the yellowish skin tone typical of her ethnicity was nearly imperceptible. Yuzumi’s beauty and power enchanted Isuzeni every time he was in her presence. But above all, it was her dark, arcane power and its incredible magnitude that dazzled him.  
 
    “High Priest,” his all-powerful lady welcomed him. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Isuzeni greeted her, bowing grandly in homage. He half-closed his eyes and considered her for a moment. How great was the power his lady had amassed... 
 
    A mere ten years ago the Dark Lady had taken under her sovereignty—by treason and force—the kingdom of Kotami. In spite of being the leader of the poorest and weakest of the nine kingdoms on the continent, Yuzumi had begun the great conquest. It was completely unthinkable, something no-one had achieved in more than five hundred years... until the arrival of his lady. The Dark Lady had vanquished and eliminated the nine sovereignties, one by one, and had raised her flag over the capitals of the nine kingdoms. Now everything belonged to her; nothing could stand in her way. The continent of Toyomi had fallen under her bloody power. To ensure the future control of each kingdom, the conqueror had wiped out the entire royal lineages, all the royal Generals and Counselors to the thrones and all the members of their families, without exception. No-one remained who could oppose her. No-one. 
 
    “I believe you have something to tell me, Counselor, have you not?” said the queen in her velvety yet stern tone. 
 
    Isuzeni realized then why he had been summoned, but did not know how the queen had found out about it. 
 
    “There has been an incident related to the Marked...” 
 
    The queen sat up straight on her throne. 
 
    “Go on,” she nodded. 
 
    “Our spies on the great western continent of Tremia have received information about a possible candidate.” 
 
    “How certain is this information? Tremia is very far away...” 
 
    “Well, Your Majesty. It is nothing more than a rumor, but the age coincides.” 
 
    “Has he demonstrated the Talent?” asked the Queen. 
 
    “Yes, my lady. The young man has shown he possesses the Gift, a powerful one.”  
 
    “Give me every available detail.” 
 
    “The rumors speak of a young man in a remote village in the mountains in the western highlands who was capable of killing another young man with just the touch of a finger.” 
 
    “Very interesting... if it were true... That would be proof of his Talent. A powerful Talent. If it is indeed true, of course.” 
 
    “That is what caught my attention, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Yuzumi slowly stepped down from the throne, a pensive expression on her face. Her guard of honor immediately came forward and surrounded her. They stood silently, like stone guardian statues. They were dressed in heavy armor, complete with overlays, as black as a moonless night. Engraved on their breastplates was their queen’s emblem: two crossed blood-red swords. Their faces were hidden behind a red mask that revealed only their almond-shaped eyes and a cold stare, the stare of elite soldiers. On their heads was the peculiar-looking traditional helmet which extended down over their necks, while the mask hid the warriors’ faces. They were the Moyuki, the elite guard of the Dark Lady, the best warriors in all Toyomi. These soldiers were recruited and trained because of their formidable physical strength and abilities with the sword. Tall, strong, lethal, obedient, and loyal unto death. An elite force whose only mission was to safeguard their queen’s well-being. 
 
    Isuzeni smiled as he observed them. A thoroughly commendable mission; an honor without equal. He had seen them in action on many occasions during the military campaigns over the last several years, and it was quite a spectacle. They made up a fiendishly dreadful killing machine, capable of spreading waves of destruction and death wherever their lady required it. One hundred Moyuki fighting in closed formation created so much devastation they could completely alter the course of a battle, shifting it in favor of the Dark Lady. 
 
    Yuzumi fixed her eyes on Isuzeni inquisitively. “Are the rumors credible or simply another pack of lies like the ones we have been chasing down over the past few years?” 
 
    “I believe they are... credible, my lady. The incident took place in front of an entire village during a sword tournament. Many people witnessed it. From that moment on, the rumors rapidly spread until finally making their way to the ears of our spies.” 
 
    “How old is he?” persisted the queen, intrigued. 
 
    “Nineteen. That coincides with the supposed age of the Marked.” 
 
    “How much time has passed since the incident?” 
 
    “Hmmm... A little more than six weeks. It takes time for news to cross the seas and get to us, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “It is possible he is no longer in that town, that he has gone into hiding now that his power has been revealed,” pondered the Dark Lady as she stroked her long, silky, jet-black hair. 
 
    “Do you think he is conscious of his power... of his possible destiny?”  
 
    “No, I do not believe he is aware of it, although it is possible that he is under the protective custody of someone who knows of The Premonition. That would explain why all our efforts to find him have been in vain. Even now, we do not have enough information available to ensure that it is he. This could be some other young man with the Gift—but not necessarily the Marked. However, as you say, the age and the magnitude of the power do coincide... Still, I do not want to take any chances.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Eliminate him immediately.” 
 
    “Shall I send one of the Dark Assassins?” 
 
    The Queen had at her disposal a secret order of assassins to whom she entrusted the task of finding and killing fugitives. These assassins relentlessly pursued their victims; failure to carry out a mission led to dishonor and, consequently, an inconceivably painful death. Thus they unrelentingly hunted down even those who fled by ship to faraway lands—as far away as the prosperous continent of Tremia. Distance did not bring salvation to their victims; it simply postponed the inevitable. Precious few had succeeded in fleeing the ruthless and bloody claws of the Dark Lady.  
 
    “Where on the great continent is this village located?” 
 
    “To the west, your Majesty, north of the kingdom of Rogdon. Tribes known as the Norriel inhabit the highlands. Wild savages, Your Majesty: uncivilized, though quite skilled fighters according to the rumors. The territory is considered hostile and dangerous. Rogdon has abandoned its conquest after several unsuccessful attempts, mostly because of the high cost of the campaigns and the meager gains those territories bring— even though they give way to the North Sea. 
 
    “Send the White Tigers. They manage that kind of terrain better than anyone. But make sure they are not overconfident. If he is the Marked, it could be very dangerous.” 
 
    “The White Tigers are unequaled in the entire Empire as man-hunters, Your Majesty. No one can elude them. I have no doubt they will complete their mission.” 
 
    “They had better. I have spent years unsuccessfully searching for the Marked. But I shall find him. I must find him. It is imperative that he be destroyed, at all costs. The Premonition will not come to pass!” 
 
    “He shall be destroyed, my lady,” pledged Isuzeni as he bowed before his powerful mistress. 
 
    “Do not disappoint me, Counselor. I want to bring the conquest of the entire continent to a close with the death of the Marked. Do not deny me the one thing I so deeply desire! Toyomi is finally mine, after ten long years of war! Get me the head of the Marked so that I may celebrate this triumph. Bring it to me!” 
 
    His powerful lady had just ordered a murder. A murder which if it turned out to be the Marked would be of unimaginable significance. It would change the destiny of the world as they knew it.  
 
    Isuzeni turned and hurried out of the throne room, all the while remembering in wonder that day some twenty years ago when the Dark Lady had arrived at the temple of the Cult of Imork, when he was a simple novice Dark Priest. The child was just seven years old and already clearly radiated power. She demonstrated a restrained energy that stood out above all those graced with the Gift. Conspicuously so. One of the temple’s priests had discovered her in a small fishing village during a trip to one of the temples on the coast. She was an orphan, and no one knew anything about her past. She had been abandoned at the door of a humble fisherman whose wife and son had died from fever. Feeling sorry for the little girl, he had taken her into his home and raised her. The priest had had no difficulty convincing the old fisherman that the child would be better cared for and would have a much more promising future if the powerful Cult of Imork were to take her into their protection. After offering him generous compensation, he had taken the girl to the temple on the coast. 
 
    The evidence that she possessed the Gift made it inevitable that she would be sent to the Grand Temple in the capital of the kingdom of Zchu, where notable, high-ranking Priests could adequately instruct the child and guide her toward a brilliant future. The Cult of Imork was always ready to bring in new followers, especially those blessed with the Gift. The more followers they had, the wider the Cult’s reach and influence; the more members blessed with the Gift they had enlisted in their strict pyramidal structure, the greater the global power of the Cult. Unfortunately the Gift was scarce. Very few people were born with it, and it could neither be acquired nor transferred. Even its continuation by bloodline was not guaranteed. A father might have the Gift yet his son would not—and vice versa—though there was a greater probability it might exist within the same family. In the majority of cases, when the Gift manifested itself in a person it did so in a limited capacity, often very subtly. Of all the priests in the Cult, most had been graced with scarcely more than four drops from the Gift’s fountain of power, and only a fortunate handful had been blessed with a wellspring of notable power. Isuzeni was amongst those in the latter group, and was well aware of his tremendous good fortune.  
 
    But the power of his Gift paled in comparison to that of his lady and mistress. 
 
    From the day the girl had arrived at the temple their destinies had been united... inexorably intertwined. First as teacher and student, and then as Counselor and Monarch. His first memory of her, as indelible as it was impressive, was the very day she arrived. The intensity of her mysterious Gift was of a magnitude that had not been seen for many generations. She was a veritable prodigy and had fortunately been discovered at a young age, making it possible to develop her immense potential fully. It was considerably more difficult, and often simply impossible, to develop such a potential in adults, because the bond between the Gift and the person weakened and eventually faded away with the passage of time if the union was not strongly established: just as a flower or any living organism that has not been properly cared for will wither with the passing days until finally, it dies. 
 
    Isuzeni let his memories carry him back to that crucial moment. 
 
    “Hello, child,” he had said as he greeted her with a wave of his hand and a welcoming smile.  
 
    “Hello,” answered the introverted girl, not even raising her head to look up at him.  
 
    “Let’s begin by introducing ourselves. My name is Isuzeni and I am a Priest of the Cult here at the temple. What is your name, small one?” 
 
    “My name is Yuzumi.” 
 
    “I think you and I are going to be very good friends,” he said in a friendly voice. “You have nothing to fear and nothing to be concerned about; you are in a safe place. This will be your home for a time, and we will take very good care of you. Do not worry about a thing. If there is anything you need, you have only to ask me.” 
 
    “What will I do here?” 
 
    “What you will do is learn. I will be your tutor and will teach you everything I know about many interesting subjects. And then when you are ready other priests more powerful than I will instruct you in disciplines at a higher level, which will allow you to accomplish things that right now you could not even dream of.” 
 
    The girl looked up and stared into his eyes, as if trying to glimpse any trace of deception. After a few moments she nodded and again lowered her eyes. 
 
    “What kinds of things?” 
 
    “Magical things... Incredible things!” 
 
    She looked into his eyes again, studying him, and looked down once more. 
 
    “Magical? How?” 
 
    “You shall see. You are a very special person. You were born with a great Gift, a Gift that will be with you always and will allow you to do things mortals can only dream about doing.” 
 
    After glancing at him again and nodding, she calmly replied, “I believe you.”  
 
    That had been many long years ago. Now that introverted child had been transformed into the Dark Lady and had forged an Empire. She was the ruler of the whole continent. Under her command was an army of more than seventy-five thousand men. 
 
    Her dark, power was incomparable.  
 
    And she had ordered the death of the Marked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sweet awakening 
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    Aliana, Gerart. —Rilentor, Kingdom of Rogdon — 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aliana was watching over Prince Gerart. A week had passed, and she wondered if he would eventually wake, or if he was lost to them. She asked Mother Helaun, founder of the Order, for her grace, as she already had done all she could for him. And as if answering her daughter’s prayers, something happened: the Prince stirred suddenly and finally opened his eyes. 
 
    An intense light, a painful brightness, assaulted Gerart from all directions, blinding him and increasing the stabbing pain inside his head. He did not know where he was and felt completely disoriented. In spite of the intense pain, he tried to open his eyes again... and instantly thought he must be in the middle of dream, or else having a vision. Appearing before him was a woman so beautiful she could only be a celestial being, a goddess. She had golden hair and brilliant blue eyes as deep as the sea. A feeling of well-being and harmony instantly enveloped him, like a fresh sea breeze, calming his soul and easing his pain. 
 
    “Are you... are you from the heavens? A goddess, perhaps?” he asked, still terribly disoriented.  
 
    The question caught Aliana by surprise. After looking at him for a moment she burst into a peal of sweet-sounding laughter. 
 
    “No, nothing like that!” 
 
    “Might you be Asra... Goddess of Beauty?  
 
    “Nothing could be further from the truth, Your Highness. My name is Aliana and I am nothing more than a Healer from the Temple of Tirsar, not a goddess of antiquity,” she explained with a smile as she bowed slightly. “You’ve been very sick, at death’s door, but the worst is over. You need to rest now. Everything will be fine, I assure you. There is nothing to worry about. Soon you will have recuperated completely.” 
 
    The Prince looked at the beautiful young woman and tried, unsuccessfully, to make sense of the situation. 
 
    “Thank you... A Healer, eh? I’ve heard talk about your Order but I’ve never met one of you...”  
 
    Aliana helped him to sit up, then took a potion from the bedside table she had prepared and gave it to him.  
 
    As Gerart drank, he looked around and recognized his royal bedchamber. 
 
    “Thank you. This concoction tastes like hell.”  
 
    Aliana laughed. “Exactly, but it will help you regain some strength.” 
 
    Gerart looked at her with uncommon interest. “My mother Queen Eleuna has spoken to me about your Order and about how miraculous your Gift is. She says that you do incredible work throughout the kingdom, voluntarily healing the sick and wounded and receiving nothing in exchange.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Highness. We have a responsibility towards healing; it is our duty.” 
 
    “Was it you who healed me, who attended to me?” 
 
    Aliana tilted her head slightly and nodded. “Yes, your Highness. You will be under my care until your recovery is complete.” 
 
    “Tell me, Aliana... the arrow was poisoned, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It was. Fortunately we got here in time to be able to stop the poison and heal the damaged organs. But a few hours more and—” 
 
    “And... I would have died. I understand...” 
 
    Gerart took a deep breath, then tried with every ounce of stamina he had to get out of bed, but he could not. His muscles simply were not responding. They were far too weak. And his head was about to explode. He looked at the Healer; the afternoon light flooding the room washed over the young beauty. Her hair shone with an almost surreal brilliance, the long locks reflecting the golden essence of life. Her face radiated purity and tranquility. 
 
    Gerart was speechless. An embarrassing silence hung between them. But neither of the two spoke a single word. Gerart finally reacted. “Oh my, where are my manners? How clumsy of me... Pardon me for not thinking clearly. I owe you my life; you’ve saved me, and I haven’t even thanked you.” 
 
    “That is not necessary, your Highne—” 
 
    He hastened to interrupt her. “Of course it is! I want to thank you, from the bottom of my heart. I’m indebted to you. I owe you and your Order unending thanks. I will never forget this, I can assure you of that. You will be generously compensated—my father will see to that.” 
 
    “It really isn’t necessary, your Highness. I’m only fulfilling my duty. No reward is necessary. I have a responsibility towards my Order.” 
 
    “You don’t want anything? What an odd attitude. I respect you for it, but it’s quite unusual. In any case, I’m sure my father will find some way to thank you. And one last favor, if I may; would you mind addressing me informally? We are the same age, and I owe you my life. I think that would be quite appropriate.” 
 
    “As you wish, your High—, excuse me, as you wish, Sire... No... as you wish,” Aliana clumsily corrected herself. “If you would excuse me, I’m going to look for your parents. They’re waiting for good news about your recovery, so this will be a godsend. They’ve been having a very difficult time through all this.”  
 
    Aliana left the room, softly closing the door behind her. Gerart raised his hand to the pit of his stomach. He had an odd feeling; it was as if something was boring straight through him. At the exact moment, noticing the absence of the lovely young woman and the sensation he was experiencing, he realized something new and exciting was happening to him. He felt a mix of elation and fear that he could not comprehend. His head began to throb again, but even in the midst of the pounding and the pain, he felt oddly happy... 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aliana diligently cared for the Prince of Rogdon for weeks until he had almost completely recovered. He was a strong young man; at no time did his body yield to his malaise, and he gradually regained the vitality the vile poisoning had robbed him of. During the time she was dedicated to ensuring the wellbeing of the heir to the throne, she was able to observe how the feel of the city was changing—the way the landscape of an unfinished painting, with new brush-strokes, is reshaped into a different panorama. The colors on the canvas, once light and agleam, became progressively grayer with each passing day. War was coming. Soon the painting would become dark and dismal. 
 
    Everyone was talking about it; it was the main topic of conversation in this majestic city of stone and marble, especially in the markets and taverns where all sorts of rumors were being exchanged. Worry and fear were growing more intense by the day, as was the number of soldiers arriving in the capital from other regions of the kingdom. The proliferation of military units was never a promising sign. 
 
    Little by little, an army was being organized and outfitted in Rilentor. Hundreds of blue and silver military tents, with banners from the different counties, had been placed in the large expanse on the north side, at the foot of the great Gate of the Snows. But soon they would have to increase its capacity by extending the camp to the other side of the wall, since the available space was too little to house so many men. And Count Longor and Count Helmar would soon be arriving with their respective armies, or at least that was the rumor the birds brought from the skies of the north and east of the kingdom.  
 
    The city’s merchants were working frantically to obtain all the basic necessities and products the army required, and to distribute these. The enormous entourage of support ranged from blacksmiths to young ladies brought in to calm the soldiers’ tense mood; from cooks and carpenters to all kinds of other tradesmen—and the swelling crew required countless pieces of equipment. Trading was at a peak; hundreds of merchants were capitalizing on the unexpected benefits of the critical political situation. The city was abuzz with activity, with thousands of industrious people, all working tirelessly, harvesting the fruit of the day, adding up the shiny gold pieces that would fill their coffers of greed. The Gate of the Snows and the Gate of the Plains that opened to the north and the east were jammed with the incessant traffic from merchants and soldiers alike. The Royal Guard tried their best to hurry them all along but they were having serious difficulties. Trade with other cities of the kingdom was growing at an incredible rate as vendors from every region of the kingdom hurried to take full advantage before the first drop of blood would be shed. 
 
    A terrible war was brewing before her eyes and Aliana did not want to see it, refusing to accept its inevitability. The attack on the Prince had escalated the already strained relationship with the Nocean Empire, to the point that diplomatic ties were broken. Armed conflict appeared imminent. Rumors coming from the South told of a great army of merciless, dark-skinned men approaching the border. They were advancing from the desolate depths of the Empire of the Deserts. The spilling of blood seemed inevitable, and that fact greatly saddened the Healer, dampening her usual joy and optimism. 
 
    That afternoon Aliana was taking a walk with Prince Gerart in the gardens of the royal palace, trying to keep her mind off the tense situation in which the capital city was embroiled. In the many hours Healer and patient had shared during his convalescence, a spontaneous and sincere friendship had blossomed between the two. Aliana, little by little, had become accustomed—though not without effort—to seeing the Prince for who he really was and not for the position he held.  
 
    They stopped next to a small lake. Gerart smiled at her and bowed elegantly. “Your preference, my lady,” he said, referring to the tulips of many different colors that adorned the bank and lent a cheerful liveliness to the landscape.  
 
    “Indeed, noble sir, you know me well,” replied Aliana, returning the bow and smiling broadly. 
 
    He smiled, then his expression suddenly dulled. “Truth be told, I cannot believe you have to return to the Temple of Tirsar so soon.”  
 
    “My stay at the palace was on the condition of the Prince’s recovery, and as far as I can tell, the Prince has completely recovered,” smiled Aliana.  
 
    “That’s because I’ve been in the best possible hands. Your care has worked miracles. My recovery is complete; I’m once again in tip-top shape. My instructors just mentioned that to me today. A very quick recuperation. My strength has been increasing day by day, and I don’t see any residual impairment in my swordsmanship. I’ve got my quickness back, my arm is strong and my thrust accurate. I feel fantastic. All thanks to you.”  
 
    “Not all of it,” Aliana said. “The hard work of recovery was done by you. Day after day of serious physical effort. I only took care of ensuring that your body was healing with the help of time which, in these matters, is essential. Trying to force your recovery would only have caused a relapse. Nature requires whatever time it takes to repair her work. You have so much willpower and strength of character. I know this has been difficult for you—even though you’re trying to hide that now to make it look as if all the credit is due to my care. But we both know that’s not true.”  
 
    “I didn’t want to disappoint my father. I needed to make a quick recovery so I would be able to serve the kingdom. Dreadful times are drawing near, and I must be at my best.”  
 
    “I am sure His Majesty King Solin wasn’t expecting a miracle. He must be quite surprised and very proud at how quickly you’ve improved.”  
 
    “If you say so... but I wouldn’t bet on it...” Gerart kicked a stone with his boot. Looking at the ground, he began walking again. “My father is a man who gives praise sparingly... and I’m not used to being the recipient of it. In fact, my mother and I rarely receive any show of affection from him. Throughout my entire childhood I only remember a few times when he was truly affectionate toward me, and since I’ve been an adult... almost none at all. Much of the time I don’t think I meet his expectations. He doesn’t say that outright, but I can see the doubt in his eyes.” 
 
    “Just because he’s a man of few words, who isn’t given to sentimentality or showing his feelings in public, doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you, or that he isn’t proud of you.” 
 
    “Oh, sweet Aliana! You always look for the nice side of people, but not everyone has one. My father is what he is: a surly man in every respect. There’s no room in his heart for sentimentality or displays of affection. He’s responsible for the kingdom and that’s all that matters to him. He lives for Rogdon. In order to rule, one must be hard, inflexible, and show no weakness. My father was born to rule.” 
 
    “Not showing something outwardly doesn’t mean he doesn’t feel it inside...”  
 
    “I’ve spent my whole life being the great King Solin’s son. Solin the Savior, Solin the Rock, the pillar upon which the kingdom is sustained. It wasn’t easy growing up in his shadow; his expectations were huge. Conversely, I can count on one hand the number of times I got encouragement or approval from the legendary King. That’s how he is, and I accept it. I have to keep improving every day so that I can try to become at least half the leader he is. In that way, one day I will be able to lead this great nation with a firm and steady hand. It is my duty and I cannot fail...”  
 
    “I don’t think you give yourself enough credit.” 
 
    “Thank you, Aliana. Your words always lift my spirits. But let’s not talk about this anymore. There is nothing I can do; I will always live in my father’s enormous shadow. That is my fate and I accept it. I only hope that when the time comes, I can rise to the occasion.” 
 
    “I have no doubt that you will.”  
 
    They continued on their walk until they came to the fragrant rose bushes, where they stopped to gaze at the crimson beauty in full splendor.  
 
    “You haven’t told me much about yourself in all this time we’ve spent together,” said Gerart, playfully jumping in front of her. 
 
    Aliana stopped and looked at him in amusement. “There really isn’t much to tell. I’ve spent my whole life in the temple, ever since I was a little girl. My first memories are sharing toys with the sisters of the Order in the evenings... How I love them...” 
 
    “So you were born in the temple, then? I’d thought only women of the Order were admitted as residents, that you don’t allow men to live there.”  
 
    “True. Men are not permitted to live in the temple. In fact, very few even have the privilege of being able to enter it. You, for example, because of your lineage, would have that right. It’s one of the concessions the Order had to make so that the kingdom of Rogdon would guarantee its survival.”  
 
    “Why? I’ve never understood why you refuse to accept men. Do you hate us for some reason? Maybe for our superior physical condition?” he rebuked her jokingly.  
 
    Aliana made a dismissive gesture. “Not at all. It has nothing to do with your sex.” 
 
    “Then what?” said Gerart, flexing his muscles. 
 
    Aliana laughed. “The healing talent manifests itself predominantly in women. There are hardly any men who possess the Gift of being able to heal. In Tremia they’ve disappeared almost completely. So the Order was founded by and for women. I don’t consider that rule to be entirely fair, but I have to admit it’s helped create a true sisterhood, a bond among us that is unique. It’s a strong and precious union. We’re all like sisters, both the Healing Sisters and the Protectress Sisters who defend us. So the rule has remained intact over time.” 
 
    “If the system works, who am I to question it, since I owe you my life after all?” he chuckled. “But tell me, what do you know about your parents?”  
 
    “Not much, really. I was abandoned at the gates of the temple. The sisters found me in a basket one winter morning, wrapped in old blankets and crying. They found nothing that indicated where I came from. I’ve never known who my parents were or why they abandoned me.”  
 
    “I don’t think it was a coincidence that they left you precisely there. They must have recognized your Gift. They knew the Healing Sisters would be aware of your power and would welcome you with open arms. Don’t you think so?” 
 
    “Yes, I think so too. Unfortunately the sisters didn’t find anything either in the basket or in the clothes I was wearing or on me that gave any indication of who I could be.” 
 
    “Interesting mystery. It looks as if there’s an intriguing story behind your origins after all...” 
 
    “I don’t think so. At any rate it’s never bothered me much. The Order has cared for me and protected me my whole life. My sisters are my family and the Temple my home. That’s how it’s always been, and I’ve always been perfectly happy with it.” 
 
    “But wouldn’t you like to know the truth? The reason why you were left at the temple, and who your real parents are?” 
 
    “What would I gain? I’m happy now. I don’t think anything I could discover would make me happier. On the other hand, it could break my heart and bring me pain and sorrow, and I don’t want or need that.” 
 
    “You’re right. That was inconsiderate of me... forgive me...” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I’m not as delicate as I may appear. Remember, there’s a warrior inside me who’s been trained to fight. The Healing Sisters are under an obligation to heal, but they can also kill if necessary. We’ve been trained from a very early age to be able to defend ourselves on our own, to ensure the survival of the Order in hostile times—like now—and to protect ourselves from the lechery and perversion of men of corrupt souls.” 
 
    “Wise principles. I must admit that the system and laws that guide your Order are making more and more sense all the time. I may end up agreeing with you!” laughed the Prince. 
 
    “And if you spend more time with the Healers, it will make even more sense.” She was smiling. “We should return now. I have to finish a few tasks and get ready for my trip back home tomorrow.” 
 
    “I will miss your company terribly,” said Gerart sincerely. His voice was tinged with sadness. 
 
    “And I yours. But my duties are claiming me. My Order needs me, so I have no choice but to leave. Yet I have no doubt we’ll see one another again soon, you can be sure of that,” she assured him, trying to relieve the sting of their imminent separation. 
 
    For a moment they stood there looking into each other’s eyes, both conscious of the feelings swirling around inside them. An uncomfortable silence hung between them, a silence neither dared break. Gerart did not want her to leave. He stepped closer to her, almost unwittingly. The beautiful Healer’s proximity, the nearness of her slender but shapely body and that lovely, heavenly face... he felt as if a knot were forming in his stomach. With inexplicable daring, he caressed her golden hair gently as an intense feeling of desire grew inside him. 
 
    Aliana trembled at his touch. She felt something new and exciting coursing through her entire being... a pleasant and exhilarating sensation. A feeling as powerful as a hurricane had instantaneously swept over her whole body. Something her mind could not identify. Without giving her time to react, before she could understand what she was feeling, Gerart took her hand and kissed the back of it. Desire and nerves collided in Aliana’s breast, leaving her utterly surprised and embarrassed. Her cheeks flushed. Without saying a word, without looking back, she turned and ran off toward the palace.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Threads of Destiny 
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    Komir. —Norriel Lands, Northwest Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where is Komir?” Amtoko asked herself. She looked instinctively toward the entrance to the cave which had been her humble home for countless years.  
 
    The black panther at her side growled and shook its big head. 
 
    “You are right, my dear, it’s too early, but he’ll arrive soon. We have much to discuss,” she said, and patted her companion. “That Komir, he’s special. He doesn’t know it, but you and me, we do.” 
 
    The panther growled again, softer this time.  
 
    In the refuge of the comforting hearth fire Amtoko, the Norriel Mistress of Ceremonies, was eagerly awaiting the arrival of Komir. She had lived the greater part of her long life in the depths of this protective cavern. Situated on one of the peaks of the Ampar Mountains, it was difficult to access and generally took more than half a day of brisk walking to reach from the village of Orrio. Because of this, and for other reasons related to her mystical powers, she was well known in the region, and practically every Norriel had heard of her: the Silver Witch, as she was called. Amtoko smiled. That name, in reference to the iridescent color of her hair and her art, had always amused her. Man’s dread of the unknown or unusual had always fascinated her. Because of the trepidation she aroused in her superstitious neighbors she did not receive many visitors, or rather practically none. This was undoubtedly the destiny reserved for a Norriel Witch, but she did not care. 
 
    She was both pleased and saddened by the fear she struck in the hearts of her beloved people. It provided her with invaluable peace and tranquility, but it also isolated her. The Norriel respected her, but above all they feared her and the arcane arts she practiced. So they kept their distance. Of course, neither did it help that she had an enormous black panther constantly at her side. This was her loyal companion, charged with keeping nosy people and intruders out of her dwelling. 
 
    “They’re afraid of you, my friend,” she announced, smiling at the great panther stretched out next to the fire. “They don’t know what an honest heart you have. They see only the danger you represent, the proud instinctive feline in your eyes. But I know you well, from your first steps, since you were a kitten—and I know your heart is pure and noble.”  
 
    Amtoko could not help but smile at the thought. 
 
    “They call me a witch, and many of them think I’ve lost my mind through living in isolation up here with you. But you and I know that’s not how it is, don’t we, dear?” The panther let out a low growl, as if agreeing with her mistress. “Let them think whatever they wish. We’re safe here and no one bothers us. There isn’t much we value more than peace and quiet, is there, my little one?” she asked her loyal companion rhetorically.  
 
    Her visits to the village were not frequent. When she went down to town it was generally to visit her two good friends Auburu and Suason, or when she was needed in her capacity as Mistress of Ceremonies and Rituals. Occasionally she went in at the request of the Tribal Council. At times there were serious issues to resolve, such as wars, or anything that put the tribe in danger, or situations that required her mystical talent. She knew Auburu, the leader of the tribe, very well, and had known her since she was a girl. Even then she had already identified in the young woman the inner strength of a leader and an innate aptitude for command. And that was part of Amtoko’s talent: the ability to perceive people’s strengths and weaknesses and see their potential.  
 
    “Oh, Auburu! Such a great leader. A promising future, that girl. I remember you well, my dear. We shall see where you lead the destiny of the Bikia tribe, the destiny of our Norriel. It will be interesting indeed to see how you manage the turbulent times to come,” she said as she added more wood to the fire.  
 
    Amtoko had always favored Auburu. She recalled how one rainy afternoon—already taking charge—a perfectly composed, fearless girl had approached her in the town square, impertinently yanked on her tunic, and asked her name—much to the amazement of everyone around her. From that moment she had seen in that child the strong personality that would be so characteristic of her. And with the passing of time she had witnessed her potential grow and develop, eventually turning her into a leader. Whenever Auburu had needed it, Amtoko had offered her assistance. And Amtoko always kept a watchful eye on both the internal and global events that could have an impact on—or be dangerous for—her land and her people. After all, her blood and her heart were Norriel.  
 
    “Norriel we are, Norriel we shall die.” 
 
    And that was her true talent, her arcane Gift: the capacity to see and sense events and people beyond physical distances. After years and years of arduous work, incessant study, research and experimentation she had mastered this elusive art. She had the ability to create mystical bonds with people and animals which allowed her glimpses into events connected with them. Besides that, this symbiosis allowed her to acquire for herself some of the same characteristics as the creature in question. But she made sure not to mention that small detail... No reason to give people the negative impression that she was unscrupulously using them; her reputation was already dismal enough. Unfortunately, even though it was for the good of the tribe, her talent and the use she made of it had turned her into a Witch in the eyes of her people. Fear, disdain, and solitude were the price she paid for her Gift. But she had gotten over that an eternity ago. For her, her talent was much more important than the affection and acceptance of those around her. 
 
    Regrettably, she was not able to see the future. It caused her great sadness; it was as if her talent was not complete. It was... imperfect. No matter how hard she tried, she had not been able to achieve the ability that was her heart’s deepest desire—and that which would make her whole. It was not that she was not powerful enough, but the ability to see the far-off future was simply outside the limits of what she was able to do with her Gift. She had strong intuition about the immediate future, though, and could glimpse ahead and see the invisible threads of events that would soon come to pass. But she would never give up; her greatest goal was to see into the future someday. 
 
    “One day, dear friend, we shall be able to read the distant future,” she told her companion as she affectionately stroked her velvety black back. “Believe me, we will! That day, we will be complete and our spirits, fulfilled at last, will fly high above the mountains like a white eagle searching for clouds in an infinite sky.”  
 
    Suddenly the panther growled a warning. Komir had arrived at the entrance of the cave. The young man, not daring to enter out of respect, stood at the mouth of the cave and called for Amtoko. He was clearly nervous. 
 
    “Come into my humble abode—you’ve arrived just in time to share a nourishing broth,” answered a raspy female voice from inside. 
 
    “Thank you, Amtoko,” answered Komir, hesitantly entering the dark cavern. As he walked slowly, his eyes struggled to adapt to the new, dimly lit surroundings. After a few moments he could make out the Witch in the back of the cave next to a small fire, her hair shining in the light of the flames. The huge black panther next to Amtoko was scrutinizing him with her brilliant eyes that were the color of the sun. 
 
    “Come and sit down here next to me. The warmth from the fire will comfort you,” suggested the eccentric hermit. “Don’t worry about my friend—she won’t bother you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Amtoko,” he said, and sat down in front of the fire and the panther. He took the bowl of soup the Witch offered him, waiting silently for Amtoko to speak. The woman made him feel profoundly uneasy. He was not afraid of her; he respected her—but she did make him feel nervous, as if there was something dangerous... or unnatural about her. 
 
    “A very special recipe... I hope you like it—it’s one of my specialties.” She smiled as she took a taste of the spicy broth. 
 
    “You called me to your home... I imagine it’s because of what happened at the Ceremony of the Bear... a few weeks ago...” 
 
    “Oh, the impatience of youth! So much vitality and so little patience,” she laughed, making a face. “Don’t be so anxious. Finish your broth and then we can talk calmly. First things first, young Norriel.”  
 
    The two ate in silence until they had emptied their bowls. The Witch offered him a second helping of the unusual broth, but Komir politely declined.  
 
    “All right, now that we have a little warmth in our stomachs, we can deal with what’s worrying us. You’re right; I summoned you because of what took place at the Ceremony of the Bear, but not just because of that specific incident,” she said as he looked down, apparently uncomfortable. “For some time I’ve been perceiving events and energies that revolve around you. The intricate threads of destiny are very quickly weaving a great, complex web around your being. And that worries me.” 
 
    “I don’t wish to doubt your powers, much less offend you, but are you sure this is all about me? I haven’t done anything, I haven’t provoked anything—that I know of, of course—unless it’s because of the incident...” Komir again shifted his eyes to avoid the Witch’s small, deep ones. 
 
    “Indeed, you did not incite the events. But destiny is capricious and draws everything, the dreams and desires of many beings, into an unsolvable and unintelligible labyrinth of countless actions.” 
 
    “But why me?” asked Komir, anger beginning to well up inside him. 
 
    “I perceive that your life, since your birth, has been woven in an intricate plot, an intrigue of great repercussions—not only for you, but for all those around you. Initially it was nothing more than a small sensation, like a tiny tickling, alerting me to its existence. But with the passage of time this omen has become stronger and the sensation is now powerful and clear. What happened in the tournament has just brought my suspicions to light.” 
 
    “An intrigue, you say? So I may be in danger?” 
 
    “Indeed you are, my dear young man. I can’t see the precise danger, but the sensation of something threatening is getting stronger and stronger... and more imminent... The signals I’m receiving when I focus on you, or the omens if you prefer to call them that, are of grave danger. Since the ill-fated incident they’ve multiplied and continue to intensify. Most likely the incident itself has put a series of new events in motion, and those are what I am now perceiving. That is why I’ve called you here. To warn you. So that you can be prepared for whatever may happen.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Why me?” 
 
    “The reason is unknown to me. I can’t see it. What I do see clearly is that you are not an ordinary Norriel. You never have been and you never will be. You’re marked by destiny. A destiny that is now beginning to show itself, to unfold its wings. The great wheel of events has begun to turn after being still for many years.” 
 
    “And what if I don’t want it? What if I refuse that destiny you say is out there waiting for me?”  
 
    “I don’t think you can avoid it, my young friend. You will have to play your part and hope the Sun and the Moon protect you on your path. With what I am perceiving, we’ll have to turn to Iram herself, because her daughters cannot shield you sufficiently. Only Iram will be able to protect you. You must entrust yourself to our Mother Earth.” 
 
    “You can sense that much danger?” 
 
    “Yes, I can.” 
 
    Komir nodded. “Thank you for the warning, Amtoko. I’ll stay alert. But if I don’t know what the danger is, I might not be able to identify it until it’s too late.” 
 
    “That’s true. But it’s still better to keep your mind alert. That way, when something odd happens or you notice something that seems suspicious, your mind will react and keep you from being caught unprepared.” 
 
    “You’re right,” agreed Komir, nodding as he thought about the situation he was finding himself in. “Thank you for your warning. I’ll stay alert and inform my family. I only hope this won’t make me see shadows and danger where there really aren’t any.” 
 
    “It’s quite possible that it will have precisely that effect at first, but you’ll get used to it. Believe me―crazy old hags like me have been living that way for a long, long time... suspicious of every shadow, of every unusual sound. But perhaps that isn’t the best example to give a young warrior!” The Witch laughed in her gruff voice.  
 
    “I hope it won’t bother you if I ask you this... I mean you no disrespect and don’t wish to upset you, but is it possible you’re wrong about all this? Perhaps your premonitions aren’t about me. Couldn’t it be some other person from our village?” 
 
    Amtoko smiled, revealing the deep wrinkles that furrowed her face. 
 
    “A very logical reaction—and it doesn’t bother me at all. If you didn’t react that way, I’d be surprised. Why believe an old nutcase who lives in a cave, far from the rest of humanity? Why follow her senile recommendations and advice? Don’t be embarrassed, young Norriel. If the situation were reversed I’d have my doubts too.” 
 
    “You’re not at all crazy or senile.” 
 
    “Ha! A great deal more than you could imagine! If you saw me talking to my dear kitty you wouldn’t think that. But I am sorry to have to assure you that I’m not in the habit of making mistakes. Particularly in this case, I am completely sure. I have not the least doubt that my intuitions are indeed about you. I know your essence well; I’ve been on your trail for quite some time... since that night years ago when you unexpectedly appeared in these mountains.” 
 
    Komir sighed. “In that case I’ll prepare for whatever may happen and stay alert.” 
 
    “Remember my words, young Komir. Danger and death surround you. Many lives and the destiny of many beings are intimately tied to your actions and decisions—like it or not, want it or not—that’s how I’ve seen it, and I’ve now told you so.” 
 
    Komir shook his head, feeling troubled. “You’re putting a great responsibility on my shoulders, Amtoko—a responsibility I didn’t ask for and don’t wish.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll get through it. There’s much strength and determination inside you. You’ll make it. Besides,” the astute Witch prompted him, hoping to get him to open up, “we both know there’s something more in you, something you’ve avoided talking about since you got here.” 
 
    “Please, I don’t want to talk about it. I want to bury it and forget about it.” 
 
    “Why? You possess the Gift, and that’s a great privilege, not something to be ashamed of. You should study it and learn to use it. Who knows what kind of power it is and what you’ll be able to achieve with it? Such a valuable gift from the Goddesses should not be despised. You insult them with your contemptuous negativity and refusal to accept this divine and extremely rare ability. You know that Ikzuge and her sister Igrali are terribly capricious and can turn against you if you don’t follow their plan... and you need them, and their protection,” scolded the Witch, pointing toward the sky with both hands raised.  
 
    “I just want to be normal,” he said with regret in his voice. “Normal”—he lowered his voice ‒ “like everyone else. I never wanted to be anything else. I don’t want this Gift…” 
 
    “You must not reject something just because you don’t understand it, young one, even if you and those around you are suspicious and fearful of it. But if that’s your choice, I shall respect it—although I don’t agree with it. I must tell you, though, that the mere fact that you want it to disappear from your life will not make it so. It will always be inside you. It’s part of you, whether or not you want it.” 
 
    “Then I’ll bury it inside me…” 
 
    “It’s all right, don’t upset yourself... If some day you should change your mind, I’ll offer you my humble assistance. It isn’t much, but this crazy old lady has also been granted the Gift and could help you develop yours. So few of us are graced with it, we must help one another. Who knows what we could discover inside you—the power you might possess, the abilities that power might bestow on you! You could develop skills that others can only dream of. You could control the elements, Fire, Water, Air, Earth—and, from them, create magic... acquire an overwhelming power like the most powerful Mages of the great kingdoms... or develop the capacity to control the minds of others—make them obey your wishes—like the great Sorcerers and Shamans of faraway lands of the South, where the land is but sand and the sun scorches all it touches. You might cultivate the ability to connect with nature and animals, or use it to improve your own physical skills for combat. You might even attempt to see the fine threads of destiny as does this humble servant. So much power to develop, so many abilities to discover...” 
 
    “Please, you have to understand that none of that interests me… I don’t want to know anything about this Gift or about any abilities. I just want to be a normal Norriel like anybody else…” He turned and stared at the entrance to the cave. 
 
    “All right, young warrior,” said Amtoko, looking at him warmly. “I won’t force the matter any longer.”  
 
    “Before you go I’d like to ask a small favor of you,” said the Witch, softening her voice so that it almost sounded as if she were pleading with him.  
 
    Komir looked at her. “Yes, of course. What is it?” 
 
    “You may find this request rather strange, but I beg you to consider it for a moment before you answer me.” 
 
    “All right.”  
 
    “I would like you to allow me to carry out a ritual of spiritual union. It’s an ancient rite that unites kindred spirits through a joining of blood and allows them to establish a bond of communication between them. It’s one of the abilities my Gift has granted me, and is of great value. It will allow me to communicate with you even though you may be a great distance away from me. At the same time it will strengthen our bond, which in turn will allow me to perceive more clearly and accurately what surrounds you.” 
 
    “A rite... a rite of blood?” he asked apprehensively. 
 
    “Calm down, my young friend, nothing bad will befall you under my care. The blood is necessary for sealing the bond. It’s slightly uncomfortable, that’s all.”  
 
    “Well, all right then...” he agreed hesitantly, not entirely convinced. 
 
    Amtoko pulled a curved and ornately decorated dagger from beneath her sleeve. With a mischievous smile she whispered in his ear:  
 
    “Give me your hand. It won’t hurt... too much...” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Disappearance 
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    Aliana. —Rilentor, Kingdom of Rogdon — 
 
      
 
      
 
    At noon a palace maiden knocked on the door of Aliana’s room and informed her that His Majesty King Solin required her presence in the throne room. Surprised, she finished packing her meager belongings for the return trip and hurried through the well-guarded hallways that led from her bedchamber to the grand throne room. 
 
    The moment she entered the impressive space she was fascinated by the beauty and majesty of everything that surrounded her. It was a room of immense proportions, with an exceptionally high oval ceiling decorated with rich tapestries in blue and silver to match the royal colors. Splendid paintings and portraits of the royal family adorned the stone walls on one side, while vibrantly colored epic murals of great feats of the past adorned the other.  
 
    The room exuded both elegance and soberness, in keeping with the character of the Rogdonians. Tall rectangular columns rose to the ceiling, forming a regal corridor leading to the throne. The royal guard was placed along the entire length of the corridor of pillars. Aliana noticed that additional guards were posted against the walls on both sides as well as next to the throne. Ever since the attack on the Prince, the castle and the entire city had been sealed off and fortified to guarantee the royal family’s safety.  
 
    She approached the throne, noticing that those present seemed to be carrying on a heated discussion. She recognized His Majesty King Solin and Her Majesty Queen Eleuna, who were seated on their magnificent thrones, wrapped in colorful velvet and adorned with fine embroideries of pure gold. 
 
    Gerart was next to his parents, and in front of him were two people Aliana did not know. The man on the Prince’s left was dressed in ornate silver armor embossed with gold which shone dazzlingly in the light pouring in from the high windows. His thick black beard nearly reached to his chest. From his broad shoulders hung an elegant blue cape with the emblem of the kingdom. He must have been about fifty, and looked as though he was an experienced soldier. 
 
    She focused her attention on the man to the right of the Prince. He was small, his body fragile and aged, with hair as white as snow. She could not tell his exact age, but guessed he was around sixty. He was arguing with Gerart, and his voice sounded sharp. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my Prince, but we cannot presume that the attack on you was the work of the Nocean Empire. We need more evidence than we currently have before we can arrive at that conclusion. That is my reading of things.”  
 
    “A poisoned Nocean arrow that nearly ended my life is enough evidence for me!” Gerart threw back angrily. 
 
    “The dangerous game of intrigue and politics is deeply complicated and confusing, my young prince,” said the old man. 
 
    “I can assure you that the ones who attacked my cavalry column were Nocean archers. They had dark skin, short bows and scimitars—all typical of the southern tribes. They were men of the desert and their clothing was Nocean. I am not some young fool; I can think and use my judgment perfectly well. My guard killed several of the attackers and they were Nocean—most definitely. Of course I am not as astute or as experienced in political intrigue or matters of the court as you are, Royal Advisor Urien, but I know how to recognize a Nocean.” 
 
    The old man nodded, turned away as if formulating his response, then continued. 
 
    “I don’t doubt that your men saw Noceans, and even that those you killed were Nocean. What I really doubt, though, is that the Nocean Empire—which is currently experiencing difficulties in the Southwest with riots and internal uprisings—would want to start a war with the northern kingdoms. Our spies have informed us that several of the regions under its yoke are on a war footing, and the riots are causing problems for the regents of the Empire. It doesn’t fit... This isn’t the right time... They have nothing to gain and much to lose by starting a war,” reasoned the Royal Advisor. 
 
    “I agree with you on that point, Advisor Urien,” said King Solin. “What do you think, Drocus? Does it make sense from a military point of view? Give us your opinion as First General of the Army.  
 
    The soldier cleared his throat before answering. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t make much sense. Especially knowing as we do that we signed an alliance with the kingdom of Norghana years ago. With the support of the men of the snow, they’d be defeated, without a shadow of doubt. All it would take would be one royal missive to the far northeast—to the snow-covered lands of Norghana—for their devastating heavy infantry, the Invincibles of the Ice, to back us up. With them at our side any attempt at an invasion on the part of the Nocean Empire would be doomed to failure. Think about it... Nor does it make much sense that there’d be an isolated attack against a member of the royal family without the backing or repositioning of their army. Their troops started maneuvering after we closed the border, not before.”  
 
    Urien cleared his throat. “The Noceans deny any involvement in the assassination attempt.” 
 
    Solin rose from his throne, his face drawn. 
 
    “Indeed, something doesn’t fit in this whole scenario. I think we’re being manipulated. Someone is trying to create instability in the West. The question is, who?” asked the King, sounding displeased.  
 
    Just then he noticed that Aliana was at the far end of the room, and motioned to her to join them. 
 
    “Welcome, Aliana. Please come in and allow me to introduce you to Drocus, First General of the Army, and to Urien, my closest Advisor. Gentlemen, this is the young Healer Aliana, from the Order of Tirsar, to whom we owe Gerart’s life.” 
 
    Aliana greeted them with a nod and the two men bowed solemnly—a time-honored gesture of courtesy in the court of Rogdon—before the young Healer. 
 
    “The reason I have called you is that we need your help once again,” explained the King without preamble.  
 
    She lowered her eyes. “I am at your disposal, your Majesty,” she replied humbly. 
 
    “We have a complicated problem we need to solve, given the current political situation―which as you know is especially turbulent. War with our cunning rivals from the South could break out at any moment. But that is not why I have summoned you here. There is another delicate, extremely important issue you may be able to help us with.” 
 
    The King looked at her intently and she cringed a little, wondering how a simple Healer like her could help people as powerful as the ones assembled there.  
 
    Solin softened his expression. “I believe you know of a charismatic traveler known in this kingdom by the name of Haradin...” 
 
    Aliana was surprised to hear the Mage’s name. “Yes, I do... Haradin has made regular visits to the Temple for years... He and the Mother Healer share a close friendship, and I’m fortunate to consider him my friend.” 
 
    “Excellent. That could be helpful to us. Well, the unfortunate news is that Haradin has disappeared. It has been at least three months since anyone has seen him, and we fear something might have happened to him. We urgently need to find him, especially now that the kingdom may be going to war. Haradin is a powerful Mage, one of the most powerful on the continent—though from his looks and his joviality you would never know it. And he may look as though he could not be more than thirty springs, but I assure you he has quite a few more behind him than that. In my opinion he is the most powerful Mage in all Tremia, beyond a shadow of a doubt. But he does not like to make a show of it and is enviably discreet. We honor his wishes of anonymity since we consider him a friend of the royal family besides being the Battle Mage to the King. A few months ago he went off on one of his customary journeys of exploration, but he has not returned, and we have seen no signs of life from him since.”  
 
    “If war finally breaks out, we will need his expertise on the battlefield to deal with the Nocean Sorcerers and counteract their spells,” said Drocus. “Those magicians are tremendously adept in the dark arts. Mulko, the Regent of the North of the Nocean Empire, has at his service a supremely powerful Sorcerer named Zecly, who acts as his Advisor and Master of spies.”  
 
    Urien cleared his throat. “The Gift, unfortunately, is not very common in our land, nor is your healing talent, Aliana. Very few people possess it in Rogdon, so it is crucial that we can count on those few fortunate ones who do for the kingdom’s survival. I have summoned Mirkos the Erudite, our kingdom’s other great Mage of Power, to abandon his tower in the East and hurry to join us here in the capital so that we can stand up to this threat from abroad. I am sure he will not relish the need to leave his studies but he will undoubtedly attend to the request of his King.”  
 
    “We are terribly worried about Haradin!” the Queen exclaimed anxiously. “He is one of our best friends and allies. And he has been both friend and defender to the royal family and the kingdom since I was young. I am deeply concerned! He is not normally away for so long at a time without sending any news. I have to wonder, will he be found safe?” 
 
    Aliana nodded thoughtfully, taken aback by this request for her assistance. “I understand the seriousness of the problem, Your Majesty, but how can I help?” she asked.  
 
    “The last thing he said to us before he left was that he was going in search of an artifact of great power. He did not specify its location, but he mentioned that a document in the library of the Temple of Tirsar had provided a valuable clue that he had to follow up.”  
 
    “I see; now I understand. With the Sisters’ help I can try to find that document in our library and see if I can come to some conclusion about that clue and where he was headed.”  
 
    “That would be wonderful!” said the Queen. “Perhaps we will be able to find it. We will make available to you whatever might help you with the search. I am sure the key is in that library and with the divine grace of the guiding Light we shall find it.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so. I refuse to believe that something terrible has happened. Not to him. He is too intelligent and powerful,” said the King. 
 
    “Sometimes even the greatest men suffer unforeseeable difficulties,” commented Urien, keeping his tone as even as possible so as not to alarm anyone unduly.  
 
    “Father, Sir, if it pleases you, since this is a serious problem for the state, I would like to lead the search,” Gerart volunteered.  
 
    His father stared hard at him. “Are you sure you are well enough to carry out this task?”  
 
    “I am indeed, Father. I’ve been training and practicing with the soldiers for days now, and I feel perfectly fine,” the Prince assured him.  
 
    “Are you sure, son?” his mother asked with a frown. “You were on the verge of death, and it was only through the miraculous intervention of the Sisters of the Temple of Tirsar that we did not lose you.”  
 
    “I am. Please don’t worry. Aliana has done an incredible job of helping me recover in such a short time. Besides, I need some activity, and the mission shouldn’t be dangerous.” 
 
    Solin looked at his son for a moment doubtfully, then finally agreed.  
 
    “Very well, so be it. Choose your men and leave for the Temple. When you find the course Haradin took, organize your search and rescue operation. Keep me informed of what you find out. In the meantime we will secure the kingdom and prepare ourselves for a possible invasion from the South. Let us hope that you find the Mage of the Four Elements before the army of the Nocean Empire launches an invasion offensive. If not, we will be at a clear disadvantage. I am leaving this in your hands, Gerart. Find Haradin. Rogdon needs him.” 
 
    “I will find him and bring him back safely, Father. You have my word of honor.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Tragedy 
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    Komir. —Norriel Lands, Northwest Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Komir could not sleep. He turned over again on his rickety old bed, but slumber was ever-elusive. Night had placidly descended on the small farm hours before. But his mind would not stop punishing him with countless images and thoughts. He felt tired, his eyes were heavy; he wanted to sleep. But rest would not come. He had spent the greater part of the day hunting and the rest doing chores around the farm, so his muscles were fatigued. But his mind was constantly jumping from one place to the next, from one thought to another. He concentrated on trying not to think about anything. But he could not keep the image of Akog lying dead in the town square from rushing back in. His heart was pounding in his chest as bile crept from his stomach to his mouth. He breathed in deeply, hoping to calm himself. 
 
    He tried to stifle the images by focusing on the blackness, the perfect darkness. Nothing else existed: only the night, the emptiness. The images would stop for an instant, replaced by a shadowy veil. But that suffocating feeling, the anxiety that stayed with him constantly, would not let sleep come. Once he began to doze for a moment when his discomfort eased slightly, but a new image immediately surfaced, slipping past the protective veil and putting him right back in the middle of the square, hearing the accusatory shouts of the entire tribe. A thousand condemning eyes bore into him with disdain. His anxiety swelled; his stomach turned. He rolled over once again, trying to find a more comfortable position, knowing that if the images continued he would become even more distraught and never get to sleep. He had already spent many sleepless nights, haunted by his demons. The battle for rest went on in his mind for hours.  
 
    Finally he fell asleep. And he dreamed. 
 
    A pleasant, peaceful feeling enveloped him, and he let it draw him into the depths of restfulness, guided by the promise of the much-needed repose. He dreamed he was lying on a blanket of wildflowers, sleeping. He was on the edge of the forest in the high prairies. A feeling of well-being came over him. A light, warm breeze that smelled of springtime flowers caressed his hair. Carried along by these pleasant feelings, he fell into an even deeper sleep. 
 
    Slowly a mysterious silhouette began to take shape at his side. It was dressed in a long black woolen tunic, with its head covered by a hood of the same color. The stranger’s shape eclipsed the sun which was bathing his body in light and blocking the pleasing sensation Komir had been feeling. He struggled to open one eye and looked at the visitor. He could not see the figure’s face; the only thing he could make out was a shadow beneath the hood. But he felt no fear in its presence, and instinctively knew the figure did not pose any threat. Though the shape was unfamiliar to him, it was not completely foreign. He was beginning to feel it was even somewhat recognizable.  
 
    The enigmatic figure showed him its hands. They were a woman’s hands, thin and punished by the difficulties of life and the passage of time. Komir observed them carefully but could not recognize them. Even so, the feeling of familiarity was increasing. The figure turned and moved toward a nearby stream that came down from the forest toward the pastures. When she came to the brook she knelt down, cupped both hands and dipped them in the water. Then she stood and came closer to Komir, carrying the water, without saying a word. 
 
    Komir sat up and looked in confusion at the water she was carrying. He strained to look at the face under the hood, but it was impossible. He tried to ask the woman what it was she wanted, but could not get a single word out; it was as if for some unknown reason he had been robbed of the ability to speak. His lips formed the words that his mind shaped, but no sounds issued from his mouth. He brought his hand to his throat, and when he felt the vibration of his vocal chords was startled to discover that he was indeed speaking, but the sound emitted had been erased by the air itself the moment it left his mouth.  
 
    A fleeting but intense silvery glimmer seized his attention. It was coming from the water which the mysterious figure was carrying in her hands. The water, completely still, was sparkling with great intensity. After a few seconds it gleamed again. The liquid surface had been transformed into a small mirror. Komir could see himself reflected with complete clarity. He watched as his face began to disappear, to be replaced by a different, hazier image. The image began to take shape, slowly revealing itself like sunlight at the break of day. As the scene was gradually revealed, it was very familiar to Komir, yet he could not place it. It appeared to be night-time, and a thick fog covered the landscape so that his mind was prevented from defining the details.  
 
    Intrigued, he continued watching, trying to make sense of it all. He could make out a forest under the star-filled night. In it several figures dressed in the skins of some wild animal were moving with silent stealth, like the mist at dawn. Alarmed, he focused even more closely. Covering their faces were masks with fierce teeth, with traces of blood coating the jaws. They were dressed in black with red embellishments. They were wearing... tiger pelts. Their movements were those of agile warriors. An urgent sense of fear overwhelmed Komir; he was suddenly battered by violent feelings of danger and unrest. Carefully peering into the woods they were running through, he quickly knew it was more than familiar to him. This was a place he knew... but still could not divine what it was. The sensation of alarm swelled within him; his trepidation burst forth like an arrow from a powerful bow.  
 
    At the head of the group of masked figures, the leader pushed onward at a crushing pace. The mask that covered his face revealed a sinister mouth with atrocious fangs, and on his head and back he wore the pelt of a great white tiger. His tall, muscular body was protected by a reinforced leather suit of armor that had been dyed black. The chest was decorated with red symbols, and the shoulder pads and black pants were covered by the same pelt. He marched forward, armed with an extremely sharp black spear, whose tip was painted red. Suddenly he stopped and signaled to his party, who dispersed in several directions. Seeing them move with such trained synchrony Komir’s sense of alarm intensified, so that his heart began pounding so wildly he thought it might beat right out of his chest. 
 
    Who were these sinister warriors? What were they searching for? Why did he have such an ominous sense of danger? He tried to calm himself by breathing deeply. For a moment the image changed, exposing more than what his vision initially had revealed. In the midst of the fog the sacred Norriel monolith appeared before his eyes: the monument to Ikzuge, the Goddess of the Sun! Komir felt a pang of terror in his chest as a chilling sense of evil coursed through his body. The warriors were arriving at the monolith... 
 
    The monolith that was located so close to his home! 
 
    His heart stood still, then began to beat like a runaway stallion. The image of his parents sleeping, unaware of any danger, seized his mind. 
 
     I have to warn them! They’re coming for us! I have to save them! 
 
    And he awoke. 
 
    Startled, he sat up in bed, soaked in cold sweat. He opened his eyes wide and frantically took in his surroundings. He was in his room. Jumping to his feet, he waited a moment for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. He quickly looked for his pants and boots and got dressed, then rushed to the sword hanging in its sheath on the wall. In one swift motion he pulled it out and headed for his parents’ room with a single thought in his mind: to warn them of imminent danger. Silently he entered their room, went to his father, covered his mouth with his hand and whispered in his ear:  
 
    “Wake up, father! We’re in danger. Wake up!” 
 
    Ulis opened his eyes in alarm. He looked at Komir, and after taking a brief moment to awaken and clear his mind, he nodded. Immediately they gently awakened Mirta. She gazed at them with frightened eyes. 
 
    “I had a vision,” whispered Komir. “We’re in grave danger. Several warriors wearing tiger pelts are closing in. They’re coming for us.” He was unable to mask the anxiety in his voice. 
 
    “A vision? Couldn’t it have been just a nightmare, son?” asked an incredulous Ulis. 
 
    “No! It was more than just a dream—I’m sure of it—but I can’t explain it. It’s a warning, a premonition that we are in danger.” 
 
    “Who are they and why would they want to harm us?” his mother asked urgently. 
 
    “They appear to be foreign warriors, mother, or at least they’re not from any tribe I recognize. They’re very close. I think they’re coming to kill me... why I don’t know, but I’m positive I’m the one they’re searching for. Amtoko warned me about this.” 
 
    “How many are there?” asked Ulis. He was completely convinced by now. 
 
    “About six or seven, but I’m not sure. There could be more.” 
 
    “All right. Whoever they are, it’ll be better if we’re prepared for them. We’ll defend ourselves from here, inside. Out in the open we have less of a chance.”  
 
    “Quickly, father. They must be almost here by now.” 
 
    Ulis pointed to the door of the room. “Mirta, get the bow and cover the entrance from here. We’ll wait for them next to the front door.” 
 
    She agreed. Not wasting a moment, she took down the bow and quiver from the wall. 
 
    Swords in hands, father and son moved silently toward the front of the house. They positioned themselves on both sides of the entryway, simultaneously covering the windows that flanked it. Doors, windows, and shutters were all bolted. They crouched down and waited in silence. Komir looked at his father, who was trying to peer cautiously into the darkness through the cracks in the shutters. Komir did the same. Everything was pitch black; clouds covered the moon, allowing only a faint silvery light from the nocturnal clouds.  
 
    They went on waiting quietly. Mirta had the bow armed and steadily pointed at the door. Not a sound could be heard. His mother’s face reflected the increasing tension of the moment. 
 
    Komir noticed a slight movement and turned his head. As he watched in astonishment, two thin metal lances emerged between the wooden slats of the door and silently raised the plank that had been securing it. The two lances dropped the plank to the floor. 
 
    Komir looked at his father, who gave him a nod. The moment of confrontation had arrived. 
 
    Making absolutely no sound, the door opened slightly. As if appearing out of a nightmare, in total silence, they glimpsed a masked man covered in a tiger pelt. The warrior looked around, turning his head, his unusual almond-shaped eyes gleaming beneath the terrifying mask. Ulis, still crouching at the other side of the door, delivered a well-aimed blow to the intruder’s throat. His body collapsed against the door. Mirta released an arrow into the darkness that found its way through the half-opened door. A muffled scream of pain was heard from outside. Suddenly, with feline agility, a dark figure jumped over the fallen attacker and rolled across the floor. Mirta took another shot. The attacker moved quickly to avoid the arrow, but it struck him in the arm.  
 
    Komir instantly jumped on the tiger warrior to protect his mother. The assailant was grasping a strange sharp sword with a single blade, nothing like a Norriel weapon. Behind him he could hear his father fighting with another of the enemies. Komir slashed at the attacker’s head, but was blocked by a wickedly quick flick of a knife. As the attacker spun around he threw a backhand at Komir’s neck. Komir pulled his head back but felt a stabbing pain in his neck. The blade had grazed his jugular. Fear shot through his body. 
 
    He had nearly been killed! 
 
    That savage had nearly slit his throat. He regained his balance and thrust furiously with his sword. His opponent deflected the strike with his own sword and counterattacked with his knife. Komir jumped to one side to dodge it, but felt a sharp pain in his shoulder. He had been cut. He was preparing to defend himself again when his enemy’s body arched in pain and spun around. An arrow was protruding from the middle of his back. Without hesitating Komir finished him off with a powerful thrust, then looked toward his mother and silently signaled his appreciation for her help.  
 
    He turned and saw his father defending himself against two attackers near the door. He was in serious trouble and a bloody cut on his forehead was covering his face in red. Abject fear struck Komir’s heart when he saw his father desperately fighting for his life. He cringed at the possibility of a tragedy. His own life mattered not in the least; he was completely prepared to die defending his home and his family. But the prospect of losing his loved ones was unthinkable. With his heart in a knot he rushed to his father’s aid. 
 
    With a loud crash, the windows on both sides of the door shattered into a thousand pieces. Komir instinctively covered his head as wood and glass rained down on them. Following the explosion, two warriors burst in, agilely rolled across the floor and launched themselves at Komir. He dodged them and positioned himself en garde. He quickly slashed at the neck of the enemy on his left, who retreated and avoided the strike. The second attacker leapt through the air and kicked Komir in the chest. The impact sent him tumbling backwards to collide with the oak table behind him. He tried to stand up, but before he could, the first attacker thrust his sword toward his face. He threw himself sideways and miraculously, the blade missed him at the last moment. The second attacker jumped on Komir and raised his arm to deliver the fatal blow. At that exact moment he heard a hollow thud and watched as an arrow pierced the savage’s heart. The tiger warrior grabbed the arrow with one hand, took two steps back, and dropped to the floor dead.  
 
    Komir got up on one knee and blocked the other warrior’s attack. He looked toward his father, desperate to see how he was doing. Ulis was fighting off one of the tiger warriors. At his feet were the bodies of two of the barbarians he had killed. He was bleeding profusely, with his face and his tunic cut and covered in red stains. He was retreating, fiercely defending himself against his adversary. With the severity of his wounds and the loss of blood he would not last much longer. 
 
    Komir was shaking. I have to help him or he’ll die! 
 
    A third attacker stormed in with his blade held high in both hands and headed straight for Mirta. 
 
    Komir, leaning on his knee, leapt up and planted a forceful kick in the attacker’s face. Stunned, he was forced to retreat. Komir took advantage of the moment and outwitted his enemy by changing the movement from a slash to a thrust at the last moment, stabbing him in the heart. The warrior howled in pain, then fell to his knees as the life drained from his body. 
 
    Mirta shot an arrow at the attacker rushing toward her. It hit him in the right side of the chest, but he kept coming at her, as if possessed by demons. Before she could load another arrow, he was on her. The warrior raised his sword, then brought it down on her.  
 
    “Nooooo!” Komir screamed in despair. 
 
    Mirta blocked the strike by holding the bow with both hands above her head. On impact it split in two with a sharp crack. The warrior raised the sword again, ready to kill her. Mirta dropped the two pieces of bow and took out her knife in a vain attempt to defend herself. 
 
    The tiger warrior laughed. 
 
    Komir sprang at him with everything he had, and drove his sword into the back of his neck before the aggressor could kill his mother. 
 
    The tiger warrior convulsed and dropped the sword. Then he breathed his last and collapsed. 
 
    At that moment three more massive tiger warriors burst into the house. Their ferocious appearance and enormous size created a formidable and intimidating impression. Komir recognized the leader in the middle of the group... In one hand he was carrying the spear with the bloody tip he had seen in his dream. The two men with him wearing white tiger pelts were armed with short bows. They looked like a trio of wild beasts from the depths of some sinister jungle. 
 
    Before Komir could react and attack, both archers took their shot. 
 
    He jumped out of the way, but the arrow hit him in the shoulder. He felt a stab of pain. He skidded across the floor then tried to stand up.  
 
    He looked at his mother. 
 
    A boundless anguish overwhelmed his very soul. Kneeling on the floor, her head drooping, Mirta peered through the darkness at the black arrow protruding from her stomach. 
 
    “Mother! No! Noooooo!” screamed Komir. 
 
    Out of his mind with agony, he threw himself at the three attackers with wild abandon. 
 
    He was forced back by another arrow which hit him in the right thigh, lost his balance and fell to the floor. In that same moment he saw his father finish off his assailant and heard his agonizing scream of despair as he saw his wife dying. 
 
    “Mirta, Mirta! No! Mirta!” 
 
    With a desperate howl, Ulis hurled himself at the three warriors in an impossible attempt to save his family. 
 
    The powerful enemy leader readied his spear. With both hands he blocked Ulis’ feverish attacks, then struck the Norriel brutally in the face, leaving him stunned. The leader of the tiger warriors calmly took one step back. His violent, slanted eyes silently analyzed the incapacitated Norriel. With a swift thrust of his arm he drove the bloody spear through his victim. Mortally wounded, Ulis dropped his sword. He took hold of the spear that would end his life and took two unsteady steps backwards. He looked at his beloved wife, took one desperate step in her direction and then stumbled and collapsed on his side on the floor. 
 
    “Noooooo! Father! Noooooo!” bellowed Komir with a wail of unfathomable anguish. The powerlessness and the agony were too much for him. He felt as though he would go out of his mind. 
 
    The leader of the tiger warriors gave an order to his two men in a guttural, unintelligible language, then walked over to Ulis. The two tiger warriors put down their short bows, drew their swords and slowly approached Komir and Mirta to finish them off.  
 
    Komir could not get up. It took all he had to get on one knee. From one of his boots he took out a small throwing dagger.  
 
    The leader approached Ulis. With one last effort born of absolute desperation, the valiant Norriel tried to continue the fight to save his family. As the leader of the tiger warriors raised his sword Ulis stared at him defiantly, struggled to his knees and proudly and fearlessly spit at his enemy. With one swift motion, the warrior finished off the brave Norriel. 
 
    Komir hurled his dagger at the tiger warrior heading straight for him, intent on ending his life. He released it with a force born of the wrath and madness of that fateful moment. The weapon pierced the warrior in the right eye with such violence that it drove him back several steps before his lifeless body dropped to the floor.  
 
    Mirta lifted her eyes from the black arrow in her stomach. She stared at her dead husband, then with every ounce of strength she had left in her lungs she let out a long, high-pitched wail toward the heavens, shattering the silence of the night.  
 
    Komir gazed at her, recognizing the unmistakable Norriel warning call. That shriek could awaken distant neighbors and alert the village guard. 
 
     The enemy warrior hurried to silence Mirta. He lifted his sword, preparing to slaughter her. Mirta lowered her head, accepting her fatal destiny. She looked defeated, hopeless. The warrior placed his sword on the Norriel’s neck and cackled menacingly. With a quick, unexpected move, Mirta plunged the knife she had been hiding behind her back into the warrior’s boot. It went through his foot and into the wooden floor. The warrior howled, and as he doubled over in pain the sword moved away from her neck. In one swift motion she pulled the knife out with both hands and drove it into the enemy warrior’s gut. He recoiled in a sea of suffering and fell. 
 
    The tiger leader slowly approached Komir and delivered a powerful kick to his head. He blacked out for an instant, and when he came to his vision was still blurred. As it began to focus, he could see the enormous assassin had moved behind his mother’s back. He was holding her by the hair and had his sword against her neck. A stream of blood spilled over the floor from the arrow in the brave Norriel’s stomach. Mirta looked upon her son and, with tears in her eyes, said to him: 
 
    “Live, Son; you must survive!” 
 
    “Mother!” was the one word Komir could pronounce in his agony, stretching out his hand in a vain attempt to reach her.  
 
    “Live another day; you must save yourself, Son!” 
 
    “Mother!” 
 
    “Live, Komir!” 
 
    The leader warrior looked at Komir, a gleam of triumph in his black, almond-shaped eyes. In a fleeting moment he slit Mirta’s throat and let the brave Norriel’s body drop to the floor. Komir watched his mother collapse on her side. As her head hit the floor the light went out in her eyes and the glimmer of life faded from her face, never to return again. 
 
    “No! Noooooo! Noooooo!” screeched Komir with the despair of a thousand souls damned to eternal suffering. His pain and grief were so deep his mind could not fathom what was happening. Enraged, he stood up, oblivious to the two arrows embedded in his flesh and the acute loss of blood. 
 
    He picked up the sword from the floor and began an assault on the mighty leader, who almost effortlessly blocked his frantic attack. This enemy was not only powerful but a highly skilled warrior and an incredibly well-trained swordsman. A swift and forceful blow sent Komir stumbling backwards, nearly knocking him out. The warrior was fighting with the power and speed of a great feline. Komir managed to execute a thrust quickly, but his enemy parried and counterattacked, cutting Komir’s arm. Blood immediately gushed from the wound. 
 
    His rival was stronger and more skillful. He would not be able to defeat him. 
 
    All was lost. 
 
    He would not live to see another day. 
 
    His right leg faltered from the injury and he fell to one knee. It mattered not; he would fight to the end. He would die like a Norriel, sword in hand. 
 
    “Norriel we are, Norriel we shall die!” he cried out, tears of rage filling his eyes. 
 
    He launched one last, desperate thrust toward the savage beast’s stomach, but he easily averted it and disarmed Komir with a mere flick of his wrist. Sure of his victory, he began to laugh. A hideous, guttural cackle. 
 
    Komir gazed upon his parents one last time, their lifeless bodies spread across the floor as if subjects in a morbid, macabre painting. An uncontrollable rage possessed him once again, but his body could no longer respond. He had absolutely no strength left; every muscle was paralyzed. Yet something awoke inside him, something intense and self-willed. A feeling that was both familiar yet strange to him. He felt a powerful force emanating from inside his body, thousands of tiny particles emitting glimmers of pure energy that coursed through him and collected in his chest.  
 
    The tiger leader stood over him. Looking into his eyes, he raised his sword above his head. 
 
    The final moment: death. 
 
    I must live. I must kill this bloodthirsty assassin! 
 
    The sword began its deadly descent toward his neck.  
 
    Not wanting to give up the fight, he raised his left arm to protect himself from the blow. And in that instinctive move to defend himself, the powerful energy stored inside him surged forth from his body, propelled by the immeasurable fury and absolute desperation that had overtaken him. It exploded against his attacker with a terrible virulence. The tiger leader was blown backwards across the room from the violent force and smashed into the stone wall of the hut. It was a brutal, horrifying blow. 
 
    Komir was astonished. This can’t be... it’s happened again. I don’t know how, but it’s happened again. 
 
    Sprawled on the floor, his enemy observed him and without saying a word, slowly began to get up. As if indestructible. Superhuman. Komir could not believe his eyes. The impact had been unmercifully fierce, more than any human could endure. This man had to have broken every bone in his body. Even so, he was still intent on coming for Komir, still eager to carry out his mission. As if the laws of nature did not apply to him. 
 
    Komir reached for his sword again and without a drop of strength, in a last-ditch, futile effort, tried to grasp it. The warrior took two steps and raised his sword above his head. 
 
    He took another step and collapsed on the floor. 
 
    Dead. 
 
    Komir released his sword. 
 
    He lost consciousness and was hurled into blackness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Hostile Territory 
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    Aliana, Gerart. —Rilentor, Kingdom of Rogdon — 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aliana put on her hood and went out into the courtyard of the royal castle. She was greeted by a cool, rainy day. Dawn was breaking in a cloudy, threatening sky. Two lancers were exercising in the center of the yard under the attentive eyes of an officer. 
 
    “More spirit, ladies!” the officer shouted in a thunderous voice. 
 
    “Yes sir!” said the two soldiers in unison. They were wearing full armor and carried lance and shield. 
 
    Aliana watched them in surprise. They seemed to have been there for quite a while. They were bearing the brunt of the rain and the rigor of the training while the officer barked orders at them. 
 
    “Shield and spear above the head! Arms up! Twenty laps!” 
 
    The two soldiers obeyed at once and started running from one end of the courtyard to the other. 
 
    “Faster, Kendas! You look like a snail! Don’t the farmers in your village chase chickens in the pens? Don’t tell me no one’s ever taught you!” 
 
    “No sir! I mean, yes sir!” 
 
    “Lomar! Lift those arms! Keep the shield and lance high! Haven’t you got any guts in you? My aunt’s got more strength than you! A puppet from the capital, that’s what they send me! Featherbedded from childhood. That’s all I needed!” 
 
    “At your orders, sir!” 
 
    “You’re the shame of the regiment of Royal Lancers! The worst rookies I’ve been sent in years!” 
 
    “Yes sir!” 
 
    With a smile, and feeling sorry for the two poor recruits, Aliana turned towards the royal stables, where a hooded figure awaited her, sheltering under the pinewood eaves. 
 
    “Ready?” Gerart asked her with a smile. 
 
    “Ready,” she agreed, noticing that the Prince was hiding his rank under a dark hooded cloak. 
 
    “Your Protectress Sisters are waiting outside the city gates. We must hurry. There are eyes and ears I’d rather avoid.” 
 
    “Nocean agents?” 
 
    “Yes. We must take care they don’t follow our trail. Our movements must be secret. The mission is very important. But it's not only our neighbors to the South who are worrying me…” 
 
    “Who else are you concerned about?” 
 
    “The Norghanians.” 
 
    “Really? But they’re in the north, a long way away from here, in the land of eternal winter. Why do they worry you?” 
 
    “Because the Noceans deny they attacked me… and only another great kingdom would have the temerity to do that.” 
 
    “The men of the snow.” 
 
    “Yes. Urien is right. I’m young and inexperienced. If I’m wrong and the Noceans are innocent, then someone’s playing with us from the shadows. I may be inexperienced, but I’m not a fool. The ones who have most to gain from a confrontation between Rogdonians and Noceans are the Norghanians.” 
 
    “I can see that… Why didn’t you tell your father and Urien about this?” 
 
    “And admit I was wrong when I said the attack had been Nocean? I can’t do that without solid proof. Right now everything points to the Noceans, and generally speaking, the most obvious suspect is usually the culprit.” 
 
    “Whether it was the empire of the deserts or the kingdom of the snows, whoever attacked you is looking to start a war. And that fills me with worry.” 
 
    “Me too. War is the last thing I want. But if it breaks out, we must be prepared. We need Haradin to fight both of them, the Nocean Sorcerers of Curses and Blood Magic, and the Norghanian Ice Mages.” 
 
    Aliana nodded. “You can count on me.” 
 
    “Thank you for helping me.” 
 
    “Not at all. Besides, with soldiers and officers like those” —she indicated the courtyard— “it seems to me your back is well covered.” 
 
    Gerart watched them for a moment and smiled. “That’s Sergeant Major Mortuc. There’s no better soldier in all Tremia. He’s one of my most trusted men.” 
 
    “They’ve been at it since dawn…” 
 
    “They’ve been at it all night.” 
 
    Aliana swallowed and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Let’s ride, our mission awaits us,” the Prince said with a wink and a reassuring smile. 
 
    The two hooded riders left the fortress at a gallop. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Three days later, fifty Royal Lancers lined up by twos, forming a column in front of the stables of the Royal Fortress of Rilentor. They were finalizing their preparations, checking horses and equipment, and waiting for the order from the Sergeant Major to mount and set forth on the long trip ahead of them. 
 
    Taking off his gauntlet, Lomar approached his chestnut horse and stroked its muzzle. The beautiful animal, seventeen hands high, docilely shook its head in response to the caress. Lomar passed his hand over its velvety back. They had provided him with this magnificent animal from the royal stables for the expedition. The Royal Lancers had at its disposal the finest horses in the kingdom, and this splendid specimen was clearly among the cream of them. Its well-groomed, reddish mane shone with great purity, showing the care with which the royal grooms treated these animals. Rogdon had the best horses on the continent, and the most prized were found in the royal stables. 
 
    He looked to his right and saw Kendas, his friend and fellow guardsman. Kendas, like Lomar, was a novice, and was carefully checking over his equipment before mounting his horse: a gorgeous, dapple-gray stallion, sixteen hands high and with a spirited eye. His friend had his long, straight blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, as he always did before riding, and his pale blue eyes were inspecting the saddle carefully.  
 
    “Nice day for riding,” said Lomar, looking up at the brightly shining sun. 
 
    “I’d certainly say so, friend,” said Kendas. “A little bit of exercise won’t be bad at all for us. We’ve been practicing formations and combat for several months and, honestly, I welcome the change of pace.”  
 
    “I’m really glad we were chosen for this expedition,” Lomar cheerfully replied. “Nothing better than being able to get out of the city and ride around the wide expanses. Nothing like experiencing new environments and cultures.”  
 
    “Rumors say we’re leaving Rogdon and heading for the big Usik forests. That’s hostile territory. The native tribes in that area aren’t the least bit friendly. I’ve heard really chilling stories about what those savages do to the foreigners they capture. Stories you wouldn’t believe...” 
 
    “You shouldn’t pay any attention to the nonsense the veterans tell you; they’re just pulling your leg. They love to tease new guys like us, so don’t believe even half of what you hear, because they’re just having a laugh at your expense. At any rate, I doubt very much the natives will attack us. They usually strike small poorly-protected groups who get lost in their forests. They wouldn’t dare attack a column of Royal Rogdon Lancers. Besides, we’ve got nothing to worry about; I’m sure you’ll be able to finish them off without even breaking a sweat... They’ll all take off running, terrified by the lingering smell of that pig farm you brought with you into the regiment from that village of yours!” mocked Lomar, bursting into guffaws. 
 
    Kendas half-closed his eyes “Very funny, Lomar... really funny. The truth of the matter is, if they’re as bad at fighting as you are I won’t have to spend much energy elbowing my way to their leader and cutting his throat. Even my poor grandmother would beat you in a fight, armed with nothing more than a saucepan.”  
 
    “That would be something to see... my defense with a skillet is the fastest ever, and I know your grandmother’s technique to a tee.” 
 
    They were both laughing when a thunderous voice roared behind them. 
 
    “What a couple of shoddy little soldiers you two are! It still makes no sense to me how you got into the glorious Royal Lancers! The instructors must have been suffering from temporary insanity from prolonged exposure to the sun that day, or else they were as drunk as skunks—one or the other. With soldiers like you, pretty soon all the prestige of this distinguished regiment will be gone—fallen into complete oblivion. Damn my luck! Next thing they’ll be sending me floozies from the docks so I can teach them to ride. Ha, ha, ha! Now that’s what I call a real paradox!” boomed Sergeant Major Mortuc’s voice as he came to stand beside the two rookies. 
 
    Lomar and Kendas hung their heads in embarrassment after Mortuc’s outburst. 
 
    “Finish getting yourselves ready—we’re leaving immediately!” he barked at the entire detachment. 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!” the two rookies replied in unison, standing at attention and saluting, fist to chest. 
 
    Mortuc made a show of shaking his head. “These recruits they’re sending me are getting weaker all the time. It’s unbelievable how little blood there is flowing through the veins of young people today. Instead of offspring of an honorable Rogdonian woman they seem more like the bastard children of a Norghanian whore. Or are you the children of a puny Nocean lackey? Of course, with soldiers with such tiny gonads, this kingdom is going straight to hell, headfirst! What am I supposed to do with such gutless soldiers? I can’t believe they sent me guys with no balls! You’re not eunuchs, are you?” He continued ranting and raving so everyone could hear as he walked alongside the entire column until he reached the front.  
 
    The Sergeant approached his precious Lightning, an impressive albino purebred eighteen hands high, with powerful hindquarters and strong legs. Bred for battle. It was well known that the Sergeant loved that formidable creature more than any other living being on the face of the earth. No one dared go near his splendid animal. Only the Stable Master had permission to look after it.  
 
    Lomar had never met anyone like Sergeant Mortuc. He was a veritable force of nature, a cyclone in perpetual motion that flattened everything in its path. He never so much as let anyone catch their breath. The Sergeant Major was short in stature but as broad and strong as an ox—which looked especially shocking when he was next to his gigantic mount. Rumor had it that he had chosen the biggest horse in the kingdom to make up for what he lacked in height. 
 
    Lomar stifled a smile. That could be it! It wouldn’t surprise me in the least. 
 
    And what he lacked in stature he had tenfold in character and personality. He was a unique blend of bitter old man and irascible veteran soldier. Everyone knew and respected him, from the last soldier at the Royal Fortress to the kingdom’s counts and generals. He had spent many years in the service of the King, who gave him special treatment. It was said that Solin thought very highly of the quick-tempered soldier whom he had fought with in many campaigns. The reason why Mortuc had never been promoted beyond sergeant, according to his own explanation, was quite simply that he had refused, since the position he already occupied was precisely the one he wanted in the army. He had no interest in becoming a pompous official; he liked being a sergeant and doling out daily thrashings to all those poor soldiers under his command. As he put it, he enjoyed “shaping” and “molding” young recruits during their first years of service and keeping the veterans sharp.  
 
    Lomar was experiencing firsthand the brunt of those predilections. 
 
    No one knew for certain how old Sergeant Major Mortuc was, but he himself would often say he had spent several lives in the regiment. He must have been around fifty, though he always talked as though he were a hundred and one. On the other hand, Lomar had seen him fight on a few occasions, and he was as quick and agile as the youngest rookies, which greatly surprised him. What was more, his physical strength was legendary in the kingdom. He could throw a javelin farther and more accurately than anyone in the regiment. Fighting with a sword or mace he could destroy metal kite shields, breaking the arms of whoever was holding them. He was capable of piercing breastplates with a thrust of his sword, something few men could do. His tremendous physique gave him boundless strength. Combined with his years of training, it made him a formidable adversary. 
 
    The regiment’s veterans confirmed that they had witnessed the Sergeant shatter a whole plate of heavy armor, the hardest armor in existence, used only by knights and nobility. It had happened during an exhibition tournament when an arrogant count thought his ancestry and expensive armor, forged by the best artisans in Rogdon, could hold up against the grouchy commoner. He had made the grave mistake of insulting Mortuc, who wearing his usual light chain mail destroyed the Count’s heavy armor with a barrage of blows. The pompous nobleman was laid out flat for several months as a result of that beating. 
 
    But the most distinctive peculiarity that characterized this small but mighty man was undoubtedly his interminable haranguing. Each and every member of the regiment had silently “enjoyed” hundreds of “friendly” chats with the Sergeant as well as his “corporal lessons,” as he called them—referring to the hard physical training to which he constantly subjected all his men.  
 
    “Sarge is in a good mood today—lucky for us,” said Kendas as he winked and smiled. 
 
    “Good thing. At any rate, I prefer his sermons to the stories you tell me about your village and its extraordinary inhabitants. I really can’t decide which of the two is the worst form of torture to my ears,” Lomar shot out, knowing his friend’s humble origins was a topic that could easily get a rise out of him.  
 
    Kendas’ gauntlet flew through the air and hit Lomar. Smiling, he picked it up off the ground and threw it back at his friend, who caught it in midair.  
 
    A booming voice came from the front of the column. “When you’re ready, ladies, we’ll begin our march!”  
 
    Immediately all the men finished checking their mounts and equipment and prepared to begin the journey. 
 
    “Mouuuuunt Up!”  
 
    The fifty Royal Lancers simultaneously mounted their horses, just as they had drilled countless times. 
 
    “Move out!” ordered the Sergeant.  
 
    The column began to advance across the courtyard of the Royal Fortress toward the grand gates and the drawbridge that led to the crowded avenues of the kingdom’s capital.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a little more than a day’s march toward the south, the column left the forests and reached the green plains typical of the kingdom’s westernmost region. To everyone’s surprise, and without any apparent reason, Sergeant Mortuc gave the order to stop. Only a small stream winding its way through the flatland from the beech forest to the north broke the tranquility of the setting. Even so, the Sergeant established a perimeter guard, as was customary. He ordered them to set up camp and dispatched three cavalrymen to be on sentry duty. 
 
    “Sentinels, be alert!” he roared. “I’m sure that with your obvious lack of observational skills a gang of savage Masig from the steppes could rush into our camp screaming their war cries without you even noticing. Before you’d even react they would be dancing on your decapitated dead bodies!”  
 
    Shaking his head and mumbling under his breath, he walked a few steps away from them, turned around. Looking at his men he said, “Water the horses and get ready to get moving again. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    Lomar walked over to Kendas and greeted him with a slap on the shoulder. “So what do you think we’re doing here?”  
 
    “No idea. Sergeant Mortuc said we were heading for Half-Moon Pass, so we should have been heading northeast, but what’s strange is we’re going in the opposite direction.” 
 
    “And why did we stop in this place? There’s nothing here but green cattle-pasture.” 
 
    “Yeah, strange,” said Kendas, looking away into the distance. “Something tells me this is no typical recon expedition. There’s more going on here than what we know about. He’s keeping something secret.”  
 
    “Then we’ll have to find out what he’s hiding behind this expedition. Nothing like a good mystery to pique my interest and sharpen my instincts.” 
 
    “Yikes! You and your instincts, that’s all we need,” said Kendas sarcastically, trying hard to keep a straight face. “The bloodhound from Rilentor! You couldn’t even follow the trail of a stinking one-legged skunk in a cultivated field. What’s going to become of us with you investigating a mystery?”  
 
    “It’s true those of us born in the capital don’t have huge dowries like you peasants raised with pigs and sheep,” Lomar shot back. “Nor are we graced with the skills gained from chasing hens through coops that you all learn so much from.”  
 
    “I have yet to come up against anyone from the city with the least expertise in any subject matter... the kind that would be useful in real life, I mean. Especially someone like you, who’s had to grow up in some rich neighborhood in the city with silk and all kinds of material comforts... seeing that since I’ve known you I have yet to see the slightest practical ability in you.”  
 
    Lomar had taken off his gauntlets to give his horse a drink, and so tried to punch Kendas in the shoulder. But Kendas moved, and Lomar’s fist hit the breastplate. Lomar quickly drew back his fist, which was now throbbing painfully. His friend laughed all the way to the tree where he had left his lance, his blue and silver shield and his helmet. Actually, even though they had been raised in two very different environments, the countryside and the big city, deep down they were very much alike, and Lomar knew it. They were driven by the same desire to become soldiers and to serve the kingdom. Both longed for a career in the service of His Majesty, the opportunity to fight and be victorious for their King and for their country. They were looking for the honor and the glory that can only be attained on the battlefield, defeating the enemies of their kingdom. Both were good fighters and exceptional cavalrymen, which was why they had been selected for the Corps of Lancers. Because of their outstanding performance in the regiment they had been promoted to the elite of the army of Rogdon, the Royal Lancers: an honor that many sought but few achieved. 
 
    Lomar noticed movement to the west. He pulled his dark hair out over his brown eyes to shade them from the bright sun which was keeping him from seeing clearly. A column of twelve cavalrymen was heading toward their camp. At the head of the group he saw the silhouette of a rider with gleaming heavy armor in radiant silver and blue, with gold embossing on the shoulders and chest. He was wearing a pointed helmet with a visor that completely covered his face. From the fine mount he was riding and his splendid armor, Lomar assumed he was of the nobility, perhaps a count or a high official of distinguished descent. Heavy armor was not used in the Corps of Lancers because it wore out the animals and constricted the cavalrymen’s mobility. The Lancers instead used breastplates over simple, light chain mail. The heavy boots of their armor had also been replaced by high leather riding boots reinforced with steel overlays which were less heavy and more flexible, and their hips and thighs were protected by lighter metal plates  
 
    Eleven cavalrymen wearing gray, silver-plated chest-guards with matching arm and leg guards were trotting in formation behind the knight. All were wearing round helmets with crests of slender white feathers. Resting on the horses’ backs, next to the saddlebags, were war bows.  
 
    As the company approached, Lomar stared in silent disbelief. Those armed cavalrymen were actually... women! 
 
    “Odd group...” he said to Kendas as he pointed at them. 
 
    “I’d say so, friend...”  
 
    “They’re heading this way. That explains why we stopped here. They’re coming to join up with us.” 
 
    “Great! One more mystery to unravel!” 
 
    Kendas looked at him and rolled his eyes. 
 
    Sergeant Mortuc approached the group. “Your high…” he started to say but the knight stopped him rising his hand. 
 
    “Better not tell the wind my name. We do not know who might be listening…” Prince Gerart said trying to hide his identity. 
 
    Mortuc nodded. “Yes, sir. Of course. Bloody spies everywhere these days. If I catch a Nocean or Norghanian agent ear dropping, I’ll cut his ears and I’ll eat them for dinner.” 
 
    Gerart chuckled under his helmet. “Is everything ready?” 
 
    “Yes sir, as you requested. My men are set and ready for the mission.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    “Are they coming with us?” he asked signaling Aliana and the Protectress Sisters with her. 
 
    “Yes, they will accompany us.” 
 
    “It is a dangerous mission…” 
 
    “We can take care of ourselves.” Aliana assured the Sergeant. “And I will be at hand if I’m needed… I’m sure you understand…”  
 
    “Yes, I do, and I welcome you and your… guards…” 
 
    “Excellent then. All set.” Gerart said. “Let’s ride. We have a long way to go.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Witnesses to a Decision 
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    Komir. —Norriel Lands, Northwest Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Midway through a stormy, gray afternoon in Orrio, a private meeting was taking place in the Tribal Council’s courtroom. A young man limped into the building and greeted the two guards dressed in bearskins posted at the door. When the warriors recognized him, they saluted him and withdrew the lances they had crossed to block access to the building. The young man slowly advanced with reluctant steps and went directly into the courtroom. He stood before the great oak table and observed the twelve elected members of the Council who were seated there waiting for him. Auburu presided over the Council. She greeted him with a welcoming smile and a serene expression. To her right was seated Master Smith Althor, who seemed lost in thought. To the left of the leader, Master Warrior Gudin greeted him with a quick nod. The rest of the twelve prominent members of the community simply looked at him with concern. 
 
    “Welcome to the Tribal Council, Komir,” Auburu warmly greeted him as she stood and smiled. “We are happy to see that you have finally regained your health. You fought so long for your life, often closer to the kingdom of the mistress of eternal night than that of the living. There were moments when we feared she would take you with her.” 
 
    Komir looked at the floor and sighed. He still could not believe he was alive. Against all odds, he had survived. He had no idea how; he should have been dead. Nearly four long months had passed since that fateful night, and the serious wounds he had incurred were still pitilessly punishing his body. He suffered from intense pain and sporadic spasms he had to fight to control. His body needed more time to heal. His spirit, though, would never heal. 
 
    “Thank you, Auburu. I feel much better. Suason’s care has truly worked miracles.” 
 
    Komir found it strange to see Amtoko and Suason among those gathered at the meeting, since they were not voting members of the Council. Only on a handful of occasions did the Council call on non-members, and generally only for extremely serious matters. 
 
    “I want to thank Suason publicly for having saved my life. Her knowledge of medicine is extraordinary,” he said, his eyes on the tribe’s elderly Healer as he bowed in a show of gratitude and respect.  
 
    “I was only doing my job, young bear,” the Healer explained, a look of affection in her eyes. “Your body and spirit are as strong as the mighty oak. That is what saved you— that and the constant vigilance of the three goddesses. Ikzuge, the nourishing Goddess of the Sun, watched over you during the long days of your convalescence at the request of her mother Iram. And every night at sunset she was relieved by her sister Igrali, the wise Goddess of the Moon. Without the intervention of the three goddesses on your behalf, I would not have been able to do anything for you.”  
 
    Master Warrior Gudin shook his head. “You were lucky that arrow in your stomach didn’t finish you off. Two inches to the right and you wouldn’t be here today,” he said. “I’ve seen many wounds like that, and nine out of ten men don’t survive. You should consider yourself extremely fortunate. I agree with Suason that the goddesses smiled upon you with their blessings, otherwise we would be returning you to the bosom of our mother Iram.” 
 
    “Please take a seat at the Council’s table,” said Auburu, beckoning to him. 
 
    “Thank you,” answered Komir. He sat down at the end of the enormous table, facing Auburu. 
 
    “Before we begin to deal with the matter at hand, I would like to know if the funeral rites and distinctions the tribe awarded your family were what you’d hoped for. Your family has always been cherished and respected in our community, and they deserved to be sent off to their eternal rest with every honor.” 
 
    Komir swallowed hard, trying to choke back the pain rising up in his throat. His voice faltered with pent-up emotion. 
 
    “Yes, Auburu, the farewell was fit for a Norriel leader. I couldn’t have asked for anything better.”  
 
    Auburu nodded. “The purpose of this Council meeting,” she went on, 
 “is to understand what happened. There are many unanswered questions, and we must find out the reason behind this tragedy.” 
 
    “I’m at the disposal of the Council and the tribe.” 
 
    “These foreign assailants with their slanted eyes and tiger pelts were expert warriors,” began Gudin. “The way they fought is proof of this. These were no ordinary warriors, since if they had been, Ulis and Komir—with Mirta’s help—would have been able to defeat them. They were an assault force. Men with exceptional skills.” 
 
    “Foreigners we know absolutely nothing of. Has anyone ever heard anything about these people?” Auburu asked the Counselors. “Perhaps you, Ailite? You, the grandmother of the tribe, with your one hundred and ten springs?” 
 
    Ailite cleared her throat to restore her wasted voice. “I’m sorry, my dear, but I have to confess I know nothing of these foreign peoples, though I admit my memory isn’t what it used to be... I’m familiar with the blond pale-skinned men from the icy lands to the northeast, from way beyond the great mountains where the snow is ever-present... with their light eyes and rude manners... as cold as their snow-covered lands... heartless, and as direct as their sharpened war axes. Tall, strong men, with long, golden hair and beards, but with icy hearts and manners to match. The men of the snow they call them, the brute Norghanians. I have seen the men from the distant South, past the kingdom of Rogdon: born in the desert lands, with their dark tanned skin burnt by the arid sun. Dark eyes, dark hair, always carrying their imposing scimitars... Always courteous and friendly, full of flattery... and always dangerous. Never trust them or you’ll find a curved dagger in your back and a smile on their faces. The men of the deserts, the Noceans.” She stopped to cough. “And we are all quite familiar with our neighbors from the western plains. The kingdom of Rogdon holds no secrets for our tribe. We have been trading and negotiating with them for many years. These warriors most certainly did not come from there. No, the men with slanted eyes and lemon-colored skin have never been seen in these lands.”  
 
    Auburu nodded pensively. “And what is your opinion, Amtoko? You’ve been so quiet, and your insights on these matters are always wise.” 
 
    “When the members of the Council debate, one must listen and reflect. But since you’re asking me, I’ll tell you... It makes sense that they’re from some faraway land... even from overseas... Otherwise we would have some evidence of their existence, though it’s true enough that there are remote, unexplored places in Tremia. Small kingdoms and city-states exist on the east coast that we know nothing of. Whatever the case, I would say those men come from much farther away, from another continent...” 
 
    “But why come so far to attack a Bikia family? Was it chance or premeditated?” Auburu pondered.  
 
    Amtoko cleared her throat. 
 
    “It might be considered chance... Savage foreigners lost in an inhospitable land... an accident of life... if not for one small detail. The body of a man with slanted eyes was discovered some eighteen years ago, and that event marked Komir’s arrival in our village...” 
 
    An uneasy murmur filled the room. 
 
    “That is true,” Auburu said in confirmation, quieting their voices with an authoritative wave of her hand. 
 
    “The two incidents must be related...” Althor mused aloud. 
 
    “That’s right, ‘coincidences’ like this are never really anything of the kind,” said Gudin.  
 
    “That very day we buried all traces of that foreigner...” Amtoko began to explain, capturing the attention of all present. “We didn’t attach much importance to the fact that he was a man with distinct eyes, of a different race never before seen by any Norriel. It was a conscious decision. Under the watchful vigilance of Igrali, the wise Goddess of the Moon, we tried to play down that fact, as if it were just a matter of chance. At the time it seemed the right decision. There was no need to place a greater stigma on the strange apparition of that baby than there already was.” 
 
    A wave of whispers again rippled through the room. 
 
    “Silence! Quieten down. Silence!” insisted Auburu. 
 
    Clearing her throat again, Amtoko went on: “That happened eighteen springs ago... Now, after so many years, the men with the slanted eyes have returned, and they’ve returned—in my opinion—for him.” She pointed at Komir. “No, this was no accident. Their objective was Komir, of that I have no doubt. Two such strange coincidences are not a matter of chance, but quite the opposite.” 
 
    All present nodded, and the whispering resumed. 
 
    “Komir, do you have any suspicions about why they’re looking for you?” Auburu asked. “Did your parents ever mention anything that would have led you to think something like this would happen?” 
 
    “No. I have no idea of the reason. My parents never told me anything about my past. It’s a complete mystery to me. I’m sorry I can’t shed any light on this situation. Believe me, I’d like nothing better than to be able to offer you an answer. I need those answers myself.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t torment yourself about what happened, young bear,” Amtoko reassured him, gesturing animatedly. “It wasn’t your fault. The threads of destiny are moving dark forces we know nothing of. Unfortunately you’re caught in the web of a merciless fate.” 
 
    “I believe we should reinforce the security on our borders,” said Gudin. “In this time of peace, we’ve relaxed the border patrols. We must fortify them and step up surveillance in the fishing towns on the coast. For all we know, this group of warriors may have arrived by sea. A fisherman saw a strange ship with foreign sails anchored near Leike Bay the morning after that fateful night. The boat did not wait for survivors, but departed shortly after being sighted.”  
 
    “If they came once for Komir from distant lands,” Althor reasoned. “it’s reasonable to think they might try again, since they failed in their first attempt.”  
 
    “If that’s the case, we’ll be ready and waiting for them” Gudin answered. “They won’t catch us off-guard again.”  
 
    “What will happen if they send more men this time, or even an army to invade us?” asked Lemak the woodcutter. “We don’t really know what they’re searching for or what their aim may be.”  
 
    “If they send an army, we’ll spot them and stand up to them just as we’ve always done: united, as Norriel,” said Auburu resolutely. “We’ll call together the rest of the thirty tribes, and united we shall defeat the enemy.”  
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Komir interrupted her. “I’ve decided... to leave the village... I’m going away.” 
 
    The murmurs among the council members grew louder. 
 
    “I’m going after those responsible for the death of my parents. I’m going to find them and bring justice to them.” 
 
    “Vengeance is a foolish companion,” cautioned the Witch. 
 
    “Amtoko is right. There’s no need for you to leave” Auburu assured him. “You’re a Bikia, a Norriel in your own right, and the tribe will protect you.”  
 
    “Not everyone shares your opinion. Plenty of people will feel relieved once I’ve left the village. They’ll sleep better at night. I don’t blame them, it’s only natural. I’ve always been a stranger among my own people. Incomprehensible events have marked my life, and what has happened now is only going to make the situation worse. No matter what I do, things will always be that way. But I do appreciate your kind words, from the bottom of my heart. You’re a just leader, and I thank you for that, Auburu.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to face them by yourself, young warrior,” Gudin warned him. 
 
    “You don’t even know where or who they are,” protested Althor. 
 
    “I’ve made my decision,” said Komir. “I won’t change my mind. I’ll find those responsible and I’ll have justice—or die trying.” There was not a shadow of doubt in his voice. 
 
    “But this is madness!” Auburu pleaded. “Think this over, Komir. You’re young and impulsive. Reconsider your decision, I implore you.” 
 
    “I’ve had plenty of time to consider all this while I was healing. Thinking was nearly all I could do... My decision is made,” Komir declared to the Council. 
 
    A heavy silence, which no-one dared break, fell on the room. Finally, with a heavy heart, Auburu announced:  
 
    “In that case we shan’t oppose your wishes. The tribe will permit you to leave. When your search is completed and you wish to return—whether or not you’ve delivered your justice—don’t hesitate even for a moment. This is your home, and always will be.” 
 
    Komir struggled to keep his voice from shaking. “Thank you,” he said  
 
    The meeting of the Council was adjourned. Komir left the building amid the whispers which continued the debate behind him. 
 
    He was determined. 
 
    He would find those responsible. 
 
    He would have justice for his parents. 
 
   
  
 




Savages 
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    Aliana, Gerart. —Half-Moon Fortress, West Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    The voyage across the kingdom to get to the Half-Moon border crossing took Aliana, Gerart and the column of lancers two weeks. When they arrived, as per regulations, they went to the formidable fortress that guarded the crossing. Aliana stared at the imposing walls. They were more than twenty yards high and three hundred paces long. Immense. The border was closed and security was stepped up due to the tense political situation. The crossing, a huge gorge between two mountain ranges, was the only crossable way for an invading army coming from the East. At the end of the gorge, the Half-Moon Fortress acted as an enormous dam, controlling the flow of foreigners and enemies. 
 
    Sergeant Mortuc disappeared inside to speak with the commander in charge of the garrison. He was not gone long. When he returned he ordered the column to resume their march. They crossed over, leaving Rogdon behind and setting off on their path toward the east. Little by little they were heading deeper into hostile territory—territory controlled by the native tribes of the steppes. He spurred Lightning and rode up to mid column to meet Gerart and Aliana and the Protectress Sisters with them. 
 
    Lomar and Kendas—who still didn’t figure out the strangers’ identities—were riding just in front of them. When Lomar saw the Sergeant approaching out of the corner of his eye, he craned his neck to try to catch what was being said in hopes of sorting out the mystery. Curiosity was eating away at him. Though their voices were no more than a light whisper, he tried to listen to the conversation between the Sergeant and the knight so he could attempt to piece together whatever he managed to hear.  
 
    “We are heading into hostile territory. We must stay alert, Sir,” the sergeant told Gerart. 
 
    “Are you expecting trouble, Mortuc?” he asked. 
 
    “In these plains we should not be in too much danger, Sir. The flatlands are inhabited by nomad tribes, the Masig, but they will not bother us if we are respectful. However, farther up east we will come to an endless forest; inhospitable, immense... and there, if we dare enter, we will surely be attacked by the Usik tribes that inhabit them. They attack foreigners who cross through their domain; they are extremely fierce and ruthless. Going into their territory is not a good idea, Sir...” 
 
    “I understand, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    “Are you sure that is where we should be headed? Could we not detour around the edge of the forest?” 
 
    “Unfortunately we are heading for Eagles Peak, in the mountain range that goes straight through the heart of Usik territory, in the great forests.” 
 
    Sergeant Mortuc let out a deep sigh. 
 
    “That is the territory of the Red Usik, one of the most violent tribes. The Usik consider those mountains to be sacred; I believe that’s where they bury their dead—or at least that’s what I’ve heard. We will have serious trouble if they find us there... And it isn’t possible to get to the mountain from the southern part of the forest. We’ll have to go through their territory, a bit farther north, and then head south until we get to the base of the mountain. Very risky, Sir... extremely risky... even for a small column like ours. If we are discovered, there is very little chance we’ll get out of that forest alive...” 
 
    Lomar, who had been furtively listening in on the discussion going on behind him, felt a chill run down his spine. He looked at Kendas, who was on his right, looking back at him with eyes full of concern. 
 
    Gerart persisted. “I understand the danger the mission entails but it is of vital importance that we get to Eagles Peak.” 
 
    “What is the final objective of the incursion, if I may ask?” 
 
    Gerart glanced at Aliana riding next to him. She nodded, as if giving her consent that it was time to reveal the reason for the dangerous mission.  
 
    “We are looking for Haradin, the great Mage. We believe he is at Eagles Peak, and he needs help. It is crucial that we find him and take him back to the capital. War could break out at any moment and his assistance is vital to us,” the knight openly explained. 
 
    “Uh... I understand, Sir. I’ve known the Mage for a long time; I consider him a friend and think very highly of him,” affirmed Mortuc. “I know that he’s disappeared—rumors have been flying in Rilentor. How certain are we that he is there?” 
 
    “Not at all certain, I’m afraid, but we have indications that would suggest he is.” 
 
    Mortuc thought for a moment. “So, we don’t really know if he is there or not, or if he is still alive. We are running a great risk, yet we have no certainties. We are endangering the lives of all these fine soldiers.” 
 
    Gerart nodded. “I am aware of the risk the mission entails. But we have found significant evidence that he is in those mountains. It is a risky operation, but necessary, Sergeant Major. War is about to break out with the Nocean Empire. Mirkos the Erudite, our kingdom’s other great Mage, has been urgently called to the capital. It is imperative that we locate Haradin; Mirkos alone will not be able to hold out against the enemy Sorcerers. They will beat him. The situation is critical, Mortuc. To a large extent, the future of our kingdom depends on us finding Haradin alive. It depends on this mission ending successfully.”  
 
    “Damn! Damn it all! I was not informed that the political situation was so desperate. Great balls of Ulkor the Cuckold!”  
 
    “It is indeed, Sergeant. That is why we must take the risk.” 
 
    Mortuc nodded. “In that case, we will have to try to slip in and get back out as stealthily and quickly as we can. If they find us in that dense forest we’ll have serious problems, you can bet your life on that,” assured the Sergeant. 
 
    “That is why we are going in with a small detachment. If we took an entire regiment we would be spotted before we even stepped foot in the forest.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope we aren’t discovered, or this will turn out very, very badly.” 
 
    He spurred Lightning and rode to the head of the column.  
 
    Lomar gulped and looked at Kendas. He was shaking his head. 
 
    The two rookies could feel the fear drilling into the pit of their stomach. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They rode for three weeks, focused and alert, resting just enough so as not to push the animals harder than they should. Finally, they set up camp in a hollow next to a stream with crystal-clear waters that silently wound through the steppes. Rising proudly in the distance was the natural barrier of trees that marked the beginning of the immense forest of the Usik.  
 
    Lomar had finally managed to figure out most of the mystery surrounding them. He knew who the man in the opulent armor was. Even though by day the knight wore a helmet with the visor closed to keep from revealing his identity, or more likely to hide from spies, when they camped by night he took it off. And though his face was hidden beneath a hood, Lomar and Kendas—discretely taking turns—had succeeded in figuring out his identity. The surprise the two rookies had uncovered had been tremendous. 
 
    He was none other than Prince Gerart himself! The heir to the throne of Rogdon! 
 
    And that had not been Lomar’s only discovery. One of the nights when they were camping and he was on watch, he caught a glimpse through the screen of one of the tents as one of the horsewomen was laying hands on a companion who had fallen ill with a fever. Lomar, astonished by what he was seeing, realized that the woman was actually a Healer from the Temple of Tirsar. After witnessing that act, it was clear she possessed the Gift of Healing. And when he saw how the other horsewomen behaved around her—noticeably showing her respect—he deduced that they must be Protectress Sisters who were accompanying her as bodyguards. 
 
    He had been able to discover her name: Aliana the Healer.  
 
    Once he had figured that out, he continued watching them closely. Deeply intrigued, his curiosity about those women had only increased as the expedition progressed. One of them in particular—a young woman with long, untamed, jet-black hair and emerald green eyes that took his breath away.  
 
    He had heard her companions call her Jasmine. Her beauty, coupled with the skillful way she handled the bow, had greatly impressed him. He desperately wanted to meet her, even though the situation they were in did not seem exactly favorable for that. But Lomar was not about to give up; his curiosity was getting the better of him. He scanned the encampment, looking for the beautiful warrior and found her stringing her bow, a small distance away from the rest of her sisters—which was not usually the case.  
 
    Lomar decided he should take advantage of the opportunity and, gathering his courage, he quietly walked up behind her. 
 
    “Spying again, Lancer?” she said, turning her head and looking straight at Lomar with those cat-like eyes. 
 
    Stunned, Lomar stood stock-still, two paces away from her, not knowing what to say or do. 
 
    “Spying? Who? Me?... I wouldn’t think of it... How could you think such a thing of me?”  
 
    “Ha!” she exclaimed with a smile. “Even being caught in the act you can’t admit it; defending yourself like a child with his hand stuffed in the cookie jar. So very virtuous of you.”  
 
    “Surely you’ve misunderstood...” 
 
    “Drop the line, Soldier; I’ve seen you spying on us every night since we joined this expedition. You never take your eyes off us. Are we that fascinating to you?” 
 
    “Well, I must confess that... Yes. You are very intriguing.”  
 
    “Intriguing? Ha! You are funny, Lancer. We are Sisters of the Order of Tirsar—nothing more, nothing less. There is no mystery in that.” 
 
    “Uh, well, I would never dare to contradict you, Miss, but allow me to assure you that, for this humble Lancer, you do indeed represent an enigma.”  
 
    “You can dispense with the gallantry of the capital, Lancer. It won’t work with me. I’m not some rich simpleton from the city who can be tricked by your gentlemanly guiles.” 
 
    “I see, Miss, that you are a woman who openly expresses what she thinks. That is surely a great virtue if there ever was one.”  
 
    “No need to be so formal, soldier. I’m not from some noble lineage; I am nothing more than a simple soldier—just like you.”  
 
    “As you wish, my lovely young lady,” said Lomar, taking advantage of that moment to step in front of her. 
 
    “All right, so what is it that you want, Soldier? As you can see, I am busy tending to my weapons.”  
 
    “We can begin by introducing ourselves, if you don’t mind. My name is Lomar. And you are...?” 
 
    “I would guess you already know that. With all the spying you’ve been doing, you probably even know the color of my uncle’s eyes. But I will be polite. Jasmine is my name.”  
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Jasmine.” Ignoring her sarcastic comments, he offered his hand with a broad smile.  
 
    Jasmine accepted the gesture as a warrior would, by holding his forearm. 
 
    As their arms touched, an odd nervousness instantly washed over Lomar... Feeling the closeness of this beautiful, dark-haired young woman’s body, an excitement arose in his stomach and suffused his body. This was a sensation to which he was not accustomed, and it startled him.  
 
    “So? What is it that you want? Make it quick—I have a lot to do and wasting time with a man is the worst thing a Sister can do.”  
 
    Lomar realized he needed to come up with a topic of conversation that would break down the icy barrier this girl had built up between them. He improvised.  
 
    “Nice bow... Yew... Excellent quality. It must have a range of more than three hundred paces...”  
 
    “A Lancer who understands bows—now that’s a novelty. I always thought Royal Lancers only knew about horses, lances, and whores.”  
 
    Lomar looked offended. “This Lancer in particular knows about a bit more than that.”  
 
    “More about prostitutes and good-time girls?”  
 
    “You obviously have me confused with someone else.”  
 
    “I doubt it. All you Royal Lancers are the same.” 
 
    “Do I note a certain resentment toward us, or is it just my imagination? What could we possibly have done to offend such a lovely lady?” 
 
    “Ah, yes! There is that gratuitous gallantry again. Don’t bother; I have absolutely no interest in your attentions. You can turn yourself right around and go back to where you came from.” 
 
    “Are the Sisters always so unfriendly? Or did I offend you somehow without knowing it?”  
 
    “It’s nothing personal. We distrust all men equally.”  
 
    Lomar sighed in exasperation. “For a second there I was almost flattered. I thought the disdain was directed at me in particular.” He smiled mischievously.  
 
    “Very subtle. I see you have quite a nimble mind. But don’t get too excited since I am already starting to hate you even more than we usually despise people of your sex.” 
 
    “And may I ask the reason for all this hostility?”  
 
    “You’re men, that’s why.”  
 
    “But do you really distrust all men?” 
 
    “Yes. Nothing good ever comes from a man.” 
 
    “You leave me speechless. But what could my gender have done to offend you so badly?”  
 
    “Wars, rapes, killings, destruction... shall I go on?”  
 
    “You cannot condemn all men for the acts of a few. That would be like saying all Royal Lancers are killers when, on the contrary, we are men of courage and honor. There is no regiment more honorable in all of Tremia.”  
 
    “If you say so… But all I see is a fistful of men with weapons ready to shed another man’s blood, just waiting for the order to be given, men whose motives we know nothing of...” 
 
    “But that’s not fair. You also carry weapons and I’ve seen you practicing—you are consummate warriors... You, too, fight and spill blood.”  
 
    “Ah! But our motives are very different. Our duty is to defend the Healing Sisters and that is what we do. We only shed blood in defense of our Sisters, never for dark or unknown motives. We do not fight in wars; we do not participate in armed conflicts. Our responsibility is to protect the Order and the Healing Sisters so they can do good, heal the wounded and the sick, and bring relief to those who are suffering.” 
 
    “A very laudable purpose, I must admit.” Lomar lowered his head, feeling the sting of shame.  
 
    It was true that he and many other Lancers had enlisted in the corps of the elite looking for glory and fame, looking to go into battle and become heroes by fighting and spilling enemy blood. After hearing the surly warrior’s allegations, his motives now seemed rather mundane, and not all glorious. 
 
    “And tell me, Soldier, do you really believe that if women governed Tremia there would be so much death and destruction?”  
 
    “Although I have had the unfortunate pleasure of knowing a few seriously bad-tempered young ladies, I have to admit that you are probably right. Men are more prone to violence; I do not deny that. But that is no reason to hate all of us!”  
 
    “Fortunately, that is our prerogative,” responded Jasmine with a wily smile.  
 
    “I see I am losing this dialectical battle. How might I convince you that, in spite of the fact that I am a man, I am not a bad person—I even possess a small amount of virtue?” 
 
    “And what would you need to convince me for? What are you hoping that will do?” she replied, her captivating green eyes gleaming.  
 
    “I am only hoping for your friendship, you can believe me. I don’t know why we can’t get along well; after all, we are all in this together.”  
 
    “The Order wisely teaches us not to trust men and their motives. Experience tells us that, in the majority of cases, their motives are lecherous and lewd—or, at the very least, not terribly admirable.” 
 
    “I can assure you that in my case that is not how it is. Nothing could be farther from the truth!” 
 
    “Relax, Lancer. I didn’t say those were your intentions. But that is usually how it is.”  
 
    “I promise you, even if I am rather curious, my motives are noble and pure.” 
 
    “Ha ha ha! Noble, maybe. Pure? I’m not so sure,” laughed Jasmine. 
 
    Hearing her laughter, Lomar realized that his intentions toward her might not actually be as pure as he had made himself believe. 
 
    Another Protectress Sister approached them. 
 
    Lomar tried to greet the stern-faced woman, but she completely ignored him. It was as if he wasn’t even there.  
 
    “Let’s go, Jasmine. It’s time to eat.” 
 
    “Great. I’m starving.” 
 
    The two warriors turned and walked toward their group, ignoring Lomar who, with his greeting still on the tip of his tongue and a strange sensation in his stomach, watched them walk away. 
 
    In spite of the fact that during the conversation there had been no encouragement on her part, and the beautiful warrior could not have been less interested, Lomar felt a pleasant tingling inside. After just a few moments had passed, he felt a sudden urge to talk to that little spitfire again. He didn’t know why, but she had made a strong impression on him. His racing heart had him totally disconcerted. He was still watching her walk off.  
 
    Jasmine was strolling hand in hand with her companion, and when they reached the rest of the group, she discreetly turned her head and looked back at him just for an instant. Their eyes met for a brief moment—which made Lomar smile—and the hope that perhaps he would be able to talk to the young Protectress again came rushing back in. 
 
    Lost in his thoughts about the Order of Tirsar and the feelings Jasmine had caused in him, he walked back to his friends in the encampment.  
 
    “How are your investigations going, Lomar? Did you find out anything else about the Prince and the beautiful Healer’s mission?” asked Morgen, one of the veteran Lancers, as he hungrily gobbled down his camp ration.  
 
    “I get the feeling that we will soon be going into the forest of the Usik in search of something important. I think something fishy is going on...” he acknowledged, trying to push Jasmine out of his mind. 
 
    “I hope you’re wrong, for our sake,” Morgen replied. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” asked Kendas. He took a sip of water from his canteen.  
 
    “He’s saying that because if we go into those woods, we are dead men,” affirmed Lemus, another of the veterans, the scars on his face and arms testifying to his years of experience. 
 
    “You heard Sarge this morning. We’re going to go in silently—they won’t even know we’re there.” said his companion, trying to cheer him up. 
 
    “We’d better be prepared; those savages are tough to beat—really tough,” warned Morgen, digging into his food. 
 
    “And they’re bloodthirsty. They have the horrible habit of burning their prisoners alive after yanking out their eyes,” Lemus explained. 
 
    “Is that really true or are you teasing us?” asked Kendas. 
 
    “As true as my pay disappearing in the blink of an eye on whores and sweet Nocean wine.” 
 
    “Then why don’t we sweep the forest with the army?” asked Lomar. 
 
    “They’ve already tried that—no luck,” Morgen explained. “The problem is that those woods are immense; they cover a vast area, practically the size of an entire nation. Going in there means a bloody fight against the savages and the elements. We are at a clear disadvantage in there; that’s their realm. Those green-skinned devils with painted faces are incomparable fighters in their own environment.” 
 
    “What about attacking their settlements while they’re sleeping?” suggested Lomar. 
 
    “Good idea, if we knew where those settlements were...” said Lemus. “Their location has never been verified—no one has ever found them and lived to tell about it. Our trackers have tried, but none have ever returned. So, better be really careful, rookies. If we go into that forest, pray to the Light as best you know how, or to whatever gods you worship; you’ll need all the help you can get to get out of there alive.” 
 
    “You cover my back and I’ll cover yours, brother,” said Kendas as he offered his outstretched arm to Lomar in the style of Rogdonian soldiers.  
 
    “Shield to shield and lance to lance, brother!” they both cheered. 
 
    Lemus shook his head and walked off, mumbling something about rookies and heads full of sawdust. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour before the first rays of sunlight would begin to appear on the horizon, tearing away the darkness obscuring the expectant cavalry column, Sergeant Mortuc ordered them to get into formation. They had to creep silently into the forest under the shelter of night to keep from being discovered. 
 
    “Get ready to ride. Line up two by two,” whispered Mortuc, moving to the head of the column. “Forward!”  
 
    The column entered the thick woods at daybreak. They advanced in silence, slowly, following the steep trails toward the southeast. Eight men were patrolling in pairs in all four directions a half hour’s distance from the column. 
 
    They were moving into Usik territory. 
 
    Entering the unfathomable forest.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first two days of the march inside the great forest went by without incident. At night they took their rest in silence with no fires, eyes and ears alert, searching for any enemies that might be hiding there. At first light they resumed their advance; it was hard going through the thick underbrush. The first few hours of the third day passed without incident; their incursion into the forest had apparently not been detected by the savages. The woods were becoming more and more tangled and difficult to navigate, with tall, thick vegetation everywhere that seemed determined to drive back the cavalrymen. In this terrain it was virtually impossible to move any faster than if they’d been on foot. 
 
    At noon the north patrol failed to report. 
 
    “Dirty backwoods barbarians!” cursed the Sergeant. He chose two other men and sent them out with the order to return at the first sign of the savages. 
 
    Midafternoon, the north and south patrols did not report. 
 
    Tension spread among the Lancers. 
 
    “Damn it! They’ve picked up on us! Advance!” ordered the Sergeant, anticipating an imminent attack by the Usik. But the advance through the trees was arduous, even for these expert cavalrymen. 
 
    Riding mid-column, Aliana looked to her left and, out of nowhere, saw several men running fast parallel to the column’s trajectory. She watched them closely, fear tightening in her stomach. Armed with bows and short axes adorned with colored feathers, they were jumping over the thicket and enormous tree roots with astonishing speed and agility. Their faces were painted black, with a white line at the level of their eyes; their heads, completely shaven. The color of their skin surprised Aliana greatly; it was pale... green. Never before had she seen anyone with pigmentation like that. It was shocking. This was, without a doubt, a unique race. They were dressed in animal skin loincloths, and their backs and chests were covered with primitive, tanned leather armor that had been reinforced with wood. On their feet were tanned skin moccasins. Watching them run as fast as the horses, just a few steps from the column, Aliana was struck with a sense of absolute dread. 
 
    “Gerart, look! They’re chasing us!” The Prince was riding on her right with his lance and shield at the ready.  
 
    The Prince looked at them. “They are close now; they’ve been following us at a distance for quite some time. Soon they will attack.” He pointed to the right, where another group of Black Usik were running through the trees parallel to the column. 
 
    The Sergeant’s voice roared like an angry lion. “Attention, column! Ready for combat!” 
 
    The Royal Lancers responded in unison. “Roar!” 
 
    They readied their lances and shields. The Protectress Sisters loaded their bows, ready to defend themselves. They continued toward the east, going as fast as they possibly could on that tortuous trail before it finally opened up at the start of the ascent up the mountain. 
 
    Eagles’ Peak.  
 
    Their pursuers grew in number the closer they came to the sacred mountain. Aliana had the sickening feeling this would soon turn very ugly. 
 
    The two cavalrymen scouting to the east returned from the direction in which the column was heading. 
 
    “Sergeant! Sergeant! Red Usik, approaching from the east!” 
 
    Mortuc knew they were heading into a trap. The Black Usik were flanking them and Red Usik were waiting farther ahead, at the base of the mountain. But they could not stop in the forest; if they did, the Usik would be on them immediately and they would be massacred in the woods. His Lancers were at a clear disadvantage in that setting against a much greater number of natives—especially quick shots like them. Their only choice was to keep going.  
 
    Without hesitating, the Sergeant made the only plausible decision. 
 
    “Charge!” he ordered. The column immediately picked up speed. 
 
    A terrible war cry, like the howling of a wounded wolf, resonated through the trees. It was followed by screams that scared away both birds and animals. 
 
    The attack on the column of Lancers had begun. 
 
    Black arrows whizzed through the trees from both sides of the column, aimed at the Lancers—men and mounts alike. They started dropping to the ground, pierced by the lethal projectiles.  
 
    Aliana aimed her bow at a Usik who was rushing toward them screaming, axe in hand; she released the arrow without thinking twice, killing the savage. To her right her Sisters were shooting to both sides, skillfully taking down attackers. The Usik threw themselves on the Lancers, axes and knives in hand, and were fended off by lances and shields. The perfectly trained column did not stop their advance despite the ferocious attack they were under. They continued on, fighting off the vicious attacks of the Usik. But enemy arrows continued striking down mounts and Lancers.  
 
    Looking behind her, Aliana gaped at the fierce battle. Several Usik launched themselves off rocks, jumping on two Lancers and knocking them down. A half dozen Usik were instantly on them, killing them without mercy. Others ran at them head-on, shooting arrows at the horses’ bellies at almost point-blank range. The poor beasts fell, screaming in agony, throwing off their riders. The Lancers immediately got back on their feet and fought fiercely. Several savages fell beneath the blades of their swords, but the brave men were quickly brought down by the much greater number of enemies.  
 
    Suddenly, four savages sprang out from behind some trees and charged at Aliana. Without hesitation, she shot at the one closest to her as she dodged a low branch on a tree, then reloaded her bow to shoot again at the next attacker. She tensed the bow, aimed, and when he was almost on her, she shot him in the eye. Her Sisters took down the rest with perfectly aimed shots before they could get to her. Aliana momentarily sighed in relief, then looked to her right. Flanking her, the Prince was riding onward, all the while fighting with wicked skill. 
 
    Gerart felt an arrow strike forcefully against his helmet and, for an instant, he lost sight of the screeching Usik running toward him from the right. A short axe flew from the black-faced warrior’s hand, heading straight for his chest. Gerart blocked the weapon with his shield a split second before impact. He spurred his mount and sank his lance into his aggressor’s neck. 
 
    He looked ahead. Mortuc and several of his men at the front of the column were struggling to clear a path through the savages who were trying to cut them off. Two warriors rushed out from behind a tree and jumped the Lancers in the lead. The first fell, pierced by Lomar’s lance; the second was knocked back by a hard blow from Kendas’ shield and he bounced off another tree. Four Lancers who had fallen behind hurried to make contact with the group, but the rest of the rearguard had perished.  
 
    “Forward, column, forward!” Mortuc shouted resolutely as he skewered one enemy and charged another with his mount. The Sergeant Major had managed to break through the siege and spurred Lightning up the path. The column was now putting some distance between them and their attackers who were unable to keep up with the horses on the more open, rising terrain at the foot of the mountain. Mortuc looked back, astonished; he had lost more than a third of his men. 
 
    “Regroup!” he ordered. The entire column hurried to join him at the top of the hill. 
 
    But the short break lasted only a moment. They had to flee. 
 
    “Forward! Forward!” he commanded once the column was regrouped. 
 
    They went up a sloping curve. And their worst fears became reality. Right in front of them, a human barrier was blocking their way. 
 
    More than a hundred Red Usik were waiting there, ready to kill them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




May the Goddesses Protect You 
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    Komir. —Norriel Lands, Northwest Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dusk was falling over the village of Orrio, and its inhabitants were preparing for a well-deserved rest after a day of hard work. Komir arrived at the hillside, covered with tall grasses and flanked by oaks, where the stone tombs had been erected. This had been one of his parents’ favorite spots. He tried unsuccessfully to hold back the tears. He sought to find some peace, to think about happy times gone by... and for a few brief moments, he experienced again the joy he had lost.  
 
    The death of his parents had changed him. Never again would he be the same; he was painfully aware of that. It was almost impossible to withstand this agonizing pain; it was so intense he felt as though he was suffering from within the very depths of his being, as if part of his chest had suddenly been ripped out and he now was left with a bleeding emptiness that could never be filled. He sat down in the grass and tried to breathe slowly, to calm the suffering that was devouring him. For several moments he could not fill his lungs; he needed air. He inhaled deeply, then slowly exhaled, prolonging the release of his breath. He repeated this several times in an attempt to relax, but in vain. As he remembered his mother’s face, tears flooded his eyes once again.  
 
    And he cried. 
 
    He tried not to allow himself to be carried away by emotion. But at that moment, his very soul was collapsing under the weight of the aching void the horrifying murder of his parents had left. He sobbed, unable to ease the overwhelming sense of pain and loss. Suddenly, anger invaded his soul. An immeasurable, violent fury—as if a demon had taken possession of him. He could see the attackers in his mind; just the memory of them inflamed him so that he almost completely lost control. He clenched his fists tightly. He wanted to kill them all, especially the one behind the attack, the one who had given the order. The motive was secondary to him. He would find every last one of those responsible, and one by one he would kill them all—without remorse. But he would not just end their lives, he would make them suffer an unimaginable agony. They would experience a thousand times over the hurt they had caused him.  
 
    “Why me? Why? Answer me, Igrali!” he cried to the heavens. “I just wanted to be a Bikia, a Norriel warrior, like everyone else! Just another... normal...” 
 
    He was startled by a sound from behind him. 
 
    “Already saying goodbye? Leaving so soon, young Komir?” 
 
    Komir recognized the voice. Amtoko had approached him so silently that he had not even sensed her presence.  
 
    “The sooner I’m on my way, the better for everyone,” he answered, looking back toward his loved ones’ graves. 
 
    “The path on which you embark is full of dangers. The mistress of the eternal night is pursuing you, my young friend. If you go off and leave your land, the axis of destiny will begin to turn and you will find yourself irremediably involved in events that will have grave repercussions. This is a moment of great significance in your life and in the lives of many others, even if at this moment, you cannot comprehend this.” 
 
    “Nothing you say will make me change my mind.” 
 
    “And if I tell you that you’ll die without fulfilling your desire for vengeance?” retorted the old Witch. “If I can assure you that you will never get the revenge you so long for?” 
 
    “Then so be it… But I won’t change my decision. Whatever my final destiny may be, I’ll go forward.” 
 
    “Vengeance is a powerful feeling, but the most foolish of counselors. Life teaches you to confront unjust and painful situations; such is the nature of man’s existence. Pain touches each of us in one way or another; there’s no escaping that. We’re human; we must endure the heartaches of life. But in our hands lies the choice to select the correct path and not allow our judgment to be clouded by powerful yet irrational feelings.” 
 
    “I owe my parents.” 
 
    “You still have time to change your direction. You’re a Norriel in your own right. Stay here; live, fight, and die like a Norriel and I assure you your life will be full, long, and overflowing with good fortune. If you go off in search of vengeance, only pain and death await y—” 
 
    “I won’t change my mind. I have to do it for them.” 
 
    “My heart is saddened to hear you speak such misguided words. But since this is your will, I can do nothing more than offer you some advice.” 
 
    “Rest assured, you’ve already done that. And I want to thank you for your concern.” 
 
    Amtoko nodded. “In that case I can only wish you luck on your journey. May Ikzuge the Goddess of the Sun protect your way by day and Igrali the Goddess of the silvery star protect your dreams by night.” The Witch’s voice was steeped in regret. 
 
    “Thank you... and thank you for warning me that night,” said Komir, softening his tone. “It was you, wasn’t it? You visited me in my dreams and warned me of the arrival of the tiger warriors.” 
 
    “Yes, my young friend, it was I, with the help of our mother Iram. My abilities depend in great measure on her designs. I am sorry I wasn’t able to warn you sooner. I didn’t sense their vile presence until they were already very close. Too close. I truly and deeply regret it.” 
 
    Komir looked at his parents’ graves and nodded. 
 
    “Will you go on helping me?” Komir asked hopefully.  
 
    “I’ll try, but I can’t guarantee anything. Outside these lands it will be much more difficult for me to communicate with you. Our goddess Iram protects these lands, and her children within them. Outside Norriel territory, outside our beloved mountains and valleys, her influence dissipates. However, I’ll continue to try if that’s what you ask of me.” 
 
    “Thank you. Any help—however small—you can give me will be more than welcome. Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. Someday it will be I who need a favor and who will turn to you. I hope that when I do so, you will be so good as to honor my request.” 
 
    “You have my word, as long as whatever you ask of me doesn’t go against my honor.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, honor and principles. Morality and its two faces. Let’s hope they don’t stand in the way of our friendship, young warrior.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s hope...” 
 
    “Do you know where you’ll go?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure...” 
 
    “Did you find anything in your parents’ house that sheds any light on what happened or the path you must set forth on?” 
 
    Komir remained thoughtful, hesitating, but decided to take a chance and confide in the Witch. 
 
    “I did find something... but I don’t know what it could mean. Perhaps you can tell me something more. I found... a strange medallion... hidden in a double bottom of my mother’s chest. I’d never seen it before. I never saw her wear it—which seemed very strange to me, because it looks very valuable.” 
 
    “Hmmm... Interesting... a medallion, you say. May I see it?” 
 
    “How do you know I have it with me? How do you know I haven’t hidden it somewhere, or buried it?” 
 
    The old Witch burst out laughing, cackling as she held her hands over her stomach. 
 
    “The same way I know when it’s going to rain, dear friend. What silly things you ask! I perceive it; I sense it inside me. Right now I can feel its presence.” 
 
    Komir looked at her in perplexity. “You perceive it? But it’s nothing more than a pendant with a large precious stone.” 
 
    “Yes, my young friend, but this is no ordinary object...” 
 
    “I don’t understand... but… all right, here it is.” 
 
    Komir pulled out the medallion he was wearing around his neck under his doublet and showed it to the Witch. It was beautiful: a perfectly round gem, black as night, the size of a large plum with more than one hundred fifty facets and set in a ring of pure gold on a long gold chain. Komir did not know if the stone was a sapphire, a ruby, a diamond, or some other precious stone. He knew nothing of jewels and riches beyond what he had learned from Norriel legends and children’s stories, but he suspected the gem was unique and shrouded in some kind of mystery. 
 
    Amtoko examined it closely. She took her time, studying it in detail. After considering it for some time she closed her eyes and murmured some mystical words while extending her arms, as if praying to the sun and the moon. Absorbed, the Witch exhaled and her whole body lit up, bathed in a beam of intense light. Then as quickly as it had washed over her, it vanished. 
 
    Several long moments passed as Komir waited, unsure of what to do, uncomfortable with what he was witnessing—though he was sure it was witchcraft of some kind. 
 
    Finally Amtoko opened her eyes. 
 
    “Magnificent!” she exclaimed suddenly, startling Komir, who automatically took a step back. 
 
    “By the Moon! You scared me!” 
 
    “And I’m about to scare you even more,” smiled the Witch. 
 
    Komir watched her expectantly, not sure he wanted to hear what she was going to say next. He crossed his arms and prepared himself for the news. 
 
    “This medallion, your mother’s medallion, is an Object of Power.” 
 
    “A what?” asked Komir, utterly baffled. 
 
    “Listen to me and pay careful attention, my young friend, because this will prove very useful to you in the future. On our great continent of Tremia, and in other faraway, unknown lands, there exist objects which have been created—or imbued—with great power.” Amtoko shook her head at Komir’s look of incredulity and went on. “Magical objects, just to be clear. Objects that have been created from the very same energy as that which feeds the Power, or have been infused with it for some purpose... what you might think of as ‘enchanted’. Do you understand, dear bear cub?”  
 
    “I think so... You’re telling me that my mother’s medallion has power... it’s magical. Is that right?” 
 
    “That’s right! But more than that, this medallion has an ancient power.” 
 
    “I see. And that’s why you sensed its presence, felt its power, right?” 
 
    “I see that besides muscles you’ve been blessed with brains, my young warrior, and that’s a rare combination in these lands.” The Witch smiled warmly. “This object, this gem, has been imbued with great power by a very powerful Mage.” 
 
    “Can you figure out what kind of enchantment it has, or what it’s for? Is it dangerous?” 
 
    “No, it’s well protected with a distant, terribly ancient, almost elemental magic. Truly extraordinary,” commented the Witch, examining the black gem once again. 
 
    “If it’s an Object of Power, it’s probably connected with the attack. That makes it a clue that could lead me to the assassins, and from them to those responsible: the ones who ordered it.” 
 
    “Quite possibly, Komir, quite possibly...” 
 
    “Then you have to help me, Amtoko. Can’t you use your magic to break the medallion’s protection, to get information? Everyone says your magic is very powerful.” 
 
    The Witch looked at him empathetically and placed her hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “It will be difficult, but I could try.” 
 
    “Go ahead, then!” exclaimed Komir, suddenly feeling hopeful. 
 
    “Not here. We should go somewhere else. Somewhere where I can enter into contact with the essence of what happened, with objects, with the room...” 
 
    Komir had already decided he would do whatever was necessary to achieve his goal. He knew perfectly well the place Amtoko was referring to before she said anything else. 
 
    “We must go to your house. We must perform a ritual, tonight, at midnight. A ritual of blood for Igrali, the Goddess of the Moon, so that she may bless us with her wisdom and help us find what we seek.” 
 
    “All right then.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Tracking 
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    Aliana, Gerart. —Usik Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    _______________________________ 
 
      
 
    A wave of terror shook Aliana’s body like a bolt of lightning striking a defenseless animal. The column of Lancers rushed toward a wall of savages with blood-painted faces. The Usik, filled with wild determination and hatred, stood ready to kill them, forming a barrier across the path and cutting off their access to the ascent. Clutching bows, axes, and spears adorned with enormous white and gray feathers, they were out for blood.  
 
    The blonde horsewoman lowered her bow and instinctively cowered behind her horse’s neck. They were advancing uphill toward the terrifying wall of enemies. She leaned forward and forcefully spurred her mount, knowing she had to charge. Any other option meant a sure death. 
 
    “Oh Mother Helaun, protect your daughter, Healer of the Order of Tirsar, and all the Sisters accompanying me today!” she desperately begged her Order’s prophetess. 
 
    All of a sudden, everything around her exploded in a deafening din of war cries.  
 
    A shower of lethal projectiles rained down on the cavalry in blue and silver. For one brief yet interminable span of time, everything was plunged into an abysmal darkness right before Aliana’s eyes. Black missiles filled the sky, shrouding all in shadows—as if death itself were descending from the firmament, extending its black wings to swallow them all up. 
 
    Aliana instinctively closed her eyes tightly so that the Lady of the Night would not take her away to the underworld.  
 
    Then all hell was let loose on the column.  
 
    Hearing the muffled exclamations around her, she opened her eyes again and looked at the heartbreaking scene unfolding before her. Lancers fell from their horses moaning in pain, nameless heroes of Rogdon, their armor mercilessly pierced by enemy arrows amidst the hair-raising shrieks of the natives. 
 
    Aliana felt an arrow graze her cheek, and in the middle of the horror her fear was too much to bear. She saw two of her Sisters fall from their mounts and slam into the ground. Only the heavy armor with its strong, thick plates could withstand such an infernal assault. Aliana clung to her horse in a desperate attempt to survive the disastrous attack bearing down on the column. 
 
    In the midst of the horror, the blood, the death... the thunderous voice of Sergeant Mortuc could be heard drowning out the enemy’s savage screams. 
 
    “Lances at the ready!” 
 
    The column obeyed with military precision.  
 
    “Prepare for the charge!” 
 
    Aliana held her breath. 
 
    “Charge!” 
 
    The Lancers spurred their mounts.  
 
    “For Rogdon!” 
 
    A fiercely violent clash ensued between the wedge formed by the powerful horses and the barrier of savages who were trying to keep them from advancing. Green-skinned bodies with faces painted red were thrown left and right as they were struck by the brutal impact of the lead cavalrymen who succeeded in bursting through the enemy’s first rows. The horses continued to charge the natives, who in their attempt to close the breach were knocked over and trampled by the well-trained animals. The Rogdonian’s sharp lances, wielded with extreme precision, brought instant death to the Usik. The expert Lancers broke through the barrier like the keel of a ship plowing through waves. They pushed their mounts to the limit as they climbed toward the summit of the first mountain. 
 
    Aliana looked at those who had fallen as she sped past. The Usik were trying to reorganize themselves to attack again. One of them, the one who appeared to be the leader, was shouting orders and gesticulating angrily as he pointed toward the top of the hill. He was dressed in an unusual outfit: a long tunic completely covered in feathers. But these were enormous feathers that looked as though they must have come from a gigantic bird. On his head he wore a mask with a huge beak that hid his face. The image of this bird-chief made Aliana intensely anxious. She looked to her right to make sure Gerart was still there beside her and saw him, his shining armor glowing with an aura of invincibility. The sense of security emanating from the prince calmed her heart, and she let out a sigh of relief.  
 
    All of a sudden two natives tried to knock the prince off his mount. But Gerart fought them off with a powerful sweep of his shield. They stumbled several steps back, colliding with other attackers and knocking them over.  
 
    The column had broken free from the ambush and swiftly escaped toward the summit. 
 
    Their velvety coats glistening with sweat, the horses would soon be overcome by exhaustion. Aliana knew they would not be able to endure such a crushing pace, let alone uphill. She looked behind her where the last of the Lancers had fallen after his mount was struck in the neck by an arrow as they crossed the enemy’s line. The horseman tumbled hard over the ground, though somehow managed to recover and get back on his feet. He unsheathed his sword and took his shield from the dead animal’s side. 
 
    Seeing his predicament, one of his fellow soldiers forcefully pulled on his horse’s reins to stop and motioned him to mount and ride with him. 
 
    “Lemus! Get on, quick! Let’s get out of here!”  
 
    The Lancer looked at him for a moment, but made no move. 
 
    “Let’s go, Lemus! Hurry!” 
 
    “Thanks, Morgen, my old friend, but you know as well as I do that if I get on I’m condemning us both to death. That poor horse is at his limit. He won’t be able to keep going with that much weight on him.” 
 
    “Come on, Lemus!” Morgen shouted, offering his hand. “Don’t worry about that―we’ll manage somehow. Get on, for the love of the Light, get on!”  
 
    But the unmounted Lancer made no move toward his friend. 
 
    “It’s been a pleasure and an honor to serve with you, Morgen.” 
 
    “No, Lemus, no!” 
 
    “For Rogdon!” shouted Lemus with all the rage of a man aware of his imminent, bloody end.  
 
    He faced the enemy and ran toward the Usik who were almost upon him.  
 
    Morgen watched him one final heartrending moment, then saluted him with a nod, honoring the valiant Lancer’s sacrifice. 
 
    “We’ll meet again... on the other side, my friend.” He turned his mount and spurred, leaving the savages behind. 
 
    The survivors rode for their lives until they reached the summit. 
 
    The horses had made it to the top, but they were on the verge of collapse. Sergeant Mortuc dismounted and looked behind them for any possible pursuers. Seeing none, he ordered: “Dismount! Rest the horses!”  
 
    When Lomar saw Kendas among the living he raised his sword in a gesture of gladness. Then he jumped off his steed and looked all around, searching the survivors, trying to locate Jasmine. He started to feel worried when at first he did not find the Protectress, but he finally spotted her. She was there. She had dismounted and was sitting beside a thicket with her head down next to one of her Sisters. They were the only two survivors of the Order. Seeing her alive, Lomar’s stomach did a flip-flop. He breathed a sigh of relief and gave thanks to the Light, instantly feeling that the enormous weight that had been crushing his chest had been lifted.  
 
    He walked toward her. “Are you all right, Jasmine?” he asked, his voice breaking. 
 
    “What do you care?” came the irascible response from Jasmine’s surviving Sister.  
 
    “Give us a moment, Olga, please,” Jasmine requested.  
 
    “I just wanted to make sure you were all right,” explained Lomar. 
 
    “Thank you, Lancer. I appreciate your concern. I’m fine—physically, at least. No need for you to worry.”  
 
    “That was pure hell... I didn’t know if you’d survived...” 
 
    “I was lucky, unlike the majority of my Sisters. It was... horrendous... The savages, the blood, the deaths... I thought we were all going to die.” Unable to hold back the tears, Jasmine covered her face with her hands and began to cry. 
 
    Moved by her anguish, Lomar knelt down beside her and tried to console her. 
 
    “It was terrible, I know, but we survived it. We should be thankful for that. We’re alive, miraculously... alive. Think about your duty, about your Healing Sister who survived, about how you must protect her—now more than ever—since the danger hanging over her is even greater now.” 
 
    Jasmine looked into his eyes and her face softened a little. Tears streamed down her dirty cheeks. 
 
    “You always know just what to say, don’t you, Lancer?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s my only virtue. Or at least that’s what you told me, pretty warrior,” he replied with a smile.  
 
    “That and a propensity for gallantry—which won’t serve you at all with a Sister of the Order of Tirsar, and even less so with me.” 
 
    “Ouch! You wound me!”  
 
    “Did you think because I was vulnerable you could woo me with your smooth talking? Don’t let my tears confuse you; I still think men are absolutely useless.” Her lips curved up into a whisper of a smile.  
 
    “Allow this useless man to dry your tears,” said Lomar, taking out a handkerchief and doing just that. 
 
    “Thank you for your kindness. I’m better now. It was just a difficult moment brought on by the horror we’ve just been through. Today I lost Sisters I loved deeply. My heart is broken.” 
 
    “I feel the same way. Many of my fellow brothers in arms died today. It doesn’t seem real; it’s like a nightmare I keep hoping I’ll wake up from. I’d just like to open my eyes and find them all singing by the campfire. But the punishing reality is I will never see them again.”  
 
    “Just thinking about it brings me to tears, but I have to be strong. Aliana needs me.” 
 
    “Yes, the best thing we can do in this time of sadness is to concentrate on our duty, on moving forward. We have no choice. We’ll get out of this alive, you’ll see. Trust me.” 
 
    “Thank you for your encouragement, Lomar.” 
 
    “Ah! So you do know my name. I was thinking you hadn’t even bothered to commit it to memory.” 
 
    “You never pass up on an opportunity, do you, Lancer? Whenever you can, you charge ahead.” 
 
    “It’s always a privilege to stand out amongst the hated,” he said with a grin. “Like my mother always said: ‘If you’re going to do something, be sure to do it well.’”  
 
    Jasmine smiled back at him. 
 
    “If you need me, I’m here.” 
 
    Jasmine nodded and Lomar walked away, his heart somewhat lighter and more optimistic after the conversation with the beautiful Protectress. Knowing that she was all right made him feel a bit better, even in the midst of so much death, devastation and pain. 
 
    Aliana looked around her. No more than a dozen Lancers had survived. She felt a terrible remorse down to her very soul. Many brave and loyal soldiers from the kingdom had lost their lives. Though she was accustomed to fighting sickness and pain, the fallout after merciless deaths always left a bitter taste in her mouth along with a lump in her throat. She had not had a chance to save any of the fallen, and that deeply saddened her. The helplessness of seeing so many young, full lives with such bright futures ahead that could have been saved by her Gift—but were lost—was consuming her. But she was fully aware that if she had dismounted to help them, she would have been torn to pieces in a second. Still, that notion was little consolation. Good men and women had perished that day, and her soul could not help but weep bitterly. 
 
    Her eyes searched for her Sisters. Only Jasmine and Olga had survived. Irrepressible tears washed over her cheeks as she recalled the faces of the Sisters she would never see again. They had died protecting her, and even though she knew that was their mission in life as devoted Protectress Sisters, it did not make her loss any easier to bear. 
 
    Several of the soldiers had wounds that would require her talent. She dismounted and went to one who had an arrow stuck in his thigh. 
 
    “You need a tourniquet,” she said, laying her hands around the arrow.  
 
    “No problem. I’ll wait until we are safe—it’s barely even bothering me,” said the young soldier, lying good-naturedly.  
 
    Mortuc approached and examined his man’s wound. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Healer, but we must go on. We can’t stop here to attend to him. The Usik are close behind, and they’ll soon catch up with us. We must get out of here quickly or else we’ll be done for.” 
 
    “But the wounded need attention. I can help them,” protested Aliana, standing up to the strapping Sergeant. 
 
    Mortuc placed his enormous hands on Aliana’s shoulders and looked her straight in the eye. 
 
    “The wounded will have to hang on until we’re beyond the reach of those savages. No one is so badly injured that he can’t keep going for a few hours more.” 
 
    The Sergeant turned around, settling the matter once and for all by walking away with his characteristic flair. 
 
    Gerart came to stand next to her and placed his hand on her back. “It’s better if we follow the Sergeant’s instructions. His experience will guide us well. I know you desperately want to help them, but he’s right: we should go on.”  
 
    Aliana looked into Gerart’s blue eyes and immediately was lost in them. Her soul was instantly calmed. Simply crossing the threshold of his glance, she was swept away in an endless sea of feelings. Even in this time of great anxiety she felt as though she wanted never to be away from him again. 
 
    “All right, Gerart. I’ll attend to them later.”  
 
    Gerart placed his hand on her shoulder. Even that insignificant gesture produced a warm sensation in her that spread from her stomach to her chest. The feelings this handsome prince inspired in her were getting stronger and more intense, and this both delighted and worried her. The Order and her Gift meant everything to her. She was wholly devoted to them and could not let herself be carried away by feelings for a man—feelings which she knew were magnified by the extreme circumstances they were in. She felt confused. Sorundi, the Master Healer of the Order, had warned them on numerous occasions: The path of Healing and any intention of forming a family are incompatible, conflicting. Both require all our devotion and sacrifice. We must choose one or the other. We Sisters of the Order of Tirsar choose the duty of Healing. Remembering her teachings, Aliana felt a pang of shame and remorse. She had to stay strong, to smother her feelings for Gerart and concentrate on her duty, her vocation, as a Healer. 
 
    The thundering, authoritative voice of the Sergeant startled her. “Let’s continue on foot, following the trail toward the southeast,” he declared as he guided Lightning down the path. “I want to get on the other side of the summit so we can hide from the Usik.”  
 
    Without delay, everyone did as the Sergeant Major commanded. 
 
    After traveling for a little more than an hour, Mortuc stopped and ordered the group to halt. The survivors came to a standstill.  
 
    He pointed toward a large slope to his right, covered with pine trees “We’ll continue on foot through the forest as we head for the summit of the mountain,” he announced. “Leave your swords and shields on your mounts. We’ll be moving quickly, and the ascent will be long and arduous. We’ll just take a few provisions and a little water.”  
 
    “What are we going to do with the horses?” asked Gerart as he walked toward the Sergeant. 
 
    “We have to leave them behind and hope they’re not found. Hopefully they’ll think we followed the trail toward the east, but we’ll cut through the forest toward the north.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s advisable to leave the trail here?” asked Gerart in concerned, looking at the area around. 
 
    “Yes. We have to hide and try to cross to the other side of the peak, heading due north as we cut through the forest.”  
 
    “Hmm... I don’t know if we can cross to the other side at the top...” said Gerart hesitantly. 
 
    “Indeed, Your Highness, but our destination is at the summit of that mountain, isn’t it? And it’s the best route to follow if we’re going to lose our pursuers. We will find a crossing.”  
 
    “Why don’t we go on riding fast up the trail?” suggested Gerart. 
 
    “The horses can’t take that kind of punishment, and the trail does a loop toward the east before it heads back north. We could easily run into more natives up there. I prefer not to risk that, Your Highness.” 
 
    “I understand. You’re right. We’ll just hope we find a crossing at the top...” 
 
    “By all the demons of the depths of hell, we’ll find one, and if we don’t we’ll make one—even if I have to use my head to dig it out myself!” 
 
    “The peak is very high,” Aliana warned them. “You can see the snow covering it from here. It’ll be a difficult and dangerous crossing.”  
 
    “The cave we are looking for is up there, and we are going to find it,” Gerart said confidently.  
 
    “Lomar! Kendas!” called the Sergeant. 
 
    “Yes sir!” The two Lancers immediately appeared before him.  
 
    “Get all the horses tied together and get them out of here. Ride along the trail until you turn toward the mountain and you’re out of our pursuers’ line of sight. We need to make the Usik think we’re still following the trail. Once you’re out of sight, hide the horses in the forest. When you’ve gotten them well hidden, head north to the summit of the mountain. We’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lomar agreed. 
 
    “And make sure you hide those horses well. I want my mount back. Those damn savages had better not lay a hand on my Lightning, or I swear I’ll crush your bones to a pulp. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Sergeant,” Kendas assured him. 
 
    “The rest of you, follow me!” 
 
    Not waiting for confirmation, the Sergeant quickly headed into the forest and the rest of the survivors swiftly followed him in. Aliana watched for a few seconds as the shadows of the great forest devoured them, leaving no trace of their presence. She went in after them, more aware with each passing moment of just how serious the situation was. And how unlikely it was that they would make it off that mountain alive.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours later Lomar dismounted his spent steed. Holding it by the reins, he stroked its sweaty hind-quarters. Behind his mount another half-dozen horses were tied together, resting. Their escape had gone well.  
 
    For now. 
 
    “They’re on the point of exhaustion.” said Kendas. He was still in the saddle, guiding another half-dozen horses.  
 
    “I know. Come on down, brother. Let’s take the horses into the woods toward the south.” 
 
    Kendas looked around and frowned. “Here? You think so?” 
 
    Lomar shrugged. “We cleared the bend; the mountain’s protecting us now. We’re out of sight from the top of the hill. It’s a good time to get off the trail. We don’t know how much of a lead we have over them. They could already be arriving at the crest of the hill. Well, anyway, that’s my opinion, but if you prefer us to go more toward the east—” 
 
    “No, no. You’re right. Let’s veer off the path and hide the horses.” Kendas dismounted and guided his steed toward the interior of the forest.  
 
    For more than an hour they led the horses toward the south, penetrating ever deeper into the vast woods. The underbrush surrounded them like a deep green, surly bank of fog. They walked in silence, listening intently for any noise or movement, fearful of coming face to face with the enemy at any moment. They found a small stream, and stopped to let the horses take a drink while they washed and cooled off a bit, soaking in the comfort and serenity the water provided. After a few moments of restorative peace, they filled their water skins, ready to resume their journey. 
 
    They continued walking, searching for a suitable place to hide the horses. Finally they came to a deep ravine with a massive white rock at the top, like a half-sculpted marble statue. 
 
    Lomar pointed. “There,” he said. 
 
    “Good spot,” Kendas agreed. “The horses will be totally hidden, and that rock’s easily recognizable from a good distance away.” 
 
    “Finally! I was beginning to think we weren’t going to find anywhere to hide them.” 
 
    “Don’t let yourself get discouraged, my friend. There’s always a solution.” 
 
    “Your wisdom always leaves me speechless,” Lomar teased him. “One of these days one of your small-town, stating-the-obvious proverbs will be the end of me.”  
 
    Kendas let out a loud guffaw, then quickly stifled his laughter.  
 
    They led the horses to some trees in the deepest part of the ravine and tied them up there. After giving them grain from the saddlebags, they covered them as best they could. 
 
    “Now what?” asked Kendas. 
 
    “Now we head north to meet up with the rest of the group,” said Lomar, pointing to the summit of the highest mountain in the northern range. 
 
    “We’re going to run into the Usik...” 
 
    “I know,” said Lomar, “but we don’t have any choice. We’ll have to be stealthy and cautious to avoid being spotted. Let’s leave anything shiny or light-colored here.” He took off his blue cape and helmet. 
 
    “Good idea. Off with the helmet and breastplate; they’d see them shining from miles away.”  
 
    “Like they always say in the city: If you don’t want to be robbed, don’t show off your gold.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Now who’s the one with the useless proverbs? Let’s focus. I think we should camouflage our clothes and faces with mud and dirt to make it harder for them to make us out from a distance—or so we hope.” 
 
    “Yeah, and it’s almost twilight,” said Lomar, checking his weapons. “And today nighttime is our ally.”  
 
    They walked in silence, alert. It was already getting dark when they reached the trail. They stopped there. From behind a fallen pine tree they could see a dozen savages standing guard at the bend in the mountain.  
 
    Kendas looked at his partner and signaled for him to turn around. Lomar nodded. They headed east and then, surrounded by thick underbrush, they stretched out face down on the ground and waited for nightfall. When the darkness was finally impenetrable, the two Royal Lancers crawled across the ground, trying not to make a sound as they crossed the trail out in the open, hoping their presence would not be detected. 
 
    They were not sighted. 
 
    When they had made it to the other side, they stood up and slipped into the forest toward the summit of the mountain. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ritual of Blood 
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    Komir. —Norriel Lands, Northwest Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was now almost midnight in the seemingly ageless Ampar Mountains. In the shelter of their silent wake the Bikia were sleeping peacefully, like babes in the protective bosom of an immortal mother. The waning moon bathed the valley in its silvery splendor, casting an aura of beauty over the pastoral landscape. 
 
    Komir sat next to the fireplace of his home, watching as Amtoko drew a circle in the middle of the common room. She was carefully scattering ashes; Komir preferred not to ask what exactly they were or where they came from. The Witch’s magical arts greatly intimidated him. He had always had misgivings about them, so much so that he—like the majority of the Norriel people—loathed magic and sorcery. Using the same ashes, Amtoko had drawn two other smaller circles in the exact places where Mirta and Ulis had died. Just thinking of them, a tormenting, abysmal pain consumed him once again, crushing his chest and then his throat, taking his breath away. He fought back the tears welling up in his eyes and sat down on a chair. Focusing on Amtoko, he struggled to inhale deeply, fighting for air. 
 
    “Settle down. I need you to stay calm. This incantation has to work.” 
 
    The Witch had not even looked in his direction. She had spoken with her back to him, which did not surprise him. This woman sensed so much more than she ever said, or saw.  
 
    An owl hooted somewhere outside the hut. 
 
    It sent a chill up his spine. 
 
    Amtoko stood in the middle of the main circle. In her left hand she held a worn-out tome with an old leather cover which Komir hoped was not made of human skin. In her other hand was a dagger with disconcerting engravings on its blade that gleamed menacingly.  
 
    “It’s time, my young friend. Are you sure you want to go through with this? We still have time to forget all of it and let the threads of destiny go about their capricious way without our interference.” 
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, Komir got up from the chair quickly, walked toward the Witch, and stopped at the edge of the circle. He looked into her eyes. 
 
    “I’m ready. Let’s go on with it.” 
 
    “Enter the circle and give me your hand.”  
 
    Komir went into the circle, nervous but secure in his decision to go through with it—to the very end, whatever the cost. Even if he were to lose his life. 
 
    Amtoko waited a few moments, then began to speak strange verses in an unfamiliar tongue that was nothing like the Norriel language. Suddenly a strong gust of cold wind burst through the door and windows, and a whirlwind of leaves swirled around the room and put out the candles that had been lighting it. In an instant the two were immersed in absolute darkness. Only the glimpses of light from the Goddess of the Moon that crept through the door lit their silhouettes. Amtoko, as if unaware of what was happening around her, continued reciting her mysterious chant. The three circles began to give off a whitish light that rose upward. The light remained trapped inside, as if confined in a mystical world from which it could not escape. The Witch opened the book she had been holding and read aloud a series of incomprehensible words. She looked into his eyes and gestured that he should show her his hands. 
 
    He did as she indicated. 
 
    He barely noticed when she cut his palm with the ceremonial dagger. 
 
    His blood began to flow. 
 
    He instinctively closed his fist, but she shook her head. His blood dripped onto the floor inside the great circle, and the light began to turn yellow the moment it made contact with the precious fluid of life. Images began forming in the circle at their feet, images he recognized with an aching heart... images from that terrible, deadly night.  
 
    He started to move away but Amtoko grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and nodded. 
 
    The Witch moved to the next circle: the place where Ulis had perished. She repeated the ritual, and when Komir’s blood fell into the circle the image revealed was the scene from when his father had died. He closed his eyes, suffering an unendurable pain. Amtoko completed the ritual once more. He could no longer hold back the tears as he yet again witnessed the death of his beloved mother. 
 
    “The medallion, please,” the Witch requested. 
 
    Trembling, he handed it to her, then returned to the middle circle. The Witch held the jewel of unknown powers by its golden chain and let it swing freely above the circle.  
 
    “Take it, and hold it just as I’m holding it,” she directed him as he dried his tears with his cuff. 
 
    He obeyed, and once again she began to recite the strange verses. Blood trickled from his hand and began to run down the golden chain. A thin stream of the scarlet liquid reached the medallion’s round black gem. 
 
    A flash of golden light emerged from the object.  
 
    Komir jumped. 
 
    The blood washed over the gem and fell into the center of the circle on the floor. New images began to take shape. First, a vision of an infinite sea of blue. A few moments later, a scene filled with waves breaking forcefully against a high cliff. Komir watched, not recognizing the place, not understanding. A few seconds passed, and the scene changed again. This time it was night, and at the top of the cliff an enormous lighthouse shone over the horizon. The vision remained fixed on the rectangular tower for several instants, then finally vanished.  
 
    Amtoko stopped her chanting and the circles of light instantly disappeared. 
 
    “What... was that place? What did those images mean?”  
 
    “Those images show you your path, the place where your mother’s medallion wishes to return... its origin, perhaps... or possibly its final destiny...” 
 
    “But what is that place? Do you know of it? Do you know where it is?”  
 
    “Yes, young Norriel, I know of it. It is the Egia Lighthouse in Ocorum, the great port city in the kingdom of Rogdon. Our neighboring kingdom to the south.” 
 
    “Then that is where I’ll go. To the cliffs in the kingdom of Rogdon!” 
 
    The Silver Witch looked at him and shook her head heavily. 
 
    “May the three goddesses protect you, Komir. You’re going to need them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The morning dew greeted him, tingeing the vegetation with a radiant glow and with each step depositing droplets on Komir’s well-worn boots. He picked up the dampened satchel in which he had packed a few warm items of clothing and enough provisions for two weeks, and slung it over his back with a sigh. His spear was leaning beside the door. He picked it up, then slowly and carefully closed the door to his home. 
 
    Komir stood there for a long moment, contemplating it all in silence, lost in thoughts about the past. He had lived so many happy moments in this house with his beloved parents! He wondered if he would someday return here. No... it was likely he would not. But the thought of that did not frighten him. He would go forward, fearlessly, to find the answers to all the unknowns that tormented him. Without waiting another instant, he turned and began to walk toward the town, leaving behind the home he had held so dear. His stomach churned with conflicting feelings: sadness about giving up everything he knew and loved, bittersweet joy about beginning the hunt. He had to find rest for his soul; he had to impart justice.  
 
    “Are we leaving without saying goodbye?” boomed a familiar voice behind him. 
 
    Komir instantly recognized it. 
 
    “I wanted to avoid having to see your ugly face one last time,” replied Komir, turning to face his giant of a friend. 
 
    Hartz smiled from ear to ear. 
 
    “Well then, today isn’t your lucky day.” 
 
    “I see you aren’t going to make this easy for me.” 
 
    “When have I ever done anything to make your life simpler?” laughed Hartz. 
 
    “Never... I don’t remember a single time when you helped me with anything important. You always got us into trouble—that’s your greatest gift. Helping? Not so much.” 
 
    “We all have our talents. Mine is very special...” 
 
    “Yes, of course, getting into messes and cracking skulls... nice little talent, that one of yours.” 
 
    “Really special—lots of people would love to have it,” joked Hartz, laughing.  
 
    “Why did you come here, big guy? It would have been easier not to say goodbye... I wanted to avoid it.” 
 
    “After taking care of you all those months like a lovesick maiden, now that you’re better again you’re going to leave me without so much as a goodbye?” 
 
    “I know, it’s not right or honorable... and you know I deeply appreciate all the help you gave me during that... difficult time.” 
 
    “I know, calm down—I was kidding.” Hartz smiled. “You’ve turned serious on me all of a sudden.”  
 
    “There’s no way to have a serious conversation with you.” Komir looked into his good friend’s big brown eyes. “I’m going to miss you, that’s for sure,” he said, choking up a bit as he gave Hartz a heartfelt pat on the shoulder. 
 
    “Well, I don’t think that’s going to happen,” said Hartz. He turned around and headed for a nearby oak. Komir followed him with his eyes, intrigued. From behind the tree his friend took out a huge satchel, his war spear and his bearskin cape. 
 
    “You can’t come with me, Hartz. We’ve already talked about this.” 
 
    “Yes, we’ve talked. And you made your decision. Now it’s time for me to make mine.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to get mixed up in my problems. If you came with me and something happened to you I’d never forgive myself.” 
 
    “I understand, friend, but my life’s mine to live however I choose. I’m not going to let you walk into danger alone. We’re friends, and wherever you go, I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “You’re pig-headed! Your head is harder than a rock! I’ve already lost my parents—I don’t want anyone else to die because of me.” 
 
    “I know. And I don’t want you to die alone in some distant land. I won’t allow it.” 
 
    “Please, I’m begging you: turn around, go back to your father and live the life of a Norriel, here in your land, with your people.” 
 
    Hartz shook his head. “It’s time to see the world—to go out and explore. Experience new places and live great adventures. If I stay here, I’ll die of boredom. The pirate attacks are few and far between, and hunting bears holds no excitement for me anymore.” 
 
    Komir tried to dissuade him. “If you come with me you’ll probably die.” 
 
    Hartz burst out laughing. “Thanks for trying to scare me, but it’s not going to work. Whether I stay here or go with you, the only sure thing is I’ll end up mixed up in some kind of deadly mess... and I’d rather it was with you.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to come with me. I don’t want you to die and I don’t want to hear anything more about it!” 
 
    “And I won’t let you die alone in some far-off land without being able to help you. So I’m going with you, and I don’t want to hear anything more about it!” 
 
    “You’re more stubborn than a mule—the most pig-headed guy on the face of the Earth. A rock full of nothing but air—that’s what you have for a head!” Komir was shouting, furious with him. He turned and started walking down the path. After taking several more steps, he calmed down a bit and looked back at his friend, who was still standing there expectantly.  
 
    “For the sake of the Sun and the Moon! Let’s go... we have a long trip ahead of us...” said Komir, resigned to his defeat. 
 
    Hartz’s face lit up, his enormous smile a perfect reflection of his enormous joy. He immediately bounded toward Komir. 
 
    “So many adventures to live! So many skulls to crush!” he exclaimed. 
 
    Komir dolefully shook his head. Once again, his good friend had beaten him.  
 
    He looked ahead and sighed. It was time to leave the lands of the Norriel behind, to head south, to the kingdom of Rogdon, in search of his destiny and, most probably, never to return. 
 
    “Onward! Rogdon awaits,” he said, setting off on his path and leaving his home behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Earth Temple 
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    Aliana, Gerart. —Usik Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    The battered column of surviving Lancers was resting in a circle amid the undergrowth. Thick clouds swept across the cool night sky, preventing the starlight from penetrating the shadows of the steep mountain slopes. Absolute stillness and darkness enveloped them. 
 
    Mortuc had ordered that there be no fires and no conversation. The enemy could be nearby. A fire—especially in the darkest of nights—would be visible from a great distance, and their words would ride through the night on the back of the treacherous wind. They had climbed for hours toward the peak and then finally, nearly collapsing, had stopped to camp next to a sheer rock wall. The mountainside would protect them from the harshness of the night and the altitude. 
 
    Aliana had just finished healing the survivors’ wounds. Fortunately they were minor and she had been able to take care of them without too much difficulty, nor had she exhausted all her curative energy. She could feel it even now regenerating inside her, and could almost touch the bluish presence in her chest with her fingertips.  
 
    But both physically and emotionally fatigued, she needed to rest. Yet sitting there with her back against a massive fir tree, she could not relax. The day’s bloody events continued to torment her... So many lives had been lost on the way, and she had a bad feeling that they would not be the last. Nothing could alleviate the sorrow she felt over the loss of so many young lives. 
 
    “Thank you for healing the men, Aliana.” said Gerart as he sat down beside her. He looked worried. 
 
    “Shhh,” she scolded him, reminding him to lower his voice. She smiled shyly. “There’s nothing to thank me for. It’s my duty 
 
    The Prince softened his voice to a whisper. “You healed and comforted us after an extremely difficult experience. I think that deserves a sincere expression of gratitude.” 
 
    “It really isn’t necessary...” she insisted. 
 
    With a gesture she was not expecting, the young prince took her hand affectionately between his. 
 
    She blushed. The pleasant sensation of skin-to-skin contact, coupled with the comforting warmth of Gerart’s hands, had turned her cheeks a tell-tale crimson. She was overcome by conflicting emotions yet again... The sense of well-being, of joy, of passion that Gerart aroused in her was rapidly becoming clearer and more fervent. But almost immediately she was seized by guilt, feeling she was betraying her Order, her duty as a Healer—and the irresistible, intoxicating feeling was instantly quashed.  
 
    “Your Highness,” she said, trying to conceal her embarrassment as passion stirred within her. 
 
    “Don’t call me Highness, Aliana. You know my name.” 
 
    “Gerart...” Just the sound of his name in the night awakened the butterflies in her stomach. She quickly withdrew her hand, not daring to look him in the eye. 
 
    Gerart looked down. After hesitating a moment, he apologized. “I’m sorry... it wasn’t my intention to...” 
 
    Aliana hurried to lighten the uncomfortable situation. “There’s nothing to apologize for, Gerart.” 
 
    “If I offended you... please accept my—” 
 
    “It’s all right,” she interrupted him. “It’s just that we Healers aren’t used to physical contact... with a man... But we’re friends, so I suppose it’s acceptable.”  
 
    “Friends...” Gerart dragged out the pronunciation of the word in such a way that it sounded like an insult.  
 
    She read the disappointment in his eyes and immediately changed the direction of the awkward conversation. 
 
    “Thank you so much for your support through these terribly difficult times, Gerart.” 
 
    “You don’t need to thank me, Aliana. It’s my duty to help and protect you. I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if anything happened to you...” 
 
    “I’m not your responsibility. I’m here because I chose to be here, and I don’t regret it.”  
 
    She smiled at him and turned her eyes toward the steely sergeant, who was still working tirelessly just a few steps away from them. His energy and vitality were incredible. 
 
    “A born leader,” Gerart agreed, with an admiring look at the Sergeant, who was slipping into the shadows to look for the guards posted around the campsite. 
 
    “Yes, he really is. It’s unbelievable how much strength and energy he has. Quite a marvel,” Aliana agreed as she watched him walk away. 
 
    “The men respect him. It’s more than that, they adore him. They all follow his commands without the slightest complaint.”  
 
    “That man truly does have a powerful personality and great magnetism.” 
 
    “I hope someday I’ll develop just a fraction of that magnetism and strength...” said the Prince. 
 
    “You envy the Sergeant?” asked Aliana in surprise. 
 
    “I have to confess I do. Everyone respects him. Not only do they act on his orders without hesitation, they’d just as readily die for him. They’d follow him into hell itself if he commanded them to.”  
 
    “They’d die for you as well.” 
 
    “Not for me... they’d die for the kingdom, for the crown of Rogdon. For the country. It’s not the same thing.” 
 
    “And for you, too. You’re the Heir of Rogdon. There’s not one soldier who wouldn’t give his life for you.” 
 
    “I know, but that’s not what I’m talking about. They would die for what I represent—not for who I really am.” The Prince lowered his head. 
 
    When he looked up, the expression on Aliana’s face told him she understood.  
 
    “I want nothing more than to gain the respect of these men. But not because of the title I hold. What I desperately want is the kind of respect the Sergeant has earned. A man of the people, with no title. To inspire that kind of respect, that level of admiration among the men.” 
 
    “The men’s respect is earned. There’s no other way to get it.” 
 
    “I know. I’m making my best effort to act correctly and make the right decisions in difficult times. I’m putting my whole being into it. Still, I’m missing something... Maybe it’s that I don’t have the charisma it takes... Oh, how I envy his disposition, his strong personality... I just don’t have the imposing presence that he does.” 
 
    “Remember, we’re still very young, Gerart. Part of the respect the Sergeant inspires comes from his years of experience. From the bitter years of wars and bloodshed. In each and every one of his stories, behind every single one of the countless scars that mark his body. He’s lived so much, and his experiences earn him his rank. Our inexperience on the other hand is the fruit of our youth. You shouldn’t feel guilty about that. No one is born a victor of battles. It comes with experience.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s true, but I’d give my right arm for the men to follow me the way they follow him.” 
 
    “Patience, young Prince. Soon they will.” 
 
    “Do you honestly believe that?” 
 
    Aliana looked into his eyes. “Yes. Absolutely. I’m convinced of it.”  
 
    “Thank you for your kind, generous words. You have no idea how much better you make me feel.” Gerart raised his hand to his heart. 
 
    “There’s nothing to thank me for. I know it seems far off now, but the day you long for will come—before you expect it—you’ll see.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you’re right—but I’m not so sure.”  
 
    “Why do you doubt your potential?”  
 
    “Can I trust you, Aliana? Can I trust you to be discreet?”  
 
    “You have my friendship... so of course you can trust me, Gerart.”  
 
    “I’m not sure why, but sometimes I feel as though I’m not ready to face what’s expected of me. Especially when I’m in the presence of men of great internal fortitude like my father or the Sergeant. I’m the Prince, and someday I’ll be the King, but right now I feel I don’t have the knowledge or the charisma necessary to fulfill my commitments—my duty to the kingdom. I don’t know if I really have inside me what it takes to be the leader they’re expecting me to be.”  
 
    “I understand. Your doubts are only natural. We all have them,” she said. She placed her hand on the young man’s arm encouragingly, all the while fighting to suppress her emotions. 
 
    “Even you? You who were chosen, who possess the talent of healing—the blessing of the gods?”  
 
    “Even I. Fortunately, in the Temple of Tirsar I found the support and the help I needed to learn to use the Gift and develop it. But even so, I doubt myself too. I wonder whether or not I’ll be able to heal the next wound or illness I’m confronted with. It’s a battle I have to fight all the time. Sometimes we’ll succeed, other times we’ll fail, but we shouldn’t doubt ourselves. Instead we must learn and keep fighting.”  
 
    The Sergeant appeared from out of the shadows of the night. Taking off his helmet, he sat down beside the Prince, dropping to the ground like a heavy sack. 
 
    “For the love of Vangor’s nuts!” he sighed bitterly. “This has definitely been a day to forget. We’ve been through pure hell today.”  
 
    “That we have,” agreed the Prince, lowering his head. 
 
    “We lost good soldiers today. Brave young Rogdonians. Let’s hope their lives weren’t lost in vain.”  
 
    “I want to assure you those lives weren’t senselessly wasted. Those brave Lancers died serving their kingdom, and they’ll save many other lives.”  
 
    “I know very well you’re not just some frivolous heir to the throne who doesn’t value his subjects’ lives. We have a mission to complete, and we’ll see it through. We’ll get to the summit of that mountain, just as we’ve been ordered. What I don’t know is what you expect to find up there. There’s nothing but snow, rocks, and a few caves where the Usik bury their dead—or so I’ve been told. I don’t know much about the customs of those green-skinned savages.”  
 
    “I understand your skepticism, Mortuc, but we must find the great Mage, Haradin, and the last we knew was that he was headed to those caves in search of an ancient relic of power.”  
 
    The Sergeant took off his gauntlets and dropped them by his feet. 
 
    “The Usik may have captured him. Or even more likely, they’ve killed him. As you’ve seen, those bastards don’t like foreigners on their turf.”  
 
    “I don’t believe he’s dead. He’s a Mage with great power, able to move about completely unnoticed wherever he goes. He must be in one of the caves at the summit—maybe trapped, or wounded—but I don’t believe the Usik captured him.” Gerart shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    “Well, let’s hope he’s still alive,” said the Sergeant as he scratched his black beard. “We’ll search the caves as we ascend for traces that he’s been there. But I still think he was probably captured or killed by those barbarians from the woods.” 
 
    “There are several local legends that tell of ghosts and the undead living in the depths of those caves,” Aliana explained. Not even the Usik themselves dare to enter the highest caves.”  
 
    The Sergeant made the protective sign of the Light with his hand. “That doesn’t sound at all appealing. I’m all right with fighting the living, but spirits?... That’s something else altogether.”  
 
    “Those are nothing more than the myths of a barbaric people,” said Gerart, playing down the threat. 
 
    “But all legends are born from reality,” said Aliana. “There may be some truth in the documents we found in the Temple of Tirsar.”  
 
    “Aside from spirits and the undead, did you find any other important information?” asked the Sergeant. His gaze was penetrating. 
 
    “Actually, we did find one ancient document of great interest, along with other legends about the Usik. In it they described a strange Object of Power. According to the document Ustas, a Black Usik chief who was greatly influential long ago in the tribe, lost his first-born son in a battle against foreigners from the South. So great were his pain and desperation from the loss that he ordered his son be given the most extravagant of funerals. He proclaimed that he should be buried in the highest sacred cave on the Mountain of the Ancestors. He wanted to give him the highest possible honor, so that he would travel on the backs of the great eagles to the kingdom of the spirits with the golden eyes. Blinded by grief, the chief ignored the legends that signaled the dangers of climbing to the top of the sacred mountain and disturbing his ancestors’ eternal rest. He also ignored his witch doctors’ warnings. He went up to the highest cave on Eagles’ Peak. As he prepared for the funeral inside the cave, he heard a strange sound. When he turned to see what it was, he came face to face with one of his sacred ancestors. The spirit had golden eyes and wore an enormous jewel on his hand that was emitting a bright, brownish light. Frightened, Ustas threw himself to the ground, bowing and begging forgiveness for having disturbed the sacred spirit’s eternal rest, in the hopes of placating the spirit’s anger and saving his own life. The spirit looked upon him, then silently disappeared into the blackness of the cave. Terribly shaken from the encounter, Ustas took his son’s body and left the cave. He then buried him in the lower caves, far away from the spirit, fearful of inciting the fury of that sacred being.”  
 
    The Sergeant blinked slowly, processing the story. “An interesting and alarming tale. Leaves me feeling rather unsettled,” he said, not trying to mask his unease. 
 
    “It’s nothing more than a legend. There are no spirits and no specters with yellow eyes up there,” Gerart assured him.  
 
    “Perhaps not,” said Aliana, “but there certainly is something up there. So it’ll be better if we’re prepared for that. Let’s keep in mind that very little is known about the Usik—practically nothing in fact. No one knows about their customs, their religion, or even where their towns are in that massive forest. They’re a mystery, and they kill anyone who tries to discover their secrets. The fact that such a legend has been handed down is, in my opinion, quite significant.”  
 
    “Why do you think Haradin went up there—to that cave in particular, I mean?” asked the Sergeant. 
 
    “Haradin was searching for an Object of Power,” explained Gerart. “We know that because he mentioned it to my father before he left for the Temple of Tirsar to check the library there.”  
 
    “The spirit’s jewel with the bright brown light?” asked the Sergeant, as if reading Gerart’s mind. 
 
    “That’s what we believe,” Aliana confirmed. “Besides, next to the ancient parchment with the legend we found a note in Haradin’s handwriting.”  
 
    Aliana took the note out of the small leather bag she wore tied to her waist and handed it to the Sergeant. 
 
    Mortuc raised the note and read aloud:  
 
    The second of the lost temples of the Ilenians. 
 
    The great Earth Temple. 
 
    At the summit of the Mountain of the Ancestors, in Usik territory. 
 
    The power of the element Earth lies buried there. 
 
    “We’ll find that Earth Temple, rest assured of that!” the Sergeant assured them. “By Sostas the Miser’s beard, we’ll find it!”  
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    Komir and Hartz crossed the border, leaving the highlands behind, and came into the territory of the kingdom of Rogdon. 
 
    “We’d better be careful from now on,” Komir told his friend. 
 
    “I’m always very careful,” Hartz replied with perfect conviction, and went on singing Norriel battle songs at the top of his voice. 
 
    Komir shook his head and followed his friend. 
 
    The morning of their seventh day in Rogdonian lands they heard the unmistakable sound of battle as it was carried along by the wind. The clash of steel on steel and the shouts of the armed confrontation were softened by the distance, floating to them across an invisible current. To their young but experienced ears, that sound and the bloody message that went along with it were unequivocal. The tragic presence of death was patently clear, dangerously near. Hartz and Komir stopped in their tracks. They grabbed their weapons and looked around them, tense and alert. The trail they had been following crossed a pine forest, but just then they were surrounded only by underbrush and some trees. They focused their attention and listened intently, not missing a single detail, just as Gudin had taught them, trying to extract valuable information from the muffled sounds coming to them on the breeze. They were like two young bears, lifting their snouts into the wind to catch a scent.  
 
    “Quick! To the forest!” Komir urged under his breath as he pointed at a hillside to their right. 
 
    Hartz gestured in agreement and promptly followed his friend. 
 
    They veered from the trail that led directly to where the battle was taking place and cautiously proceeded up toward the forest, to the refuge it would provide. They jogged quickly, taking care to step lightly so as not to make any noise. For two outdoorsmen like themselves, the forest was their best ally. They came to a bend in the path that bordered the rocky drop-off and stopped so they could peer over the edge. Komir crouched down and made his way to the rim, where he was able to see down into the clearing that spread out before them where the trail crossed an open oval plain surrounded by forest.  
 
    A fierce battle was taking place in the middle of the open area. A large group of men dressed in purple and black, more numerous than their opponents, was attacking a small group wearing white and gray. The men in purple and black wore light leather armor reinforced with metal plates that covered their chest and back. Their legs were protected by tall riding boots, and on their shoulders and forearms they wore protective armor made of hardened leather. Each was armed with a short sword and a shield. By their style of fighting and equipment, Komir assumed they were a light assault force: agile fighters accustomed to clashes and hand-to-hand combat. 
 
    The men in white and gray, on the other hand, wore heavy armor with large rectangular shields that covered half their body. They held long, traditional one-handed swords with handles in the shape of a cross. Their heads were completely covered by a helmet with a slit cross-piece which allowed them to see. Gauntlets and steel boots covered their limbs. Komir knew armor like that would make combat difficult, and the weight would eventually end up draining the combatants of energy. 
 
    The aggressors in the conflict they were witnessing were the large mobile assault force. They had cornered their victims—the much smaller, slower group—against the hillside at the mouth of the plateau. The leader of the group in purple and black was shouting orders to his men. They were trying to break through the barrier of shields the defenders were holding up, apparently in an effort to protect one person who was in the middle of the semicircle. 
 
    “What do you think?” asked Hartz as he stretched out face down next to Komir. 
 
    “Well... I can count sixteen attackers in light armor and seven defenders in heavy armor. The attackers’ faces are completely covered by some kind of mask... strange... and I don’t see any emblem or a flag from any kingdom that would indicate they might be soldiers. They’re not soldiers from Rogdon, that’s for sure. I’d say they’re bandits or mercenaries, since they know how to fight. They aren’t just simple thieves. I don’t know. I don’t have a good feeling about this... The ones in white and gray are wearing heavy armor with what looks like some region’s coat of arms. They seem to be protecting someone... it must be their lord. I could be wrong, but I’d say this was an ambush.”  
 
    “I think so too,” agreed the brawny Norriel. “If you look at the ones who’ve already fallen, you can tell the attackers came at them from both sides of the trail. Should we intervene?” There was definite excitement in his voice. “If we don’t do something soon, they’ll all die. The leader of the assailants is ordering them to attack their flanks, and if they do that their defensive circle will fail.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right. That’s probably what’ll happen. But we’d better not get mixed up with this, we don’t know what’s going on and we could get killed.”  
 
    “If we don’t help, we’ll be letting those thieves get away with murder.” 
 
    “Why do you want to risk your life?”  
 
    “Because otherwise this life would be really boring.” Hartz flashed a huge smile as he began to stand up.  
 
    “There are too many of them. We couldn’t handle all of them. If we attack, we’d have to take on almost a dozen at once and there are only two of us. It would be suicide.”  
 
    “We’ve got surprise on our side, and we’re in an elevated, protected position. That would even things up. But you already know that. You’re much cleverer than I am about this sort of things.”  
 
    “Hartz, listen to me, please. It’s too dangerous. I don’t want you to get killed.”  
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No buts, you are my best friend, I love you, and I am not going to lose you here today.” 
 
    Hartz protested like a big baby.  
 
    “Let’s get out of here, otherwise they’re bound to see us. I won’t have your death on my conscience.” Still crouching, Komir very carefully turned around to slip away. 
 
    Suddenly he heard a strange cracking sound behind him, and immediately turned his head to see what it was. 
 
    “Komir!” Hartz gasped in distress. He had lost his footing when turning back from the cliff and his mighty body was leaning helplessly backwards over the edge of the cliff. His outspread arms flailed desperately in a vain attempt to regain his balance and keep from falling over the side.  
 
    Komir’s heart thumped so forcefully he thought it would explode through his chest. Instinctively he reached out his hand to try to grab Hartz and keep him from going over the edge. 
 
    But his hand clutched nothing but air.  
 
    Hartz fell backwards, rolling and tumbling downhill. 
 
    Komir ran to the edge and watched in dismay as the great Norriel plunged violently downward, losing his bearskin cape in the brutal descent. He was barreling over ground, underbrush, rocks, and trees. Finally, with a noisy thud, he landed against a tree at the foot of the hill. Komir cringed and clenched his teeth when he saw the impact. He instantly asked the three Goddesses for a miracle: that the fighters had failed to notice his friend’s mishap. 
 
    But the Goddesses were not listening. 
 
    Several of the assailants, including their leader, had already realized something was going on. Straight away they noticed Hartz lying at the edge of the clearing. The leader was gesticulating wildly, apparently ordering four of his men to go to the fallen Norriel. The henchmen took off running.  
 
    Fear took hold of Komir. His very soul shrank within him as if it were being wrung out in the hands of a giant. They would have to fight for their lives, and the outlook was grim.  
 
    He jumped up and swiftly seized the bow that was hanging from his back, dropping his bearskin cape on the ground as he did so. 
 
    He had to protect his friend—he had to help him! 
 
    The four thieves were running toward Hartz, brandishing their weapons. 
 
    Hartz had gotten up, but he looked stunned and disoriented. Miraculously his bow was still fastened to his body. In the quiver, which was now hanging at his knees, was a single arrow. 
 
    Komir nocked a black-feathered arrow onto the bowstring. He had to buy them a little time so that Hartz could recover and have a fighting chance. He aimed, inhaled deeply, and released the bowstring. The arrow shot through the sky in a descending arc, emitting a hissing sound as it cut through the air. It stuck with a hollow thud into the chest of the attacker in front. The unfortunate man stared in horror at the unexpected arrow, then dropped to the ground dead. 
 
    The three remaining attackers immediately stopped their advance, their eyes scanning the area to locate the threat. One of them spotted Komir and pointed with his sword. His companions immediately saw him as well, and nodded. As if by instinct Komir armed his bow again and swiftly took another shot without thinking twice. Its target was the henchman who had pointed him out, and it hit him in the stomach. He dropped the sword, looked down at the arrow protruding from him and stumbled, doubling over and wailing in pain. Komir silently gave thanks to his dead father for having taught him to use a bow and arrow and for the innumerable hours of hunting they had shared in the mountains and forests of the highlands. 
 
    The other two assailants hesitated, unable to decide whether to advance or retreat. 
 
    And that was precisely what Komir needed. While placing another arrow in the bow he could see out of the corner of his eye that down below, Hartz had recovered a bit more from his terrible fall and was quickly arming his bow.  
 
    But the two attackers, spurred on by their leader’s shouting, launched themselves at Hartz. 
 
    They were less than five paces away. 
 
    Two arrows with two distinct trajectories hit the doomed henchmen with maximum velocity and force. Their race brutally interrupted, both men fell back. One struck in the stomach, the other in the lung, they lay there on the ground, dying. They would last no more than a few moments longer. 
 
    Komir did not like having to kill these men, but there was nothing he could have done. Their own lives were in danger. That was the nature of combat. It was neither noble nor dignified as he had imagined it in the daydreams of his youth. Quite the contrary. It was brutal, savage, and merciless. He knew that all too well, and he despised it. He watched as Hartz put down his bow and unsheathed his sword. Hartz looked at him and with a tilt of his head, asked what to do. Komir looked toward the bloody fight and saw the leader sending four more men to finish off Hartz. Not giving it a second thought, he gestured to his friend to head over to the trail and then promptly started down the hill to help him. As he was running and jumping over the undergrowth and roots he dropped his bow and unsheathed his sword. 
 
    He had to get to his friend to help him. 
 
    Together, maybe they would have a chance of getting out of this predicament with their lives. 
 
    Hartz waited restlessly, still in real pain. His body had taken quite a blow and he cursed his enormous clumsiness. His size was matched only by his lack of coordination, and that frustrated him greatly. Which one of the three Goddesses could I have offended, for them to punish me with this way?  
 
    The four men came rushing at him with intent to kill, shrieking violently. Although Hartz felt afraid, this was not the first time he had come face to face with death. He had spilled enemy blood and killed during combat while defending the Bikia coasts from pirate raids. He and Komir had fought together, but they had been surrounded at all times by experienced Norriel warriors. Today they were alone, just the two of them, with no one to help and—heading straight for them—enemies determined to end their lives. He regretted having asked Komir to get mixed up in this battle. Sometimes his desire to crush a few skulls took charge and he did not stop to think things over first. Now they were in quite a fix, and once again it was his fault. He felt bad about it now, and as if trying to rid himself of his discomfort, he gave his head a good shake.  
 
    Komir appeared behind him. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked, panting. 
 
    “Yes, thanks. They’re coming...”  
 
    “Shoulder to shoulder, my friend.” 
 
    “Norriel we are, Norriel we shall die!”  
 
    Hartz got ready for the first attacker. He raised his sword and executed a powerful diagonal chest cut that his enemy almost failed to block. He followed that with a forceful cross cut. With a resounding crash his victim fell on his back. Filling his lungs with air, he let out the Irruli, the fearsome Norriel battle cry, then faced the second enemy, who was already on him. The piercing, ear-shattering din of the cry exploded across the whole plateau and struck fear in the hearts of the enemy. 
 
    Komir drew his hunting knife with his left hand as he advanced toward the henchman running toward them. The extremely sharp weapon—more a machete than a knife—was the size of a short sword and had been a gift from his father. He cherished it. It was of exquisite quality, perfectly balanced and light: a masterpiece. Created in Orrio by the Master Smith Althor years before, it had initially belonged to his grandfather, then to his father, and now he himself had the honor of carrying it. It was always with him wherever he went, at the ready on his belt. The knife filled him with valor and calmed his spirit, dispelling his fear. He blocked the enemy’s first attack with the knife. Then, without hesitation, he stabbed his sword swiftly and skillfully into his opponent’s neck. The dying man’s eyes shone with terror as his blood splattered Komir’s face. Komir turned his face away, just in time to see and immediately block another attacker on his left. With one thrust he drove the sharp blade of his knife into his rival’s leg, below the shield. The man fell to the ground, bleeding profusely.  
 
    To his right Hartz had just split open his opponent’s head in a single brutal blow. When Komir saw that, he felt a bit more confident. His friend was a wondrous physical specimen and he himself was an extremely skilled swordsman. Perhaps they could actually get out of there with their lives if they were careful... and just a little lucky. 
 
    For a moment they watched the battle going on at the other end of the clearing. Two of the defenders in heavy armor—the ones who had been on the outside of the semicircle—had already fallen. The one in the middle was retreating and was also badly wounded. There were only four left standing, and they would not be able to hold out much longer against the relentless onslaught.  
 
    “Let’s get out of here!” urged Komir. 
 
    “I’m with you.”  
 
    But the leader of the attackers was apparently not inclined to let them out of there alive. Screaming wildly in a foreign tongue, he sent three more men after them. They were forced to stay and face the oncoming danger.  
 
    Komir exhaled, calling to mind the teachings of so many afternoons of training in Udag. His mind was in balance, calm, serene, and alert: the state that Master Warrior Gudin had taught him to achieve after many years of instruction and inexhaustible patience. It was a technique that few managed to master, but after practice and perseverance he had succeeded. His body now moved harmoniously and with rhythmic agility, never losing its posture or center of gravity. He was like a trained dancer carried along by a soft melody, avoiding any obstacles set before him, dancing the lethal dance of death. He caught sight of a sword directed at his left ribs; he blocked it, took a step forward, and with his right arm blocked another attack to his head. He stayed lightly flexed with both weapons blocking simultaneously, one on each side. Much to the surprise of his two attackers he dropped down on one knee and from that position, cut both his rivals’ legs with a swift sweeping movement of both weapons. The two assailants fell to the ground. In the blink of an eye, he stabbed them both in the lower abdomen.  
 
    Hartz was now completely in his element, in the heat of the battle. He looked at Komir and saw he was fighting with wicked skill and agility—which did not surprise him in the least. He had often witnessed his friend’s natural talent with the sword. An enemy hesitantly approached on his right, and Hartz smiled when he saw him. There was nothing he liked better than the sound of metal on metal—except the sound of bones breaking after a good blow. As long as he could remember he had been well aware that he possessed an innate gift for fighting, and nothing pleased him more than putting it to good use. He raised his weapon over his head. Spinning around, he used his sword to attack like a spinning wheel, sending his opponent flying through the air, entrails hanging from his lifeless body.  
 
    The colossal Norriel contemplated the battlefield. The fighting had come to an end. Just four contenders remained standing after the bloody dénouement: Komir, himself, the leader of the assailants, and the lone survivor of the men in white and gray who was checking on the condition of the person they had been trying to protect—now lying motionless on the ground. Judging by the amount of blood coming from his left side and the small, viscous puddle that had formed under his body, Hartz was quite sure that man would never be getting up again.  
 
    Komir signaled to him, and they headed toward the leader of the enemies. 
 
    Hartz observed him carefully. His face was covered by a strange violet mask which bore a sinister silvery smile. The eyes, also drawn in silver, gave the mask a surreal, nightmarish air. He was thin, of medium build, dressed in dark purple with a cape and hood that covered his back and head. In his belt he carried a short curved sword with golden engravings on a handle inlaid with precious stones. His attire was unusual, extravagant. Hartz had never seen clothing like this and assumed it was of foreign origin. 
 
    “Who are you and why did you attack these men?” Hartz asked sternly, determined to get answers one way or another. 
 
    The foreigner did not respond, and slowly unsheathed his ornate sword. He lifted it and pointed it toward Hartz. A strange silence fell over the plateau, swallowing every sound. The wind ceased, and all sound within the forest seemed to vanish.  
 
    “Are you threatening me?” Hartz cried, seeing the imminent danger of the situation. “Lower your sword or I’ll have to split your head open!” 
 
    “Hartz, be careful,” Komir warned him. “Something isn’t right here. I can sense danger. I don’t like this at all. Be ready! Don’t be reckless!”  
 
    Almost before he had finished speaking, Komir heard the enemy speak several incomprehensible words, directed at Hartz, as if delivering a lugubrious funeral chant. The sword with the golden adornments shone with a bright mauve light that bathed it in a purplish glimmer. 
 
    “Look out! That purple glow could be Magic!”  
 
    Surprised by Komir’s shouts, Hartz looked at the foreigner in confusion. His mind was racing. What purple glow? I don’t see a glow of any color. What’s Komir talking about? Could this guy have put a curse on me? What a cretin! No matter. I’ll take care of him and end this problem once and for all. If he put some kind of hex on me, I’ll find some witch who can rid me of it. Maybe Amtoko could. Either way, I’m going to finish off this pig right now.  
 
    He prepared himself for attack, but, all of a sudden felt a prick in his chest, then an intense pain. It came from inside him, as if a ghostly, invisible hand was crushing his heart. The suffering quickly escalated, and in the blink of an eye it had become so intense he could not think straight.  
 
    Aaaahh! What’s happening to me? What in the world... Where’s this pain coming from? 
 
    His mind, overcome by the suffering, could not react. The agony was beginning to spread through his body... his hands... his feet... his head... and it was unbearable, as if his whole body was going up in flames.  
 
    “For Ikzuge’s sake... this pain!” he cried out in agony.  
 
    He tried to attack the stranger, knowing he was the source of the sinister force, but after taking a single step he had to stop. He simply could not go on. Every movement, every thought heightened the suffering. The pain was consuming him; it was killing him. He collapsed on to the ground, his whole body in a state of stress, fighting to stay alive. 
 
    Komir realized his friend was in grave danger. 
 
    “What’s happening to you? What has he done to you?” he asked in horror.  
 
    “Intense... pain... make him stop... please... stop him...” Hartz stammered before his entire body began to convulse. 
 
    “Stop this dark magic, or I’ll slit your throat!” cried Komir. He was now fully aware that they were in the presence of a sorcerer or wizard. 
 
    But the sinister foe was undaunted.  
 
    Feeling the situation was critical, Komir launched an attack. The Sorcerer pointed at him with the richly-decorated sword and murmured more unintelligible words, so that the weapon glimmered ardently once again with that strange purple light.  
 
    Komir was almost on his adversary when without warning he felt as if his feet had turned to solid rock. It stopped him in his tracks. I can’t move! He looked at his feet in terror but could not see anything there... but they felt so heavy that he was completely unable to move them. 
 
    With a desperate effort he reached out his arm. Throwing his body forward, he slashed at the Sorcerer’s neck. 
 
    He missed by two inches.  
 
    The Sorcerer, with an insulting lack of urgency, took two steps back out of the reach of Komir’s sword. 
 
    Komir looked incredulously at his petrified legs. They won’t move! What the hell is going on here? He continued struggling with them, trying with all his might to move toward the enemy. Come on, obey! Move! But his legs were solid rock, like the pillars of a temple. 
 
    The foreigner pointed at him with his sword once again. 
 
    Komir prepared for the worst. 
 
    But a split second later, just before the enemy could execute the fateful incantation he had expected, a figure in white and gray charged toward the Sorcerer, sword raised and ready to strike. 
 
    It was the lone survivor of the group under attack!  
 
    He had completely forgotten about him. 
 
    The Sorcerer saw the soldier coming at him and swiftly turned to point his sword at him. He recited what seemed to Komir to be another spell, and the purple light shone once more on the sword. The figure in heavy white armor struck at the foreigner’s neck with his sword, but somehow missed. 
 
    By a long shot. 
 
    He struck again, this time with both hands, and—again—missed definitively. 
 
    “I can’t see!” cried a voice from under the helmet. “He’s blinded me!” He continued trying to attack, but connected with nothing but air. 
 
    A depraved cackle erupted from behind the Sorcerer’s mask. 
 
    “And now you shall all die!” he proclaimed triumphantly in a heavy foreign accent.  
 
    He prepared to carry out his threat. Moving away from the blinded soldier, he pointed his sword at Komir. The coup de grace was about to be invoked. 
 
    But the Sorcerer was too slow. 
 
    The ornate sword slipped from his hand and fell to the ground. He took a step back and looked at his right shoulder. A small throwing dagger was stuck in his flesh, just below his neck. He looked up at Komir. Hidden underneath his mask there must have been a look of tremendous shock. 
 
    Komir tensed. With his right hand he readied the other small throwing dagger he had in reserve. 
 
    The Sorcerer vacillated.  
 
    A moment later, despite the injury he had suffered, he crouched down quickly, picked up his sword with his left hand and took off toward the forest.  
 
    Komir watched him run away. Doubt invaded him. He knew he could hit the Sorcerer again with his remaining dagger, but he was not sure if he could kill him. His petrified legs were not supporting him sufficiently when he threw, which was why he had missed his first shot at the Sorcerer’s throat. If he threw now and failed to kill him, they would be left defenseless and completely at his mercy. 
 
    Better to hold on to the weapon in case he tries another incantation. If I missed, we’d be lost. But if he turns around before he reaches the edge of the forest I’ll have to react. I can’t let him attack us again, or else we’re as good as dead. 
 
    The sinister figure made it to the edge of the forest. He disappeared among the trees, heading east, without ever looking back.  
 
    Komir sighed in relief, but was instantaneously overcome with frustration. 
 
    “Hell! I can’t move! I’m sorry, Hartz,” he shouted toward his companion, who was still lying on the ground with his hand on his chest and an expression of immense suffering on his face. 
 
    “Pain... help...” begged his friend.  
 
   
  
 






Powerful Earth 
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    Aliana, Gerart. —Usik Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m about to faint... this man is going to kill us! Aliana thought as she watched Sergeant Major Mortuc moving forward at the front of the group, hiking up the side of the mountain at a hellish pace. I’ve got barely any strength left. I don’t know how I’m going to be able to keep going at this pace. But Aliana did keep going, her lungs burning all the while with the intensity of a fire devouring dry wood. It’s as though my body’s beginning to revolt against me! She felt stabbing pain in her right thigh. If the Sergeant kept climbing at this brutal pace she would collapse before long. 
 
    She hit the aching thigh with her fist. No! I have to hold on. I can’t give up—no matter what! Breathing in the mountain air at this altitude froze her lungs. With each difficult step toward the top she felt a thousand needles stabbing her in her chest. I have to control my body and my mind... to try to dole out what little strength I have left. I have to keep going... Keep going... I won’t give up! 
 
    At the first light of day they had left behind the last row of forest pines and now were moving up the steep, snow-covered mountainside. The landscape was truly beautiful and the views from that elevation spectacular. The higher they climbed, the more snow covered the slopes of the three peaks of the great mountain: the Mountain of the Ancestors, as the Usik called it, but they knew it as Eagles’ Peak.  
 
    Aliana looked at Gerart walking in front of her, his boots sinking into the snow, his energetic steps still firm and strong. The ascent was getting harder with every step, and the cold was beginning to have an effect on their exhausted bodies. Gerart had taken off most of his heavy armor and was now wearing only his chest plate, his chain mail and his cape. 
 
    They continued to ascend for several hours without stopping to rest before arriving at the first of the large caves of the central peak, the highest summit. The Sergeant stationed two of his men on guard, and the rest collapsed in exhaustion inside the cavern. The surviving Royal Lancers and the two Protectress Sisters from the Temple of Tirsar stretched out on the floor, with not an ounce of energy left even to speak. Only the Sergeant and the Prince remained standing at the entrance of the cave.  
 
    Aliana looked at them, admiring their physical strength and courage. She knew they must both be completely drained from the exertion, but they refused to show any sign of that to their men. The sacrifice of leadership... truly impressive. I expected that from the Sergeant, he’s full of courage and honor. But from Gerart it surprises me—in a good way. He’s really showing extraordinary bravery and fortitude. She felt a strangely pleasant warmth and sense of well-being when she looked at the Prince. Wrapped in that comforting sensation, she stretched her stiff legs out on the cold stone floor. 
 
    They rested and ate just enough of the provisions they had brought to replenish some of the energy they had burned. Aliana’s feet were freezing from the climb through the snow, and she started to shiver uncontrollably. She laid her hands over her muscles and closed her eyes. As if overflowing from a fountain of light, a pale blue energy burst forth from her hands and into her frozen legs, giving her the warmth she needed. As soon as she felt able to walk, she went to the wounded soldiers, laid her hands on them and cured them one by one... every wound, all the damage from the harsh cold, the strains from the difficult climb. All were coming along well, with no serious complications—which, in the midst of this fateful expedition, pleased her. For a moment she actually forgot about the anguish and the horror they had lived through on this cursed mission. 
 
    She looked farther into the cave and could make out several tribal tombs: niches made out of stone and adobe, placed symmetrically in rows and adorned with motifs of past battles in which large red and black symbols predominated. Presiding over the crypts and protecting their eternal inhabitants on their journey into the beyond were axes, swords, and animal skins. But the most striking of all the objects that guarded the perpetual rest of the ancient Usik warriors were massive, gorgeous feathers from a bird she had never before encountered. The size of those feathers was incredible. She could not imagine a bird with plumage like that... it would have to have been gigantic. It was confounding, and rather frightening.  
 
    She shrugged. Objects for the beyond, to help those brave fallen warriors when they crossed over into the realm of no return. She knew a little about the tribal traditions and rites of other ethnic groups. As her eyes swept over the interior walls and ceiling, she saw they were completely covered with pictorial representations which told of battles and victories in the lives of the dead who had been laid to rest there. Undoubtedly this was a mausoleum for warriors of the Usik tribes. 
 
    A soft whistle reached her ears, and she immediately turned toward the sound. 
 
    The Lancers posted as guards had just sounded the alarm. 
 
    The entire group was on their feet immediately, preparing for combat. The guards signaled again with their hands and Aliana quickly deduced that there was no danger, since the soldiers had suddenly relaxed. Two figures ran into the cave and headed straight for Sergeant Mortuc and the Prince. They stopped in front of them and doubled over, breathing heavily, unable to get a single word out between gasps. 
 
    At first Aliana did not recognize them. Their faces and skin were covered in mud and dirt. She observed them carefully, trying to discern who they were. As she moved a bit closer she saw that it was Lomar and Kendas. She was gratefully surprised, since she had not really expected ever to see them alive again. 
 
    “Catch your breath and report!” barked the Sergeant, crossing his powerful arms across his chest.  
 
    “We... hid... the... hor... ses, Sergeant,” Lomar stuttered. He looked as if he might pass out and drop to the floor at any moment. 
 
    “Any sign of the Usik?” asked Gerart, looking at both men, hands on their hips and still trying to catch their breath.  
 
    “They... they’ve been... tracking you... your Highness. There aren’t many of them, at the moment... a small group of no more than twenty... about a half-day behind,” Kendas answered. 
 
    “That doesn’t give us much time,” exclaimed the Sergeant, waving his clenched fist in frustration. “Those woodland savages are quick, damn it!” 
 
    Aliana approached the group. “It’s best if we keep climbing toward the highest cave. This is not the cave we’re searching for. It’s too small. We won’t find what we came here for, I’m sure of that. We need to keep climbing.” 
 
    “I agree, this doesn’t seem to be the cave we’re looking for,” commented the Sergeant. “Besides, it’ll be easier to defend ourselves from up there than from this cave.”  
 
    “That’s what I think too. We have several hours before the first Usik group catches up with us. We should take advantage of that,” said the Prince. 
 
    “We’ll rest five more minutes, then we’ll go on,” Mortuc said. 
 
    Lomar and Kendas leaned heavily against the wall of the cave, letting themselves slide down until they were on the floor.  
 
    A young girl with dark wavy hair came toward them. Kendas gave Lomar a nod, and when Lomar looked up he was instantly lost in the most captivating green eyes he’d ever seen. 
 
    “I see the Usik didn’t manage to finish you off, Lancer,” the young girl said. 
 
    “I see that even though you know my name you never use it, Jasmine,” replied Lomar, pretending to be hurt. 
 
    “I came to bring you some water.” Jasmine handed him a canteen. 
 
    “And I sincerely thank you,” said Kendas as he snatched the canteen and drank greedily.  
 
    “I see you’re not excessively glad to see I’m alive,” accused Lomar. 
 
    “Well, you’re wrong,” she answered indifferently. “Of course I’m glad. It means the horses are safe, and that’s great news since we’ll need them to get out of this forest alive.”  
 
    “So you’re happier about the horses than about us!” chided Lomar.  
 
    “The horses are noble and beautiful, and they’ll carry us to our salvation. You, on the other hand, are men...” 
 
    Kendas choked on the water and started to cough. 
 
    Lomar looked at his friend for a second, dumbfounded. Then the anger he had begun to feel faded away like smoke dispersed by the wind.  
 
    “I should have figured. I see you still hate—for no apparent reason, I have to say—every one of my gender. It’s about time to tame that hatred, I think, since these men are helping you.”  
 
    “Men are men, and the Order’s teachings on the subject are perfectly clear.” 
 
    “And I say, couldn’t there be an exception? I can assure you that those present are no threat to the Order. On the contrary, we are here to protect you.” 
 
    “Just knowing such gallant Lancers are here to defend me makes me feel so much calmer,” said Jasmine sarcastically. 
 
    Feeling more like himself again, Kendas could not help bursting out laughing. 
 
    Jasmine did not miss a beat. “But you’re right about one thing. I think there should be one exception.” 
 
    “Finally! I was afraid I’d be stuck in the naughty corner forever,” said Lomar. 
 
    “I think in Kendas’ case, since he has always proven himself to be respectful and humble, I’ll make an exception.” 
 
    “Kendas? Why Kendas?” exclaimed Lomar in disbelief. 
 
    “So kind of you, Protectress. I thank you for this highest honor from the bottom of my heart,” said Kendas, smiling ear to ear. 
 
    “You’re quite welcome, Kendas. You can count on my approval,” replied Jasmine, her expression serious but her brilliant green eyes gleaming. 
 
    “I can’t believe this!” huffed Lomar. “I’ve tried to be a complete gentleman and I’ve gotten nothing but one kick in the teeth after another!”  
 
    “Well it appears you haven’t achieved your objective, Lancer,” said Jasmine. She turned abruptly and headed toward a surly looking Olga, who had been watching the scene unfold.  
 
    Kendas started laughing again at his friend’s absolute frustration. 
 
    Lomar elbowed him. “Don’t laugh. It’s not funny. Since the day I met her I’ve tried everything I could to please her, and that’s how she repays me. I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry your gallantry and subtle city-slicker maneuvers didn’t work with the Protectress,” smiled Kendas. 
 
    “Stop laughing at me, you hick.” 
 
    “Don’t take it out on me. The Sister’s a tough nut to crack! She sure did get you stirred up—but you deserved it. Who would even think of courting a Protectress Sister of the Order of Tirsar! Have you lost your mind? They’ll hate men until the day they die!” 
 
    “I’ve experienced that firsthand, smart ass.”  
 
    “You’re sick in the head, my friend. But all the same, I think you might be getting somewhere...” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I picked up on something... a kind of tension, maybe... not exactly hatred...” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “At any rate, we’re in the midst of hell and you look like a cat in heat,” Kendas reproached him. “Want to do me a favor and concentrate? For the sake of the Light!” reprimanded Kendas. 
 
    “You’re right. I don’t know what happens to me when she’s around... it’s those eyes...” 
 
    “Let me remind you that those women live for the Order. There’s nothing else in their lives. No matter how much you try, you’ll never make her yours. It’s insane, so let it go.” 
 
    “I know, I know. It’s just that—” 
 
    All of a sudden Sergeant Mortuc moved to the center of the group, and all eyes focused on him. 
 
    “Soldiers! Ready yourselves! We’re moving on!” He had shouted so forcefully that it seemed as though even the skeletons of the Usik warriors lying there would rise up and follow him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After several hours of climbing they were entering the highest cave on the Mountain of the Ancestors. On their ascent Aliana had noticed that all the other caves they had come across had paintings and symbols connected with death on the exterior. But the cave they were in now had nothing painted either on the outside or the inside, which seemed rather strange to her, and certainly significant. The cave appeared to be immense, penetrating deeper and deeper into the dark shadows as it went on.  
 
    No tombs or graves were visible inside the cavern. Apparently the Usik did not use this cave to bury their dead, unlike the other caverns they had discovered on the way up to this one. This must indeed be the cave the Usik never dared to enter, fearing that it was inhabited by spirits and beings from the beyond. The thought of this sent a shiver down Aliana’s spine, a chilling frisson that felt like a drip from an icicle rolling over her skin. She did not believe the stories about the spirits—quite the contrary—but for some reason her intuition was warning her that this hidden, enclosed place posed a dormant but real danger... a danger of mystical origins. Since her intuition rarely steered her wrong, this presentiment about what awaited them inside that dark cave alarmed her. 
 
    Protect us, oh Mother Helaun, Foundress of our Order of Tirsar, with your goodness and compassion. Grant unto these good men and women your blessing and protection.  
 
    The Sergeant stood in the center of the group and shouted to his men: “Soldiers! Defend this position with your lives until we return. Don’t let those bastards take one step into this cave with those filthy feet of theirs. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!” the men answered in unison, saluting Mortuc.  
 
    “Morgen, come here.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” The veteran Lancer stepped forward and stood to attention. 
 
    “You hold the highest rank. I’m leaving you in charge of the group. The entrance to the cave isn’t very wide. Line up five across and defend it together, and have the rest form the second line of defense. Use your bows first. Don’t let them come in here under any circumstances.” 
 
    “Affirmative, Sergeant!” exclaimed Morgen. 
 
    The Sergeant gripped Morgen’s shoulder. “I trust you, Morgen.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant-Major. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    Mortuc looked him in the eye, nodded, and turned away. 
 
    “Lomar, Kendas: you two come with me.” 
 
    “At your service, Sergeant!” the two rookies responded in unison.  
 
    “Someone needs to loan you their armor. We’ll probably have some trouble in there.” 
 
    “Right away, Sergeant.” They headed for their comrades who were already taking off their gear to give to them. 
 
    The Sergeant now looked at Aliana. “It would be better if the two archers stayed here, Aliana.” 
 
    Jasmine, clearly displeased, protested. “We must go with our Healer Sister and protect her. It’s our duty.”  
 
    “The Sergeant is right, you’d be more help here defending the entrance. We need your skills with the bow,” said Aliana, looking at her two sisters. They looked back at her with faces marked by worry.  
 
    “If that is what you’re telling us to do... then that’s what we’ll do,” conceded Jasmine. Olga lowered her head in a gesture of resignation. 
 
    Aliana nodded, fully conscious of her sisters’ concern over not being able to go with her and protect her. She knew they would do whatever she asked of them, but it upset them greatly to be forced to let her go. If something happened to her, Jasmine and Olga would carry in their souls forever the guilt of having failed in their duty. 
 
    Let’s hope I survive this expedition... for me and for them. She hung her bow and quiver over her shoulder.  
 
    Mortuc lit a torch made of reeds and tallow and walked off unceremoniously. Behind him Lomar and Kendas followed with determination, checking their weapons at the same time. Lomar shot a farewell glance in Jasmine’s direction. She caught sight of him, and with a sincere smile that lit up her face she lowered her head to say goodbye to the Lancer. Lomar returned the smile and headed into the blackness of the cavern. 
 
    Gerart took another torch and gestured for Aliana to go ahead of him so he could bring up the rear of the group. 
 
    They were swallowed up in the pitch darkness of the cave, chasing after an uncertain clue, an almost inconceivable hope that there they would strike it lucky and find the missing Haradin... and that he would be alive. 
 
    Behind them the line of defenders got ready to hold their position until the expedition returned. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After silently advancing into the blackness for a time, the group arrived at the back of the cave. All eyes combed the dark walls and ceiling surrounding them, searching for any sign of danger that might be lying in wait. In the deepest shadows of this part of the cave was a massive, rectangular stone with a finely polished surface that looked like pure marble, blue-black and almost shining. It sealed off what looked like an entrance in the granite wall.  
 
    Aliana examined the shiny object by the light of the torch. The perfectly shaped stone looked out of place in this cave amidst the curved, eroded, natural contours of everything else there. 
 
    “Someone must have carved this huge slab of stone and put it here,” she said. “It can’t possibly be a natural element of this cave. It was placed here for a reason.”  
 
    “It seems to have been carved by an expert artisan, to cut off access to the other side through the opening that was in the wall,” confirmed Gerart. 
 
    “Well, let’s try to move it together,” the Sergeant put in. “It looks heavy, but I think we can manage it. I’m not about to let this slab of rock stop us now that we’re here, even if I have to move it with my own head!”  
 
    The four men pushed the enormous stone with all their might. But it would not budge. They tried again, giving it everything they had, leaning the entire weight of their bodies into it and pushing furiously. Even with all that effort, it would not move, not even an inch.  
 
    “By the beard of Jonas the Cowardly! It can’t be!” roared the Sergeant.  
 
    “I agree! We should have been able to move it. Even if it were solid granite, it’s not so big that all of us together shouldn’t be able to move it,” Gerart reasoned.  
 
    “I think there’s something here we can’t see,” suggested Aliana. “Something mystical that our eyes can’t see. A force of arcane origin...”  
 
    “Magic?” asked Lomar in surprise.  
 
    “That’s not the word I’d use to describe it, but yes, I’m talking about an enigmatic power that’s affecting this stone, something that we don’t understand... that we can’t perceive.”  
 
    “Magic? You’re joking, right? Magic? Well, shit!” Mortuc spat on the ground in disgust. “That’s all we need—Usik by the thousands, skeletons and tombs all over the place and now that damned magic that never comes without endless complications. What the hell do we do now? To hell with it!” bellowed the Sergeant, highly irritated by the presence of arts he could not for the life of him understand. 
 
    “Help me examine the stone with the light from the torch,” suggested Aliana. 
 
    She carefully inspected the perfect detail the slab had been shaped with. Its entire surface was smooth and even without a single imperfection. Not even the best artisans in the kingdom could have carved something so perfect. She took the torch from Gerart’s hand and looked closer at the black surface. No symbols. No runes. She moved the flame closer, then touched it to the stone to see if the fire had any effect on it, though she was quite sure it would not. Unexpectedly, when the flame licked its surface the stone responded by briefly emitting a golden glimmer. Startled, they all jumped back and looked at one another in disbelief. 
 
    The rock sparkled! Why? How was that possible? Fascinated, she withdrew the torch. “Hmm. Interesting. Really interesting!” She turned and looked at the group standing behind her. “It reacted to the fire!” 
 
    “But stone doesn’t react to fire,” said Kendas stubbornly, “at least not in my town. Pardon my small-town logic, but cows give milk, pigs give ham and bacon. And rocks most definitely do not give golden flashes.” 
 
    “True enough, farmer,” said Gerart. “This stone seems to possess some kind of power, and it reacted to one of the four elements.”  
 
    “Pardon me, Your Highness,” Lomar hastened to correct him, “but four or five, depending on the legend or folklore that you subscribe to.” 
 
    “What’s this fifth element you’re talking about?” said the Sergeant. “I’ve always thought the four elements were Fire, Water, Air, and Earth.”  
 
    Lomar traced a symbol in the air. “From what I understand, there are legends and even documents that mention a fifth element, Ether—the Spirit, the fifth essence... more subtle and lighter, more perfect that the other four, which governs the others.”  
 
    “By all the Ancient Gods and the Light that replaced them! Some soldier you turned out to be! Stop listening to all that cheap hogwash you find in the library and apply yourself to your discipline and abilities as a soldier, you scatterbrain!” 
 
    “Don’t yell at him, Mortuc,” said Aliana, smiling. “It’s one of the beliefs of certain ancient cultures. It’s documented. I’ve seen it myself in our library at the Temple. I’ve read documents about that fifth ethereal element that Lomar mentioned. Even though it can’t be seen or touched, it governs the other four primary elements. It’s not a widely held belief among our peoples, but the fifth element is referred to by other cultures. It’s almost a divine element: invisible and incorruptible. It has its own intelligence, so if it’s present, it dominates the other four earthly elements.”  
 
    “Thank you, Aliana,” said Lomar. “That’s exactly what I was referring to. My uncle Alfred lives in Rilentor, and he’s studied that as well as other interesting subjects. He’s considered a scholar, and he’s often told me that’s the way it is. 
 
    “In Rogdon there’ve always been four elements” stated Mortuc, raising his voice. “I’ve never heard anything about a fifth, whether your uncle says it’s so or not.”  
 
    Gerart patted Lomar’s shoulder. “At any rate, it’s surprising that a soldier should spend time with scholars and bookworms... He has an alert mind, this soldier.”  
 
    Aliana was still studying the mysterious stone. “Whether there are four or five, it certainly reacted to the fire. So it wouldn’t be absurd to think that it might react to the other four elements. I’ll try wind next.” She moved close to the rectangular stone again. 
 
    “Wind? There isn’t any wind in here. How are we going to try wind?” Mortuc challenged her. 
 
    The Healer smiled at the quick-tempered Sergeant, then blew as hard as she could on the arcane stone. Surprisingly—with everyone watching intently, not daring to blink—another golden flash emanated from the mysterious stone. No one could move a muscle. 
 
    “Still no movement. Hmm... interesting.” Deep in thought, Aliana rubbed her chin. “It seems it reacts to the elements, but we’re not using the right one. Haradin’s note mentions an Ilenian temple from the Lost Civilization: the Temple of the Earth. If this is the entrance to the temple, we can assume that the element we’re looking for is the same one that the temple itself protects. So we can eliminate Water and the mysterious fifth element Ether”  
 
    “So, it’s... Earth...” Gerart deduced. 
 
     “I’ll be right back,” said Kendas, shooting like an arrow towards the entrance. 
 
    “Where does that farmer think he’s going?” growled the Sergeant. 
 
    “To get some earth, if I’m not mistaken,” explained Lomar, anxious to vindicate his friend. “That farmer is really quick, Sergeant. It won’t take him long.”  
 
    “It had better not...” said the Sergeant menacingly as he sat down on the floor. 
 
    The rest of the group followed his example. 
 
    After a short while Kendas came back at a run with a small leather bag in his hand. Everyone in the group was immediately on their feet. The soldier approached the stone, opened the bag and poured a little earth over the slab. With barely enough time for their minds to predict what was about to happen, the rectangular form gave out a golden flash similar to the two previous ones, but this time more intense. Its brilliance illuminated the dome of the cave, blinding them for an instant. Before they could regain their sight the heavy stone had moved to the right, leaving an opening in the stone wall. 
 
    They all stared at it, their mouths wide open. 
 
    They could not have imagined that this enigmatic passageway would lead to something that from that moment on would enshroud them in intrigue, mystery and above all, danger.  
 
    “Well, I’ll be... That was... It’s... witchcraft!” exclaimed the Sergeant. 
 
    “I see you aren’t fond of mystical things, eh Mortuc?” the Prince smiled. 
 
    “Anything my eyes can’t understand my heart despises,” the Sergeant retorted. “I really hate anything that has to do with magic, and I’m too old to change my mind.” 
 
    Lomar and Kendas looked at each other, unable to keep from smiling at the Sergeant’s expense. The gruff soldier unsheathed his sword. With it in one hand and the torch in the other, he crossed through the mysterious passageway with the fierce determination so characteristic of him. The rest of the group immediately followed him in. Aliana looked one last time at the enigmatic stone, wondering who had enchanted it and how they had done it. A piercing sense of unrest began to expand in her stomach, a venomous anxiety that crept up into her throat. Without another moment’s hesitation, she followed her companions through the narrow cleft in the wall. 
 
    Protect us, oh Mother Helaun. Protect us... 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three and a Path 
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    Komir, Hartz —Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Komir contemplated the absurd scene before him. The lone survivor in white and gray stood in the middle of the clearing, still blinded. He slashed fruitlessly left and right in a vain attempt to kill an enemy who was no longer there.  
 
    “You can stop stabbing the air, he’s gone. There’s no danger now,” said Komir. 
 
    When the soldier heard his voice he stopped thrusting and lowered his sword. Panting and thoroughly exhausted, he leaned forward, supporting himself on his weapon. A few seconds later he dropped his sword and fell to his knees, his rapid, heavy breathing loud enough to be heard from under his helmet. 
 
    Komir looked at Hartz and saw he was still lying on the ground, writhing in pain. “Are you all right? Say something, big guy! Hasn’t the pain stopped?”  
 
    Unable to speak a single word, Hartz simply looked at his friend and shook his head, groaning in pain and clutching at his chest. He could not understand where the pain was coming from. It could not have a physical origin; he had not been wounded by any weapon. Yet he was experiencing an unbearable anguish. He had certainly been dealt plenty of blows in fights, training and duels, and had suffered some painful injuries. But none of that was even remotely close to the agony he was feeling at that moment. The pain was so intense he could barely think, or even command his body to move in the slightest.  
 
    He racked his brain to come up with an explanation for his situation. This makes no sense. The pain can’t be real; it’s just an illusion, a diabolical spell. Why won’t it stop? I can’t break free from it. When I catch up with that damned Mage I’ll cut off his balls! Calm down... you know this isn’t real... it’s a hallucination, a nightmare... Shake it off! Hartz tried to convince himself it was only in his mind, but his body did not comply.  
 
    He looked at Komir, still trying unsuccessfully to move his legs. It was as if they weighed as much as a grindstone. Even when Komir grabbed them and tried with all his might to lift them with both hands, his poor friend could barely move a half step. 
 
    Suddenly, without warning, the pain in his chest disappeared as quickly as it had begun. An enormous sense of relief washed over him, like a dip in a refreshing lake on a hot summer day. He inhaled deeply, then exhaled. He stood up slowly, afraid the agonizing torture might return if he moved too much. Thankfully it did not, so he stretched and then shook his arms vigorously, freeing himself of the last remnants of the pain. 
 
    “It’s gone! I feel fine now,” he announced to Komir. 
 
    Frustration mounting, Komir said, “I still can’t move my legs. Damn it!”  
 
    Once the sense of relief set in, Hartz became enraged. “For the love of Iram! What happened?” he bellowed in anger. “Who was that guy and what the hell did he do to us?”  
 
    “I’ve no idea, but if I see him again you can be sure I won’t give him time to cast another one of his spells,” ranted Komir. “Not a chance! I’ll put an arrow in him before he can say a single word.”  
 
    “We agree on that,” Hartz said as he picked up his sword and walked over to Komir. “Hang on—I bet the effects will wear off soon the way they did for me.” Hartz was trying to sound reassuring, although he was not completely convinced. 
 
    “Let’s hope so. It would be awful to be like this much longer. You’d have to carry me around like a sack of potatoes,” joked Komir, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    “No way!” cackled Hartz. “I don’t think anyone could handle having someone with your kind of patience on their back.”  
 
    An unfamiliar voice with a marked guttural accent interrupted their bantering. 
 
    “The effects are temporary... They depend on what kind of enchantment it was and the power of the one who placed the spell.” 
 
    Surprised, the two friends spun around to face the soldier kneeling a few steps from them.  
 
    “And how do you know that?” asked Hartz. 
 
    “In my land we have seen evidence of those kinds of mages. They are known as Dominators, and are characterized by the ability to cast spells and enchantments that affect their enemies’ minds. They are fast—extremely fast—and lethal,” explained the soldier, trying to soften his strong accent.  
 
    “Dark magic, eh? I’ve never believed in such things. Where we come from it’s considered nothing more than myth and tall tales with no basis in fact... though it does make me wary... And I suppose we do have witches...” Hartz sounded uncomfortable. 
 
    “Maybe in your land these men are not common, but I can assure you they’re real. What you yourselves are experiencing proves it. In our libraries of knowledge there are ancient tomes and parchments of unknown origin that make reference to secret orders of these Sorcerers.” 
 
    “How is it possible for these Sorcerers to exist, and yet no one knows of them, especially if they’re so dangerous?” asked Komir, sounding reluctant to accept this.  
 
    “The Mages exist. There aren’t many of them, and they specialize in different arts, or schools, as they refer to them. What they all have in common is that they’re especially careful and reserved; they try to keep their art and their identity secret. That’s why it’s believed in many kingdoms that they’re merely legends or myths. But I can assure you that the royal houses and nobility are well informed about their existence. What’s more, they consider them vital and take great care to strengthen ties with them. There’s no kingdom that doesn’t have a Mage at their service.” 
 
    “But, why so secretive? What are they afraid of?” asked Hartz. 
 
    “We humans have the tendency to fear and distrust things we’re unfamiliar with... Since they’re a very small minority, they’re afraid of being persecuted. The peasants can be terribly blind and violent when faced with their fears and superstitions. It wouldn’t be the first nor the last time that witches have been burned at the stake or that innocent pagans have been hunted down and killed.” 
 
    “Looking at it that way, I suppose it makes sense,” said Hartz, considering the battered soldier’s words and remembering his own fear and disdain toward Amtoko’s power and her strange arts. The witch, who had always helped the Norriel and was highly respected by Auburu, made his hair stand on end, and he knew he was not the only one who felt that way about the strange hermit. 
 
    Komir suddenly broke in on the conversation. “Hey! I can move normally again!” He let out a whistle of relief. “It’s about time—I was starting to get worried.” He jumped a couple of times, stretched his legs, and then kicked energetically. “Much better! Yes sir, much, much better!” he joyfully declared after verifying he had apparently not suffered any permanent damage. 
 
    He turned to face the stranger. “Who are you, soldier, and what happened here today? Why did that... Dominator... and his henchmen ambush you?” 
 
    The soldier started taking off the helmet that was completely covering his head. Only his eyes had been visible through the slits in the visor. When his face was revealed, Hartz’s mouth dropped open and Komir gasped in astonishment. 
 
    The soldier in white heavy armor was actually a woman! 
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    Her long, curly hair was an intense red that in the midday sun seemed to burn like a bonfire, filling everything around her with color and life. Her face was not that of a classic beauty, but the reddish-brown freckles that sprinkled her pale complexion, along with her small but vivacious green eyes, gave her a singular loveliness. She must have been about the same age as the two Norriel, but encased in armor as she was, she seemed older. She was tall and strong, with a physique similar to Komir’s. What was this young girl doing crammed into a suit of armor? The combination was shocking. 
 
    The two friends stared at her, speechless. She could not help but notice the impact she had had on the warriors. 
 
    “This isn’t the first time you’ve seen a woman in armor, right?” 
 
    “It’s the first time we’ve seen someone with hair the color of fire and a face covered with kisses from the Goddess Ikzuge,” stated Hartz, still staring at her slack-jawed. 
 
    “Don’t you have any red-haired people?” she asked, surprised at the Norriel’s comment.  
 
    Komir was looking at her carefully. “Honestly, we don’t. We have never before seen anyone quite like you.”  
 
    “Really? Well, that’s certainly strange. There are redheaded people in many kingdoms. It’s odd you haven’t ever met one before. You don’t travel much then, right?” 
 
    “No, not too much. This is the first time we’ve been far from our own land.” 
 
    “So where are you two from, then? Some little lost village in the middle of the mountains?” 
 
    As soon as she had asked that, the two friends looked at each other a moment. 
 
    And then they burst out laughing.  
 
    They laughed hysterically. All the tension and nerves had vanished, erased by the best medicinal salve ever: laughter.  
 
    “I’m glad to have entertained you so much. I see that aside from exceptional combat abilities, you also have a very good sense of humor.”  
 
    “Please don’t be offended. My name is Komir, and this giant here is my good friend Hartz. And, yes, we are actually from a remote mountain village,” he explained with a smile. 
 
    “Oh, I see. It definitely wasn’t my intention to insult you. It’s just that your comment about never seeing a redhead surprised me. My name is Kayti, Initiated Soldier of the Custodial Brotherhood, at your service.” She bowed. 
 
    “The pleasure is all ours,” said Hartz. He went over to her and offered her his hand. She took it and shook it firmly. 
 
    Komir nodded a greeting, which she returned. 
 
    “It’s an honor to know you,” the young soldier went on. “I owe you my life, and that’s something I’ll never forget.” 
 
    “It was nothing. Actually, it was quite entertaining. We sort of felt like crushing a few skulls,” said Hartz enthusiastically. 
 
    “I promise to pay back the debt of life I owe to you. However long it takes. You have my word.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s not necessary,” said Komir, trying to play down what had happened. “You don’t owe us anything. It was pure chance that had us passing by here at just the right moment.”  
 
    “Some things in life are not necessarily coincidence...” she replied, suddenly introspective. “Perhaps the gods have guided our paths to this crossroads... Perhaps it wasn’t mere luck...” 
 
    Hartz shrugged. “I’m leaning toward simple luck, nothing more. The goddesses are always too busy to pay attention to our insignificant lives. So where are you from? And what are you doing here?” 
 
    “We are from a faraway kingdom in the lands of the East: the kingdom of Irinel. It’s a long way from here—almost on the other side of the continent. You probably haven’t ever even heard of it.” 
 
    “So that’s where your accent is from...” Komir put in. 
 
    “Yes, I can’t disguise it. My language is quite different from yours. Luckily as part of my instruction I was trained in the Unified Language of the West.” 
 
    “I see. What we’re speaking isn’t our native language either. We’re Norriel, from the tribes that dwell in the mountains of the highlands, north of the border with the territory of Rogdon. We speak our own ancestral language, though we’re taught the Unified Language of the West so that we can communicate with the Rogdonians and the other peoples from that part of the continent.” 
 
    “Norriel, eh?” 
 
    “And very proud of it,” responded Hartz, puffing out his chest.  
 
    “I’ve heard things about your tribes, and it’s not all great...” 
 
    “Oh! So they’ve told you the truth, then!” howled Hartz, swelling even more with pride. 
 
    “Ha ha ha! I just hope my command of the Unified Language is good enough for us to understand one another,” laughed Kayti. 
 
    “If you could ease up a bit on that accent I don’t think we’ll have any problem communicating,” Komir teased her. 
 
    “I’ll try to remember that.” 
 
    Hartz studied the redhead’s heavy armor. 
 
    “You’re soldiers?” 
 
    “No. We belong to the Custodial Brotherhood, and we were accompanying our Master on an assignment.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of your kingdom, or this Brotherhood of yours. Are you religious? And why are you wearing armor? That’s kind of strange, isn’t it?” 
 
    Kayti smiled. “No, we’re not a religious order like the Order of the Temple of Light or other ones like it made up of priests and men of faith. The Custodial Brotherhood is an armed order whose ultimate objective is the search for and protection of Objects of Power.” 
 
    “Objects of Power?” inquired Komir, even more interested. 
 
    “Yes. We seek out and protect Objects of Power... things you would call magical. These objects in the hands of the wicked can wreak havoc... from acts of absolute evil that can affect just a few people, or even hundreds, to provoking wars among the various kingdoms of the continent—including a complete destruction of the delicate balance between good and evil. Our mission is to keep that from happening. We dedicate our lives to that end, following a strict code of conduct imposed by the Grand Master of the Brotherhood.” 
 
    Hartz observed her, still a bit confused. “Let me see if I understand... So you’re like monastic warriors who look for magical artifacts to keep them away from people so they can’t be hurt by them or hurt others with them... is that right?” 
 
    “Yes... I suppose you could explain it like that.” Kayti rubbed her chin, considering Hartz’s summary. “But it’s much more complex than you could possibly imagine... it would take me a long time to explain it to you...” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I think we understand—more or less,” said Komir. 
 
    “So, what was the assignment? And who was that Dominator who ambushed you?” questioned Hartz, his curiosity piqued. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know the answer to either question. I’m just an Initiated Soldier, the lowest rank of the Brotherhood. I was assigned to Knight Ulvin... who is lying over there, dead,” she explained, pointing at one of the fallen men. He was wearing exquisitely sculpted armor that had an eagle engraved on the breastplate. “I don’t know what the assignment was or why we were ambushed.” 
 
    “Any theories?” inquired Komir as he sat on a rock to rest. 
 
    “I can only guess that it was about something important, but I don’t know—” 
 
    “And what are you going to do now? You are alone and very far from home,” Hartz asked her. 
 
    “I suppose I’ll go to the nearest city and try to notify my superiors. I need to find a post with carrier pigeons, to help me get in touch with the kingdom of Irinel or with one of the eastern kingdoms beyond the Endless Prairies and the Thousand Lakes. From a major commercial city, I should be able to communicate with one of the five city-states on the east coast, at the edge of the continent. The Federation of Free Cities has established a messenger service with the larger kingdoms. I should be able to communicate with my kingdom from there.” 
 
    “City-states?” asked Hartz. 
 
    “Yes. On the east coast, where the continent of Tremia ends. The five important and heavily populated cities there have been competing among themselves for as long as anyone can remember for lucrative maritime commerce and the power it generates. They’ve been constantly at war for more than one hundred years, and the alliances, betrayals, and madness of the rulers of those incredibly strong civilizations is legendary. They’ve recently formed an alliance to end the wars and deal with the ever-constant threat from the South by the Nocean Empire’s mighty military, and that of the kingdom of Norghana to the north. And I’d say, from the looks on your faces, you don’t know anything about those faraway lands or their history.” 
 
    “Well, no, we don’t know anything about any of that,” smiled Hartz, shrugging his shoulders. “We’re on our way to the west coast. We don’t know much about this region. But we do know there are a couple of important coastal cities not far from here. You can travel with us if you want. You’d be safer.”  
 
    “I appreciate this... I truly do...” said Kayti, bowing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They rested a short while, and once they had regained their strength the two friends searched the dead bodies for money or anything of value—and had no qualms about it. It was as if this was the most natural thing in the world. When they had finished, they put their armor back on and picked up their bearskin capes. 
 
    Meanwhile Kayti put various objects belonging to the members of her party in a leather satchel. With great remorse, unable to fight back the tears, she recited several prayers to the Custodial Lady Zuline, Patroness of the Order and Foundress of the Custodial Brotherhood.  
 
    As she finished her prayer, she pleaded sorrowfully: “I beg of you, Our Lady, to protect your valiant brothers, fallen here today in your name, as they travel to the celestial kingdom of the brave, so that by your side they may continue to serve the cause of goodness for the sake of all humanity.” 
 
    Then the three travelers started walking toward the west, following the path that would take them to the coast. The sea could not be further than a few days’ hike. 
 
    The sea that bathed the west coast: the Rogdon Sea. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Earth... Be... Earth... Become 
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    Aliana, Gerart. —Usik Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aliana gazed at the great cavern with its mahogany-colored walls and sky-high blackened domes as the group crept forward. Huge stalactites, thousands of years old, hung from the ceiling above their heads. With the exception of a few small rocky formations in the middle, the vast cave was empty. The far side was completely enveloped in shadows. The group stopped to take in the great stalactites that adorned the entire length of the vault. 
 
    “What are those rock formations hanging all through this room?” asked Kendas, staring at the ceiling. 
 
    “They’re stalactites—mineral formations that are formed from a drop of water. They’ve been here a thousand years,” answered the Prince as he moved forward with the torch held high.  
 
    “A thousand years?” Kendas’ mouth hung open as he continued to gape in fascination at the ceiling. 
 
    “Looks like the country bumpkin has never set foot in a simple cave!” joked the Sergeant, chuckling. 
 
    Kendas blushed. “No, Sergeant... We don’t have caves near the farm where I was born.” 
 
    Lomar smiled. “Actually, I’ve never been in a cave like this before, either. Close to Rilentor, there aren’t any—” 
 
    “What a couple of fledglings!” snorted the Sergeant. “I can assure you there are plenty of caves in our kingdom.”  
 
    Gerart smiled. He took a few steps forward and peered into the back of the cavern. It was so obscured in darkness that an entire army could be hiding there and they would never see it. “I’ll go first, and if I don’t see anything lying in wait for us in the shadows when I get to the other end I’ll let you know it’s all right to come over.” Without giving his men a chance to protest, he began walking across the cave. 
 
    Mortuc cursed under his breath, but the Prince ignored him. 
 
    After several tense moments, Gerart made it to the other side of the massive cave and stopped. He waved the torch in the darkness. Then he signaled to the others to come forward.  
 
    “Come on in! It’s all clear, but there’s another rectangular stone just like the one before. Kendas, we’ll need some earth to get it to open.” He took a few steps back toward the middle of the cave to wait for them. 
 
    The rest of the group began walking toward the Prince. When they were only a few steps away from Gerart they stopped in their tracks. 
 
    The Prince looked at them in surprise. “What’s going on? Why did you stop? Get over here—we have to open this passageway if we want to keep going.” 
 
    It was then that they saw it for the first time: something that would affect the evolution of everything to come, enfolding their future in mortal danger.  
 
    Behind Gerart, the arcane slab of black stone that sealed the passage had silently opened, and a sinister shape had appeared behind the unsuspecting Prince. The shock of seeing the mysterious figure come out of nowhere, combined with fear for Gerart’s life, slammed into Aliana like a hammer on an anvil. She stood there unable to speak, the terror which caught in her throat keeping her from screaming a warning. 
 
    The hooded figure was wearing a long white robe with gold edging. With one hand he was brandishing a staff, and appeared to be holding a small golden tome in the other. His face remained hidden beneath the white hood, but two golden eyes shone intensely in the dark cavern. His mere presence cast a veil of terror over the scene. 
 
    The spirit of the Usik legends is right here in front of us. Unbelievable! In spite of her concern for Gerart, Aliana felt a surge of nervous excitement.  
 
    “Behind you, Gerart!” thundered Mortuc’s powerful voice. 
 
    Gerart spun around. Just ten steps from him stood the gloomy figure. 
 
    Before he could react, the sinister being raised its staff and muttered something in an unrecognizable language. Gerart unsheathed his sword and hesitantly advanced toward the spirit. It turned and quickly disappeared through a fissure in the wall of rock, which instantly resealed itself with the stone slab. 
 
    The Prince stopped and looked at his companions in astonishment. A deep buzzing sound began to spread through the cavern, causing a powerful vibration on the floor as its intensity slowly increased. The cave began to shake violently, as if it were the epicenter of an earthquake. They fought to keep their balance.  
 
    Instinctively everyone looked at the ceiling. 
 
    The stalactites were vibrating. More noticeably with each passing moment.  
 
    “Just as I’d feared—it’s a trap! Run!” shouted Mortuc. 
 
    They all took off at a dead run toward the entrance—except for Gerart who only managed to make it to the nearest sealed door a split second before the stalactites began detaching and falling like butcher’s-knives onto the ill-fated adventurers. 
 
    “We won’t make it! It’s too far!” shouted Kendas, miraculously avoiding a massive stalactite that had fallen from directly above him. 
 
    “The left wall! Run! Get against the left wall!” shouted Lomar, pointing frantically toward the nearest wall. 
 
    The stalactites were coming down from all sides, crashing thunderously onto the floor, shattering into thousands of pieces of rock that exploded in all directions. One huge fragment ricocheted off the floor and hit Lomar in the side, knocking him off balance. He fell flat on his face. The moment Kendas saw him he stopped running and went back to help his friend. He bent over to help him up, and did not see the colossal stalactite falling straight towards them.  
 
    “Watch out!” Aliana screamed, frantically pointing at the ceiling with a horrible certainty that they were doomed.  
 
    Faster than lighting, a strongly-built man appeared before Aliana’s eyes and threw himself at the two soldiers, who were trying to stand up again. A split second before the stalactite would have crushed the two Lancers, the Sergeant had slammed into the two men, knocking them against the wall they had been trying to reach. Mortuc was propelled toward the wall on the right. The gigantic stalactite smashed into the empty space where the two Lancers had been just a heartbeat before, but the powerful explosion of rock shards and stones hit the Sergeant. Groaning in pain, he staggered toward the wall. 
 
    The earthquake intensified.  
 
    It seemed as though the entire cavern was collapsing from the violent clash of rock on rock.  
 
    When Aliana saw that her friends had been saved from a certain death, she was filled with a moment of elation that abruptly ended when she was struck by a shard of rock. She was no more than six steps from the wall where her companions had taken refuge when she felt the sharp pain in her side.  
 
    She ran faster. I’m going to make it. I’m almost there... a little farther... 
 
    Three steps later she leapt through the air, reaching out toward her companions. Faces full of worry, they reached their arms out toward her. A stalactite detonated into thousands of razor-sharp shards to her left. She felt an intense pain in her left shoulder as she was thrown to the right. The impact knocked her bow and quiver off her back. She knew she had been wounded by the fragments, so she tried to stop herself from sliding so as to determine how serious the wounds were... but all she could see was the blood soaking her tunic under her breastplate as she skidded across the floor. Then Sergeant Mortuc’s strong hands were there to stop her. She looked into his deep brown eyes. 
 
    “I’m hurt... it hit me.” 
 
    And she lost consciousness. 
 
    Darkness washed over her. She could not feel her body. Nothing. The pain had disappeared; coldness had taken over her being. Her legs would not move. She tried to open her eyes, but her body would not respond. Terror penetrated her spirit. She was completely defenseless. From the depths of the darkness engulfing her, two brilliant golden eyes loomed overhead. She could not make out a face. Just those intense, threatening eyes. Fear swelled inside her... she felt as if a feline beast of prey was approaching her face, but she could not get away. Unable to move a muscle, she was trapped inside her own body with no hope of escape. 
 
    It was the Ilenian spirit from the Usik legends! 
 
    As the gleaming eyes hovered over her face, a message began to form in her mind... Strange words. Unintelligible at first, but they slowly began to take shape. 
 
      
 
    Go... Leave 
 
    Away... Temple 
 
    Sacred... Ancestors 
 
    Die... All... Death 
 
    Earth... Be... Earth... Become 
 
      
 
    Frightened by the spirit’s message, Aliana held tightly to the only thing she could trust: her Gift. The bluish force began to glow inside her, coming to life and flowing out from every atom in her being. She concentrated first on her chest. As the light shone ever brighter, the evil, menacing eyes of the spirit faded into its warm, bluish glow. With a mental command she sent the healing energy throughout her body. As the malicious eyes disappeared into the darkness, pain began to overwhelm her body, a stabbing pain in her shoulder and side. She sent more energy toward the source of the pain, concentrating on identifying and healing her wounds. The cuts were deep, the wounds ugly. She centered all her power on healing the wounds and stopping the hemorrhaging, thoroughly exerting her energies. Little by little the blackness began to vanish, replaced by the comforting light. 
 
    “Aliana! Wake up!” Mortuc encouraged her. 
 
    “Aliana, please come back to us!” Gerart begged. 
 
    Their familiar voices brought her back to full consciousness. She opened her eyes and saw that she was still on the floor of the immense cave, with the wall behind her, surrounded by her companions. There were no more vibrations; the earthquake had passed. She looked up at Gerart, who was kneeling at her side overcome with worry. Behind him she saw Mortuc, flanked by Lomar and Kendas. They were all looking at her anxiously. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m all right. I just need a moment to recover.” Her face revealed that she was still in pain. 
 
    “Thanks be to the Light!” exclaimed Gerart. “For a moment I thought we were going to lose you. I would never, ever, have forgiven myself... if something happened to you... I don’t know what I’d do,” the Prince confessed inadvertently as the gravity of what he had just been through caught up with him. 
 
    “It wasn’t serious. Don’t worry, Gerart. I’m fine. It’s just a few cuts and an awful scare.” 
 
    “You lost consciousness for quite a while,” said Mortuc as he checked her pulse. “You have a deep cut in your shoulder and another in your side. We stopped the bleeding as best we could, but we need to suture them right away.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant. I healed most of the injuries, but you’re right—if we don’t sew them up they could open again and could easily get infected. Once they’re closed up I’ll finish as much of the healing as my Gift will allow.” 
 
    “I always carry a curved needle, thread, and ointment with me for situations just like this.” The Sergeant took out a small leather satchel he had tied around his waist. “If you’re ready, I’ll take care of closing up these nasty wounds. I’ve been treating wounds for many years in the Royal Army. They’re an occupational hazard. I can assure you I’m an expert with the needle. You’ll barely even see the scars!” He smiled and winked at the Healer. 
 
    “I am sure you’re quite an expert, Mortuc. Go ahead.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the Sergeant had closed her wounds with the skill of an experienced army surgeon. Aliana finished the healing process and, leaned against the wall in exhaustion, trying to recover. Her four companions watched her attentively. 
 
    “You almost died, Aliana,” Gerart told her, his voice marked with worry. “Maybe you should go back to be with the rest of the group. We don’t know what other dangers are awaiting us in this cave.” 
 
    “Not a chance. I won’t leave here without Haradin. Many brave men died so that we could make it this far. I’m not turning back now just because my life is in danger. If I die, so be it!” 
 
    “We can take care of that spirit with the golden eyes,” Kendas volunteered. “Lomar and I will go after him and bring him back skewered on our swords. Don’t you worry. All we need is an order.” 
 
    “That’s no spirit! It’s nothing more than a mage, a cunning wizard,” Gerart snapped. “You two will stay where you are. We’ll all go on together. Under no circumstances will we separate. We’ll have a much better chance if we stay together. Have I made myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness!” the two soldiers replied in unison. 
 
    Aliana noticed Mortuc grinning at the forcefulness of the Prince’s words. The Healer got back on her feet with Gerart’s help, then took a drink of water. She checked the condition of her wounds, bandaged them, and asked Gerart to help her put her breastplate back on. Then she picked up her bow and quiver and slung them over her shoulder. 
 
    Once she was ready to go, she explained to the group what she had experienced. “The guardian, whether or not he’s a spirit, spoke to me while I was unconscious. He vowed to kill us if we don’t leave his temple—Temple of the Earth, he called it, or at least that’s what I think I heard. It proves we’re in the right place, the place where Haradin was headed, the second of the lost Ilenian temples... the great Temple of the Earth. Based on what I heard, it sounded as though it must be sacred to him, a temple belonging to his ancestors—if I understood correctly. I just can’t be sure. He also mentioned something about earth becoming earth. I don’t know if that’s exactly what he meant, but his threat was perfectly clear. If we go on, he’ll kill us. I have no doubt about that.” 
 
    “Well, that confirms we’re on Haradin’s trail. At least this is the right cave—the temple must be further into the bowels of this mountain,” Gerart suggested. 
 
    “There’s one thing more we haven’t considered,” said Aliana. “If Haradin was right, and it looks as though he was, that being, that spirit, could be part of the Lost Civilization—the Ilenians.” 
 
    Everyone looked at her in silence, contemplating the significance of what she had just said. 
 
    “But that’s not possible,” the Prince reasoned. “The Lost Civilization disappeared a long, long time ago. Some scholars from the Temple of Light estimate it as more than three millennia ago.”  
 
    “I know, but what other explanation is there?” said Aliana. 
 
    “A descendant with the mission of protecting the place from strangers?” suggested Kendas. 
 
    “In Rilentor it’s common knowledge that the Ilenians had great mages who built monoliths of incredible power,” Lomar put in. “My uncle always told me that even though their disappearance is a mystery, somewhere in Tremia there must be some hidden traces. We might very well be in the midst of one of them. And Kendas could be right—maybe he’s a descendant, with the sacred duty to protect this place.” 
 
    “Mage or no, Ilenian or no, descendant or no, I won’t permit this prancing fool in a white robe to play with us again,” declared the Sergeant. He put his right hand to the hilt of his sword. “Kendas, Lomar, light the torches and lead the way. Keep your eyes peeled. I don’t want any more surprises.” 
 
    When the group came to the end of the cave, Kendas tossed some of the dirt he was carrying with him onto the rectangular slab that sealed the opening. Again they witnessed the strange Ilenian magic and were completely captivated by the reaction between the earth and the arcane stone. Without a sound the slab slid away, giving way to a grotto even deeper and gloomier than the previous one.  
 
    The adventurers peered mistrustfully into the cavern, fearful that yet another trap was waiting for them.  
 
    On the walls of shining black stone, two parallel lines of strange, golden symbols seemed to tell an interminable story. By the light of the torches they could see that the golden characters in the two lines covered the walls of the entire cave with their strange and unintelligible message. Everyone in the group stared silently at the symbols, trying to decipher their meaning. But no one could. 
 
    The floor of the grotto was covered with dirt instead of stone. 
 
    “Strange,” said Kendas as he crouched down and scooped up a handful of the dark earth that covered the floor.  
 
    “Earth...” said Aliana, remembering the spirit’s cryptic words.  
 
    Sergeant Mortuc walked toward the center of the cave, accompanied by Kendas and Lomar. When they came close to it they could make out two enormous formations of solid rock that shone with an intense reddish color. Scattered forebodingly around them in a large circle were the remains of what must have been fifty or so corpses. The flesh of the dried-out skeletons had long since been devoured by the lengthy passage of time... skeletons of warriors in armor from different origins. The grim scene revealed by the faint light of the torches stopped them in their tracks.  
 
    “What the hell happened here?” asked the Sergeant as he gazed at the fallen soldiers. 
 
    “I don’t know, but these warriors have been dead a long time,” replied Lomar, holding out the torch to shed more light on the ominous sight.  
 
    “Yes,” said Kendas, “and judging by the different types of armor and swords, I’d say they belonged to different expeditions, and it goes without saying they all met their end here.”  
 
    “It’s clear we’re not the first visitors to this temple and—you’re right—these visitors died here. We’d best be prepared for an ambush,” said the Prince as he unsheathed his sword. “They may not have made it out of here alive, but we most definitely will. Everyone, on the alert!” 
 
    The rest of the group drew their swords, while Aliana took the bow from her back and armed it with an arrow. All were on guard and expectant.  
 
    But nothing happened. Everything in that cave, with the exception of the group of adventurers, was lifeless. 
 
    Aliana’s attention was drawn to something sparkling on the floor. She took a few steps forward to have a look. Her fellow travelers immediately followed. The long object next to one of the skeletons seemed vaguely familiar to her. Cautiously she stepped closer to get a better look, trying not to step on any of the cadavers. Where had she seen that wooden hilt with all those extravagant silver symbols inlaid on it? It was deeply familiar to her; she recognized it but could not place it. She set her bow down and picked up the hilt. It was then that she realized it was not the hilt of a sword as she had initially thought, but a staff.  
 
    Aliana had indeed seen that staff before. 
 
    It was Haradin the Mage’s staff of power.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fond Memories 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti —Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
      
 
      
 
    The trip toward the coast of Rogdon was going smoothly, and Kayti, Hartz, and Komir were moving along the wide dirt path at a good clip. The morning before, they had left the thick forests behind them, and now the countryside was opening up before their eyes to reveal a large area of flat land carpeted in different shades of green. It was covered with tall grass and dotted with small rocky formations of a sparkling gray.  
 
    In the late afternoon they came to a fork in the path. Unsure which way to go, they stopped to consider their options. Komir rooted through his well-worn travel sack and pulled out the old map drawn on leather which Suason, the tribe’s Healer, had given him. He studied it for a moment, trying to establish their current position. 
 
    “Based on the number of days we’ve been traveling southwest in Rogdonian territory, I would say... we’re already close, a little north of the big port city of Ocorum. Maybe a day away, no more than a day and a half if my estimation is correct and we haven’t veered too far off course... I’m not a very skilled map-reader and my sense of direction isn’t great... but I think once we get to the top of those hills we’ll be able to see the sea on the horizon and definitely the great Egia Lighthouse, which is half a day north of the city, from what Amtoko told me.”  
 
    “The trail splits off in two directions—south and west. Which do we take?” asked Hartz. 
 
    “Let’s head west; it should take us to the cliffs on the coast. From there we should be able to see our destination, the lighthouse. The path heading south probably leads to Ocorum, or maybe it continues inland toward Rilentor, the great capital of the kingdom.”  
 
    “Why are you going to that lighthouse, if I may ask?” Kayti asked softly.  
 
    Hartz looked at Komir. 
 
    Komir, reflecting for a moment on his response, answered slowly: “I have a mission to carry out. It’s personal... and very important to me. That lighthouse is part of the path toward what I am seeking. The first stop on my quest.”  
 
    “Hmm... I understand. I’m sorry I was so bold—I didn’t mean to be intrusive. The reasons that led you here are none of my concern, especially if they’re personal. If you like, I could go with you to the lighthouse. I’d like to help you if the opportunity should arise. After all, you saved my life, and I owe you a debt of gratitude. Perhaps I could be of some use on your mission, and since Ocorum is the closest city, it’s not really out of my way.”  
 
    “I don’t mind if you go with us, I welcome your help. But remember that we’re the ones in charge.” 
 
    Kayti nodded. 
 
    Not long afterwards they reached the summit of the hill, and the never-ending sea welcomed them with its beautiful azure smile. Its vastness, like a magical dream, enveloped them in calm. The landscape was spectacular, and the three travelers stopped in their tracks, completely enchanted, to take it all in. They were at the edge of a high cliff from which they could see the ocean stretching infinitely out toward the horizon. Twilight was gently setting in, embellishing the sunset with its soft golden hues. Ikzuge, Goddess of the Sun, was making her inexorable descent toward the sea, concealing herself within it in her perpetual cycle as she gave way to her sister Igrali, Goddess of the Moon, who would soon be decorating the heavens surrounding them. As the golden Goddess slipped into the sea, she bathed the skyline with a stunning cape of gold and amber. Little by little, she withdrew her warm presence. The sky, a living mirror of the sea, was saturated with a soft orange radiance that submerged them for a moment in peace and tranquility. 
 
    The three gazed at the incomparable sunset as they sat resting on the grass, having something to eat from their provisions: dried meat, hard bread, a bit of cheese.  
 
    A short distance to the south they could make out a fire burning at the very top of the impressive Egia Lighthouse. It was situated where the land jutted out from a steep cliff that dropped into the sea with not the slightest fear of its fury. It was a gigantic construction of white stone, more than a hundred and twenty feet high, and rectangular. The windows were in pairs on each of its four walls. Beneath a pointed roof at the top burned the fire that warned ships heading toward the city of Ocorum of the lethal rocks and cliffs of the coast. 
 
    Komir was surprised at the size of the imposing structure. It was much bigger than he had imagined it from what he had heard in his village. To build something of those proportions would have taken an enormous amount of design and construction work: years of hard labor. The Norriel were not notable builders; their buildings were basic and functional, so this impressive structure fascinated him. How could the people of Rogdon have built something so immense? 
 
    In the lower part of the lighthouse were two metal doors. Protecting the doors at the base of the structure, a circular wall of impressive width and height rose to form a barrier that prevented access to the lighthouse and served as a defensive perimeter in case of attack. Fortunately there did not seem to be a garrison of Rogdonian soldiers stationed in the tower.  
 
    “What do we do, Komir? Do we go now or wait until daybreak?” Hartz asked as he looked toward the lighthouse.  
 
    “Let’s wait until morning. At night in an enclosed tower we won’t see much—even with torches.” 
 
    “All right. Then let’s make a small fire and get some sleep. The rest will do us good. But I think it’s best if we keep watch the way we’ve been doing. I prefer to sleep less—but safe.” Hartz gave the trace of a smile. 
 
    “I’m with you.” 
 
    Hartz organized the plan as he gathered some dry sticks for the fire. “Kayti, you do the first watch, then Komir and, lastly, your humble servant.” 
 
    “You don’t always have to put me on first watch, you know. That kind of chivalry makes me doubt if you two are really the wild mountain men you say you are,” Kayti teased him. 
 
    “Ha! You’re completely right about that, said Hartz in his deep voice, and laughed. “We’re not honoring the reputation as brutes and savages we Norriel have worked so hard to earn.” His deep laughter was so contagious that Komir could not help but start laughing too. Kayti watched them a moment and then joined in the fun, laughing along with the two Norriel.  
 
    They set up camp with renewed enthusiasm. Though the night air was mild next to the vast open sea, they lit a small fire to keep themselves warm and then lay down to rest in the comfort of its dancing flames. They could hear the rhythmic drumming of the waves tirelessly washing against walls of the cliffs with each tide. Sleep came quickly under the attentive watch of the lighthouse’s ever-vigilant flame. It seemed as though nothing could happen to them, as if they were completely protected and safe from all harm. 
 
    And embracing that tranquility, Komir dreamed. 
 
    He dreamed of a better time, a time of joy, at his beloved father’s side. 
 
    He was immersed in one of their happy days of hunting together, recalling each moment as if it were really happening. His heart was full of a joy that he would never know again. 
 
    It was the day when they had returned from hunting the dangerous wild boar of the northeastern forests, past the foggy barren plains. It had been an emotional—and dangerous—day, since their prey had suddenly turned on them and they thought they would surely be faced with tragedy. But luckily the two arrows—father’s and son’s—hit their target at the last instant, eliminating the threat. 
 
    If hunting a wild boar was never an easy task, transporting it was even less so. Komir dreamed how they had proudly carried their kill on their shoulders and somehow managed not to collapse under its weight. He dreamed of how on the trip back to the farm Komir had asked Ulis about Norriel traditions: one of his favorite topics. He never tired of hearing about them. 
 
    “Tell me, Father, is the legend of Enesis true? Or is it just a myth made up by our ancestors as part of the tribe’s folklore?” he had asked in hopes of getting his father to tell him the familiar story again. 
 
    Ulis squatted down beside him and drank from the spring. After vigorously washing his face and hair, he replied, “It isn’t a myth, Komir. The legend is true, and that’s why it’s been passed down from fathers to sons for many generations. All young people in the tribe begin their training as warriors at the age of six, according to the decree of this tradition that has guaranteed the survival of our people. That training—Udag—is vital for the Norriel people. Otherwise the powerful kingdom of Rogdon and other nations more advanced than ours would have conquered and annexed us long ago. That we are still free is thanks to our formidable warriors who have fended off the last two invasion attempts.” 
 
    Komir nodded.  
 
    “This tradition was created and imposed by Enesis the Wise, the first great leader and unifier of the northern tribes, to guarantee the longevity of his people in an era when clans were constantly fighting among themselves for control of the territory.” 
 
    “So is it true that it was Enesis who created Udag after a bloody defeat?” 
 
    Ulis sat down in the grass and invited his son to sit next to him so that he could tell him the story, as his father had done with him and his father’s father before him.  
 
    Komir sat down and listened in delight.  
 
    “The Norriel legend tells of Enesis, one cold winter morning, in the middle of a thick fog, suffering a bitter defeat in a bloody battle on the plains to the south of the Laihi River. During the battle his only son, Ebar, was killed. His warriors had been beaten by a smaller number of adversaries, who were more highly skilled. He knew then and there that his warriors’ training had to change. An expert, well-trained and well-prepared warrior was of more value than three inexperienced warriors. Mere numbers did not ensure victory. Enesis, seized by fury and grief, took Ebar’s lifeless body in his arms, walked to the middle of the square of the town under his protection and cried to the heavens at the top of his voice, overcome with anguish, cursing the day and swearing that nothing like that would ever happen again. Showing his son’s body to all those gathered there, he proclaimed the beginning of a new era, an era of empowering the tribe in honor of his fallen son, who would never take over his place as ruler. He organized a competition among all the warriors of the tribe to determine who was the best, most skilled fighter. The winner was sworn in as Master Warrior, a title that would carry great honor and responsibility. He created that position of privilege with the sole objective of teaching and training all the warriors in the tribe, men as well as children. The Master Warrior would renounce his former profession and his life would be dedicated exclusively to the study, perfecting, and teaching of combat. That would be his purpose from that day on. In turn, the Master Warrior would choose his assistants from among the warriors who demonstrated the best skills with different weapons, and would so create a hierarchy of instructors. And so, the legend goes, Udag was born, and that is why today in each village there is a Master Warrior who conducts daily training for men, women, and children from the age of six on.” 
 
    “A wise man.” 
 
    “Yes, with a vision born out of pain for the loss of his son, but which served to strengthen the tribe. With time, Enesis became the first great leader of the Norriel people and succeeded in uniting almost all the northern tribes, some through conquest and subjugation and others through blood oaths. He built up an extensive territory that stretched throughout the highlands, the present-day lands of the Norriel. Many of our current traditions and tribal laws that have been passed from generation to generation were created during Enesis’ reign; that’s where the nickname The Wise came from. Remember these words, Komir. Remember the legend, because someday you will be able to proudly pass it on to your own son.” 
 
    Komir smiled and shook his head. “It will be a long time before that day arrives, Father, but I’ll do it, you can be sure of that. The legend is our tradition and an important part of our legacy and I’ll pass it on to my children—if I have some one day.” 
 
    “You will, young Norriel. Someday you will have them. And always honor the traditions of your lineage so that your offspring may be the guardians and messengers of your people’s knowledge.” 
 
    “I will, Father.”  
 
    They stood up again, carrying the precious boar on their backs and resuming their journey toward their village. 
 
    After walking awhile, they stopped to drink from the river. The cool, fresh water, descending on its winding path from the soul of the high mountains, calmed their thirst and their spirits. 
 
    Komir dreamed of gazing at his father’s smiling face, enjoying the coolness of the water and his company. He had deeply loved that man... had learned so much from him and spent incomparable moments under his wing... 
 
    Knowledge from a Norriel father instilled in his son through oral tradition.  
 
    A time of joy and happiness. 
 
    An evocation of a better time.  
 
    That pleasant and comforting tableau, so vivid that he could not tell if it was nothing more than a dream, brought him the calm he was longing for. And for the first time in a very long time, he slept.  
 
    A restful sleep, free from nightmares.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 *** 
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    Isuzeni, Queen Yuzumi (The Dark Lady) —Toyomi Continent— 
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    While Komir and his companions rested, a sinister figure was plotting in the faraway continent of Toyomi. Conspiring to shape Destiny in favor of his Queen, to bring chaos and destruction to the powerful kingdoms of Tremia. To end Komir’s life. The Dark Lady wanted him dead, and she always got her way. 
 
    Isuzeni was uneasy. Preoccupied, his spirit stirred restlessly; his frame of mind was more brooding than usual. He pondered silently, his slanted eyes closed. The news he had received from Tremia had not been at all what he had been hoping for. How he despised that continent on the other side of the seas and its pathetic, round-eyed, long-nosed men. 
 
    The Dark Lady, conqueror and now sovereign of all Toyomi—their beloved continent—was displeased: thoroughly displeased. And this was a problem for everyone, without exception. Their mistress’ fury was without parallel, so any misstep or failure was inconceivable. The punishment for such offenses: unthinkable torture so cruel that death would be a blessing for anyone unfortunate enough to have to endure her wrath. Even he, her closest and most devoted servant, who had spent years in her service, ran the risk of ending up in the torture chamber in the depths of the royal palace’s dungeon. There the agonized cries of the Queen’s enemies sounded incessantly, like an inescapable nightmare.  
 
    It is imperative that I sort out the course of events without delay before another mishap further infuriates my mistress.  
 
    Isuzeni moved away from the large window of the luxurious office where he planned and managed his Queen’s schemes. It was in the Imperial Palace’s west wing, adjacent to the large royal chamber where Yuzumi carried out her desires, so that Isuzeni felt he was both too close to and too far from his mistress. That day in particular he felt she was uncomfortably close, even if six Imperial Moyuki Guards were fearlessly guarding the room. Like black marble statues they remained silent behind their macabre masks, faithful to their mission: to protect him from harm. He was well accustomed to their presence—his own personal guard, appointed by the Queen. It was actually quite a privilege; it meant the Dark Lady kept his well-being in mind and that was, in and of itself, an unequaled accomplishment. 
 
    He sat down behind the exquisite carved oak desk and grasped the edges with his small yellowish hands. Contact with the elegant oak calmed him. He sighed as he observed the imposing map of Toyomi above his desk, its nine kingdoms clearly demarcated. 
 
    I am the Queen’s right-hand man, her personal Counselor, the most powerful man on this entire continent. I am the High Priest of the Cult of Imork, the most powerful cult in the Empire. My wishes are instantaneously fulfilled; my word is law. I should fear nothing.  
 
    I am wealth. I am happiness. I am death. No one dares get in the way of my desires; I am a demigod in these lands. 
 
    Finally he relaxed completely and exhaled. 
 
    The reason for his lady’s anger? The ever-elusive Marked. 
 
    He had miraculously slipped through his fingers, and Isuzeni still could not explain how. The White Tigers had never failed in a hunting mission. Somehow the Marked had managed to escape them and had fled the highlands. An unexpected surprise. A serious setback in the Dark Lady’s plans. He had to find the Marked and kill him, whatever the cost. This was imperative; nothing in the world was more important. 
 
    So The Premonition had to be prevented no matter what.  
 
    The Premonition... 
 
    Just thinking about it, a cold sweat began to run down his temple: tangible evidence that his anxiety was rapidly increasing. The ominous Premonition... from the day it came to be, it had forever marked the Queen’s destiny and his own.  
 
    He stood up and walked resolutely to the tall cabinet behind his desk. He placed the golden key in the lock and opened it, then looked for the coveted black velvet box. 
 
    The precious object was resting inside it.  
 
    To find and obtain that mystical Object of Power had taken countless years and innumerable headaches. The Dark Lady herself had tirelessly searched for it from the moment she had learned of its existence. 
 
    And it had been that Object that had produced The Premonition. 
 
    Many men had lost their lives in a vain attempt to hide that power from the Queen. But nothing and no-one had been able to stop his mistress. 
 
    Isuzeni remembered it as though it were yesterday... the face of the hapless King Ikotomo, the day the Dark Lady’s army vanquished his troops and took his palace. His eyes were the living embodiment of defeat, two lifeless and empty wells that were painfully aware of the fatal destiny in store for them. In his trembling hands was the black velvet box that he had tried to keep from the Queen. King Ikotomo’s death would go down in the annals of Toyomi’s history as one of the most violent and atrocious. The Dark Lady had ordered that the tragic King be skinned alive until there was not a speck of dermis still attached to his body, and the shreds of his skin were to be scattered across his former kingdom. Using dark enchantments, she was able to prolong the poor man’s life; just as he would arrive at the threshold of death, she would cruelly deny him its release. The merciless torture went on for months. After that, she had ordered that his eyes be gouged out; days later, that his tongue be cut out. He was tied to a wooden post secured on a wagon and paraded around his former territories so that all would see and understand what would await those who dared to cross the Dark Lady. Finally the unfortunate soul died, his mind long since lost in an abyss of madness. 
 
    The Dark Lady’s desires must not be denied. She wanted the Object, and what the Queen longs for, the Queen shall have. 
 
    He opened the fine, velvet box and took the priceless Object from it. 
 
    The Skull of Destiny.  
 
    The feel of his hand against the crystal of the translucent human skull comforted him. Its deadly, freezing cold was oddly soothing. 
 
    Just a short time... only a moment or two... 
 
    He knew that prolonged exposure of the skull was lethal to humans... No, there would be no premonition—not for him, much to his dismay. Only a select few, incredibly special individuals could make use of the power within the Skull of Destiny. Unfortunately he was not one of them. But the Dark Lady did possess that invaluable ability. She had been blessed with the talent of invoking premonitions using the Skull’s mystic powers. Even so, Isuzeni was not prepared to give up. He would continue studying the arcane object, uncovering little by little the black magic required to control it. And one day he would succeed. He was painfully aware that his Gift was not yet sufficiently developed or powerful enough to master the Skull, but it was only a matter of time. He would find a way to break into its secret, and sooner or later the Skull of Destiny would be his. Just the thought that he would be able to see into the future, to catch a glimpse of what was to come, made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end. 
 
    Someday. 
 
    He would do it. 
 
    He would invoke a premonition. 
 
    It was an unbelievable power, having the ability to know beforehand what significant events would transpire and being able to prepare for them. And even more important— what made the Skull so valuable—was the possibility that those events could be changed if he so desired. Destiny was not written in stone, as the greater part of the ignorant populace might believe; it could be changed if a powerful force were to do what was required at exactly the right moment. That would not be at all easy; it would be maddeningly difficult, in fact, and only within the reach of a few chosen elite. But it was possible. Isuzeni had been a witness to such an occurrence; he had seen it with his own eyes. He had helped his Queen change a destiny, to modify the outcome of the most important battle of their lives when the future of the continent as well as the life of his mistress—and his own—were at stake. 
 
    Isuzeni tightened his fist. Destiny is in the hands of the one with guts enough to seize it and make it his own! The rest are nothing more than lambs whose final destiny is irrevocably the slaughterhouse. They are nothing more than food for Imork, master of the eternal night, who waits patiently to devour their feeble souls.  
 
    The Queen should have been defeated in the great Battle of Ijosi; the ravens should have pecked out her eyes; the hyenas should have devoured her decaying flesh after her army was defeated. Isuzeni had witnessed the image with his own eyes as it emanated from the Skull of Destiny... the Dark Lady with her throat slit open, lying dead in a green meadow as King Osimuri, surrounded by his victorious warriors, spit on her corpse. The Queen’s army, completely annihilated. Thousands of loyal warriors dead, rivers of blood bathing the tall grasses. Death and destruction, the beast of war’s inevitable reward. The Skull’s premonition had made such a deep impact on him that he did not think he would ever be able to forget it. Those horrific images visited him in his nightmares, and he would wake soaked in sweat. Yet the Dark Lady, who had invoked the premonition with her power, had watched the images in silence, undaunted, as if observing some alter ego and not herself. She had shown no sign of fear on seeing her own death. At the end of that terrible premonition, the Dark Lady had replaced the Skull in its box and without missing a beat, had looked him straight in the eye and stated abruptly: “That destiny will not take place.” And then she had left the room. 
 
    And in fact that was exactly what happened. 
 
    That destiny had not come to pass. 
 
    It was altered. More than that, it was completely avoided by the Queen, with Isuzeni’s humble collaboration. The mission took more than three years of arduous work, risky political intrigue, midnight assassinations, bribery and all other sorts of coercion. But finally the battle on the Ijosi plateau was won. The Dark Lady had been victorious when she should have perished along with her whole army. It was precisely that battle that had changed the course of the entire war, the future of nine nations, causing the winds of triumph to blow in favor of the red flags of the Queen’s army, urging them on toward the final victory. Two years of brutal, bloody war later, she ordered that King Osimuri, the last monarch standing, should be impaled at the entrance of his ravaged royal palace. She had won the war. The nine kingdoms had finally succumbed to her power. Yuzumi, the Dark Lady, thus became the Conqueror of Toyomi, and now the entire continent was under her dominion.  
 
    It seems as if this had all transpired decades ago... I can scarcely believe it took place less than a season ago. 
 
    Lost in thought, he looked at the Skull, the object of his desires. He had been able to verify that the premonitions were always fulfilled if there were no intervention. That was why the Object was so valuable. The images the Skull provided were like a puzzle where instead of pieces that had to fit together, the pieces were the disparate images of different people, places, and even times. It was extremely difficult to understand how those pieces fit together; they were distorted visions, like the ripples on the surface of a lake after a stone is thrown in: pictorial representations to be interpreted, linked together and deciphered. They all were part of a specific event: a destiny as yet unwritten, undeveloped, and therefore still preventable.  
 
    The capricious Skull of Destiny: uncontrollable, unpredictable, and with a power that was untamable, even by the Dark Lady herself. Its premonitions occurred whenever and however its incomprehensible desires were so moved. And it always consumed the pure essence of life around it.  
 
    Isuzeni sighed. If I could control you, make you predict my future whenever I wanted to... I would be the most powerful man in the world! Looking into its empty crystal eyes he was filled with ambition. The Dark Lady has named me as your guardian. Nothing must happen to you; I shall protect you from ignorant hands, and do so with my life. No one will ever touch you, of that you can be sure. You are a treasure with which the Dark Lady has entrusted me, a treasure of unimaginable worth—though I am sure you already know that, don’t you? Yes, I am sure you do. This trust allows me the advantage of experimenting... and learning... and I will learn as long as the Dark Lady confers this privilege upon me, even if I must risk my lifein order to do so. 
 
    Carefully he placed the powerful magical Object on the map that was lying on the desk, then placed his hand on the icy crystal and concentrated on the Marked, on the search for him, on locating him. A bright sparkling that shone from the Skull told him he had awakened it. Instantly the Skull began to drain the life from Isuzeni’s body.  
 
    But once again, no premonition. 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    He felt the Skull feeding off his life force, absorbing it, but he was unable to dominate its power. After a brief span of time he pulled back his hands and reclined on his chair, totally exhausted. 
 
    Damn it! Damn you, Marked! I will find you and will kill you, whatever it takes. It is time for more drastic measures. 
 
    Clapping twice, he summoned his personal servant. 
 
    “You called, Master?” said the aged servant, who was dressed in a long silk robe in a simple style. He placed his hands together and bowed. 
 
    “Bring my thirteen disciples to the Chamber of Sacrifices at midnight,” Isuzeni commanded him. 
 
    “As you order, Master,” answered the servant, and left the room hastily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few minutes before midnight the thirteen disciples, acolytes of the Cult of Imork, made their entrance into the Temple’s Chamber of Sacrifices. They advanced slowly, two by two, with the thirteenth closing the procession. All were dressed in identical fashion: long, garnet-colored robes that had bold golden symbols around the edges. In the middle of their chests shimmered the head of a golden skeleton encircled by two interlaced serpents whose heads faced one another—the emblem of the Cult of Imork. Hanging over their backs were black velvet capes with the same golden symbol. The men, zealots through and through, had been personally selected by Isuzeni. They possessed the Gift, and the High Priest had meticulously trained them for a long time. Each and every one of the thirteen acolytes would kill or give up his life, without question or hesitation, at the snap of their master’s fingers. And this filled Isuzeni with immense pride. 
 
    “Welcome, my sons.”  
 
    “Grand Master,” responded the thirteen in unison as they bowed before Isuzeni, High Priest of the Cult. 
 
    “Prepare the Altar of Sacrifices,” ordered Isuzeni, pointing toward the elaborate altar on the polished wood floor behind him. The faint light coming from the smoking torches hanging on the wall lit the ill-fated sanctuary, which was situated in the center of a perfect black circle. The altar bore the infinite scrutiny of Imork, Lord of the Dead, depicted on an enormous tapestry that presided over the chamber; a sinister skull with long horns and fangs devouring bloody hearts. 
 
    The thirteen surrounded the altar of the gloomy room, taking care to remain outside the circle. They began to recite the psalms to Imork. Voices, deep and full, offered up words of exaltation to their Lord of Death. 
 
    As the mournful chant filled the chamber, Isuzeni commanded, “Bring in the slaves!”  
 
    Six guards pulled the two sacrificial slaves into the chamber. Isuzeni looked them over. They were young and strong and would serve their purpose well. Sensing the gravity of the situation, both tried unsuccessfully to break away. The guards dragged them across the floor until they were lying before the altar. 
 
    Isuzeni smiled. Slaves: one of the most valued resources, more abundant than gold and more essential than crops—at least for his purposes. A necessary commodity, that was what they were. Many wars and political tensions of the past among the continent’s nine kingdoms were the exclusive result of the slave trade. Their economic importance had been the cause of countless conflicts. Isuzeni had never understood the arrogance of some kingdoms of the faraway continent of Tremia, such as Rogdon, where slavery had been abolished and its commerce made a punishable offense. How dare those haughty, pretentious, big-nosed westerners go against the will of the Master of the Dead! Yes, slaves were necessary: not just for making a nation into an economic power, but for the sacrifices the gods demanded of their subjects and servants. Other more intelligent nations of Tremia, like the Nocean Empire, continued to allow slavery and promoted the slave trade. It was because of that that they were Empires—because of the wealth generated by the trafficking and exploitation of human beings. Rogdon, on the other hand, would soon pay dearly for its insolence; before long those arrogant men in blue and silver would be begging the all-powerful Imork for their lives. 
 
    The two slaves’ sobbing and pleading brought Isuzeni back to reality. With the guards holding them down, they foresaw the fatal destiny awaiting them in that chamber. 
 
    He pointed at the tallest of the two, then at the altar. 
 
    Two of the guards began to drag him to the altar. The sound of the wretched slave’s sobbing and crying out for his life was barely audible in the sealed chamber beneath the sinister chanting of the acolytes. Nothing would save this slave, as Isuzeni well knew. The guards placed the young man face up on the black marble surface of the altar and held him firmly. Isuzeni gently took the Skull of Destiny from its velvet box. He approached the unfortunate slave and asked that the thirteen be silent. 
 
    He raised the Skull with both hands and offered the slave to his god. “Master of the Dead, God of the night, hear your humble and loyal servant. Allow me to achieve what I so long for, in your temple, in your presence. We sacrifice for you the life of this slave so that we may earn your approval and placate your anger.” Isuzeni looked at the unfortunate slave, whose eyes were wide with terror. He took out the ceremonial dagger, the Dagger of Sacrifices. 
 
    Lifting the Skull with his left hand and the Dagger with his right, he looked at the great tapestry of Imork hanging on the wall and continued. “I have here the life of this young man; he is yours, Master!” With a swift and powerful blow, he plunged the ceremonial dagger into the heart of the slave. 
 
    The thirteen acolytes resumed their chanting and Isuzeni knelt before his god, showing him the bloody dagger in his hand. 
 
    “The sacrifice has been made, Master! Grant me the power to use the Skull.” 
 
    He gestured for the guards to bring him the other slave, who after having witnessed in horror what had just happened was screaming and trying desperately to break away from them. They forced him onto the altar and held him down.  
 
    Isuzeni approached and placed the Skull of Destiny on the slave’s naked torso. He immediately positioned his hands on the Skull and invoked it, using its power. He began to feel the vital energy leaving his body as the Skull consumed it. He removed his hands so that the Skull would begin to absorb the slave’s life force. He waited a moment, then placed his hands on the Skull once again and concentrated. A distorted image began to take shape, projected on to the radiant Object as it absorbed the slave’s spirit. For several unbearably long moments Isuzeni tried to make out the garbled image, to find in it a vision that had some meaning. 
 
    But he could not. 
 
    Time passed quickly, and as the Skull depleted the last drop of the sacrificed slave’s vital energy, he died in a fit of uncontrollable spasms. His body was as rigid as the shriveled corpse of an animal; not a drop of life was left within him. The Skull immediately began to suck the life from Isuzeni’s body. He had no choice but to yield to the impossibility of controlling the powerful Object. 
 
    He pulled his hands away and took a step back. 
 
    The thirteen silenced their chant. 
 
    Raising his arms, he lamented bitterly, “Why do you deny me this, oh great Master? Why? Me, your most devoted subject? Me, your earthly representation?” 
 
    Defeated yet again, he put the Skull in the box and closed it. 
 
    “Get rid of the bodies,” he ordered his priests, and left the chamber with his head down. 
 
    “The time will come... It will come...” 
 
    Isuzeni went up to his room and forced himself to forget about this latest failure and instead concentrate on what was truly important: the Marked and the Premonition. Not only had the White Tigers failed to eliminate the Marked, his agent in western Tremia had also suffered another serious and unforeseen misfortune: he had failed to kill the White Soul. 
 
    When he had fearfully communicated that to his mistress, for a moment he had thought the Dark Lady was going to kill him right then and there in the throne room. Fortunately for him, she had managed to control her dreadful rage, which was nothing short of extraordinary since the Queen slew on the spot anyone who displeased her. 
 
    The failure to assassinate the Marked had been an unexpected setback. The White Tigers never failed, and the Dark Lady knew it. But something good had come from that adversity; they had finally identified the Marked. The fact that he survived could only mean they had at long last found the true Marked, after fruitlessly combing the continent in search of him for so many long years. And the failure of those magnificent man-hunters could only mean that the power of the Marked had already manifested itself. Very disturbing... but at least they finally knew his identity, and had forced him out of hiding and into the highlands, in the west of Tremia. 
 
    As if the failure to kill the Marked were not already a sufficiently inexcusable offense, what had infuriated his Queen most had been the additional disappointment suffered during the attempted capture of the second person who tormented her dreams. 
 
    The White Soul. 
 
    After a lengthy search they had finally discovered where the meddlesome Custodial Brotherhood was hiding her, just after she was secretly moved and so had escaped their grasp. And that setback had greatly enraged the Dark Lady.  
 
    She had to die. 
 
    Without further delay. 
 
    Isuzeni opened the box and looked at the crystalline Skull which stared back at him with its diabolical face, its eyes like bottomless wells. The Premonition had established that the Marked and the White Soul would meet; their paths would unite, making out of the two, one. He had to take measures to ensure that they would never join together and create one single destiny. He was sure his agent would not give up his mission to kill the White Soul, but if she had joined with the Marked it would be difficult to destroy both of them. 
 
    Isuzeni wrung his hands nervously. Best not to take chances. If they are together, they shall die together, now, before they become a real danger to the Dark Lady. 
 
    He stood up, went to the window and looked out into the impenetrable darkness of the night, considering the forces already deployed and at his disposal on the far-off continent. White Tigers, Dark Assassins, Moyukis from the Dark Lady’s elite guard... 
 
    What wouldn’t I give to know their exact location right now! Could they have joined forces? Will they stay in hiding? If so, where? It makes no difference. My agents will find them. The earth could not have simply swallowed them up. 
 
    “Let’s see how you survive my plans,” muttered Isuzeni. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Unbreakable 
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    Aliana, Gerart. —Usik Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aliana, overcome with incredulity, was holding in her hand Haradin the Mage’s Staff of Power. By the love of Mother Healer! I can’t believe it! She examined every detail of it, trying not to be carried away by either false hopes or her own eagerness. 
 
    But she was sure. 
 
    In triumph, she lifted it above her head and displayed it to her companions, who stared at it in disbelief.  
 
    This was the first reliable proof that the Mage had really set foot in that cave. During this entire fateful expedition a deep anxiety, a sense of doubt born from the possibility of being wrong—even if it was well-intentioned—had been silently eating away at Aliana. If they were wrong, so many lives would have been lost in vain. That thought had been torturing her, consuming her like a malignant illness. But this object was irrefutable proof that they were on the Mage’s trail; they had not miscalculated. All those young, brave lives had not been needlessly wasted, and that thought filled her with immeasurable joy. 
 
    “It’s Haradin’s Staff of Power!” she shouted to her friends. She burst into a fit of exultant laughter, finally able to release all the tension that had been accumulating over the course of the dreadful expedition. 
 
    “Are you sure?” said Gerart. He looked at Aliana, surprised by the Healer’s unexpected outburst.  
 
    She quickly regained her composure and studied the staff in her hand. “I’m sure of it,” she said. “I’ve seen it before. Haradin himself showed it to me. He explained in detail the reasons for some of the runes carved into the wood of the nearly-extinct black oak. I’ve no doubt about it: this is his staff.” 
 
    “That means we were right, and the Mage was here,” said Gerart. His face showed the relief of someone who had just had a great weight lifted from his shoulders. “Thanks be to the Light for guiding and protecting us! We were right!” He looked up in appreciation and made the sign of the Light.  
 
    Both Kendas and Lomar joined the Prince in giving thanks. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to be the bird of ill omen,” said Lomar, “but the fact that the staff was lying on the floor along with a bunch of corpses doesn’t seem like a good sign.”  
 
    “I don’t know much about mages—well, nothing, actually—since I come from a small farming town, but I doubt he’d voluntarily give up a magical object as valuable as that,” reasoned Kendas as he scratched his chin. “Something bad must have happened to him.” 
 
    Sergeant Mortuc pointed accusingly at Kendas. “You’re a confoundedly ignorant young man!” he barked. “You two are the worst soldiers I’ve had the misfortune to command in years! What ancient divinity must I have offended to have luck like this, always being saddled with soldiers with the dimmest minds in the kingdom? You men have brains the size of a flea! How quickly you arrive at conclusions, expounding like expert tacticians, deducing the enemy’s movements on the battlefield. Except that you actually have no idea what happened here! No-one ought to be rushing to judgment here, or making gratuitous assessments. We don’t have enough information. We don’t know what happened, so we have no reason to assume the worst. There are at least a thousand different ways this could have played out. The Mage might be on the other side of that wall, wolfing down a nice roast while we’re standing over here debating.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” said Gerart. “Haradin has successfully defended the kingdom from enemy attacks in the past. My father owes a great deal to him.” 
 
    “Really? When? There isn’t any record of that...” said Lomar in surprise.  
 
    “If it hadn’t been for his power and audacity, we would never have been able to hold back the Nocean Empire fifteen years ago. They invaded Rogdon with an army almost double the size of my father’s, with the intention of adding it to their vast Empire. Our men faced off against them in the Longordi Valley. Their powerful sorcerers unleashed unspeakable horrors on our troops with their dark, nefarious powers, planting unbearable, terrifying images in their minds and inflicting unimaginable pain on their bodies. They completely demoralized our troops. The battle appeared to be lost. Our soldiers retreated, fleeing the enemy’s evil power.” 
 
    “That’s right, those Nocean scumbags had sorcerers with very dark powers. It’s said they’re capable of poisoning their enemies, of infecting them with incurable, atrocious illnesses. How I detest those dirty desert jackals!” The Sergeant shook his fist. 
 
    “How do you defeat an army that’s bigger and is also helped by such powerful sorcerers?” asked Kendas. He was looking at the Prince, greatly intrigued. “History tells us it was a desperate charge by the King that won the battle for Rogdon—at least that’s what they teach children in the schools and temples of the kingdom.” 
 
    “True... but that’s not the whole story. History tends to glorify leaders and forget certain relevant details. It was actually Haradin who stopped them with his impressive powers. The mighty Mage advanced toward the enemy, immune to the wicked arts of the arcane sorcerers, and just when it looked as if the battle was lost he sent enormous fiery projectiles raining down on the enemy’s army. They exploded on impact over the stunned troops, burning everything in their path and decimating the attacking lines. Many men died on that battlefield, either burned to a crisp instantly or covered in horrific flames that slowly consumed them until they took their last breath. Seeing his chance, my father led a desperate charge with what was left of his dwindling army—the last brave men who’d remained faithfully by his side. Full of courage, the King drove viciously into the enemy, cutting through their terrified lines like the prow of a mighty ship cutting through the sea. He penetrated the heart of the enemy troops, seeking out and killing the sorcerers hiding there. The battle quickly turned to the side of Rogdon, and that’s how King Solin beat the Noceans at the last moment.” 
 
    “Why has Haradin’s intervention been omitted all this time from the epic tales and the history books?” asked Kendas. 
 
    “From what my father tells me, it was Haradin himself who wanted it that way. He preferred to remain anonymous. He’s always been quite discreet, like the majority of mages and people with the Gift. They don’t like to attract unnecessary attention, since ignorant eyes may misinterpret their talents. Besides, so many people still fear and repudiate them. My father respected Haradin’s wishes, so the real story was never officially recorded.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s still alive,” said Aliana, whose energy had been revived after their encouraging discovery. “We’ll find him and come back to the kingdom with him. I refuse to believe he perished here. My intuition tells me he’s here somewhere. We have to find him.”  
 
    “Onward, then!” the Sergeant ordered resolutely. 
 
    The group advanced toward the two large stone mounds in the middle of the cave, As they moved in closer they realized these were a different type of rock from the walls of the cave: an odd bright reddish color. The mounds were almost seven feet tall and four wide, and did not appear to be natural. There was something abnormal about them, so that the group approached cautiously. Lomar walked along the outer edge to investigate them from the opposite side. 
 
    He frowned in confusion. “Sergeant, I think you’d better come see this.” 
 
    Mortuc walked around the two formations and came to stand next to Lomar. “What the hell...? For the love of one-armed Tonas and all his cousins’ beards!” 
 
    The rest of the group hurried behind the rocks and saw a relief in the shape of something like a human being carved into them. Head, broad chest, robust arms and legs, were all carved into the rock in a vaguely rectangular shape. Strange golden symbols were chiseled into the imposing chest of the figure. 
 
    While everyone was busy examining the unusual discovery, completely absorbed by what it might represent, the sound of muffled chanting, in a foreign tongue, made itself heard in the cave. They all turned, startled, their eyes searching their surroundings as they tried to find its source. But with only the light of the two torches, it was impossible to be sure.  
 
    Anxiety was mounting.  
 
    Something utterly unlikely was taking place.  
 
    Gerart looked quickly from side to side. “Get ready!” he called. 
 
    Suddenly the two stone formations began to shake, rocked by the eerie chant. Starting gently and then gaining in intensity in a matter of moments, the vibrations went on increasing as slivers of the reddish rock began to slide off the slabs of granite.  
 
    The five companions split up and prepared their weapons, readying themselves to face an attack.  
 
    The two humanoid shapes in the rock began to shake more violently, the golden symbol on their chests burning as brightly as if it were pure gold. More shards of rock flaked off as the tremors strengthened. All at once, the eyes of the two figures lit up with a ghastly golden glow. 
 
    “They’re coming to life!” shouted Aliana in disbelief.  
 
    With a loud crack, one of the stone humanoids broke its right foot free from the floor and flexed it. An instant later it did the same with its other foot, loosening it from the rocky floor with another loud crack and at the same time violently detaching its stony arms and legs. The group took a collective step back, uneasy in the face of the enormous granite being’s golden stare.  
 
    The second stone humanoid freed itself. Now both the huge shapes began to move before the astonished gaze of the group. Aliana could not help but think these beings—whatever they were—had a person within them, and that some powerful mage had cast a spell on these oversized humans and turned them to granite. 
 
    As she watched them move, Aliana remembered one of Haradin’s mystical stories and knew instantly what they were up against. “They’re Golems—stone beings created to serve a powerful mage!” 
 
    The first of the two Golems headed straight for Mortuc. The veteran soldier did not flinch at its menacing approach. He stepped forward, ready to confront the monster, even though he stood barely as tall as the granite humanoid’s waist. An arm of solid red rock, double the girth of a normal human’s, attempted to strike the Sergeant.  
 
    Mortuc jumped to one side, narrowly escaping the blow delivered from the creature with its stony shoulders. The Sergeant raised his sword with both hands and struck a hard blow across the Golem’s side. There came a loud clang, accompanied by sparks, as the steel of the sword met the stony body.  
 
    Seeing his chance, Lomar moved in and thrust his sword at the rocky monster’s chest, but it bounced off, deflected by the beast’s powerful abdomen. The creature lashed out with its left arm and hit him hard, sending him flying through the air like a wisp of straw. The brave lancer hit the floor ten paces back with a loud thud. He lay there flat on his back for a moment before trying to get up, then struggled to his knees. Not quite recovered from the brutal landing, he fell back face down, unconscious, on the floor. 
 
    Mortuc picked up Lomar’s torch and went on the offensive again, launching another savage blow with his sword. This time it hit the Golem’s leg, but once more ricocheted back amid a sea of sparks. 
 
    “For the love of Kuntes’ nuts! I can’t hurt this thing! It’s made of solid rock!” shouted the infuriated Sergeant as he took a step sideways to dodge the creature’s bone-crushing arm. “Lomar! Are you all right? Answer me!” 
 
    But Lomar did not respond. 
 
    Gerart and Kendas were engrossed in fighting the other Golem, desperately trying to wound it. Every cut, every thrust, was totally fruitless. Kendas tried to burn it with his torch, but the creature was unaffected by the flames. Then, in the midst of Gerart’s fierce battle with the Golem, he was struck in the chest with the force of ten men and thrown backwards until finally he smashed into the wall of the grotto with a sickening thud. His limp body collapsed on to the floor. 
 
    He did not get back up.  
 
    Kendas struck the stone monster again, this time in the head, but once again the sword bounced back amid sparks. 
 
    “What do we do? I can’t kill it!” he cried frantically.  
 
    He dodged the creature’s attack with a quick sidestep, then positioned himself on guard. Like an apprentice stable-hand facing a rearing purebred, he was not at all sure how to proceed with the fight. There were beads of perspiration on his forehead. 
 
    Aliana nocked an arrow and focused her mind. She knew she would probably be unable to hurt the creature, but she had to try. Her companions were in serious danger. She took a deep breath and released the bowstring. The arrow bounced off the body of the red Golem that was battling Kendas. Help us, Helaun, Mother Healer, in this difficult moment. In one fluid motion she had reloaded the bow. Concentrating, she calculated the distance and inhaled, holding her breath as she aimed for the Golem’s head. She released. Another futile shot. There was no way to hurt this monster. 
 
    Disheartened, Kendas dropped the torch and grabbed his dagger. With the agility of a young panther he jumped onto the granite being and drove the weapon into its left eye, up to the hilt. The beast did not even seem to notice. Defending itself, it hit Kendas so hard that he was thrown through the air and smashed violently onto the floor at the other end of the cave. 
 
    Frightened, Aliana took another shot. Still no luck. Her eyes searched for the Sergeant, who was barely staying on his feet against his colossal adversary. His cuirass was dented from all the blows he had taken, and she knew he would not hold on much longer. Granite arms were rapidly and repeatedly striking him. These Golems were going to end up killing every last one of them. Fear churned in her stomach. The situation was critical. They would never be able to defeat these creatures. They would die here, destroyed by the brutal beasts just like the rest of the poor souls lying around them.  
 
    No. Do not let fear defeat you. There is always a way out. Think! 
 
    “The... spirit... It’s... here... The spirit...” came the sound of Kendas’ shaky voice.  
 
    Aliana looked in the fallen lancer’s direction, but could see nothing in the pitch blackness of the cave. She squinted, trying to peer through the darkness, but could not make anything out. 
 
    “The spirit...” 
 
    What was Kendas seeing that she was unable to? It made no sense that he could see the spirit when she could not—unless it was hidden by some spell. She continued to peer into the depths of the cave. Nothing. Only darkness. She heard a sound coming from behind her and turned to look. Both of the Golems were now fighting the Sergeant, who was barely managing to dodge them in a last-ditch attempt to escape a tragic end. 
 
    Aliana focused her attention on Kendas. She had to do something! 
 
    Making an extreme effort, Kendas raised his hand just enough to point toward the corner to his right. 
 
    She strained to see what he was pointing at, but could still see nothing. Kendas lost consciousness, his outstretched arm still pointing in the direction of the corner. She took a step to her right, loaded her bow and shot into the blackness of the back of the cave, aiming for whatever Kendas had been pointing at. The arrow hit the rock wall with a clatter. She reloaded and released another arrow into the darkness, this time aiming a bit more to the right. Same result. She swiftly nocked and shot three more arrows, but all three ricocheted off the cave wall. Aliana shook her head and sighed. Was the spirit really hiding there, or had it been the delirious imagination of a wounded soldier? Or maybe a hallucination from the powerful blow to his head? No, Kendas was a well-trained Elite Soldier of the Corps of Royal Lancers, selected from a large number of contenders for his physical and mental skills. If he had seen something it meant there was something there, hidden beneath a veil of dark shadows.  
 
    Shadows... An idea came to her. She tore a piece of material from the sleeve of her tunic and tied it to the tip of an arrow as quickly as she could. Then she ran to the torch that was lying near her, still burning, and set fire to the cloth. 
 
    Just then she heard a stifled groan behind her and turned to see that one of the granite creatures had thrown the Sergeant violently against the wall at the entrance to the cave.  
 
    Time was running out. Both monsters were coming for her now. 
 
    She shot into the corner again. The arrow pierced through the darkness, the flames casting their light into the dark shadows. Her eyes followed its path, hoping against all hope that she would catch a glimpse of the spirit’s outline. 
 
    The two creatures were getting closer; she could see them closing in out of the corner of her eye.  
 
    For the briefest of moments, the arrow lit up the outline of a dark figure next to the wall in the corner. 
 
    She somersaulted forward to avoid a blow from the stony arm of the creature that had caught up to her. She finished off the move with the agility of an acrobat, locking one knee against the floor as she nocked an arrow to her bow without looking back, concentrating on the exact spot where she had momentarily caught sight of the silhouette of the hidden figure. Completely ignoring the threat posed by the two creatures which would reach her in a matter of seconds, she released the arrow. 
 
    There came a wail of pain from the back of the cavern. 
 
    The hidden spirit was now partially visible.  
 
    The white robe edged in gold stumbled out of the darkness of the cave’s deep shadows. The arrow had struck the spirit in the stomach. 
 
    It looked at Aliana with its sinister golden eyes, clutched the arrow and rushed out of the cave through an opening in the rock without making a sound, and sealed the exit behind it. 
 
    All hope lost, Aliana prepared herself to be brutally beaten by the Golems. She put her hands over her head, closed her eyes, and waited helplessly for the fatal blows. 
 
    She was going to die.  
 
    But the fatal blow never came. 
 
    Terror crushing her very soul, she opened her eyes and turned her head, expecting to see the two creatures about to finish her off with a horrifying beating. But what she actually saw left her dumbfounded. The two Golems were indeed there behind her, arms raised, ready to strike. 
 
    Frozen in place. 
 
    Lifeless. 
 
    The golden light that had shone in their eyes and in the strange symbols on their stone chests had gone out. Life had drained out of them, one miraculous instant before they would have beaten her to death.  
 
    She breathed in deeply, trying to calm her racing heartbeat. As she inhaled, the fear that had gripped her began to melt away. She carefully observed the two stone creatures, trying to make sure they really were no longer alive, then nervously placed her hand on the chest of one of them. Concentrating, she called on her power and projected it onto the creature, sending it coursing through its stone body. She could not find even a single sign of life. The beast was solid granite, lifeless; it was... of the earth.  
 
    She looked at the walls, and noticed that the two lines of strange symbols etched all along the length of the cave had also lost their intense golden glow. Her mind raced, thinking through what must have happened. By wounding the spirit, she had broken the spell it had put on the two creatures.  
 
    That was desperately close. I almost didn’t make it! Thank you, Helaun, Mother Healer, for having protected your humble servant.  
 
    She looked at her companions. All four had been knocked down by the Golems and were lying limp as puppets, scattered about the floor. 
 
    Fearing the worst, she hurried to help them. Her anxiety took her breath away as her eyes locked on Gerart’s motionless body. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Flicker of Hope 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti —Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    Dawn greeted Komir cheerfully. They ate their rations and then, following the line of cliffs, the three adventurers continued on their way to the great Egia Lighthouse. The coast was strikingly beautiful, beyond breathtaking, beneath the radiant sun in the midst of an indigo and almost cloudless sky. 
 
    When the group arrived at the massive door of the wall that surrounded the lighthouse tower they found it locked. There was no way to get inside; they would have to scale the wall. They left their swords, sacks, and capes against the wall, and with the agility of a cat Komir climbed onto Hartz’s shoulders. Kayti took off her helmet, shoulder pads, and the bottom part of her heavy armor, then clambered over both Norriel, reaching the top of the wall. From there she was able to help pull Komir up. Finally Hartz pulled himself up by holding onto his friend’s great war-bow.  
 
    Dropping inside like sneaky robbers, they headed straight to the doors of the tower, but these too were locked. They climbed up to the first window, forced open the grille and slipped inside the grand structure. They were now in a large, plain room containing two large pine tables, each with eight chairs around it. It was a military room, and comforts were nonexistent. Against the four walls were weapon-racks filled with a perfectly arranged arsenal: spears, swords, shields, bows and arrows. Everything impeccably maintained, used for equipping an entire regiment.  
 
    “Magnificent arsenal they’ve got locked up here,” said Hartz. 
 
    “For times of war, I’d imagine,” replied Kayti. “This tower must be used for preventing attacks on the city from the north and keeping an eye on enemy fleets.  
 
    “Let’s go up to the fire on the upper level,” Komir suggested. His voice was tinged with excitement. 
 
    The three climbed the interminable spiral staircase without stopping on the intermediate floors, which were used for housing archers.  
 
    A dying fire was burning in an immense brazier. It was fed by large logs of firewood, carefully piled in the entrance hall. In the brazier there were only a few white-hot embers left, fighting to hold on despite the lack of any more fuel to devour. The view from that height was breathtaking. Miles and miles of blue ocean on one side, and infinite plains with landscapes of green meadows and patches of woodland on the other. The city of Ocorum rose a little further south, with its merchant port in full swing. Dozens of commercial ships were entering and leaving the great inner harbor, looking from this distance like tiny walnut shells barely moving on a tideless stream. Surrounded by a high plain wall, the city seemed to be within the reach of their hands. 
 
    “Now what?” asked Hartz. “What do we do?” 
 
    “I really don’t know,” said Komir. “This is the right place, though, I’m sure of that. I recognized the lighthouse and the cliffs immediately, the ones Amtoko showed me during the ritual. According to her, the images showed my destiny, or my mother’s medallion’s destiny—the place the medallion wanted to return to...” 
 
    “I presume Amtoko must be some kind of mystic, but why would a medallion want to return to this lighthouse?” asked Kayti in puzzlement. “Does this object have a will of its own? Some form of existence—of life?” 
 
    “Amtoko is more like a witch... at least, that’s what I’d call her,” said Hartz distrustfully. “At any rate I don’t believe the medallion, however pretty it may be, has a will of its own, and certainly not a life. But it could be enchanted, and I don’t like that at all—even if it was your mother’s, Komir...” 
 
    “All I know is what Amtoko showed me: this lighthouse. She said it could be the origin of the medallion, maybe even its final destiny.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not going to contradict your Norriel witch. So what secret are we searching for here, then?” Kayti asked.  
 
    Hartz shrugged. 
 
    “We’re looking for some clue,” said Komir. “A document, an object, anything strange... anything that could tell us why the medallion pointed in this direction, and what it all has to do with me and with the death of my parents.”  
 
    “I don’t altogether understand,” Kayti said. “But I’ll keep my eyes open and see if we have any luck.”  
 
    “We will,” Komir assured her.  
 
    “Please could I see the medallion?” asked the young Initiate of the Brotherhood. 
 
    Komir was instantly defensive. “What for?” 
 
    “I just want to have a look, that’s all.” 
 
    “Let me guess… you want to check to see if the medallion is an Object of Power. And if it is, you want to try to get it for that Brotherhood of yours. Right?”  
 
    “I’m just interested, that’s all. Of course, if it’s an Object of Power I’d like to study it a bit, but never with the intention of taking it from y—” 
 
    “It’s mine, and it stays with me.” 
 
    “All right, Komir. I’m just curious. It’s nothing more than that. I don’t in the least intend to snatch it away from you.” 
 
    “I hope not. But please stay away from it.” 
 
    “As you wish...” 
 
    They split up and searched the entire tower for hours without resting, but found nothing of use and not a single clue. Night was falling and they had not come up with anything. Komir was beginning to doubt whether they were in the right place, and he knew his friends were feeling the same.  
 
    Suddenly he heard a loud creaking in the lower part of the tower. Alarmed, he stood still and listened intently. The door of the tower had been opened, and he could hear the sound of footsteps coming from the bottom floor. Hell! Someone’s coming! Better go back up with the others. He hurried back up the interminable stairs from the room in the middle of the tower he had been searching. When he got to the entry to where the brazier was, he found Hartz watching over it, looking worried. He held up one finger, and Hartz nodded. 
 
    The two Norriel stood on either side of the door, their backs to the wall. Kayti slipped silently to the back of the room in the shadows. After a few long moments of tense waiting, a figure came through the door of the entryway. Hartz quickly put a dagger to his neck and held the unsuspecting intruder from behind. Komir pointed his sword at the untimely visitor’s face.  
 
    “In the name of the Light! Don’t harm me! Please!” babbled the man in pure desperation. “I’m just a humble Priest of the Light—I’m not even armed!” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” asked Komir threateningly, never lowering his sword. 
 
    Voice trembling, the frightened priest replied: “I... I’m in charge of keeping the fire in this great brazier alive and burning so that... so that the beacon is always alight, night and day.” 
 
    “A priest, in charge of that?” asked a surprised Hartz, still holding the dagger against the poor man of faith’s neck.  
 
    He was shaking now. “Yes... yes. It’s the responsibility of the Temple of Light in times of peace. In times of war... it’s the army that takes care of maintaining it.” 
 
    Komir lowered the sword when he saw the priest was indeed unarmed. Hartz withdrew the dagger and freed him so he could move. 
 
    The priest stopped trembling. “Thanks be to the Light! That was quite a scare you gave me—my poor heart almost stopped! What are you doing here? Are you thieves? Aren’t you rather young to be walking the path of darkness? There’s nothing of value here except the weapons... and stealing from the army of Rogdon isn’t a great idea...” 
 
    “We’re not here to rob you... and our age is none of your concern,” said Hartz. His head was held high and his chin up as if he was feeling personally insulted by these comments. 
 
    Kayti came out from the brazier room. “Perhaps you can help us,” she said. “I’m sure you know this lighthouse better than anyone.” 
 
    “Yes, young soldier... that’s true. I do know it, very well. I’ve been keeping this fire burning for many years, taking care to make sure everything is in perfect order and carrying out any necessary maintenance.” 
 
    Komir pulled out his mother’s medallion, which hung around his neck underneath his chain mail, and showed it to the priest. The man of faith was probably no more than twenty springs old; thin, with brown eyes which shone with intelligence. His black hair was cut short, and he was wearing a thick brown robe that covered him from neck to ankles, revealing only the worn-out sandals covering his feet. 
 
    The priest examined the medallion closely.  
 
    “Interesting jewel. Exquisite artisanship... quite old. This precious gem is very rare. I’ve never seen anything like it... truly intriguing. Very special...” 
 
    “We’re looking for any document or object—even something hidden—that we might find here in the tower that’s tied to this medallion. In your years in the tower have you ever seen or noted anything strange—perhaps something mysterious or incomprehensible?” Komir asked. He was aware of how strange his question sounded, and was not holding out much hope. 
 
    The priest thought for a moment and then answered slowly. 
 
    “There’s a strange inscription in the second basement—in the sub-floor... Let me explain. In the base of the tower, beneath the big spiral staircase, there’s a trap door that leads to the basements, though you probably didn’t notice it. It’s hidden under a rug with a table and two old chairs on it. The basements are two levels below ground, and are stocked with all sorts of provisions, from food to wood for the winter. In the second sublevel—the deepest—in a little room at the back, there are some strange symbols etched on the floor that form an unusual circle. They’re covered with the filth that’s accumulated over time, because it’s been ages since anyone has gone into those basements. Well, except for me... The symbols, or runes, aren’t noticeable if you aren’t looking at the floor carefully. From what I can tell, the etchings are in an ancient language, a language that died out thousands of years ago. The language of the enigmatic Lost Civilization. The Ilenians.”  
 
    They all looked at the priest in amazement. 
 
    “Lost Civilization?” repeated Kayti. “Are you referring to the civilization that supposedly ruled the continent before the dawn of mankind?”  
 
    “Exactly, Miss—I mean Soldier... I see you know the legends of Tremia, our beloved continent. The civilization that existed on the continent from time immemorial and then disappeared completely, leaving hardly a trace of its empire.”  
 
    Hartz scratched his head in confusion. 
 
    “I don’t want to appear ignorant, but we Norriel have no knowledge of any such civilization. According to our legends the Norriel have always lived in the highlands, from the beginnings of time. We know nothing about any lost civilizations.” 
 
    “That’s not unusual. Very few of the testaments of those first colonies of antiquity, or of the discoveries about the Ilenians made in western Tremia, have been preserved. From what we know, several black monoliths of massive proportions have been found. They have smooth, polished surfaces made from an unidentified material similar to marble... it glows... and according to legend, it has strange, magical powers.” 
 
    “Scholars from my kingdom have evidence of similar monoliths, in the eastern part of our continent,” Kayti explained, “but they were lost with the passage of time. In fact very little is known about that mysterious civilization, and what is known is a mix of myth and reality.”  
 
    “Here in the West some inscriptions in an unknown symbolic language have been discovered in the depths of a few hidden caves. Fortunately they’ve been preserved. Scholars of that period copied everything that was discovered onto parchment. They’re now in the Royal Library of Rilentor. I’ve closely studied them myself and have also visited some of the caves where the symbols can still be seen. It’s an absolute shame that almost all traces of the Ilenians have vanished with time.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard a thing about them,” said Komir. “Obviously it isn’t part of Norriel tradition. Is that civilization the one that built this magnificent tower?”  
 
    “No, it wasn’t. The Lost Civilization, the Ilenians, disappeared more than three thousand years ago. This marvelous work of architecture was built some three hundred years ago by Auguste the Wise, King of Rogdon: one of the most learned monarchs we have ever been blessed with, and a great benefactor of the Arts and Sciences. He erected it as an intellectual symbol and at the same time a symbol of the kingdom’s prosperity, for the enjoyment of his subjects and the envy of rival kingdoms. At that time the capital of the kingdom was Ocorum, not Rilentor. All the same, the tower does hold a mystery...” 
 
    “A mystery, you say? What?” Komir was intrigued. 
 
    “More than a mystery, it’s a little-known fact... The site where it was built—” 
 
    “What’s special about it?” interrupted Komir with interest.  
 
    “The great tower was built on top of one of the last millennial monoliths. A mystifying monolith—as black as night, shiny, and about three times taller than an adult man. An Ilenian monolith. It was sacred to the ancient people of the region. They worshipped it as if it were the representation of a god, because it apparently possessed some sort of beneficial... magical... qualities.” 
 
    “And did it?” asked Hartz skeptically. “I’m sure it couldn’t have. It was probably a hoax.”  
 
    “The common belief is that it was true, that the monolith was able to cure illnesses and diseases. However, King Auguste the Wise, a man of faith and great intellect—a man before his time, I might add—decided to put an end to that ancient pagan symbol which the ignorant nation adored. His glorious vision was that all beliefs based on superstitions, not on knowledge, would disappear from the kingdom so that they might progress from being a tribal, superstitious people to an advanced monarchy. So he ordered that the monolith be destroyed and that this great tower should be built in its place. A lighthouse whose eternal light would illuminate the men and women of Rogdon toward a future of wisdom, art, science, and culture. He was undoubtedly a visionary, although as I see it, his methods were misguided.”  
 
    “It was completely destroyed? Not even a hint of it remains?” asked Kayti. 
 
    “Unfortunately it was completely demolished. But one trace has endured: the last reference, the mysterious runes in the sub-basement. I can’t be unequivocally sure of it, but I’m convinced the symbolism is that of the Ilenians. I’ve been studying the few remaining traces of that enigmatic civilization for a time. It’s my second great passion—the first being my vocation of faith, of course. I’m convinced that both the monolith that was destroyed and those inscriptions have some connection with the advanced civilization that long, long ago ruled the continent and vanished one day from the face of the earth with no explanation or apparent cause. A mystery that no one has been able to solve.” The young priest was clearly energized and fascinated by the subject. 
 
    “All right, Preacher, let’s go see that strange inscription, then,” said Komir, letting the priest lead the way.  
 
    They reached the first basement, then after picking up a few provisions continued down to the second. The strange inscription they were looking for was chiseled into the floor just as the priest had described it. None of the three could figure out what the inscription meant; the symbols were completely unintelligible to them.  
 
    “Any idea what this means, Father?” asked Komir. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I’ve spent years unsuccessfully trying to decipher it,” apologized the priest, lowering his head. 
 
    Komir examined the arcane inscription from close to and suddenly felt an unusual sensation, like a soft whispering inside him. A voice, muffled and mysterious, was murmuring something to him in an almost melancholy tone... calling to him from faraway... reaching out ethereal arms toward him. First it came softly, almost imperceptibly, then little by little the whisper became more audible, forming a continuous and melodic sound, like a soft song. 
 
    What’s going on here? What’s happening to me? What is this whispering? 
 
    He looked at his companions, but they did not seem to hear the sound coming from the enigmatic circle on the floor. Unaware, they were having a lively chat about the mysterious Lost Civilization. Komir kept listening, devoting every ounce of his attention to it. An idea was slowly beginning to take shape in his mind... a key... the key to breaking the arcane code... He unconsciously brought his hand to his neck, where... 
 
    His mother’s medallion hung. 
 
    He now raised both hands to his neck and unfastened the heavy oval medallion, with his companions looking at him quizzically. Holding the medallion in one hand by its long golden chain, he approached the circle carved into the floor. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    After a few moments, the medallion’s black gem emitted a bright golden flash.  
 
    The symbols on the floor responded with a weaker golden flash. 
 
    “For the love of the Sun and the Moon! Sorcery!” exclaimed an astonished Hartz, positioning himself on guard.  
 
    Komir kept the medallion suspended over the circle and the strange inscription began to change color, becoming the color of gold itself and shining even more brightly. They all watched, transfixed by the dazzling symbols. A circle of the same golden hue began to form on the floor around the inscription. A moment later the circle emitted a blinding flash and sank into the floor with a thunderous boom, creating a path to the great beyond, opening a gate into something hidden and dark.  
 
    “Incredible! Splendid!” exclaimed the priest with intense enthusiasm. “The medallion activated the inscription—and it revealed an entrance! Apparently it’s imbued with power... That medallion must be the key to the world of the Ilenians!” He immediately glanced into the threshold of the arcane gateway that had opened up before them on the floor. “There’s no certainty of a third level to the basement in this tower...” he warned them, trying to restrain their overwhelming enthusiasm. 
 
    Kayti stared at the magical object Komir was still holding. The young Norriel noticed her looking at it and instantly gave her a stern look.  
 
    The Initiate of the Custodial Brotherhood looked away.  
 
    “I don’t think that hole in the floor leads to any basement,” she said as she pushed a long, curly red lock of hair away from her face. “I don’t know what’s down there, but it was sealed shut by some magical power and now we’ve just opened it... I don’t know if it’s wise of us to go in there, into that darkness, without knowing what we’re up against.”  
 
    “I completely agree with her,” said Hartz, crossing his arms and taking a step back. “I don’t support sorcery or magical arts, and lately we’ve been having way too many unpleasant encounters with both. I don’t like it one bit... not one little bit.” 
 
    “But we can’t pass up the chance to look into this!” exclaimed the priest, a twinkle of excitement in his eyes. “Who knows what relics we might find down there? Traces of a civilization that precedes ours! This could be a discovery of enormous significance. There could even be... treasure!” He quickly made the sign of the Light, joining together the palms of his hands. 
 
    “Riches, eh? I like the sound of that better...” said Hartz. 
 
    Komir contemplated the priest’s elation as he looked at the dark medallion. Dark... dangerous... Finally he hung it back on his neck. 
 
    “This… Dark Medallion... I don’t trust it. I know that what’s in store for us down there is dangerous, so I won’t ask any of you to go with me. But I need to discover what else there is behind all this. I have to keep going. I’m going in.”  
 
    “You aren’t going anywhere without me, pal,” said Hartz. “I’m going down too. So let’s hope there isn’t anything magical down there. For the love of Iram, our Mother Earth who protects us—there’d better not be anything arcane down there!”  
 
    “If you’re going, I’m going, too,” Kayti offered. 
 
    “Well, then... let’s go!” cried the priest, and hurried to take down a couple of torches hanging on the wall. 
 
     Komir, Hartz, and Kayti readied their weapons and adjusted their armor. They lit the torches, and the priest and Hartz each took one. Then they began to lower themselves down through the enigmatic door. Lastly Kayti descended, her red hair disappearing into the darkness of the opening.  
 
    With a resounding thud, the circle sealed itself behind them.  
 
   
  
 




Raining Earth 
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    Aliana, Gerart. —Usik Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aliana rushed to Gerart, worry gnawing at her. The Golems’ attack had been brutal, and the Prince was lying unconscious on the ground. Seeing him lying there gravely injured, she could not help but think the worst. Immediately she began working to heal him. His wounds were serious; he had suffered heavy contusions on his chest and head. His life was slipping away, and she had to intervene quickly. 
 
    Pulling as hard as she could, Aliana was able to take off the dented cuirass that was crushing his chest and impeding his respiration. Once she had him stabilized, she ran to help the rest of her wounded companions. One by one she attended to them, trying to heal their wounds. Luckily these men were strong, physically fit, elite soldiers, or they would not have survived the horrendous beating they had taken. She worked tirelessly until she was sure she would not lose any of them. Once she had finished the healing process they were all still unconscious but stable, so she let them all rest and returned to the Prince’s side to make sure he had not suffered any complications. 
 
    When she placed her hands on his chest, he woke up. 
 
    “What happened? Where am I?” 
 
    “Stay still, Gerart. You were seriously injured, but you’re all right now. You need rest.” 
 
    “And the Golems?” 
 
    “We destroyed them. It’s all right now. We’re out of danger.” 
 
    As Gerart looked around, his initial confusion slowly faded as he recognized where he was and saw his injured companions. 
 
    “How are they? Are they all alive?”  
 
    “They’re fine, don’t worry. I took care of them and they’re resting now, regaining their strength.” 
 
    “Thanks be to the Light! I thought we weren’t going to make it.” 
 
    “Stay still, you need to rest for a while. Your body needs to heal.”  
 
    “As you command, Healer,” he said with a smile. “What would we do without you? You healed and protected us. What would I do without you?” 
 
    When she heard that, and the way Gerart had said it, Aliana’s heart was once again filled with a rush of conflicting emotions. A part of her longed to be lost in his arms, even more now that danger and death were around them every step of the way. She knew these could very well be her last moments on the face of the earth. Her feelings of desire toward him had gradually been blossoming from the beginning of the expedition. Right now, looking at him lying there beside her, she could barely contain the passion she felt for him. But another part of her could not, would not, allow herself to be swept away by her emotions... by these burning feelings that rose from her stomach like wildfire, climbing through her chest and gripping her throat until she could barely speak. No, she could not allow herself to be consumed by this. Her responsibility was to her Gift, to the Order. That was the path she had to follow. 
 
    Gerart looked into her eyes, his intense gaze the color of the sea. Her heart was pounding so hard that for a moment she thought it would beat right out of her chest. She could hear it reverberating in her ears like a war drum, keeping her from thinking straight. 
 
    As if he could read her mind, hear her thoughts, he wrapped his arm around her and pulled her toward him.  
 
    Well aware of the Prince’s intentions, she allowed herself to be pulled into him. She leaned into his strong body. As she felt her body against his, a sweet tingling sensation started in her stomach and rushed upward, filling her with an exciting energy followed by an irresistible, warm sensation.  
 
    Gerart kissed her passionately as he held her in his powerful embrace. 
 
    Aliana lost herself in the moment, an explosion of passion enveloping her. Never before had she experienced desire like this. She allowed herself to savor these marvelous sensations, to be carried away by them. As Gerart held her, she could feel every muscle of his virile physique. She felt every inch of her body flushing, her desire growing, her shame displayed on her blushing cheeks. Never before had she had contact with a man. Guilt suddenly washed over her, changing the shivers of pleasure into a chilling sense of self-consciousness. 
 
    Abruptly she pulled away from him and stared at the floor.  
 
    “I’m sorry... I shouldn’t have let myself get carried away,” he apologized, immediately regretting his act. 
 
    “I’m as much to blame as you are, Gerart. You don’t need to apologize. But we can’t let ourselves be swept away by this passion. It isn’t right. We have to stop this.”  
 
    “I understand... My advances are unwelcome. It won’t happen again. I don’t know what possessed me to act like that.” 
 
    “It isn’t that, Gerart...” 
 
    “Then what is it?” 
 
    “I’m devoted to my Order, to my Gift. I must follow the path of Healing. It’s everything to me...” 
 
    “I understand. The Gift you possess is a gift from the Light. It shouldn’t be wasted.” 
 
    “That’s how I feel, too, and that’s why I have to stay on the path set forth by the Order and serve my fellow man according to the established rules.” 
 
    “Is there no other way? I don’t want to take you from the path you’ve chosen, but there must be some other way I can be close to you.” 
 
    “The Prince who is the heir to the throne of Rogdon and a Healer from the Order of Tirsar? I don’t see any way that can be... our obligations and duties would keep us apart. They’d stand in the way of every step we’d want to take...” 
 
    “All I know is that from the moment my eyes met yours, there was no other purpose for me than that of winning your heart.” 
 
    Aliana blushed. She took a deep breath and sighed. “I’m sorry, Gerart... I can’t. I have to stay on the path I started... There’s no place in it for the love of a man or for building a family. Healing requires absolute dedication, just as much as creating a family.” 
 
    He looked deep into her eyes. “Neither you nor I can deny these feelings, Aliana. And we’ve both known it for quite some time,” he said.  
 
    She stood up. Feeling she needed to resist his influence, she walked back to her companions to continue the healings. She did not look back, aware that he was watching her. For a moment she wanted to be able to give in to her feelings and allow herself to love the Prince, but she was very conscious of what might follow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aliana took up her duties caring for her wounded companions. 
 
    The Sergeant, who was as strong as an ox, had only suffered a few bruises and a hard blow to the head. He was indestructible. 
 
    “What’s wrong with me?” Lomar asked Aliana with a grimace. “I dislocated my shoulder, right?” 
 
    “That’s right, Lomar. You also have some deep contusions and some internal bleeding. If we hadn’t caught them in time, they could have been fatal. Rest for a bit while we think about how to get your shoulder back in place.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of that,” the Sergeant volunteered. “Don’t worry: it won’t hurt too much, little soldier,” he said with a malicious and ominous smile. He took Lomar over to the stone wall and motioned him to look at the ceiling. At precisely the moment when the rookie did as he was told, the Sergeant shoved the trusting lancer’s shoulder against the stone wall. 
 
    Lomar screamed in pain. 
 
    “Done! It’s back in place. An old remedy from my grandmother,” explained the Sergeant. He howled with laughter as Lomar—who was as white as a ghost—tried to recover from the painful experience. 
 
    Aliana bandaged Kendas’ ribs tightly. Two of them were fractured, and on his head was a lump the size of a plum. 
 
    “Try not to make any sudden movements. I’ve sped up the healing of your ribs as much as I could, but now they need to go through the natural healing process. There’s nothing more I can do for the time being. You’ll want to make sure you don’t break them again by moving too quickly or exerting too much energy. In a couple of days, I’ll be able to work on them again. My Gift can’t work miracles, it just helps nature follow its course.” 
 
    “Thanks so much, Aliana. I already feel so much better. And thank you for doing something about my headache, it was killing me.” Kendas smiled at her warmly. 
 
    “Ha! If it were up to me, I’d have increased the pain instead of reducing it! Quite a pair you are. One insignificant little battle and you snap like porcelain dolls. You’re nothing more than a couple of crybabies. In my day, there were real men. I still remember one of my fellow soldiers, Kadar the Ugly. Now that guy was a real soldier! In the battle for the port city of Corula he fought beside me for an entire afternoon without taking a rest—with a Nocean dagger stuck in his shoulder clear up to its handle! At sundown when the Noceans retreated for the night, instead of heading for the infirmary, he drank a whole bottle of red wine. And when he’d emptied it, he winked at me and said, ‘I’d better go have them get this dagger out of me. I’ll need them to patch me up so I look handsome for the morning attack.’ And even more amazing—the ugly son of a bitch survived the siege. And now here I am surrounded by a bunch of feeble excuses for soldiers who let themselves get beat by a couple of walking rocks!” 
 
    Aliana smiled. She loved the way the Sergeant harangued Lomar and Kendas; it was his way of expressing his appreciation for the two brave lancers even though they most likely did not take it that way.  
 
    She concentrated, seeking out her interior power. She knew her healing energy was almost exhausted and that she needed to rest to give it a chance to replenish itself. If she did not sleep soon she would be overcome with exhaustion. Wearily she sat down and leaned against the wall, closed her eyes and fell into the deep, restorative sleep she so desperately needed. 
 
    When she awakened a few hours later she saw that her four companions were watching her in silence. Gerart had recovered and was staring at her, his fear written all over his face.  
 
    “I’m fine, I just needed to revive my inner energy,” she said as she stood up, trying to ease the Prince’s concern. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re all right?” he asked. He took her by the hand and looked into her eyes. 
 
    As she touched his hand and saw the kindness in his eyes, Aliana felt her cheeks growing warm. She looked away quickly and lowered her head. Trying to sound aloof, she said, “I feel fine now. Don’t worry, Gerart.” 
 
    “We owe you our lives, Aliana. You saved every one of us from certain death,” he said, his tone of voice showing a combination of gratitude and admiration. 
 
    “Kendas is really the one who saved us by locating the spirit that was hiding there.” 
 
    “How did you manage to see it? It was totally invisible in those shadows,” said Lomar. “Or is that the sort of thing you learn in the country by playing hide and seek in the cornfields?” 
 
    “I don’t know... I really have no idea. When I hit the floor, just before I lost consciousness I was able to see the spirit’s golden eyes for a split second. I think it was because of the blow to my head... but I’m not sure. And, no, we don’t learn that in the cornfields. That’s where we hide from the vanity of all you city slickers so we don’t get contaminated.” 
 
    “Well, whatever the reason, your clear sight and Aliana’s healing talents saved us. Thank you, both of you.” Gerart bowed his head to them in a gesture of gratitude. “We should go on now.” He pointed toward the exit of the cave. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea to keep going. None of you is in great shape; it’s too dangerous,” said Aliana. 
 
    “Nonsense! They’re just bruises,” said the Sergeant. “And that can’t stop a Royal Lancer!”  
 
    “We aren’t leaving here without Haradin,” Gerart insisted, even though he was having serious difficulty breathing. “Let’s keep going. Let’s finish off that mage or spirit or whatever it is so we can find Haradin. We’re so close. We can’t allow ourselves to be intimidated!” 
 
    Faced with her companions’ dogged determination, Aliana had to concede. They were not about to turn back. Not now.  
 
    Cautiously they entered the adjoining cave. Much to their surprise, it was a beautiful room in the shape of a rectangle. It was immense. The walls, reddish with metallic streaks, sparkled in the torchlight with the beauty of a sunset over an infinite ocean. Banners with unusual golden symbols held up by long lances adorned the walls. The ceiling, so high it was invisible, towered over a shiny, almost luminescent scarlet floor. With no visible rocks or pebbles on its surface, it was like standing on a sea of crimson glass. In the middle of the impressive room was a gigantic monolith of scarlet rock around which stood some twenty motionless figures. The monolith appeared to have captured—or enchanted—the men who stood frozen in time, silently gazing at it as if hypnotized. Behind the great monolith at the back of the cave was a tall arch of the same color. It led to a magnificent marble altar upon which rested a brown sarcophagus with intricate gold ornamentation. 
 
    They stood there, silently wondering at this strange and marvelous place, trying to make sense of what they had discovered. 
 
    Guardedly, they continued on toward the center, swords unsheathed. Aliana loaded her bow and peered into the shadows in search of the spirit. Once in the center of the room they stopped behind the twenty immobile figures: men who by the looks of their different armor and clothing were apparently not from the same group, or even the same kingdom. They must have arrived there separately, on different expeditions. 
 
    “Are they alive?” asked Gerart. 
 
    “We’ll find out in a minute,” said Sergeant Mortuc. He moved closer and poked the leg of the nearest man with the point of his sword. 
 
    The man did not react. He seemed lifeless, petrified. 
 
    “They’re dead—or worse,” said Mortuc. 
 
    Aliana approached and studied the inanimate human from up close. His clothing was intact, but when she observed his face closely she noticed something so strange it stopped her in her tracks. 
 
    His face was... coal.  
 
    Horrified, she took a step back. Immediately Lomar and Kendas came to her side to protect her. The two soldiers were as surprised as she had been at the sight of the stationary man’s carbonized face, frozen in an expression of absolute suffering. 
 
    “For the love of all the stories of Gunther the Drunkard! What the hell happened to this poor guy?” Mortuc broke out. He reached out and touched the dark face contorted in pain. “It looks like coal. It’s hard... and lifeless. They’ve turned him into solid coal!” 
 
    “But that’s not possible!” cried Gerart. He came closer to one of the other inert figures and examined its face. “This is totally impossible. My eyes must be deceiving me,” he said as he touched the rigid body of the armor-clad warrior. “Everything is coal. This is unbelievable!” 
 
    Kendas went up to a different figure, this time dressed in a gray hooded robe. He scrutinized it closely. “They’ve been turned into statues. It must have been that spirit and his magic. It looks as though he controls the element of Earth—bringing rock to life, changing life into rock... into mineral... into... coal.” 
 
    “I don’t like this one bit,” complained Lomar. He looked around nervously. “If that’s what happened to all of them... it could happen to us too...” 
 
    They fell silent. Tension filled the air as all eyes darted around the room. 
 
    An ominous chanting in a strange language began to sound—a hissing, evil voice; a sinister conjuration that went on gaining in intensity.  
 
    Aliana knew what that meant: the spirit was invoking its ancestral magic to finish them off... somehow. A chill ran down her spine. Her intuition was screaming that she should hide, or she would end up like those petrified figures.  
 
    They had to take cover. Now. 
 
    The massive monolith started to spin, as if dancing to the sound of the strange chant. Spinning faster, it began to shine intensely. A shower of damp earth rained down from the dome of the cave. A bright flash of scarlet light shot from the monolith toward Lomar, but he quickly crouched down. The bolt of light grazed over his head and then crashed onto the floor. 
 
    Immediately Aliana recognized what was happening. She shouted a warning to her companions. “Don’t let it hit you!” 
 
    “Take cover!” yelled Mortuc.  
 
    A new bolt shot toward Gerart. The Prince threw himself on the ground at the feet of one of the statues, taking shelter behind it. The rest of the group did the same, seeking refuge behind the inanimate figures, hiding as best they could as earth rained down ever harder on their heads. Another flash of red light blasted toward Aliana, shattering the statue she was hiding behind.  
 
    The chanting continued, filling the room, but she could not determine where it was coming from. 
 
    “What do we do?” asked Kendas. 
 
    “Hell if I know!” shouted the Sergeant, who was huddled at the feet of one of the figures. 
 
    “We have to stop that monolith before it catches us!” Gerart called out. 
 
    “But how?” asked Lomar. 
 
    Another beam of red light grazed the Sergeant’s arm. 
 
    “For the love of the Orec Sanctuary’s two-headed dogs! That one almost got me! Kendas! Can you see the bastard?” 
 
    “No, Sergeant. This time I can’t.” 
 
    “Maybe another blow to the head would help...” joked Lomar, smiling as he moved out of the way of another bolt. 
 
    “Does anyone have any idea where that chanting sound is coming from?” asked Aliana. 
 
    No one answered. 
 
    “There’s nothing here besides those coal statues,” said Gerart. 
 
    As soon as she heard those words, Aliana knew she was right. 
 
    An idea was taking shape in her mind.  
 
    Crouching down, she looked at the feet of the figures closest to her. They were starting to get covered by the dirt pouring down on them. Seeing nothing noteworthy there, she moved toward the next row of petrified warriors. 
 
    Gerart immediately followed her. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    She waited for the next blast and then went on between the statues, with Gerart following closely and the rest of the group not far behind. 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    Only the first row was left. She went to it and checked the petrified men. All had been turned to coal. 
 
    Not satisfied, she went on examining the statues. Finally she found what she had been looking for, at the feet of the second statue from the left. 
 
    Blood.  
 
    The bloodstain at the feet of this figure confirmed her suspicions. The Healer pointed at the figure. Meeting Gerart’s eyes, she quickly gestured to him to cut its throat. He nodded and unsheathed his dagger. After waiting for the next streak of light—which almost hit the Sergeant—he crept up behind the bleeding figure. With one lightning-fast move, he stood up and slit the warrior’s throat. 
 
    The chanting ceased.  
 
    A moment later, the figure fell to the ground. 
 
    The gigantic monolith’s spinning slowed until finally it came to a stop.  
 
    Afraid to leave their hiding places, everyone hesitated for a few moments. Finally the Sergeant stepped out cautiously. His eyes locked on the monolith, he approached the fallen warrior. 
 
    “It’s dead. It’s the spirit with the golden eyes. Doesn’t look like a coal statue anymore. Damned chameleon!” 
 
    “Even when I cut its throat I couldn’t tell if the chanting was coming from it.” Gerart explained as he looked at the gaunt, lifeless body of the mummified mage. 
 
    “We need to be careful,” warned Aliana. She bent down to search the body. From under its robe she pulled out a golden tome and immediately examined it in fascination.  
 
    It was an Ilenian grimoire! Realizing the importance of the discovery, she carefully tucked it beneath her cuirass. 
 
    “This book must be given to scholars to examine. If I’m right and it’s of Ilenian origins, it’s priceless.” 
 
    “Then you should keep it, Aliana. In the hands of soldiers like us it wouldn’t last two days,” said Gerart with a smile. 
 
    “I completely agree,” she said, and smiled back at him. “Now let’s look for Haradin. He has to be in this chamber somewhere.” She looked apprehensively at the figures around her. 
 
    But after spending some time on the search, they had still found no trace of the mage. 
 
    “All that’s left to explore is the marble altar and that sarcophagus,” said Lomar. He pointed to the high reddish archway that led to the tomb. 
 
    “I’ll take care of that,” said Kendas, and quickly moved toward the archway. 
 
    “That guy is always running,” grumbled Mortuc, who was much less agile than the young lancer. 
 
    As soon as Kendas had crossed under the arch and taken his first step toward the sarcophagus, a metallic sound came from under his leather boot. Immediately he froze. He looked at the floor, searching for whatever it was that had made the sound.  
 
    “Don’t move!” shouted the Sergeant. “It’s a trap!” 
 
    Kendas stood completely still, holding his breath. The others ran toward the archway, but did not dare to cross under it. 
 
    “What do we do, Sergeant?” asked Lomar, concerned for his friend. 
 
    “Don’t even breathe, Kendas,” instructed the Sergeant as he examined the archway. Inside it a partially hidden reddish crystal, similar in color to the monolith, caught his attention. “Despicable tricksters! There’s another crystal here. I’d bet my neck if you move a muscle it’ll turn you into a statue.” 
 
    “I’d say the same,” Gerart agreed. 
 
    “Lomar, come with me,” the Sergeant ordered. He stood behind Kendas under the arch, but did not cross through it. 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” Lomar went to stand beside him.  
 
    Kendas stayed so still he did not even appear to be breathing. 
 
    “On the count of three,” said the Sergeant, “we’re going to pull Kendas back. Just one strong pull.”  
 
    “All right, Sergeant.” 
 
    Gerart and Aliana took a few steps back to give them more room. 
 
    The Sergeant began the count. “One!”  
 
    Lomar flexed his legs. 
 
    “Two!” 
 
    “Wait a minute!” cried Lomar. “Hold on, Sergeant!”  
 
    “For the love of my grandmother’s beard! Damn it all! What?” barked the Sergeant. 
 
    “On three and then we pull or on three... we pull?” asked Lomar nervously.  
 
    “For the love of all the cripples in Tremia! I swear when we get out of here I’m going to put you through training until your children have grown beards! On three! Three! For all the holy sinners’ sake!” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant. Sorry, Sergeant.” 
 
    “One, two...” 
 
    Lomar tensed. 
 
    “Three!” 
 
    They both pulled on Kendas so hard that he stumbled back into them and all three tumbled to the floor. A red bolt shot out from the rock on the other side of the arch and exploded in the spot where Kendas had been standing just a moment before. 
 
    They stared into the treacherous trap. 
 
    “Close call!” Kendas sighed in relief. 
 
    A faint golden light illuminated a hidden path from the archway to the regal tomb. The light shone over the marble altar, and in the dimly-lit shadows behind the earth-colored sarcophagus a statue of coal appeared before the astonished adventurers. in its raised hand the petrified figure held a medallion with an enormous brown gemstone which glowed with a bright light of the same color. 
 
    The unlucky man had fallen into the last trap. 
 
    Aliana looked at the statue with a growing sense of uneasiness. A shiver rushed over her entire body.  
 
    “Oh, no!” she cried. 
 
    “What?” asked Gerart. 
 
    “It’s Haradin!” 
 
    Aliana could not bring herself to say aloud what she was thinking: Rogdon is lost. 
 
    We are lost.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Slumbering Guardians 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti —Rogdon Territory 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the opening sealed itself off above their heads, Komir started. His eyes darted around nervously, fear chipping away at him. Long staircases sculpted in stone led the group to a large, gloomy oval cave. Although at first it appeared that there was no exit, on the other side of the stairs they found a walled-in stone door. Protecting the door were two muscular granite guards, nearly seven feet tall, sleeping their eternal slumber as they held fast to their swords and shields. Surprisingly, the heads of the two guards were not human. 
 
    They were the heads of lions. Ferocious-looking lions. 
 
    “I’m not liking this at all... men with lions’ heads... we’re off to a bad start here,” Hartz protested as he came closer to examine one of the stone guards. 
 
    Kayti took off her gauntlet and touched the covered door with her pale hand. “Solid stone. Impossible to get through this.”  
 
    In the arch at the top of the door they discovered yet another inscription in the strange language of the Ilenians. 
 
    Komir stood in front of the blocked door. Following his instincts, he presented his mother’s Dark Medallion to the symbols that formed the inscription. 
 
    Its dormant power awakened, the medallion emitted a golden flash.  
 
    The inscription above the door responded immediately, emitting a flash of the same color.  
 
    Both the medallion and the runes began to glow with a golden light that increased in intensity until it was blindingly bright, so bright that the four adventurers were forced to look away. The edges of the door turned gold, forming a brilliant rectangular border. 
 
    To the amazement of the four companions, the stone door opened with a thunderous boom. 
 
    “In... credible,” stammered Komir. 
 
    “By Igrali, Goddess of the Moon!” cried Hartz, still stunned. “This kind of thing doesn’t happen in our mountains, I’ll tell you that right now. No one in Orrio is going to believe me when I tell them... no-one...”  
 
    “There’s no doubt that this medallion is an Object of Power,” commented Kayti as she moved closer to the Dark Medallion hanging from Komir’s hand. “But we’ll have to establish what kind of power it has, and its origin and function.” 
 
    “I think so too,” said the priest. “It has to be the key to some sacred Ilenian site. How exciting!”  
 
    “Please don’t get too near it,” said Komir. 
 
    Kayti held up her hands, took a step back and bowed sarcastically. 
 
    “Let’s keep going,” said Komir. 
 
    They crossed through the doorway and went on down a long narrow staircase carved into the rock itself. It led them into a large natural cavern hewn from shining stone. In the torchlight the wetness seeping from the high black walls seemed to have been preserved over the passage of time. 
 
    Hartz looked around. “I’ll be darned if those walls don’t look like they’re crying. Bad omen... really bad...”  
 
    They continued walking cautiously, going further into the depths of the mysterious grotto, their hearts beating like war-drums in frightened anticipation. They came to a fork and decided to continue to the left, which brought them to a chasm. They looked up at the stalagmites hanging from the incredibly high vaulted ceiling of the cavern, but at their feet they saw only impenetrable darkness, like a starless night. Kayti picked a stone from the ground and dropped it into the blackness of the abyss. They stood still, listening silently, waiting for several long moments—but heard no sound.  
 
    “There’s no bottom to this abyss!” said Kayti. “We need to be really careful. Better make sure we know where we’re stepping or we’ll end up dead in the bowels of these caverns.”  
 
     They backtracked and walked even more carefully on the path to the right of the fork. After a short while the rocky wall that had been on their left side as they advanced suddenly disappeared, to be replaced with a dark precipice.  
 
    “Careful!” said Komir. 
 
    They immediately clung to the wall to their right and advanced with extreme caution. To their dismay, a short distance ahead the wall on their right, which had been supporting them, was replaced by another abyss. The group were left standing on a narrow, winding stone path. 
 
    “This is really getting ugly,” Hartz protested. 
 
    “Go single file and move very carefully,” Kayti warned them. “The path’s no more than four feet wide. After that it falls away into the depths of the cavern.”  
 
    They continued their slow descent, taking the greatest care, afraid of losing their footing and falling into the void. Each step took an eternity; it seemed as if they were headed to the very center of the earth or into some never-ending abyss with no return. At last the twisting passageway led them to a large platform of black stone. With a sigh of relief all four dropped to the floor, enjoying the gratifying feeling of safety.  
 
    On the far wall a door awaited them. They left the cavern behind and crossed through the door... and instantly froze in astonishment. 
 
    Before them was a majestic room, exquisitely designed and constructed, worthy of a powerful king. The chamber had been built by expert artisans and exuded elegance. Its dark alabaster walls were adorned by elegant symmetrical engravings in stone and gold. Great circular columns spaced out at exact distances throughout the rectangular room rose to meet the high golden ceiling. A warm light from the shiny ceiling softly lit the entire room. Carved into the surface of the eight monumental columns were Ilenian runes. Opposite each column on an oval pedestal was a statue of a muscular warrior at least seven feet tall, dressed in bronze armor. And in place of a human head was the head of a roaring lion. 
 
    “Uh... I don’t like this room at all...” moaned Hartz as he looked at the statues. “No, sir, I don’t like the looks of this. I don’t know what this place is, but it makes me really uneasy.” He held his torch high as he went on looking around. 
 
    “What do those monsters have on their hands? Claws?” asked Komir. 
 
    “It looks like it,” said the priest, clearly intrigued. “They’re wearing gloves with five long pointed blades, as if they were claws. Really unusual.” He moved closer to the first statue to have a look. 
 
    “Any idea what those inscriptions say?” Komir asked him. 
 
     The priest was carefully examining the inscription on the first column. “Let’s see... well, actually... I can only make out what I believe is the symbol of the guardian, and if I’m not mistaken that one is the omnipresent symbol of death... Yes, death... It is one of the few allegories we know for certain.” 
 
    “How comforting!” said Hartz sarcastically.  
 
    Kayti looked at him and shook her head.  
 
    The priest was still studying the Ilenian runes. “I could be wrong, but these sculptures must represent the guardians of this... underground temple.”  
 
    “It would be best if we didn’t touch anything,” said Kayti. She sent a warning glance at Hartz who looked away, not taking the hint. 
 
    “Let’s keep going,” said Komir. “Stay alert and be careful.” 
 
    They took a few steps toward the far end of the great room. Suddenly, from the dimly lit shadows, a deep voice began to speak in an unknown language. 
 
    The four adventurers froze where they were. Their eyes searched around them and their hearts beat wildly. The Ilenian runes on the columns began to shine with that characteristic golden glow, now so familiar to them, then began to weep a thick golden liquid. The strange substance looked like melted gold and ran down each of the columns, bathing the fierce half-man, half-lion guardians before them. As soon as the golden matter came into contact with the statues they began to tremble, coming to life and letting out a sound so shrill they were all forced to cover their ears. With fear rising in their hearts, the group began backing away toward the door. 
 
    But it was sealed. 
 
    “It’s a trap!” cried Kayti. “I hope I’m wrong, but I think we’d better get ready. It looks like we’re going to have to deal with those lion-man monsters we seem to have awakened.” 
 
    “But this can’t be! May the eternal Light protect us!” the priest prayed. He was looking up at the ceiling in search of a sky he could not see. 
 
    “Damn our luck! Once again we’re up against more filthy, rotten magic!” bellowed Hartz. 
 
    “Let’s stay calm!” said Komir, trying to reassure everyone. But his voice broke.  
 
    The first guard came down from the pedestal it had been resting on and slowly advanced toward the group, brandishing its deadly claws. It was moving its arms and shoulders as if trying to loosen them up. Its cat-like eyes shone with the golden color of the substance that had given it life. The creature’s great mane and frightful jaw would have terrified even the most daring of humans. It wore bronze armor that had grown dirty and discolored with the passage of time: a bronze cuirass over a long black tunic, with arm plates and leg plates. A long, dark cape covered its back. Moving slowly but powerfully, its size and musculature gave the impression that it was uncommonly strong. It was like a gigantic feline demigod. 
 
    As the creature approached them it let out a ferocious roar that made Komir’s blood run cold. In one powerful leap it pounced on Hartz. The Norriel, with almost no time to react to the assault, blocked the impact of the beast’s claws with his sword. The monster kicked the huge Norriel hard in the stomach, so he doubled up and dropped to his knees in pain. 
 
    Komir and Kayti immediately reacted by attacking the beast. Komir’s spear went straight for the creature’s heart, but with cat-like reflexes it managed to deflect his strike with its metal claws. Kayti, however, was able to stab it in the armpit. The guard gave a hair-raising roar and took several steps back. Out of the wound flowed a strange thick blackish-gold blood. Komir attacked again, but the monster took another mighty leap and dodged the sword, jumping onto the Norriel and knocking him down with a powerful blow. In pain and trying not to let fear take over his mind, Komir defended himself from the floor.  
 
    For the love of Ikzuge, this beast is too strong! He was trapped against the marble floor, with the creature trying to rip through his neck with its fierce jaw. Luckily he managed to turn away in time, and the beast instead sank its teeth into his shoulder, which was covered by his chain mail. In spite of the protection of the armor, he felt the fearsome fangs scraping over his flesh as they punctured his doublet and coat. 
 
    He felt an intense pain. 
 
    My shoulder!  
 
    All of a sudden the beast released its bloodied prey and roared in pain. 
 
    Kayti had stabbed it in the back with her spear, piercing its armor with a powerful blow.  
 
    Komir rolled to the right and drew his Norriel sword and hunting knife. The beast was still on its feet, blinded by fury from the pain of its wounds. It was now preparing to pounce on Kayti. She picked Komir’s sword up from the floor. 
 
    “It won’t die!” exclaimed Komir, wincing. 
 
    The beast struck Kayti, who flew across the floor.  
 
    “How do we kill it?” yelled Kayti, gasping with pain.  
 
    A silence full of uncertainty followed the question. It was broken by another roar from the mighty beast.  
 
    “Its head! Cut off the lion’s head!” came a frenzied shout from the priest.  
 
    Komir looked at him blankly. 
 
    “It’s a wild animal, and you’re just enraging it by wounding it!” shouted the priest from the corner where he was hiding, holding both torches.  
 
    Komir thought for a moment, then signaled to Kayti and Hartz—who had recovered—that they should distract the beast. The redhead nodded, stood up and attacked vigorously. Livid, the beast swatted at her, but she fended it off as best she could. Hartz moved in and stabbed the monster with a strong thrust, forcing it up against one of the columns. He put the full weight of his body against it to trap it there. Kayti took advantage of the moment. Leaping and spinning in midair, she thrust her sword into the beast as Hartz held it against the column. The thick blackish blood splattered her white armor. Without hesitation Komir moved in next to the monster. He leaped forward and gave a perfectly aimed slash across its throat, decapitating it.  
 
    The lion’s head rolled grotesquely across the room. A split second later the beast’s body collapsed lifelessly on the floor, never to rise again. 
 
    Komir let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    A trace of color returned to Kayti’s pale cheeks. 
 
    So there was a way to kill those Ilenian monsters... 
 
    “We got it, Father!” shouted Hartz, pulling his lance free. 
 
    Three new monsters came out of the shadows, roaring loudly. It was an agonized roar, as if they could sense their fellow guard’s death, as if there were still some shred of humanity in them. 
 
    Kayti prepared to face off with them. As she watched them approaching, spread out across the wide hallway with their muscular bodies and sinister jaws, she was gripped by an uncontrollable feeling of panic. But she felt calmer seeing her two companions preparing themselves for the head-on collision with a look of resolution. Her faith in the ability of those two Norriel in combat filled her with a renewed sense of courage. She had confidence in her skills with a sword, and certainly in those of her two companions. Her fear gradually dissipated until it finally disappeared completely. Her muscles relaxed. They would get out of this mess. As she heard Hartz shouting the Norriel war cry at the top of his voice, her own fierceness was reborn. Without another second of hesitation she launched an attack, following the Norriel’s charge. 
 
    Komir struck first. He was no longer afraid, or at least had his fear under control. The beast’s bloodthirsty blades slashed chaotically through the air around him. It took all his skill and agility to avoid being sliced to pieces. He was fully aware that if he was caught or knocked down, his opponent—who was much stronger—would finish him off. A mistake would mean death. The pain in his shoulder made itself known with every move he made. He moved subtly sideways, and the beast’s paw grazed his neck. Without allowing that to shake him, he cut the guard’s right knee with a swift slash. The monster’s support leg buckled and its knee slammed to the floor. It lashed out furiously with its right arm. He dodged the paw by bending his body nimbly backwards, but the beast launched itself at him with a terrifying roar. 
 
    Seeing what was happening to Komir, Kayti looked for Hartz and found him impaling the second of the guardian beasts on his spear and forcing it against a column with all his might. For a moment she watched the clash of the two colossal warriors, each deploying every ounce of physical strength they possessed. Just as she was about to call out to Hartz, a paw flashed in front of her eyes and cut into her chin. 
 
    The third monster was upon her. 
 
    Fear consumed her. For the love of the sacred Objects of Power! Two inches lower and I’d be dead. React! This thing is nothing more than another enemy—a strong enemy, but not invincible. Don’t let its size intimidate you! Remember your martial training. Concentrate, woman! Her fear changed to anger, then to pure rage. She struck a horizontal blow that bounced off the creature’s cuirass. Infuriated, it roared. 
 
    “Evil beast!” she screamed at the monster, and unleashed her fury with a well-aimed thrust to its groin. An almost human shriek burst from the feline’s throat. That would have killed any man. He’d have bled to death in minutes. But you’re not going to give me the satisfaction of dying, are you? The answer was conclusive: a fearsome strike with its paw. The sharp blades sank into the side of her armor-plate. A sharp pain confirmed she had been wounded. 
 
    “You monstrous mongrel!” Blocking out her pain, Kayti yelled in fury, lifted her sword and cut off the arm that had injured her. The monster stumbled backwards, roaring in pain.  
 
    “I have you now!” Making her comeback, she executed a spin with her sword above her head and beheaded the beast.  
 
    “Yes!” she shouted euphorically, punching the air with her blood-encrusted fist. 
 
    Looking to her right she saw Hartz being rammed by his attacker, flying backwards and finally landing on the floor with a powerful thud. The guard, now free of Hartz’s sword, was already hurling itself at him. She was about to help him when she heard a howl of pain from her left. She turned and saw Komir on the floor fighting for his life, with the other beast on top of him.  
 
    Damn! What do I do? Which of them do I help? Who? 
 
    Indecision gripped her like iron shackles restraining her legs and hands. She could not decide, and her hesitation could cost them their lives. 
 
    Without warning, the clergyman of the Light rushed in heroically to try to help Komir. He was waving the torches and screaming his head off as though possessed by the devil himself. When the beast saw the priest running toward it with fire in his hands, it hesitated an instant, seemingly bewildered. Komir seized the moment, rolled to one side and jumped to his feet. 
 
    The moment she saw this, Kayti’s decision was made. Though exhausted by the prolonged combat and the weight of her armor, her tired legs propelled her forward. She jumped in to aid Hartz, who was still on his back on the floor, fighting heart and soul to keep the beast’s claws from tearing open his neck. The great Norriel was holding the beast by the wrists and exerting an enormous effort; his face was as red as a ripe tomato. Kayti moved in behind the beast and plunged her sword into its side. It freed one of its paws and swiped it over Kayti’s face. She ducked in terror. 
 
    From the floor Hartz inflicted a powerful blow on the monster, which instantly spun toward him. The Norriel struck it again, even more powerfully. Kayti seized the moment, and with both hands on her sword decapitated the brutal enemy. She watched as the lion-head fell to the floor and rolled a few feet away. She felt as though she were lost in a nightmare, unable to wake up. 
 
    “Thank you... that wasn’t... necessary... I... had him,” muttered the Norriel, trying unsuccessfully to catch his breath. 
 
    She turned toward Komir and found that he and the Norriel had just set fire to the last of the guards. It was wandering aimlessly, enveloped in flames and roaring in pain as the inferno devoured its body. 
 
    Exhausted but relieved, Kayti fell to her knees and looked at Hartz, who was still lying on the floor unable to move. 
 
    The cleric ran to Hartz. “Are you all right? Are you badly injured?” 
 
    “No, just a few scratches. Nothing serious.”  
 
    Kayti nodded, too tired to speak. The wound in her side was excruciatingly painful.  
 
    “Nothing a good sewing job and a bit of Norriel balm can’t fix,” commented Komir as he studied a couple of cuts on his arms. “We have a curved needle for suturing in the backpack, and some yellow moss ointment that Suason the Healer, made me for fighting infections. Hey, Kayti, you have a claw stuck in your ribs. Are you all right?” 
 
    Kayti groaned. “It punctured my armor and gouged into my flesh, but I don’t think it’s too deep, even though it really does hurt. No blade’s ever pierced this armor before.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry” said Komir casually, trying to play down the seriousness of her wound. “I’ll take care of pulling out the claw and sewing up the wound. I’m good at patching up warriors. You have no idea how many times I’ve had to sew this pig-headed guy up.”  
 
    Kayti smiled, but then the pain overwhelmed her and she was forced to sit down. 
 
    “For a second there I thought those monsters were going to do us in,” confessed the priest as he examined one of the decapitated figures. “You’re all extraordinary fighters. Luckily your skill with weapons saved us. Thanks be to the Light for protecting us from that ancient magic!” 
 
    “What... What were those things?” asked Hartz. He was breathing a bit easier now. 
 
    The priest was looking at one of the sets of mystical runes which had generated the golden liquid. “Well, they look like some kind of half-man, half-lion monsters. It seems they came back to life when that golden substance touched them—it was as though it gave them life.”  
 
    “It’s a good thing we found a way to kill them,” said Komir as he bandaged a cut on his arm. “They were incredibly strong. We owe you, Father. Thank you so much. I’ll never forget it.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I really don’t know how I thought of it—I think it was out of pure terror. And, by the way, the door on the other side of the room opened when you killed the last of the guards.” The clergyman pointed excitedly. 
 
    “Well, I don’t think it’d be a very good idea to go through it,” commented Hartz. “This whole underground world reminds me of a huge tomb. It’s giving me the shivers. And don’t even ask me what I think about the magic and those monsters!” 
 
    “I think you’ve hit the nail precisely on the head, big Norriel,” said the priest. “If I’m not mistaken, that’s exactly what this place is: an underground crypt—and we just conquered its guards.” 
 
    “Not all of them,” said Kayti, looking worried. “There’s at least one left—the one who spoke the words of power we heard that woke up the guards.”  
 
    “True—I completely forgot about him,” said Komir. “Sorry, but I have to go on, however hard it may be… I need answers, I really need them.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that,” said Hartz resignedly. “Well, you can count on me, friend.” 
 
    “Let’s take care of our wounds and get some rest,” said Komir firmly. “Once we’re better we’ll go on—very, very carefully.”  
 
    “Let’s keep our eyes open,” said the priest of the Light. “|There could be more danger waiting for us up there. Ancient, arcane danger.”  
 
   
  
 




 
 
    An Arcane Bond 
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    Aliana, Gerart. —Usik Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aliana, with a knot in her throat and distressed by the unthinkable vision before her, knelt and placed her hands on Haradin’s petrified chest. Worry over the Mage’s condition tore into her stomach.  
 
    He looks as though he’s beyond help. Have we lost him forever? What a terrible catastrophe! Is there any hope he could still be alive in this state? 
 
    Pushing aside the agonizing thoughts which were plaguing her mind, she concentrated on helping him. Drawing on her powers, she channeled the healing energy into the Mage. His entire body, from head to toe, was coal. Grief caught in her throat so she could barely swallow. Never before had she faced anything remotely like this. As she focused, her energy began to penetrate his body, imbuing it with life and healing.  
 
    For hours she fought, attempting to free the anthracite cells from Haradin’s body. She dedicated all her power to infusing the fossilized atoms with life, but they remained inert. Battling, struggling with every ounce of her being, she resisted giving in to defeat. Finally she spread the last drop of healing power left to her throughout the Mage’s body until it reached the deepest part. But the effort began to take its toll on her. Exhaustion gripped her body and her mind and would soon consume her. Still she continued the battle, even when she feared it might be hopeless. She had to fight, to defeat whatever evil this might be. 
 
    And it happened. 
 
    Suddenly she felt a reaction. A change. 
 
    The process of carbonization began to reverse itself. 
 
    There was hope! 
 
    She would not weaken, would not give in. Haradin’s life depended on her. A failure of her powers now would be deadly for the Mage, but on the other hand a prolonged period of healing would be lethal for her. She gritted her teeth and continued injecting the vital energy, repairing the carbonized cells with her Gift. It was agonizing. Sweat poured down her forehead, washing over her closed eyes. It was all she could do to stay upright. 
 
    I’m not going to make it... I don’t have enough strength left... 
 
    But she kept fighting, refusing to concede the battle even though she was on the brink of collapse. She was fully aware that with each passing moment her own life was in danger, that all her energy, her very existence, was being passed on to the patient. Feeling the Mage’s body beginning to awaken and return to life after an endless slumber inspired her to continue and disregard the risk. She had to finish the reversal at any cost, even if it cost her life. After all, she was a mere Healer, while Haradin was the great Mage, the defender and protector of the kingdom. Many lives depended on his recovery.  
 
    She could feel the presence of the frightening Mistress of Eternal Night. She was coming. Her empty eyes were like two wells of infinite despair, fixed on Aliana’s soul. She was coming to collect her due, to make Aliana pay for having dared to break the sacred law of the Healers. A ghostly hand was reaching for her soul, about to brush against it. At just that final moment she pulled away, abruptly ending the healing to prevent herself from being abducted by the Mistress of the Beyond, never to return. 
 
    She collapsed on to the cold floor, swallowed up by the blackness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Familiar but muffled voices awakened her. Slowly opening her eyes as she came out of a long sleep, she looked at her four companions sitting around a welcoming fire. They were speaking in whispers. The small fire was comforting, so she stayed quiet for a moment enjoying its pleasant warmth. She did not know what had happened or how long she had been resting, but she was alive: drained and aching, but thankfully alive.  
 
    Gerart looked across at her, and when he saw she was awake his eyes widened. He jumped up and rushed to her. He knelt beside her and took her hand, his face pained with worry.  
 
    “How are you feeling, Aliana? Are you all right?” 
 
    Aliana looked back at the heir to the throne of Rogdon, taking full note of the Prince’s blue eyes and handsome face. His blond hair, matted with blood and dirt, gave him an air of hardness; the dark circles under his eyes were a testament to his increasing fatigue. He looked as though he had aged years in the last few days. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she replied. “Just a little tired from the effort, but I’m all right.” With her eyes on Haradin, who was still lying on the ground beside her, she tried to sit up. 
 
    Mortuc stood up. “He’s alive. A small portion of his body has returned to a more natural color and his heart seems to be beating... weakly, distantly, but it’s beating. You gave life back to the Mage! It’s an absolute miracle, for the love of all the ancient gods, that’s just what it is!”  
 
    Lomar moved in closer to get a better look at the Mage’s face. “We covered him and lit a fire to warm him but we haven’t found a way to bring him completely back. Most of his body—which still hasn’t regained its color—is black coal, but it appears to have lost its petrified state. We can move his joints now.”  
 
    “He seems to be suspended in a deep dream state,” said Kendas. “Nothing is managing to bring him back. We’ve tried to wake him up but it’s as if he’s in some faraway place and can’t get back from it.”  
 
    “I’m going to see if I can do anything more for him,” said Aliana. She knelt beside the Mage. 
 
    She breathed in. Focusing on her reserve of energies, she took stock of the power she had been able to recover. Very little. Almost nothing. The rest had not been long enough for her to regenerate the energy she had consumed, especially taking into consideration that she had used part of her own life force. She channeled what little healing energy she still had left into Haradin’s body. She found no signs of illness there, and the reversal process was continuing to progress, albeit very slowly—but successfully. 
 
    In a matter of weeks, the process will have completely reversed itself. If fortune smiles on us, there won’t be any long-term effects of the carbonization—though that’s doubtful. He’ll most likely suffer some permanent damage.  
 
    Again she looked over the Mage’s body. There were still many areas that had not regenerated. They needed more time. His mind, on the other hand, was a different problem. It remained blocked, and she simply could not access it. Penetrating the human mind was always immensely difficult. Only on rare occasions had she been able to enter into contact with the mind of a patient. Unfortunately she was finding it impossible to reach Haradin’s subconscious. 
 
    “Physically he is all right, and his condition will continue to improve over the coming days. I’ll have to monitor his progress, otherwise the process will continue to ravage his body. But no matter how hard I try I can’t get access to his mind, or awaken him” Her voice was tinged with sadness.  
 
    “At least you were able to revive him before you collapsed. And he’s still alive,” said Mortuc triumphantly.  
 
    “I wasn’t sure I’d be able to do it. For a moment, fearing the worst, I thought I wouldn’t succeed,” she admitted. 
 
    “Do you think he’ll wake up?” asked a worried Lomar 
 
    “I don’t know” Aliana replied, her head down. “The mind and its mechanisms are a complete mystery to me. If it were just a matter of an affliction in his body, I could give you an answer. But in this case all I can do is beg the Mother Healer to protect him, and then hope he wakes up.”  
 
    Gerart looked toward the entrance. “Either way, we can’t stay here in this underground temple. We have to return to Rogdon.”  
 
    “True,” grumbled Mortuc. “The men will have trouble maintaining their position. We’d better hurry if we want to get out of these damned mountains alive.”  
 
    “Let’s search the temple to see if we can find something to make a stretcher out of for carrying Haradin,” said Gerart.  
 
    “Next to the big altar there were several lances and old flags hanging on the walls. We could use those,” suggested Kendas. He went to have a look. 
 
    “Before we set off,” said Mortuc, “I’d like you to clarify something for me. What exactly is this cursed place and what the hell was that Mage or spirit or whatever it was we had to fight?”  
 
    “It looks like a subterranean temple built long ago,” said Lomar. He was looking pensively around him. 
 
    “Built for whom? Surely not the Usik.”  
 
    Kendas pointed inside the sarcophagus. “I’d say this place is a mausoleum. Built, or rather, dug, as the eternal resting place of someone really important. Perhaps a king...” 
 
    Lomar looked at Aliana. “Yes, it does seem to be for some kind of monarch or high priest, but from which ethnic group? Which kingdom?”  
 
    “Don’t take my word as fact. This is just conjecture... but from what I’ve seen here and what we found in the temple I think we’re in the presence of a King or Lord of the Ilenians.” 
 
    “The Ilenians? That means the Lost Civilization, then...” murmured Lomar. 
 
    “I think so. But I don’t have verifiable proof, and my knowledge on the subject is quite limited. That’s why I didn’t say anything about it before now. It’s just a supposition based on what I’ve seen, coupled with Haradin’s obvious interest in the mysterious, long-lost civilization.” 
 
    “I’m not about to dispute that,” replied Gerart. He winked at Aliana. “Your astute deductions have gotten us here, to Haradin.”  
 
    “Ilenian... really incredible, isn’t it?” said Lomar, marveling. 
 
    “I know, what a discovery!” said Kendas. 
 
    “Whatever it may be, we really should get moving now,” said Gerart. “There’s so much at stake, and this subterranean temple could have more surprises in store for us—and I have no interest in stumbling on those by accident.”  
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement. 
 
    Aliana approached Haradin. After she had examined him she checked his clothing.  
 
    “Are you looking for this?” asked Gerart. He held up the large, beautiful medallion which hung from his hand.  
 
    Aliana’s jaw dropped as she contemplated the spectacular jewel. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. The enormous round gemstone was brown, with more than a hundred facets, and was mounted on a silver ring. It was swinging back and forth at the end of a long silver chain. She was speechless. 
 
    “Yes... this must be the object of great power that Haradin was looking for, there’s no doubt about it. And it’s probably what the spirit we defeated was so fervently guarding. I can feel the power emanating from it. It’s a natural, earthly power... immensely potent. We must protect this. Something tells me that if Haradin came here and faced all this danger to get it, it must be of incalculable value and importance. And if it falls into our enemies’ hands, it could be catastrophic.” 
 
    “Well, I have to say I don’t feel anything,” said Gerart. “To me it’s just another pretty medallion. Lovely, yes, but just another jewel. It’s amazing how different those of us who don’t possess the Gift are from those of you who do. We live with our eyes closed, not realizing the powers and energies that surround us... just as children playing next to a river with swift currents don’t realize the potential danger. Please take it and look after it, Aliana. You have an affinity with these powers that unfortunately we all lack.”  
 
    “Of course I’ll look after it,” Aliana said as she took the jewel. “You can trust me to make sure it doesn’t fall into the wrong hands.” She could feel an immense, ancient power radiating from the jewel.  
 
    As she held it, the medallion transmitted an odd but unmistakable sensation. She felt a tingling, arcane feeling of pure Earth engulfing her from head to toe as the jewel covered her in an invisible blanket of clay, of sand. Even in her mouth there was the taste of ocher, of some earthy mineral. She now knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that this was the Ilenian Temple of the Earth. The King’s medallion must have been imbued with a power based on that primary element.  
 
    She looked at the medallion for one last time before she tucked it away in the small leather satchel tied to her belt. But just as she was about to put it in the satchel, a glimmer from the jewel caught her attention. This glimmer was different from the ones before, which had been caused by refraction on the precious stone’s polished surface. This was unique: more powerful, a sharper, more intense brown.  
 
    Utterly fascinating... I could swear the gem itself just sent out a spark. This really is amazing!  
 
    She examined the medallion again curiously, but nothing happened. 
 
    Oh, this imagination of mine! I suppose I’m going a bit crazy from all the tension—seeing ghosts where there aren’t any. I shouldn’t let my imagination run away with me like that. Even though this is an object of great power, only a mage with a very specific kind of knowledge could activate it. And gaining that kind of knowledge would take years and years of arduous study and practice. That’s the way of magic and its unwritten laws. And those laws are unalterable. 
 
    She looked up, and before she could even turn around was overcome by a burst of energy from within her. It felt like a rock plunging violently into the calm surface of a lake. Taken aback, she instinctively looked down at her chest.  
 
    What on earth is happening? I didn’t call on my power. What could have produced that jolt? 
 
    Another bright glimmer coming from the medallion caught her eye, and immediately she felt another rush of energy, as if it were reacting to the flashes from the jewel. 
 
    It’s calling on my power! This medallion is using my power! But that’s impossible... 
 
    Yet another flash caused her to take a step back, unsure of what was happening. She closed her eyes and concentrated, consciously awakening her inner energy. In that same moment a strange, powerful, ancient energy coming from the medallion combined with her own, creating a mystical union between them.  
 
    She was frightened. Her heart began to beat like a stampede of runaway horses down a mountain pass. Never before had she experienced anything like this. The medallion was capable of identifying and interacting with her own inner energy. She tried to keep it out, fearful that the intrusion could be dangerous. She had to fend it off.  
 
    But she was unable to. 
 
    The link which had formed between the medallion’s power and her own was overwhelmingly strong. She was unable to break the bond, and the more she tried to repel the unwelcome force the more she lost touch with the present moment. Her sense of where she was, even the notion of time itself, began to blur. Everything around her began to disappear into a mysterious fog that was slowly enclosing her and erasing the reality surrounding her. The place, the objects, everything before her eyes became translucent. Immaterial. In a matter of moments it had all vanished, replaced by an enveloping haze.  
 
    What’s happening? This is so strange: a spell or some kind of power has been triggered and is encircling me. But how? It couldn’t have been anything to do with me.  
 
    But she no longer felt afraid. She now understood that a powerful enchantment was taking place, and somehow knew there was nothing to fear. She relaxed and allowed the fog to engulf her completely. It was now so thick that she could see nothing beyond her own body, so thick she could almost catch that fog in her hands.  
 
    What’s all this? What does this extraordinary experience mean? 
 
    As if responding to her thoughts, the medallion glowed intensely once again. 
 
    A shadow began to take shape two steps in front of her. 
 
    She took a step forward, separating the haze with her hands. She peered into the fog, trying to identify the silhouette that was forming before her, but it did not yet have a defined shape. Intrigued, her heart pounding, she waited. Little by little, the shadowy apparition began to take a human form. The scene before her seemed so unreal; it was as if she were dreaming. But her subconscious warned her to remain alert, assured her this was no dream, but rather an altered reality. Suddenly the haze around the human silhouette dissipated, as if a liberating gust of wind had blown it all away. 
 
    Before her appeared an athletic young man with long chestnut hair. He was crouching, holding a sword in one hand and a knife in the other. As he slowly finished materializing, his radiant emerald-green eyes looked at her in surprise. Those eyes... their fervor, their intensity, captivated her. Slowly, alertly, the stranger stood up. He was about the same age as she was, about nineteen years old, and something in his serious expression, in those infinitely deep green eyes, expressed sadness and hardship. Aliana could see clearly that this young man had suffered greatly, and that suffering had quickly matured him. And though she knew this to be true, she could not understand how that emotion was being transferred to her. She looked at him attentively. He did not intimidate her; quite the contrary. His face, though its expression was guarded, was kind, interesting, even handsome. But his attractiveness was unlike Gerart’s classic good looks. It was more basic, earthier and masculine. It transmitted strength and character. His demeanor and athletic body gave him a fierceness that was almost savage. He was definitely a fighter, a warrior. She was enchanted by the young man in a way she had not expected, and found herself completely unable to look away from his large green eyes. 
 
    That is, until a bright white flash forced her to turn her gaze away from that mysterious face. And that was when she saw he had a medallion hanging around his neck. 
 
    A medallion very similar to the one she was holding in her own hand.  
 
    The two medallions began to emit flashes of light: brown sparks coming from hers, white ones from the young man’s. And unbelievable though it seemed, she could almost swear that the medallions were communicating, exchanging energy. It was as if they were conversing... Aliana tried to communicate with the warrior, hoping for some explanation, but no sound came. She tried to speak again, but her vocal chords would not obey her will. The stranger sheathed his weapons and raised his hand to greet her. 
 
    Aliana did the same. There came a rush of joy within her which took her by surprise. Her stomach did somersaults and she felt a pang in her chest. Without even realizing it, she had hung the medallion which she had been holding in her hand around her neck. 
 
    And something inconceivable happened.  
 
    A beam of brown light shot from her medallion toward a beam of white light issuing from the young man’s medallion. The beacons collided in midair. 
 
    Looks of shock registered on both of their faces. 
 
    Aliana felt as if the beam was pulling on her inner energy, consuming it: not only her energy, but her whole body. She planted her feet firmly on the ground and leaned back to keep from being dragged by the force of the ray. An intense pain began to course through her body. 
 
    The young man before her was also fighting against the force which was pushing them, trying desperately to keep his balance. The pain was intensifying; it was like a thousand red-hot needles viciously stabbing her all over. Something inexplicable and extraordinary was happening and Aliana, without understanding it, simply knew it; she could perceive it. A strong bond was being formed between the two powerful entities. It seemed as if the two medallions were communicating with each other, exchanging and evaluating information, using their young hosts’ bodies as tools to their own end. She clenched her teeth and closed her eyes, unable to stand the excruciating torture her body was experiencing. 
 
    Suddenly the bond was broken, and the pain instantly vanished. 
 
    Stunned and off balance, she fell back and landed on the floor. She looked at the young warrior, who was still standing. 
 
    Then, all of a sudden, he began to disappear. 
 
    No! Don’t go, please! she wanted to shout, but no sound came out. She held out her hand in a vain attempt to grab him, to keep him from going. 
 
    The young man too held his hand out, but was fading away with each passing moment.  
 
    No! Stay! I need to know who you are! What does all this mean? But the warrior had already departed.  
 
    As Aliana looked down at the medallion, she noticed that the fog which had surrounded her was quickly dissipating. As if awakening from a deep dream state, she was once again back in the chamber of the underground temple, surrounded by her companions. 
 
    Gerart ran to her, took her by the arms and shook her vigorously. 
 
    “Aliana, wake up! Come back to us!” 
 
    “I’m here... I’m back,” she said. 
 
    “For the love of my uncle Larkin the Liar’s mustache! What the hell happened?” barked Sergeant Mortuc. 
 
     “A spell... a dream, I think... I’m not sure. It was the medallion. Somehow it came to life and conjured up some kind of magic, and it pulled me and everything around me into a dream.” 
 
    “You scared us to death!” said the Prince. “You suddenly just stopped responding. You were gone... as though you were in a trance.”  
 
    “I don’t know how to explain it. But I know that this medallion is a truly powerful object. I’ve just experienced that power firsthand.” 
 
    “Are you sure you still want to hold on to it?” asked the Prince. “I can take it if you want.” 
 
    “No, it’s all right. I’ll be fine. Don’t worry. The medallion is my responsibility now.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Gerart conceded. 
 
    After a rapid preparation, the group was ready to go. Carrying the Mage in an improvised stretcher, they started out toward the entrance to the cave, leaving behind the mysterious underground temple with its brilliant scarlet rock. 
 
    The Ilenian Temple of Earth. 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti —Rogdon Territory 
 
      
 
      
 
    Komir watched Kayti and Hartz carefully crossing the adjacent room of the underground Ilenian temple beneath the great Egia Lighthouse. The room was even larger and more beautiful than the one they had just left behind after their confrontation with the lion-headed guards. Awed by the immensity of the stone room, Komir let his gaze wander in the expanse of the vaulted ceiling. 
 
    Like ants amid the majesty of the chamber, the four adventurers strolled in silent admiration. The alabaster walls before them were decorated with golden Ilenian symbols. Sitting on the floor and resting against each of the long walls were three enormous white urns, adorned with unintelligible runes. Above each of the six vessels was the face of a dying human with cat-like eyes, staring blankly into eternity, their mouths twisted into hideous expressions.  
 
    “What the hell are those heads hanging on the wall above the urns?” Hartz asked. The hand he pointed with was smeared with dried blood.  
 
    “Damned if I know,” said Komir. “I’ve never seen anything like them. They look like the heads of men who’ve been tortured, and the eyes are really strange.”  
 
    “They’re like cat eyes—I’d guess panther eyes, or mountain lion,” said Kayti. 
 
    “So what do they represent? Why they are hanging there? We certainly don’t have anything like that in our mountains,” grumbled Hartz. He sounded uncomfortable.  
 
    “Maybe I’m wrong, but those aren’t a very encouraging sign,” said the priest. “I’ve read a few ancient books about nightmares and other imaginary kinds of suffering represented like that, with faces contorted in pain and anguish. If I remember correctly, they were in the Rilentor library. They made quite an impression on me.” 
 
    “Library? What’s that? Is it where you keep books?” asked Hartz, as if the word was unknown to him, but he might have heard it somewhere or other before. 
 
    The priest looked at him in disbelief and raised an eyebrow. “That’s right. Don’t you have libraries where you live? Where do you keep your tomes and parchments filled with knowledge?”  
 
    Hartz and Komir looked at one another for a moment, then burst out laughing. Their laughter resonated through the great room, as if a wind of life were sweeping through the somber atmosphere of the chamber. 
 
    “No, Father, we Norriel don’t have libraries,” replied Komir, still laughing. 
 
    “I don’t think we have parchments either,” said Hartz, and again the two broke into guffaws. 
 
    “So you are Norriel, eh? I assumed that, but I wasn’t sure. From what I can tell, a great deal of what they say about your tribe is true.” 
 
    “And it’s all good, I’m sure,” said Hartz.  
 
    “The way you fight—seeing that you’re so young—is proof that you come from the highlands. As for the rest, the less respectable aspects, I don’t need to mention those...” The priest of the Light smiled broadly. 
 
    Komir examined one of the tormented faces more closely. A nagging sense of unease was troubling him. Looking around anxiously, peering into the shadows, he tried to make out any hidden dangers. He found nothing. 
 
    Cautiously they moved on between two parallel rows of massive circular pillars which ran from one end of the room to the other and rose up to meet the lofty ceiling. In the middle of the chamber was a steep marble staircase that led up to a circular platform. Looming over the center of the platform, a translucent statue of a macabre being out of a world of nightmare completed the eerie scene. 
 
    They stared, transfixed, at the ghostly statue whose face was only partially visible beneath a hooded cape and wore an expression of agonizing pain. The mere sight of it struck terror in Komir’s heart. He tried to shake it off. 
 
    A sinister figure—a man—was looking down on them from beside the terrifying statue on the platform. His body was completely covered in a long white robe with golden trimming. In his right hand he wielded an unusual staff; in his left hand, a thick tome with a golden cover. His face, hidden beneath a white hood, was not visible, but his eyes shone amid the shadows with an intense golden glow. Those strange, inhuman eyes made the blood run cold.  
 
    The mysterious being raised the staff over his head and murmured something unintelligible. Behind them the entrance to the room closed with a thud. 
 
    Hartz put his hand on the hilt of his sword as he looked at the door. “I don’t like the looks of this...” 
 
    “We don’t wish to cause you any harm,” Komir said loudly, doing his best to sound calm. “Who are you? And what is this place?”  
 
    Again the hooded figure recited a series of incomprehensible words which sounded like a mournful chant. 
 
    Suddenly the ethereal statue’s eyes began to secrete a golden liquid, so that the anguished face seemed to be weeping molten gold. The strange fluid flowed down the insubstantial body and onto the floor of the platform. It flowed through the four grooves carved into the base and reached the four alabaster walls of the room. 
 
    And imbued them with life.  
 
    The Ilenian symbols carved into the walls began to shine brightly. 
 
    A stream of sweat ran down Komir’s back. 
 
    The runes on the white urns shone intensely now, and began to give off a strange fog. The contorted human faces with the feline eyes seemed to foresee what was about to happen, their twisted expressions forming a prelude to the nightmare which was about to begin. The thick fog issuing from the urns slid down toward the floor, slowly covering the entire space. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” said Hartz unhappily. 
 
    “I don’t like this at all,” said Komir. 
 
    As the fog completely engulfed them, their fear quickly turned to terror. The statue, also swallowed up in the magical mist, began to tremble. The four travelers watched incredulously as the effigy came to life, feeding off the volatile substance the urns were emitting. As the sculpture awoke from its eternal nightmare and began moving stiffly, it let out a terrifying howl which turned Komir’s stomach inside out. Then it looked at its master with that agonized expression, and the evil-looking figure in the white robe motioned with its staff toward the group. 
 
    “What... what’s happening?” Kayti asked uneasily. 
 
    “I’m afraid we’re in the presence of a mage whose mission must be to safeguard this temple from intruders and looters,” said the priest in a trembling voice. 
 
    Hartz pointed to the newly awakened specter. “And what about that unfriendly-looking thing?”  
 
    “It must be a guard that the mage called into service, just as he did with the lion-headed guardians. I’m afraid it’s probably dangerous. Very dangerous. Its aim must be to put an end to us for invading its temple.” The priest’s voice too was shaking now. 
 
    Komir could see that the ghostly being represented a much greater threat than the mutant guardians they had destroyed in the outer room. Seeing it come down from the platform with that horrifying face and those eyes imbued with that golden substance, his stomach turned. He was frightened.  
 
    “By the sun and moon! Let’s get ready to fight!” he commanded. “Leave your lances and use your swords. We’ll use the same tactic as before, we’ll try to decapitate it.” He was fighting hard to maintain his composure. “If it worked then, maybe it’ll work now, too.”  
 
    “All right,” said Kayti. “Aim for its throat.”  
 
    “Father, you stay behind, back here in the corner,” said Hartz. “Stay hidden, and if it comes near you, scream and we’ll come help you.”  
 
    The priest took the two torches and tiptoed toward the right-hand corner of the room. He was struggling to see through the banks of fog which were beginning to engulf them.  
 
    “Let’s get into a semicircle with the walls behind us,” said Komir. “I don’t know what to expect from this thing, so it’s better for us to stay together.” 
 
    “Shoulder to shoulder?” asked Hartz. 
 
    “Exactly. I don’t like this fog, and we’re better off together. That’ll at least give us a fighting chance. I’ll take the right side. You take the left, Hartz. And Kayti, you take the middle. Don’t move forward, don’t break formation. We have to keep the semicircle at all times.” 
 
    “All right,” Kayti said, “though I’m not at all convinced this plan will work. Unfortunately I don’t have any better idea to propose at this point. Since the two of you have more experience than me, I’ll do whatever you say.”  
 
    Hartz patted her on the back. “Relax, woman,” he reassured her with a smile. “When have we ever failed you? We’re all still alive, right? Don’t worry, this is going to work.”  
 
    Komir unsheathed his sword and hunting knife and let himself relax in order to face their terrifying foe. Hartz took out a long dagger he wore on the back of his belt and handed it to Kayti. 
 
    “Just in case...” he said with a wink and a smile, doing his best to convey confidence and calm.  
 
    She nodded and returned his smile, trying to mask her fear, even though at that moment the expression on her face betrayed her. 
 
    “Well, at least this time the mess we’re in wasn’t my fault,” Hartz joked. 
 
    Komir looked at him and smiled, shaking his head at the same time. 
 
    The group waited in position. Absolutely still. Spellbound. Breathing in the icy tension that filled the distance between them and the ghostly specter. Before their eyes, it was gliding across the floor, never making contact with it, suspended in the arcane fog as it slowly approached them. When it was no more than a few steps from the group it let out a doleful howl that chilled all four to the bone, each one now well aware that they had made a grave mistake when they had disturbed the eternal rest of that dreadful guardian. 
 
    The creature was now directly in front of the group. 
 
    Komir slashed through the surrounding fog, attempting to strike a fierce blow at its gruesome face. But much to his surprise, his sword passed straight through the incorporeal head with no effect. 
 
    “What the hell...?” was all he managed to mutter before the ghostly guard touched him with its translucent hand. All the terror, the agony, the suffering the tortured face conveyed were instantly transferred to Komir. His knees buckled and he fell to the floor, screaming in pain. He felt as if his life were vanishing by the second, devoured by the guard’s diabolical touch.  
 
    The priest waved the torches wildly. “Help him!” he shouted. 
 
    Hartz leapt into action, shoving his friend out of the guardian’s deadly reach. 
 
    Seeing her companions in trouble, Kayti stepped in to help. But her sword too passed directly through the ghost’s head, causing no harm.  
 
    “It has no substance, so it’s immune to our weapons!” she cried in terror. “There’s no way we can beat it!”  
 
    Still trembling on the floor, Komir cursed the excruciating pain. Never had he imagined he would have to face anything like this. That nightmarish monster had just about taken his life. 
 
    The specter let out another hair-raising howl. They all quickly covered their ears, since the unbearable sound nearly pierced their eardrums. The ghostly spirit then swept over the fog and hurled itself at Kayti. She moved quickly to one side, narrowly avoiding the ghastly creature’s bodiless touch. 
 
    “Don’t let it touch you! Contact with that thing means a horrifying death!” Komir shouted to his friends as Hartz helped him struggle to his feet. 
 
    “It’s as if it’s sailing through the fog, being carried along by it,” said the priest thoughtfully. 
 
    “What should we do?” asked Komir. There was a heightened desperation in his voice as he rolled across the floor to escape the guardian’s clutches once again. 
 
    “I don’t know!” the priest shouted frantically. “This fog isn’t just fog, it’s as if it’s exuding some kind of ether. I can’t understand it.” 
 
    Kayti hurried over to him. “Give me a torch, Father. Maybe fire will kill it!” 
 
    “I’ll distract it!” Brandishing his sword, Hartz ran toward the beast, screaming at the top of his voice. 
 
    The ethereal being stopped chasing Komir and turned to Hartz. It let out another howl, then headed straight for him. Komir collapsed on the floor in exhaustion. The guardian’s touch had drained every drop of his strength. 
 
    Hartz dealt the creature two useless blows that passed straight through it, then had to run in circles to avoid its touch. 
 
    Kayti took advantage of his distraction and headed for the guard’s back, hoping to set fire to it. But the fire had no effect on it other than to cause it to let out another terrifying howl and then chase after her.  
 
    “For Our Lady Zurine’s sake! It’s immune to fire!”  
 
    “And to steel!” added Hartz. 
 
    “Yes,” said the priest, “but it doesn’t seem to have liked the fire... Wait! I have an idea. What if we throw water at it?”  
 
    “Water? Have you completely lost your mind, brother?” protested Hartz. 
 
    Just then the guard caught Kayti. Weighed down by her armor, she had not been able to get out of the way in time. The redhead felt absolute anguish and despair invading her body, an endless suffering that reached into her very soul. She fell face down on the cold floor as the fog whirled around her body. 
 
    She was dying. 
 
    All Komir could do before he lost consciousness was to call out to his friend helplessly: “Help her, Hartz!” 
 
    Hartz grabbed the flask of water the priest was holding and ran toward the monster. “Here! Look here, demon!” he screamed, trying to get its attention. 
 
    But it lunged at the defenseless Kayti, ready to finish her off. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” Hartz screamed in desperation. 
 
    Running full out, the great Norriel opened the flask. Squeezing it as hard as he could, he sent a jet of water splashing over the macabre guardian. 
 
    It gave a chilling howl, but the water seemed to have no effect. It turned and took off after Hartz. Kayti was left lying on the floor, her life ebbing away. 
 
    “I think I’m right! The guard reacts to the four elements!” cried the priest. 
 
    A distraught Hartz, who was running from the infuriated specter, shot a glance at the priest. “Reacts? But it doesn’t hurt it—or at least water and fire don’t.” He turned to face the guard and sprayed another jet of water over it. 
 
    The monster howled again, but immediately resumed its chase. 
 
    “You’re right—it doesn’t... But why not? Water puts out fire, fire consumes air, air can move earth...” 
 
    “Come on, Father, think of something fast! I’m getting tired, and it’s going to catch me!” 
 
    The priest clenched his jaw, concentrating deeply, trying to solve the mystery as Hartz ran in circles for his life. 
 
    “I’ve got it! I’ve got it!” he cried at last. “It reacts to the elements because it’s actually made up of one of them—the fifth element: Ether!” 
 
    “I don’t understand a single word of what you’re saying!” gasped Hartz. “Just tell me how we kill it!”  
 
    “Kill it? Uh, well... it’s Ether, so it dominates the other elements. They can’t affect it. . . nothing affects it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t help me at all!” bellowed Hartz. He was barely eluding the clutches of the Guardian of Ether, whose lethal touch was now mere inches from his back. 
 
    “I know!” the priest said hesitantly. “Let me think... what affects Ether? Nothing, except for Ether itself—That’s it! That’s it! We have to stop the Ether!” 
 
    “And how the hell do we do that? Think of something fast—it almost got me!” 
 
    The priest looked around... and then he saw it. 
 
    The fog! 
 
    It completely surrounded them. That was the key. He had to stop the fog! It was feeding the guard. Without thinking twice, he ran toward the first of the three enormous urns which were flooding the room with the fog. Leaving the torch on the floor, he shoved at the massive urn with all his might. It tipped over, and after breaking into a thousand pieces, stopped emitting the ethereal substance. 
 
    “Hartz, break the three urns on the other wall! I’ll break the rest on this side!” 
 
    “Break them? Great! Just watch me!” said the big Norriel, his enthusiasm renewed even though his exhaustion showed in his face. He dodged quickly to elude the spectral guard just as it was about to graze him. Then, sword in hand, he headed straight for the three urns. 
 
    The priest strained to tip over the second urn. Meanwhile with three powerful sword-strokes, Hartz destroyed the three vessels against the wall on the far side of the room  
 
    With sudden delight, the priest saw that the fog was beginning to disperse. He ran to the third urn, and with every ounce of strength he had left, smashed it against the floor. Just as he was about to jump for joy, he saw Hartz fall, overcome by the specter. 
 
    “Nooooooo, Hartz!”  
 
    The guardian of Ether glared at him with its nightmarish face. With another terrifying howl, it headed straight for him. 
 
    The priest ran for his life toward one of the corners, but there was no way out. He turned to face the specter in terror. It was moving towards him from the center of the room. 
 
    “May the protecting Light shelter me from harm in this, my hour of dire need!” the priest prayed. His body was trembling, knowing his end was near. 
 
    He closed his eyes, waiting for the touch of death. 
 
    But it never came. 
 
    The guardian howled in rage.  
 
    The priest opened his eyes and watched in astonishment as the guardian stumbled toward the middle of the room, drawn back by the ethereal fog which had disappeared completely from around the priest. The guardian could not reach him. He ran to pick up his torch from the floor, watching the guardian weakening by the moment. As the fog dissipated, the creature was beginning to take on solid form once again. After a few moments the fog had completely vanished from the room. And with one last horrifying howl, the guardian was once again a translucent statue. 
 
    “Praise be!” The priest cried, and lifted his outstretched palms to the Light.  
 
    He ran toward Kayti and shook her vigorously. 
 
    Her eyes opened wide. The look of terror on her face was an outward sign of the nightmare from which she had just awakened. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Where am I? What happened?” 
 
    “Take it easy, everything’s fine. We defeated the Guardian of Ether.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right, I remember now. It was horrible... its touch almost killed me. I thought my time had come.” 
 
    “It was close, but you’re safe now. Can you sit up?” 
 
    She tried, but did not have the strength. “I need to rest, Father. I’m totally drained.” 
 
    “All right, you rest. I’m going to see how the two Norriel are doing.” 
 
    After a few minutes he came back to her. With him were the two warriors, their exhausted faces marked by suffering. They knelt down beside her. 
 
    “It looks as though we survived,” said the priest nervously. 
 
    “By a hair’s breadth,” added Komir. His voice was unsteady. 
 
    “He’s still there.” Hartz pointed in the direction of the hooded mage in the middle of the platform. 
 
    “Oh dear Light!” exclaimed the priest.  
 
    They all looked up at it, still apprehensive.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Heartbreak 
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    Aliana, Gerart. —Usik Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    There were no more setbacks, and it did not take Aliana and the group long to get to the surface. They hurried to the mouth of the cave where they had left the rest of the group to defend it. As they looked ahead to the entrance where the rays of sunlight cut through the darkness of the somber cavern, a macabre scene awaited them. 
 
    Everyone was dead. 
 
    There had apparently been a fierce battle, and the lifeless, bloodied bodies of every one of their companions were lying at the entrance, with the blood of those brave men and women splattered across the walls and stony floor. The Usik had taken away their own dead and left behind the corpses of the defenders.  
 
    Seeing the bodies of her sisters of the Order, Aliana let out a moan of anguish and pain. Her knees gave way beneath her. Gerart reached out for her, holding her up and trying to comfort her in the face of the horrendous spectacle. Wrapping her in his arms, he turned her face away from the tragic scene. 
 
    They all stood staring in silence at the dismal sight. Doing their best to not make a sound, they set the stretcher on the ground and quietly unsheathed their weapons. There was no sign of the Usik, but they knew they could not have gone far. 
 
    It was then that they heard the sound of a dying man’s voice.  
 
    “We held on... until the last man... Sergeant,” sputtered Morgen. There was a trickle of blood at the corner of his mouth. 
 
    Mortuc hurried to his side and cradled his head. As soon as he saw the fatal wounds he shook his head, refusing the help Aliana was offering. The veteran Royal Lancer was beyond hope. 
 
    “I have absolutely no doubt of that, Morgen.” 
 
    “They... attacked in waves... we drove them back...” mumbled the brave soldier, his voice nearly inaudible, his last strength failing him.  
 
    “I knew you wouldn’t fail me, Royal Lancer. I knew you’d fulfill your duty. I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “There were too many of them... we couldn’t...” 
 
    “You carried out my orders. You held your position, for Rogdon, for the country, with bravery and honor.” 
 
    “For Rogdon... Sergeant.”  
 
    And he took his last breath. 
 
    Visibly moved, Mortuc closed the Lancer’s eyes and offered a short prayer to the Light for the valiant man’s soul. 
 
    With a heavy heart, fighting back tears, Lomar approached Jasmine’s body. Her face was covered with blood, her green eyes closed. She was lying under several other bodies. Across her chest lay Olga, a deadly lance protruding from her back. Unable to take in what his eyes were seeing, refusing to accept that she was dead, Lomar crouched down beside Jasmine. His heart screamed out in silent suffering. He put his ear over her mouth, hoping for a miracle, listening intently, closing out the sounds around him and waiting for a breath of air, any evidence of life. He waited a long while, but heard nothing.  
 
    She was dead.  
 
    But just when Lomar was about to pull back, he felt the tiniest hint of a breath against his ear. Like a man possessed, he began pushing the bodies off her, trying to free her. 
 
    When Aliana saw what was happening, she ran to Lomar and knelt beside him  
 
    “She’s alive! I heard her breathe! It was terribly weak, but I heard it!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Aliana asked. 
 
    “I am. Try, please, I beg you!” 
 
    Aliana placed her hands on Jasmine, and using her power began to infuse her body with healing energy. Instantly she detected that the girl’s heart, though extremely weak, was beating! 
 
    “She’s alive! It’s a miracle, but she’s alive!” 
 
    Lomar was so overcome with feelings of happiness and immeasurable relief that he nearly burst into tears. Somehow he managed to hold them back, remembering that a Royal Lancer cannot show any weakness of character. For quite some time he watched as Aliana worked to save the life of this young woman who had stolen his heart. Finally the Healer withdrew her hands and smiled. 
 
    Jasmine opened her dazzling green eyes, and the first thing she saw was Lomar’s worried face.  
 
    She brought her hand to her head. “What... what happened?” she asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’re safe now,” Lomar hastened to assure her. 
 
    “Jasmine, you took a horrible blow to the head,” Aliana explained. “We need to stitch it up right away. They nearly split your head wide open.”  
 
    “Yes... I remember something hitting me when I was helping Olga... I think I lost consciousness. How is she? And the others?”  
 
    Lomar looked into her anxious face, then lowered his eyes and shook his head. 
 
    Jasmine looked away. The horrible message had immediately sunk in.  
 
    “We need a needle and some thread for suturing,” said Aliana. Mortuc handed them to her, and she carefully attended to the wound.  
 
    When she had finished, she asked Jasmine how she was feeling. 
 
    “I’m fine, Sister Healer. Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    Jasmine tried to get up, but was overcome by dizziness. Lomar was at the ready and reached out to steady her.  
 
    “It would be best if you could help her, Lomar,” said Aliana. “That bump on the head was pretty serious, so most likely she’ll suffer from fainting and vomiting for a time.” 
 
    Lomar was unable to mask his concern. “I’ll look after her, don’t worry,” he said.  
 
    “I already feel better,” said Jasmine, though her expression betrayed the pain she was feeling as Lomar helped her to sit down, making sure she was some way away from the bodies of her fallen companions. 
 
    “Lying isn’t one of your virtues,” smiled Lomar. 
 
    “Do I look that bad?” 
 
    “Let’s see... I don’t know what looks worse: your bloodstained face and head, the gruesome hole in it, or the sickly pallor of your cheeks and neck.”  
 
    “That bad, eh? I have to admit I felt really dizzy when I stood up, and my head is killing me.” 
 
    “Just rest a while. The fact you’re alive is a miracle. You need time to recover. Here, let me clean your face...” He picked up a canteen of water, and with the help of his old handkerchief tried to wipe away the dried blood on her head and face. 
 
    “Why is it that every time I get in a tight spot you turn up?”  
 
    “And there was me thinking you’d be glad I made it back safe and sound from the bowels of this awful cave.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I wasn’t happy to see you’re alive. Just like I’m glad that Aliana, Kendas, and Mortuc are all right.” 
 
    “Aren’t you just a tiny bit happier to see me?” 
 
    “What are you trying to do—sweet-talk me?”  
 
    “Sweet-talk? Me? Absolutely not! I’m just trying to get the blood off your beautiful face. Someone has to do it, and I just happened to be nearby...”  
 
    “Even in the worst situations, can’t you stop chasing after me?” 
 
    “I think that bump on the head is worse than we thought! I’ll have to go get Aliana. You’re delirious!” 
 
    “Your intentions are crystal clear to me, but I don’t know if my clairvoyance is the result of the bump or not.” 
 
    “No, I think you’re probably just feverish,” said Lomar. He went on wiping off the blood on Jasmine’s forehead.  
 
    “Delirious or not, you won’t get what you want.” 
 
    “And what exactly is it I want, if I may ask?” he asked sarcastically. 
 
    “You know perfectly well what I’m talking about!” she burst out. “You can’t win. I’m devoted to the Order, to my Sisters, to my duty to protect. There’s no place for you in my life—not for you or any other man.” 
 
    “I haven’t even asked you for anything yet...” 
 
    She looked into his eager, hopeful eyes. As he gently cleaned her forehead he stared back into her bright green eyes, struggling to endure the piercing gaze that revealed a flicker of excitement. Softly he brushed aside the black locks of hair that covered her brow. The two of them gazed silently at one another, both sensing the tension, their eyes sparkling with a budding passion. Everything around them disappeared into the half-light until it was just the two of them now, in this unique space and time. Caught up in feelings he could not suppress, Lomar moved his lips near Jasmine’s. With her face in his hands, Jasmine did not pull away, knowing what was about to happen. Somewhere within her, in the very depths of her soul, she wanted this, regardless of how many times she tried to deny it. 
 
    Lomar kissed her. 
 
    A long, passionate kiss. 
 
    They allowed themselves to be carried away by the passion in that intimate, burning kiss, every inch of their skin feeling the excitement of their stolen moment. Lomar pulled Jasmine to him, enraptured with desire. 
 
    Feeling the Lancer’s body against her, Jasmine could barely breathe. As passion awakened intense emotions in her, she was startled to feel a warm glow within her. And each time she would try to resist, those feelings took over, forcing her to let herself be carried away by the heat of the moment. 
 
    There, in that distant and dangerous land, surrounded by death and desolation, two people were filled with happiness for a few intense but brief moments. 
 
    Moments that neither of them would ever forget. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later Sergeant Mortuc signaled to the group to wait for him. He crouched and moved along the right-hand wall toward the mouth of the cave. Here he stayed for a time, looking out toward the forest. 
 
    He returned to the group slowly, taking care not to make a sound. 
 
    “They’re camped just two hundred paces from the cave’s entrance,” he whispered. “I counted three dozen. We can’t hold up against that many of them.”  
 
    “We can’t stay here” said Gerart. “We have very few provisions left, and Haradin needs care.”  
 
    “The horses are hidden in a glen about five hours from here, deep inside a forest of beech trees,” Lomar put in. “If we could get to them, we could escape.”  
 
    “Let’s wait until nightfall when we can slip away in the shadows,” said the Sergeant. “Remember: the descent will be snowy, so be ready. I don’t want any accidents.” 
 
    “All right,” Gerart said, “let’s rest. Then we’ll leave behind anything shiny that could draw attention to us in the night. Leave all your metal armor. We need to be sure they can’t see us.”  
 
    The hours slowly crept by. Dressed solely in dark clothing, the group waited for their chance to make their getaway. Their hearts were still feeling the pain from the death of their companions. 
 
    Aliana knew the probability of success was minuscule, but she also knew they had to try. They could not stay there. 
 
    She began to shiver as fear invaded her. 


 
   
  
 

 Medallion 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti —Rogdon Territory 
 
      
 
      
 
    Their eyes were fixed on the motionless hooded figure in the middle of the great hall. 
 
    “We’d better put an end to that thing,” Hartz suggested. 
 
    Komir raised his hand. “Let’s let it be for the moment. We have nothing left but our souls to fight with. We need to recover and rest before we try anything. But let’s not take our eyes off it, just in case.”  
 
    And rest they did. A tense period during which the hooded figure stood in the center of the room, watching over their battered bodies without so much as a sound or the tiniest of movements. Komir never took his eyes off it, but would have been too tired and weak to defend himself if anything had happened. All he could hope for was that the mage would not conjure up some other wicked creature to fight them. 
 
    After a short rest, the three companions looked at each other indecisively. The experience had taken its toll on them. They looked as wretched as they felt physically, and had very little strength left, if any. And they were still in danger. 
 
    Komir stared at the hooded figure, which was still standing stock-still in the middle of the room. The priest passed one of his torches to Kayti as Hartz put a fresh bandage on the cuts on his right arm and thigh, which had been sutured. He walked over to Komir without taking his eyes off the unmoving enemy. 
 
    “He must be the Temple Guard,” said the cleric thoughtfully, “a priest or guardian mage responsible for defending it from thieves and defilers.”  
 
    “Do you think they left him here, buried alive?” asked Kayti.  
 
    “I think they did, so that he could defend his master. It’s an ancient custom in certain civilizations, long before our time. There are texts about those kinds of traditions in the great Library of Loranium. Do you realize what this means? We’re in the presence of one of them! It must be a member of the Lost Civilization, a civilization we believed had been wiped out. This is an incredibly important discovery!” 
 
    “If you say so... but all I want is answers,” said Komir. “So that hooded man—guardian or not, a thousand years old or not—had better give them to me if he doesn’t want to lose his head.”  
 
    “No, please! I beg you, don’t kill him! There are so many things we need to know, so many mysteries to solve, so much we could learn from him...” 
 
    Komir took a few steps toward the hooded figure. As if reacting to the threat, it raised its staff above its head again and chanted something unintelligible. In the same moment a golden light appeared in the doorway of the room behind them. Taken by surprise, Komir stopped in his tracks, expecting another attack from yet another monster, specter, or some other evil minion. 
 
    The sinister figure convulsed, then collapsed. 
 
    “What... in the world...?” muttered the priest. He was standing a few steps behind Komir, staring at him with seeds of doubt in his eyes. 
 
    “I swear I didn’t touch it!” cried Komir, defending himself against the priest’s accusing gaze. 
 
    Approaching the fallen figure, they saw that its eyes were no longer glowing with the golden light. Komir pulled open its tunic, and inside was a being which appeared to be human, yet completely mummified. Dried up, shriveled, as if time had absorbed every last drop of fluid from its body without letting it decompose.  
 
    They checked to see if it was still living. 
 
    It was dead. Not a trace of life remained within it. 
 
    “Fascinating! Really incredible! I think that golden liquid these beings are filled with is some kind of magic fluid that may even be able to prolong their lives!” The priest was carried away by his enthusiasm. “So unfortunate that he died, a real shame. Who knows how old he must have been! Maybe even more than a thousand!” 
 
    They picked up the guard’s staff and book and examined them curiously. The staff, as tall as a person of average height, was made of a strange wood none of them recognized. Halfway up, the wood was adorned with enigmatic inscriptions. The book, though not particularly large, immediately caught the priest’s attention. It was written in some indecipherable language. Its cover was apparently made of gold, though there was no way of being sure of that. 
 
    “This book must be a grimoire! A compendium of knowledge about the arcane arts of the Lost Civilization and the basis for the spells used by the guardian mage... I’ll need some time to study this important relic in detail—and to study the mummy.” The priest could barely contain his excitement. 
 
    “Let’s have a look in the next room,” Komir suggested to the priest. “You two wait here. Get some strength back. If we need you, I’ll give you a shout.” 
 
    Hartz sat back down on the floor, his face marked by fatigue. “Don’t worry, my friend. We’ll be like new in no time.” 
 
    Cautiously, Komir and the priest went through the doorway and into the sumptuous room. It was in the shape of a cathedral nave. A series of high arches rose from the floor to the intricate vaulted ceiling, all the way down the length of the structure.  
 
    “Unbelievable,” exclaimed the priest, awestruck. “It looks like a grand basilica, the size of the Cathedral of the Light in Rilentor... amazing! The work it would have taken to build this temple... the symmetry and perfection of this architectural marvel... years of construction...” His mouth was agape as he stared at the arches and vaults. 
 
     Komir advanced warily, followed by the spellbound priest. When they came to the end of the room they found a rectangular altar and a host of mysterious runes. On the platform was an enormous translucent sarcophagus, engraved with golden inscriptions. The tomb appeared to be the reason for the entire subterranean temple’s existence, the eternal resting place of someone of extreme importance. A large golden circle on the ground completely surrounded the burial chamber. 
 
    “Let me guess: if we cross over the golden ring, something bad will happen,” said Komir dryly. 
 
    “I’d bet my well-worn cassock you’re right,” said the priest with a smile. “I believe that guard may have used up his last reserve of life-force to activate this protection.” 
 
    “Fantastic...”  
 
    Komir moved closer to the edge of the golden circle and looked inside it. The floor was made of square flagstones, with five different kinds of engravings on them. Outside the golden circle the floor was smooth, with no inscriptions of any kind.  
 
    “If we want to get to the altar we’ll have to walk on those stones, but I don’t like the looks of them.” 
 
    “Try pressing down on one of them with your sword, just to see what happens.”  
 
    Komir chose a stone with an intricate design and pushed on it with his sword. A spear instantaneously shot out of the stone toward the ceiling. Startled, he jumped back and landed on his rear end on the floor. 
 
    The priest stifled a chuckle. “They’re not making it easy for us, are they?” he said.  
 
    This time Komir tried a stone with a different design. The result was the same. He was not having much luck. 
 
    “Try the stone with the simplest design on it,” suggested the priest. 
 
    Komir chose one with only a square incised in its center. Nothing happened. He pressed on it several times with his sword. Still nothing.  
 
    “I think this could be the right one,” he said, “this one with the symbol in the shape of a square. But I don’t trust these traps. Would you bring me one of the metal shields hanging on the wall in the other room?” 
 
    The priest was back in a few minutes with a small shield. 
 
    “Perfect. Just the right size.”  
 
    As carefully as he could, he placed the shield on one of the stones marked with the square symbol. He looked at the priest, took a deep breath to calm his nerves and quickly stepped onto the shield. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    He let out a sigh of relief. Carefully he took the shield from under his feet. He was trying not to lose his balance and stumble onto one of the other stones, which would mean a certain death impaled on those lethal blades. As if playing a game of logic, he searched for another stone with the same symbol so as to keep going toward the sarcophagus. Calmly, slowly, he continued moving forward. When he was close to the tomb, he placed the shield on the last of the stones with the square mark, the stone that would allow him to reach the sarcophagus. Gingerly he stepped onto the shield with his left foot, then, with enormous care, his right. 
 
    Immediately he sensed a pressure beneath his feet. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, he was propelled toward the ceiling of the temple. 
 
    With no time to react, instinct took over. He threw himself forward and crashed head-first into the altar with the sarcophagus. 
 
    “Oh no! A spear shot out!” yelled the priest in confusion. 
 
    “I’d already figured that out! Damn these snares! Traps inside traps! Those bastards! If I’d fallen backwards that would have been it. Thankfully the shield kept the spear from slicing right through me.” He got back on to his feet, carefully touching the huge lump which was taking shape on his head from the collision with the altar.  
 
    Still a little dizzy from the impact, he nonetheless managed to climb up the platform to get to the sarcophagus. Wasting not a moment of precious time—he had come for answers and answers he would get—he pushed away the heavy stone slab covering the tomb. When the seal of the sarcophagus broke, the golden circle protecting it disappeared as if swallowed up by the floor itself, and the trap was deactivated. Inside the tomb was a mummy wearing an elaborate gold crown, covered in diamonds. On the chest of this Ilenian lord, or king, or whatever he might be, rested an incredible two-handed sword—a broadsword—with unusual golden engravings. 
 
    As he examined the dried-out cadaver, Komir saw it was wearing a shiny silver chain around its neck. He lifted it up carefully and saw a beautiful medallion at the end of the chain, with a round, almost transparent crystal stone. It must have had close to three hundred facets. Impressive. It was set in a thick silver hoop with strange symbols incised in it. The hoop connected the medallion to the long chain. What a stone! This is something like my mother’s Dark Medallion. But it’s much larger—almost double the size—and it’s the opposite color. He stared at it, awestruck. Although he knew nothing about jewels and precious stones, he could clearly see this medallion was special, and very valuable. 
 
    But something told him it was more than that. He placed the medallion in the palm of his hand, surprised that it almost completely covered it and that, for its size, it was surprisingly light. It shone with a fine, almost imperceptible luminescence which emanated from within it, as if it had its own pulse... its own life. He took it off the mummy and hung it around his own neck, tucking it under his leather jacket next to his mother’s medallion. 
 
    The moment he placed it around his neck he felt a strange, itching sensation all over his body. A mystical, ethereal feeling enveloped him. His whole being felt bodiless; he was experiencing Ether. For reasons beyond his comprehension the medallion was showing it to him, was allowing him to experience it. Feeling something so incredibly strange, and after having fought the ethereal guard in the midst of all that fog, Komir came to the conclusion that this medallion was tied to the fifth element, to Ether, to the spirit. 
 
    This gem radiates power—I can feel it in my bones... feelings of purity, of being bodiless. Until I can figure out what it’s for, I’m going to keep it well-hidden. 
 
    Carefully checking the mummy to see if there was anything else of value on him, Komir found nothing other than the magnificent gold and diamond crown, which he guessed must be extremely valuable. He threw the two-handed sword to the priest, knowing how much Hartz would like it. The clumsy priest, who was without talent when it came to anything physical, scrambled to get out of its way as it flew past him, then tripped and fell on his backside. 
 
    Komir could not hold back a chuckle. 
 
    The priest looked up at him from the floor. He laughed in his turn. 
 
    “Let’s get out of this crypt,” said Komir, his voice sounding crestfallen. “I didn’t find what I came for.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, my friend. It’s a pity you didn’t find the answers you were seeking. Still, you shouldn’t weaken in your resolve... there’s a great deal here to examine, to study... Perhaps we’ll find it later.” The priest was making a valiant attempt to cheer Komir up as he scrutinized the crown. “Anyway, I’m anxious to tell the Abbot of the Light in Ocorum about our marvelous discovery. We have so much to delve into, to study in this temple. So many secrets of that ancient civilization to reveal, so much knowledge to uncover.” 
 
    Komir was aware that even if he had not found exactly the answers he was looking for, the new ethereal medallion definitely represented an important discovery. He still did not know why or how, but he could clearly see the relationship between the two Ilenian medallions. The first—his mother’s—had led them here to the underground temple, to the medallion of the Ilenian king buried there. So it was logical to deduce that the ethereal medallion could indeed be what he was looking for, the object that was somehow tied to what had happened to his parents, to himself, to his destiny.  
 
    He would discover the mystery within that medallion if it was the last thing he did. 
 
    Little did he know then the significance of that discovery, or the magnitude of the events it would precipitate.  
 
    His eyes met the priest’s. “You’ll need my mother’s medallion to activate the doors and go in and out of this temple, right? That seems to be the medallion’s purpose.” 
 
    “You won’t deny me that, will you?” pleaded the priest. “There’s so much to learn down here.”  
 
    “Of course not.”  
 
    “Thank you, Komir. I thank you from the bottom of my soul. By the way, you didn’t ask me—none of you asked me, which is rather strange, after all, but my name... is Lindaro.” He held out his hand. 
 
    Komir looked him in the eye for a moment, then shook his hand firmly. 
 
    “Really pleased to meet you, Lindaro.” 
 
    “And now?” asked Lindaro. 
 
    “Now we get out of here as fast as we can.” 
 
    “To Ocorum? My Temple is there, and it’s the closest city.” 
 
    “All right, Ocorum it is, then.” 
 
   
  
 



 
 
    My Duty... To Protect 
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    Aliana, Gerart —Usik Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours before dawn Mortuc gave the signal to advance. The group had no choice but to risk going down the mountain to reach the valley where the horses were hidden. The first to go out into the darkness of the night was Kendas. Having been raised in the country and woods, he was a good tracker and would take care of eliminating the Usik watchmen on the escape route. Lomar and Gerart, both city dwellers who lacked that ability, would carry Haradin on the makeshift stretcher. A few moments after Kendas set out, the rest of the group slipped out of the cave and into the pitch-black night.  
 
    Aliana could see little under the threatening sky. Tentatively she followed Sergeant Mortuc, who was stealthily descending the slope. At that altitude, the cold penetrated straight into their bones, and for a moment she almost wanted to return to the refuge of the cave. Behind her she could hear the soft steps of Gerart and Lomar in the snow. Bringing up the rear of the group of fugitives was Jasmine, bow at the ready. 
 
    An owl flew over their heads, startling them all and stopping them in their tracks. From there they could see three campfires where the Usik were resting. The Sergeant raised his right hand and silently gave the order to move ahead. With extreme caution, they went on down the mountain. When they came to a fork, Mortuc indicated that they should go to the right. Shortly afterwards Aliana tripped over something lying on the ground. It was a dead Usik lookout.  
 
    Continuing their descent, they came across the body of another Usik watchman who was leaning against a tree. His throat was slit and blood was still spilling out onto his chest. Kendas had been very busy. Luckily he was exceptionally competent at his job. The group stopped again when they came to a narrow pass between two mountain slopes, and here Mortuc seemed uncharacteristically indecisive. He paused for a few moments as if sizing up the situation. 
 
    As the Sergeant pondered their options, Aliana was beginning to feel increasingly nervous. But a smile from Gerart, who was resting just behind her in the twilight, was all it took to calm her down. Jasmine, crouched behind Gerart and Lomar, looked as apprehensive as Aliana was feeling.  
 
    Something moving in the narrow pass grabbed their attention. Mortuc went quickly to one side of the opening and motioned to his companions that they should go to the other. 
 
    A figure emerged, running at full speed. 
 
    Aliana was hoping it was Kendas returning to the group. But eyes as black as night in the middle of a face painted red stared at them in surprise. Aliana’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
    This was not Kendas. 
 
    It was a Usik.  
 
    Instinctively her hand reached for the knife at her belt. The Usik raised his arm, ready to strike with a battle axe decorated with large feathers. 
 
    Aliana hesitated. 
 
    From out of nowhere came a powerful hand that grabbed the savage, covering his mouth, and masterfully stabbed a dagger into his armpit. In the same swift motion the dagger slit the Usik’s throat, so he never had the chance to make a sound. He collapsed, revealing the formidable figure of Mortuc, dagger in hand. 
 
    Aliana heaved a sigh of relief. 
 
    Hearing a muffled sound from inside the dark pass, they immediately got back into position. They waited silently, muscles tensed and knives at the ready. Another figure emerged from the blackness. Aliana, poised to use her knife, suddenly recognized Kendas’ pale, friendly face. He smiled at her, as relaxed as if he were just coming back from a stroll. 
 
    Jasmine, who had been ready to release an arrow, lifted her bow and let out a sigh. Kendas would never know how close he had come to dying that night. 
 
    The Lancer turned to Mortuc. “I’m sorry, Sergeant. I didn’t get to him in time.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, boy. You did a great job getting rid of those lookouts. You’ve got a natural ability for this type of work. Is the way all clear for us now?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant. I just took out the last Usik. He was posted at the end of the pass.” 
 
    “Excellent. Let’s hurry, then. Dawn’s almost on us.” 
 
    The group continued its descent, at a faster pace now. Aliana could see that Kendas’ side was injured, but he neither stopped nor complained. The fact that he had been able to eliminate the lookouts in the physical state he was in left her wondering. It had been an impressive feat.  
 
    They made it to the valley at sunrise. Crossing the wide path, they went into the forest to look for the hiding-place where they had left the horses. Finally they reached the spot where Lomar and Kendas had hidden them.  
 
    Aliana breathed a sigh of relief when she saw the animals still tied up and healthy. They were grazing calmly, completely unaware of the danger surrounding them. 
 
    Now there was hope. They might actually be able to escape! 
 
    Mortuc headed straight for his beloved Lightning and began petting him. “There’s my friend and faithful companion! How are you doing, boy? I missed you! And you missed me, too! Let me see if I can find some grain in the saddlebags. Then we’ll show those Usik what flying through their territory looks like!”  
 
    They mounted their horses and carefully tied the unconscious Haradin to a strong white steed. Aliana brought her mount alongside the Mage to make sure he was all right. She checked to be sure his staff of power and the Ilenian guardian’s objects were in the saddlebags.  
 
    Mortuc approached Kendas. “Kendas,” the Sergeant ordered, “you take care of leading the horse that’s carrying the Mage. Make sure we don’t lose him.” 
 
    “I’ll guard it with my life, Sergeant, don’t you worry. I’ll get him to Rogdon if it’s the last thing I do.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit! On we go, westwards!” 
 
    The group maneuvered through scrub and trees back to the path. Thousands of acres of forest surrounded them, dense and massive. They would need three days to reach the border. Seeing no hostile enemy forces, they set off on the long road ahead of them.  
 
    With Lomar in the lead they rode along with extreme caution. Whenever possible they left the trail and rode among the gigantic trees of the forest, trying to keep their presence hidden from the savages.  
 
    Resting for just a few hours at dusk, they continued their escape for two days straight. Tired, cold and damp, but alive. The mood of the group was slowly improving as they moved ever closer to safety. But a few hours before daybreak on the third day, when they were least expecting it, the Usik came out of nowhere. Like demons sent by the evil spirits of those infernal woods, they attacked the group just as they were preparing to resume their trek to salvation. They must have been following them for some time, waiting for the most opportune moment to strike—and those savages definitely knew how to wait, gather together, and pounce at just the right time. Lomar, who had been on guard duty, had given the alarm only an instant before two Black Usik were on him.  
 
    Mortuc and Gerart ran to his aid and were instantly surrounded by enemies who seemed to be coming out of the very roots of the trees. Their blackened faces blended in with the night, while the greenish skin of their bodies fused with the underbrush. Only the gleam of hatred in their eyes was discernible. Aliana armed her bow and shot at one of them who was almost upon her, hitting the savage square in the face. Jasmine followed suit a split second later, and another enemy fell. Lomar, who had recovered from the initial attack, found himself face to face with three more savages who were determined to do away with him. Mortuc and Gerart had formed an impassable barrier; Usik warriors were dying left and right before the skill of these two elite Rogdonian soldiers. Masterful combinations of cuts and blocks followed by swift, lethal thrusts splattered the gloomy forest with blood. 
 
    Like eagles hunting their prey, two Usik descended from the trees and hurled themselves at Aliana. The Healer aimed at the first and took him down with an arrow to the eye that penetrated his skull. She reloaded quickly and shot the second attacker in the chest, and he dropped at her feet. A third sprang up behind her. Aliana spun around, unsure if she would be able to take him down in time. She nocked an arrow and tensed the string just as the furious Usik’s face appeared in front of her. But before she could release the arrow the Usik struck the bow with his battle axe, so that she missed the shot. The Usik smiled as he raised the axe, his painted face smug with satisfaction, sure of the kill—but the flash of a sword cut off his arm. Aliana gave Kendas a look of gratitude as he finished off the attacker with one last strike. The Lancer nodded at Aliana and ran off to rejoin the battle.  
 
    Aliana gathered her wits, loaded her bow and went back to her position next to Jasmine. The two archers dealt death from a distance on their enraged attackers as the four Rogdonian men formed a semicircle and fought off the waves of assaults.  
 
    The battle intensified. 
 
    Mortuc stabbed through a Usik with his sword, then took his battle axe to use as a second weapon. Gerart did the same, picking up another Usik battle axe from the ground. The sound of terrifying shrieks, which they knew to be Usik war cries, surged forth from the depths of the forest. The Usik who were upon them responded with more shrieks, filling the air with grating screeches and inspiring them to attack even more fiercely. The reinforcements were closing in, and Aliana knew the situation was quickly becoming critical. She turned to see Gerart delivering a powerful kick to an enemy that knocked him to the ground. Taking a step to the side, he made a diagonal cut with his sword and slashed open the chest of another assailant. 
 
    In that same moment, like a bird of ill omen, a single arrow shot over the group, accompanied by deafening shouts. Aliana shuddered. If they’re using bows, we’re lost. We have no armor. We have to move, we have to get out of here right now. She turned to face yet another attack. Twenty paces from her among the trees appeared two Usik, their faces painted red, their greenish arms carrying short bows. In an attempt to protect her companions Aliana pointed, breathed in, and took the shot. The first of the Red Usik fell to the ground, an arrow protruding from his chest. She grabbed another arrow from her quiver, but just as she began to nock it the other Red Usik dropped dead with one of Jasmine’s arrows through his heart. 
 
    Gerart stumbled back a step. He had taken an arrow to his left shoulder. Another four arrows were flying toward the Rogdonian men, one of which hit the Sergeant in the right thigh. He yanked it out as he used the axe to deliver a fearsome blow to a Black Usik. 
 
    “We have to flee! We can’t hold out against these archers!” shouted the Sergeant with his eyes on the approaching Red Usik.  
 
    “Lomar,” Gerart ordered, “tie Haradin to the horse and get out of here!”  
 
    The soldier nodded and took off at a run toward the horses. 
 
    Aliana looked at Jasmine. “Go with him and protect the Mage. They’ll need your bow.”  
 
    Jasmine looked back at her unsurely.  
 
    “Go! Don’t worry about me. Haradin must survive!” 
 
    The Protectress Sister’s head bowed to Aliana. Then, resignedly, she obeyed the Healer. “Be careful, Aliana,” she whispered. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Sister, we’ll be all right!” Aliana assured her, though she doubted now more than ever whether they would get out of that hellhole alive. 
 
    Jasmine ran after Lomar, who had already mounted and was pulling behind him the horse that was carrying Haradin. 
 
    Kendas closed up the open space left by his companion, hoping to stop the avalanche of enemies thundering down on them. 
 
    Mortuc crouched down and swung the axe, sweeping an enemy’s legs off the ground. As he fell backward, the Sergeant stabbed him in the chest with his sword. He glanced to his right at Gerart, who was facing two attackers. 
 
    “We need to flee right now. Get out of here quickly. I’ll hold them off.”  
 
    “No, Sergeant. I’m staying with you. We have to buy time for Haradin to escape.”  
 
    “Damn it, this is no time to argue! Get Aliana and run, or we’ll all end up dead!” He parried to stop another enemy’s frenzied attack.  
 
    Gerart turned to Aliana just as she discovered she had no remaining arrows in her quiver. Knowing that Lomar and Jasmine were already back on the trail by now, the Prince retreated toward the horses. “All right, Sergeant, I’m taking Aliana and getting out of here!”  
 
    The Prince untied their two horses and went to Aliana. They mounted their horses, ready to flee. Aliana looked back at Mortuc, who was gesticulating and shouting at Kendas to go with them. The valiant Lancer refused to obey his Sergeant.  
 
    Two arrows skimmed past the Healer’s head. Instinctively she spurred her horse. Though she was in two minds about leaving, she fled, clinging to her mount, riding in as flat a position as she could to avoid being struck by an arrow, with Gerart beside her.  
 
    Sensing the foul presence of death at their backs, they raced down the trail toward the west.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lomar looked behind him. Haradin was still firmly secured on the back of a horse. The wind, coupled with their speed, was blowing Lomar’s dark hair into his eyes. He pushed it aside to see Jasmine riding behind the helpless Mage. As he gazed at the brave, beautiful Amazon, his heart was filled with pride. In the midst of the hell they were enduring, surrounded by death and destruction, now fleeing for their lives, he could not stop thinking about her and the stolen moment they had shared in the shadows of the cave. 
 
    He smiled at her, trying to lift her spirit, wanting to make her see that they would get out of there alive.  
 
    “We’re going to make it!” he shouted to her. 
 
    She returned his smile. For a single moment her green eyes glimmered with a hint of optimism. 
 
    Lomar turned to face forward again, reliving the moment they had shared in that cavern: not just the intoxicating kiss and the exciting physical contact, but the moment that followed, the moment when the souls of the Lancer and the Protectress were united in the midst of tragedy. The two had held on to that embrace, far from the world around them, comforting one another, their feelings blossoming, her head resting on his chest... A moment no-one would ever be able to take away from them, a moment that had united them. For Lomar, everything had changed as a result of that moment. He could not get Jasmine out of his mind, could not stop thinking about being with her, about the joy and excitement he felt just looking at her. He had not been expecting such intense feelings. The whole experience had taken him completely by surprise, and there was nothing he could do about it. At the same time he was not convinced that she felt the same way about him, although he hoped with every fiber of his being that she did. Nevertheless, he was acutely aware that since she was a dedicated Protectress Sister, her loyalty to the Order would come between them. But he would fight for her, would fight wind and tides, would find some way to make that unforgettable moment go on for the rest of their lives. Together. 
 
    “Keep going!” Jasmine urged. “We have to put a lot of land between us and them!”  
 
    “All right! Let me know if you see any problems with Haradin.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m keeping an eye on him.”  
 
    Determined to escape that hellish forest alive, Lomar continued westwards on the narrow trail, seeking to make it as far as the wide open plains, to salvation.  
 
    They had been fleeing on the wings of hope for what seemed like an eternity to him when he caught a glimpse of a glimmering blue trail to his right, zigzagging through the trees.  
 
    He looked back at Jasmine. “The river!” he cried.  
 
    “Look out!” she shouted back in horror.  
 
    But he did not have time to react. 
 
    Out from between the trees charged two Usik wielding spears. As Lomar passed by them, they gored his horse brutally.  
 
    The Lancer flew off the mount, his ears filled with the agonizing neigh of his steed as it stumbled and fell, mortally wounded.  
 
    His body slammed into the ground, then tumbled and rolled violently. He had landed face-first on the trail, and the fall had left him stunned and aching with a bleeding head. Dizzy, he remained flat on the ground, watching as the horse with Haradin tied to its back pass him by. He lifted his hand in an attempt to stop it, but it was no use. 
 
    “Get up, Lomar! Get up!” Jasmine was shouting at him, pulling hard on the reins of her mount and stopping next to him. 
 
    Inspired by the voice of the woman he loved, Lomar tried to get back on his feet. Ignoring the dizziness and nausea, he struggled back to a standing position, then unsheathed his sword and looked ahead. The two Usik were heading straight for him, brandishing their battle axes. He could not focus his vision; everything was blurred. All he could make out were the two faces, painted red. Despite his dizziness he prepared to defend himself. 
 
    Jasmine shot an arrow, hitting the first Usik. 
 
    When the second Usik reached Lomar he let out a blood-curdling war cry. Jasmine’s horse reared in terror, and she fell to the ground. Lomar, his vision still blurred, thrust his sword at the bellowing Usik, stabbing him in the arm and causing him to drop the battle axe. Lomar tried to stab him again to finish him off but missed. The savage took a long knife from his belt and lunged at him. The Lancer fought with the precision of a drunkard in a tavern. 
 
    An arrow hit the Usik in the chest. He took two steps back and then collapsed. 
 
    Lomar turned and made out the hazy outline of Jasmine, on her feet again with her bow in her hand. She ran to him.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Jasmine asked, her voice full of concern. 
 
    “A little dizzy... it’s nothing...” 
 
    She placed her hand over the wound. “Your head is really bleeding,” she said. 
 
    “I’m fine, honestly. Don’t worry. I just need a minute to let the dizziness pass.” He caressed her cheek clumsily. 
 
    Another war cry sounded behind them. They spun around to see three Red Usik running out of the undergrowth at them. 
 
    Jasmine took a pace back as she put an arrow in her bow and took aim. 
 
    Lomar blocked an axe aimed at his face, but then stumbled. The Usik swung again but Jasmine shot him in the face. The arrow penetrated his left cheekbone. Lomar regained his balance in time to block the second attacker with his sword at the last second. 
 
    The third Usik hurled himself at Jasmine, spear in hand. 
 
    Lomar still could not focus his vision. He must have taken a harder knock to the head than he had initially thought. He tried to strike his opponent with a backhand blow, but missed by a wide margin. The Usik dealt him a strong blow to the face with his forearm. Lomar was instantly paralyzed by an explosion of pain, which left him even dizzier. The Usik raised his axe just as Lomar, now completely lightheaded, lost his footing and dropped to his knees. The surprised Usik hesitated only a moment. And in that moment Lomar, dizzy and unstable, raised his sword with the trace of strength he had left and executed a blind, desperate forward thrust. 
 
    The Usik howled in pain. He had been stabbed in the groin. 
 
    Lomar pulled out the sword and prepared to attack again, but the Usik staggered a few steps and fell to the ground, moaning and bleeding profusely. Lomar immediately looked around for his companion. 
 
    Jasmine released the arrow at the exact moment the spear the Red Usik had thrown grazed her ear. She heaved a sigh of relief and watched as the Usik fell, the arrow protruding from his neck, drowning in his own blood. 
 
    It was her last arrow. 
 
    Leaving her bow on the ground, she unsheathed her short sword and headed toward Lomar to protect him. 
 
    Lomar could barely keep from losing consciousness and collapsing. In front of him one last enemy stepped out from behind a tree, holding a spear adorned with feathers. Lomar lifted his sword and tried to get up off his knees, but lost his balance. He could not manage to stand up. Kneeling, dazed and dizzy, he did not even have the strength to raise his sword again. 
 
    The savage looked at him with a triumphant smile on his blood-red face. He grasped the spear so as to throw it like a javelin, then lifted it above his shoulder. He gloated, watching the Lancer’s desperate, useless attempt to defend himself. The spear flew from the Usik’s shoulder.  
 
    Lomar, on his knees, saw death rushing toward him.  
 
    He looked up and waited for the end to come. 
 
    But a silhouette stepped into the path of the spear. 
 
    The moment he heard the moan of pain, Lomar knew what had happened. Overwhelmed with despair, he saw what in the depths of his soul he had never wanted to see: Jasmine’s body lying on the ground with the spear in her chest. 
 
    “Noooooooooooo!” he wailed, his anguish unbearable, his worst fears a reality. The valiant Protectress had put her own body in the path of the spear to save his life. Seized by grief and overwhelmed by a fury that bordered on hysteria, he scrambled to his feet and flung himself at the Usik. The enraged Lancer rained hundreds of blows on him, coming at him from every angle until the savage fell. Finally, his frenzy consumed, he collapsed on the ground, exhausted and sobbing. The Usik’s body lay shattered and disfigured in a pool of blood.  
 
    He dragged himself over to his beloved, then sat down beside her and delicately placed the dying woman’s head in his lap. He looked at her wound, grasping at hope, but the spear had pierced her. There was no saving her. His pain was so great that he thought his heart had broken into a thousand pieces in his chest. He tried to fight the tears, but could not keep them from coming. 
 
    “Why?” he asked her, sobbing. “Why did you do it?” 
 
    “I had... I had to save you,” Jasmine replied breathlessly. 
 
    “But I can’t lose you, not now!”  
 
    “I don’t want to lose you, either... Lomar.” 
 
    He caressed her face and her soft black hair. “You shouldn’t have done it. You should have let me die and saved yourself.”  
 
    “I’d never have forgiven myself. I had to save you. I couldn’t let you die like that, helplessly...” 
 
    “Hold on, Jasmine. Hold on... Aliana can’t be far behind. She’ll be able to save you.” 
 
    Jasmine coughed violently. A mixture of blood and saliva sprayed from her mouth. “It’s my duty... to protect. I had to protect you.” 
 
    “Hold on... You have to hold on. Don’t leave me!” he begged. 
 
    “You know I can’t survive... Aliana can’t do anything for me... The wound’s fatal. We both know that.” 
 
    “No! No! I refuse to accept that!” shouted Lomar, and cursed the heavens.  
 
    “Don’t suffer, Lomar. I’m leaving this earth contented. Helaun is waiting for me... she’ll take me to her bosom along with the rest of my fallen sisters. I’ve remained faithful to my principles, to my Order. I know Helaun will recognize that.” 
 
    “Don’t leave me, Jasmine! I love you!” 
 
    “Life isn’t fair, Lomar, but we must live it according to our principles.” She coughed again, convulsively. Death was circling the young woman like a vulture over its dying prey. 
 
    Lomar kissed her tenderly on the forehead. His tears spilled on to her face. 
 
    “You must save Haradin. His horse couldn’t have strayed far. It must be just a short way up the trail. You must flee with him and get to safety, both of you. Promise me, Lomar.” 
 
    “I can’t leave you, Jasmine...” 
 
    “But you must... save Haradin. It’s crucial for Rogdon. So many lives depend on him. You must do it. You must leave me and protect the Mage. That’s your duty, and you’re a man of honor.” 
 
    Lomar dried his tears and swallowed hard. 
 
    “I’ll take him safely back to Rilentor, just as you asked...” 
 
    “Duty before all else, Lancer... and you have to survive... Tell me you’ll get out of this forest alive. Promise me.” 
 
    “You have my word as a Royal Lancer. I’ll take the Mage home, alive... I love you, Jasmine. I want you to know that. I only wanted us to get out of this hell alive, and to start a life together... the two of us.” 
 
    “You’d have left the Royal Lancers for me?”  
 
    “No question of it.” 
 
    Jasmine suffered a convulsion, but clung desperately to her last moments on earth, trying to delay her parting. 
 
    “I love you too, Lomar,” she confessed finally, “and I want to thank you for letting me discover this marvelous feeling. I’d have liked nothing better than to have walked with you to a distant land.” 
 
    “You’d have left the Order? For me?” he asked incredulously, longing for one last confirmation. 
 
    “For you I’d have left it all behind, my love.” 
 
    And with those words, Jasmine had taken her last breath. 
 
    Lomar closed the beautiful brunette’s emerald eyes, then cried inconsolably, eternally heartbroken, holding the woman he loved.  
 
      
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Treasures 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti. —Ocorum, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    Lindaro walked hurriedly through the crowded main street of the commercial district. This was the most crowded and lively area of the city of Ocorum, the metropolis eternally lit by the great Egia Lighthouse. 
 
    His simple brown cassock brushed against the numerous passers-by, buyers and curious onlookers who swarmed around the market stalls with their wealth of merchandise. Stands of every kind were arranged on both sides of the wide commercial avenue. On the chest of his cassock was displayed the symbol of the Temple of Light: a brilliant white star with thirty points set within a circle of the same color on a black background. The emblem identified those in the priest’s ecclesiastical order. Lindaro looked at the sky to verify the sun’s position and to calculate the amount of daylight remaining. There’s not much time before nightfall. I’d better get back to the inn. How quickly time flies by! A day is nothing when there’s so much to do! 
 
    “A blessing for a poor widow?” begged an old woman dressed all in black. She had approached him as soon as she had seen him coming her way. 
 
    He stopped and looked at her tenderly. Laying his hands on her head, he recited an invocation. “In the name of this your humble servant, I ask that the Creator Light care for this daughter of yours, guiding and protecting her path, illuminating it that she may always walk in the way of the Light and be forever safe from harm.” 
 
    Pleased, the old woman smiled at the clergyman. Her small mouth revealed the three widely-separated teeth which were all that remained to her as her face wrinkled up into a sea of deep trenches.  
 
    The humble, who have nothing, are happy with so little, he thought.  
 
    He resumed his walk. At the end of the street he turned right towards another of the popular commercial avenues of the district. It was equally crowded. Citizens were making their last purchases of the day, some chatting animatedly and others simply browsing the stands. 
 
    He tried to navigate through the multitude as quickly as possible, but like waves constantly crashing against him, the throng was preventing him from moving forward. The great metropolis of Ocorum and its bustling people... always so active... in perpetual motion... never resting. Thousands of lives doing tens of thousands of things, making hundreds of insignificant decisions every instant. The work of the Light is certainly a wondrous marvel.  
 
     Since his return from the Egia Lighthouse he had been so busy he had not even had time to breathe. Life had become frenetic from the very moment he had returned to the Temple of the Light with his fellow adventurers. When he had come back he had immediately sought out Father Abbot Dian, who in addition to being his superior was responsible for the temple in Ocorum. With great excitement he had shared the story of their incredible adventure, the marvelous encounter in the underground temple, and the tomb of a possible King or Grand Master of the Ilenians. 
 
     The Abbot had had trouble believing what he was hearing. For a moment Lindaro even doubted that the good man would believe him. But after verifying the fantastic account with the three foreigners and asking countless questions, he finally seemed convinced—even if not completely.  
 
    Immediately an expedition was organized to the temple beneath the lighthouse, and Lindaro guided the Abbot and several of his fellow priests through it while the three traveling companions rested at the Temple of the Light and gave their wounds a chance to heal. 
 
    When he returned from the expedition Abbot Dian imposed a vow of silence on his priests, so that nothing of what they had witnessed would be revealed or mentioned to anyone, thereby assuring total secrecy. They needed time to investigate and study this spectacular find, to learn more about the Ilenians and the mysteries buried in that astounding place. The last thing he wanted was to have to deal with thousands of curious onlookers slowing them down and making it impossible to get started on the work. Or worse still, to have to fight off thieves, tomb raiders, and any other such riffraff.  
 
    The three companions, for their part, had no issues with keeping the secret and allowing the Abbot the time he needed to complete his studies. They organized a careful plan for concealing what had happened and avoiding drawing the attention of the ever-vigilant, and ever-curious, port city. They concocted a story to cover up the priests’ trips to the lighthouse: urgent and laborious repairs that were required to the large brazier that illuminated the coast. Taking into account the fact that war was about to break out, the false story was completely convincing. From that moment on, Lindaro’s days flew by at a dizzying pace.  
 
    He took a sudden turn to the left, leaving the street behind. In front of him now was a small square, with beyond it the picturesque building that housed the Flying Horse Inn. This was where his three companions were completing their recovery from the wounds they had suffered during their underground adventure. For the life of him, Lindaro could not understand why they preferred the noisy, bustling inn to the peace and tranquility of the Temple of the Light.  
 
    Like a pitcher set beneath a spring of crystal clear waters which cannot contain the water flowing into it, Lindaro’s spirit was overflowing with joy. He was exuberant over the events of the last several days. For his whole life he had been fascinated by the mysterious Lost Civilization and anything that had to do with the Ilenians: a fascination which, he had to admit, was almost obsessive. He was working to control that with the grace of the all-powerful Light.  
 
    He had been captivated by the story ever since in his earliest childhood his grandfather had told him about how an advanced and mystical civilization had ruled over the great continent of Tremia, then disappeared without a trace before the time when man began to rule the kingdom. Many myths and legends about the unknown Lost Civilization had circulated through the kingdom, but there was not a shred of concrete evidence to give any indication of its origins or details of its culture: or at least not until now. 
 
    It’s happened at last! Just what I’ve always wanted to find: evidence... solid evidence! Finally they had concrete proof which might begin to explain what was undoubtedly the continent’s most ancient, most important mystery! Just thinking about the possibility of finding and being able to study the thousands of writings and runes in the temple filled him with energy and enthusiasm. 
 
    “Blessed be the Light!” he prayed, stopping for a moment to look up at the sky. “May its infinite goodness guide our paths according to its will.”  
 
    From childhood on, Lindaro had always had a leaning towards studying and literature. He was not at all strong or athletic, and never had been. All through primary school and later, his preference had always been for the intellectual rather than the physical. In his zeal to understand the marvelous tomes and parchments provided, he had dedicated countless hours to reading... well beyond the history of the kingdom, its allies and enemies, religion, healing, and a host of other topics. He had always had a penchant for history and religion, which went hand in hand throughout the ages. Tremia was a continent immensely rich in both.  
 
    His entrance into the Temple of the Light had come about almost naturally, since he had spent most of his time in the Temple’s library reading the volumes there and listening to the stories and accounts of the oldest priests in the Order, never missing a single detail. His thirst for knowledge had always guided him through life. And nothing brought him more happiness than acquiring new and yet-to-be-deciphered knowledge or the chance to cultivate and study new concepts. More than once he had wondered if his belonging to the Temple of the Light and his vocation as a priest were secondary to his desire to understand the nature of things... though in reality he fervently loved his work as a priest. The kindness and goodness he tried to bring to people in need were things which he found enormously fulfilling. Fortunately for him his superior in the Temple, Father Abbot Dian, knew him well and deliberately assigned him tasks which involved studies and books. Thus Lindaro was quite content with the path he had chosen in life.  
 
    Approaching the embossed door of the inn he thought about how chance, or perhaps destiny, had brought him together with Komir and the others, living this incredible adventure. As he was a man not of action but rather of faith, the adventure had made a tremendous impact on him, most notably the fear he had experienced during the battle with the beasts and monsters and the deadly traps they had had to find their way around. But in spite of all that, the discovery of the thousand-year-old artifacts and treasures of the enigmatic civilization had left him ecstatic and full of a vitality and excitement he could barely contain.  
 
    What mysteries would be revealed by the discoveries made in the tomb of that Ilenian King? How much would they be able to learn from the arcane tome they had found—and from the temple itself? What other writings might be hidden in that marvelous place? Were there more temples like this one? And if so, how many? And most importantly, what were they for? Where were they? So many questions, so many unknowns to resolve... 
 
    Lindaro gave thanks to the Light for having illuminated his path and affording him such an incredible opportunity. He would gain the greatest possible knowledge about this magnificent discovery. He had been working tirelessly for days in the temple, and now he had to discuss a topic of utmost importance with the group: the Ilenian treasures they had found which were now in the hands of the Norriel, and their intentions. An unconscious fear nagged him; fear that the three foreigners would leave with the treasures. He was afraid not so much because of their economic value, which was certainly quite significant—even to the untrained eye of a priest the Ilenian King’s gold crown studded with precious stones was clearly valuable—but because of the chance he would lose to study them... especially that Ilenian grimoire belonging to the enigmatic Guardian Mage they had had to confront.  
 
    He would have to convince Komir not to leave the city, or that he should at least let him evaluate the treasures first. According to the law of the kingdom, the treasures found by Komir belonged to him as the discoverer. On the other hand, since they were so important, if he were to take them before a Royal Magistrate he had no doubt they would order Komir to give them to the Order to study. But Lindaro did not want to betray him in that way. And unfortunately the Temple did not have the necessary funds to buy the treasures from Komir. The Abbot had been very clear about that when Lindaro had mentioned that possibility to him.  
 
    “The Temple of the Light does not have much gold, as you well know, and the little we have must be used to maintain the temples and their priests across the kingdom, as well as to sustain all our works of charity.” 
 
    “What about in the capital, in Rilentor? The Prelate perhaps?” 
 
    “The Head Abbot has funds conceded to him by the King, but they are to be used specifically to sustain the Order.” 
 
    “So is there no way to get hold of the treasures?” 
 
    “No, not if they aren’t surrendered voluntarily. The only other option is to get the law involved so that perhaps they would be obliged to turn them over.” 
 
    “I’d prefer not to do that. I’d be betraying them, and from everything I’ve seen, they’re honorable, brave people.” 
 
    “With a propensity for violence, from what you’ve told me. Warriors accustomed to killing, who don’t see the barbarity and vileness of their own destructive acts. Such is not a path marked by the Light...” 
 
    “I know, Father Abbot. I know that the path of violence brings only pain and destruction and that our path is the opposite, the path of the Light, toward goodness and guided by love and compassion. But even so, I don’t sense any evil in them. In this world of wars, assassinations, and assaults they are not the evildoers. They aren’t the source of it. They fight it the only way they know how: with their weapons of violence.” 
 
    “But they participate in the wars that destroy everything, the wars that bring so much pain and suffering to man. Meaningless wars that leave behind thousands of deaths: families slaughtered, farms, animals, and forests razed. Wars after which it takes generations for a kingdom to erase the pain and desperation from the hearts of good men—and yet they happen again and again, as if their souls had not sufficiently absorbed this lesson. The Light, in its eternal wisdom, urges us to illuminate their dark path, offering illumination to those who have lost it, even to those who have never found it. These people are part of the evil, not of the Light. They bear arms without any fear of the consequences. This you must never forget, Lindaro.”  
 
    “You’re right, Father,” admitted the clergyman. “I won’t forget that. I’ll try to find a peaceable solution that won’t cause a confrontation with the foreigners. Maybe we can reach an agreement that will satisfy all parties.” 
 
    “We can offer ourselves as intermediaries... Tell Komir that the Temple of the Light will keep their treasures so as to carefully study them. And once we’ve completed the studies we might offer them to the Crown. I’m sure the King would be eager to keep hold of those jewels for their incredible value and significance. Perhaps that way, everyone wins. We’d have the time to study and analyze these marvels, Komir would have a fair price for them instead of selling them in the markets, and the relics would reside safely in the hands of the Royal Family.”  
 
    “Excellent idea, Father! I’ll propose it to them. Let’s hope they accept and we can get financial support from the Royal Family.”  
 
    “I’ll draft an urgent message to the Prelate, explaining the delicate situation with the Ilenian artifacts and asking their intervention so the King hears of it. I’ll also inform them of the importance of the discovery, as well as our secret actions—of which he is already aware. In his last message to us he impressed on us that we should be extremely discreet, and that he would be meeting with the King’s advisors to explain what has happened, and the significance of the discovery.” 
 
    “Wonderful. My task now is to try to convince Komir and his friends.” Lindaro clasped his hands together and made the sign of the Light, thus taking his leave of the Father Abbot. 
 
    With these thoughts in his mind, Lindaro opened the door of the inn. It was one of the most popular in the city because of its nearness to the central market. He found the two Norriel there, seated comfortably at a table behind the establishment, with two large mugs of beer on the rustic wooden table before them. Lindaro waved at them, and the two friends greeted him with warm smiles as they raised their mugs in welcome. The priest walked through the establishment, which was filled with clients for the dinner hour. He sat down at the table and looked at the Norriel, who were speaking in their strange mountain language. 
 
    “Good evening, Lindaro,” said Hartz. “A beer to chase away your thirst?”  
 
    “No thanks. I’d rather have a little cold water. The Light teaches us to stay away from alcohol, since it clouds our minds and leads us away from the path of goodness.”  
 
    Hartz raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know if I like that divine Light of yours, Lindaro. In my land the goddesses don’t forbid us to enjoy the pleasures of life.”  
 
    “Someday you’ll have to teach me about the Norriel gods. They might be better than the Creator Light, and then I’ll be obliged to change my beliefs,” the clergyman joked. 
 
    “As you wish, Father. It seems you followers of the Light don’t enjoy many of the small pleasures of the good life.” 
 
    “To achieve purity and remain strong against human weaknesses one has to renounce many mundane pleasures. I understand that for you who practice different religious customs, this may be difficult to comprehend.” 
 
    Komir playfully elbowed his friend. “Hartz, leave our friend in peace. If he doesn’t want to drink, he must have his reasons.”  
 
    “All right, all right, I’ll leave him alone. I was only trying to sweeten his bitter existence a bit.” 
 
    “What news do you have for us?” Komir asked. “How’s everything going at the lighthouse? Have there been any important developments?”  
 
     “Well... I’d better get straight to the point. I have a proposition for you regarding the valuable objects you recovered from the crypt. I hope you understand that the proposal I’m about to make to you is well-intentioned and intended to bring about an agreement that is satisfactory for all parties. I assure you that I’m making it with the best of intentions.”  
 
    The priest told them of his conversation with the Abbot and their plan for the resolution of any future conflict over the ancient artifacts. When he had finished speaking, the two Norriel exchanged a glance. They spoke for a few moments in the language of their tribe, ignoring the priest, who they knew could not understand a word of what they were saying. Hartz shook his head and waved his arms about in what to the priest, looked like disapproval. He immediately felt disheartened. Komir furrowed his brow and his expression became increasingly hardened; the longer they talked, the grimmer his face became. Their discussion abruptly ended and they turned back to Lindaro, but for several moments they simply looked at him without saying a word. 
 
    “You’re asking a lot from us, Lindaro. You want us to trust your Temple blindly with no guarantee that we won’t be betrayed, either by your Temple or by the Crown.”  
 
    “Komir, I assure you that you can completely trust my Order.” 
 
    Hartz crossed his arms over his burly chest. “So you say.” 
 
    “Hartz, it hurts me in my soul that you don’t trust me.” 
 
    “How long have we known each other? A few days? I’ve had disputes with neighbors I’ve known all my life.” 
 
    “But after everything we’ve been through together... I just thought that—” 
 
    “You think a lot, man, but if you think I’m going to give you the Ilenian King’s sword you couldn’t be more wrong.” 
 
    “I understand that you want to keep it. It’s worthy of a great warrior like you, but we need to study it thoroughly. It’s a unique weapon.” 
 
    “If someone tries to snatch it away from me I’ll crush his skull and then snap his head off. Got it?”  
 
    “Komir, please, make him listen to reason...” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lindaro. There’s nothing I can do in this matter.”  
 
    Lindaro looked at the two friends. Seeing their determined faces, he decided not to press the matter of the sword. But he could not give up, because those treasures were of enormous importance. He had to persuade the two Norriel. 
 
    “Listen to me, please. What I’m proposing to you is a fair arrangement.” 
 
    Komir leaned forward and stared into his eyes. “We aren’t men of great intelligence or culture, nor are we familiar with this world so far away from our highlands. But we can see the value of those objects, and we know that greed is a dangerous thing. Avarice and false promises are no strangers to us—even if we are mountain savages.”  
 
    “I know, Komir. I know I’m asking you to trust me blindly, and your instincts won’t allow it. I can guarantee the Temple’s honesty, because honesty is one of the very principles upon which we have built it. The Crown also has earned a well-deserved reputation for integrity over time. The King is respected for carrying out the promises he makes to his people. But at the end of the day you have only my word. I understand that. If you want to take time to find out more, I’m sure that here at the inn and in the market you’ll find plenty of testimonials, one way or the other.” 
 
    “What do you think they’ll say to two Norriel from the highlands if we do ask? We’re considered uneducated savages here, not worthy of the Rogdonians. Useful only as mercenaries or henchmen. They’ll tell us everything in the garden is wonderful.” Hartz took another swig of beer. 
 
    “Why are you so agitated today?” Lindaro asked. 
 
    “Hartz had a ‘small’ altercation in a nearby tavern. Some hot-headed guys made fun of us for being Norriel, completely unprovoked. Hartz didn’t much like the comments and insinuations about our mothers... I tried to calm him down, but when they told him he was uglier than a toad and as stupid as he was huge, he let them have it. I actually enjoyed seeing him bash their heads together. He ripped all five of them to shreds. Unfortunately there was serious damage to the establishment and they banned us for life. But it was worth it to see this big guy beat the hell out of them.” 
 
    “I see... well, I’m sorry you had problems...” 
 
    “We’re used to it. It’s no secret you Rogdonians are haughty. You think you’re superior to us mountain men.” 
 
    “I can assure you that’s not the case with all Rogdonians, Komir.” 
 
    “It’s true of the majority of them. As you can understand, it’s very hard for us to trust you.” 
 
    “Please, Komir; trust me—I beg you, for everyone’s sake.” 
 
    Komir sighed heavily and looked at Hartz, who still appeared to be annoyed. They began arguing once again in their native language. 
 
    Finally Komir turned to Lindaro. “I really want to help you, Lindaro. So if you give me your word that we won’t be deceived or robbed, I’ll accept your proposal for the sake of our friendship. But rest assured that if anybody ends up betraying us, there’ll be some very unpleasant consequences for whoever was a part of it, regardless of his social position or lineage. We’ll find him, and he’ll pay.” His face was stern. 
 
    “Thank you, Komir!” said Lindaro. “Your message is clear—and I have no doubt you’d carry out your threat. I’ll let it be known.”  
 
    “This is the deal: you can keep the grimoire and the Guardian Mage’s staff; they’re yours.” 
 
    “Thank you, Komir, from the bottom of my heart. May the Light protect you.” 
 
    “The sword stays with Hartz. There’s no discussion about this, no matter how valuable it may be.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No ‘buts’ about it!” barked Hartz. 
 
    “All right, all right. Can we at least study it?” 
 
    “Oh, all right!” Hartz reluctantly conceded. “If nothing else, just so you’ll leave me alone!”  
 
    “The crown of the Ilenian King is worth a fortune, and we’re all well aware of that,” said Komir. “So here’s what we’ll do. You’ll advance us some gold so that we can continue our travels, and it’s yours to study, or do whatever you want with it. When the Royal House pays you for it, we share the wealth.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “That’s my final offer. It’s a fair one.” 
 
    Lindaro weighed up his alternatives. 
 
    “I accept,” he answered. 
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    Guzmik agent of The Dark Lady —Ocorum, West Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    Komir felt safe at Ocorum, but what he did not know was that Destiny was looking for him. A Destiny manipulated by a sinister figure with one goal in mind: to Kill him, at any cost. 
 
    The door creaked as it opened; Guzmik, seated behind his carved oak desk, looked up from the missives he had been examining. His personal assistant came into the spacious, brightly lit room. The luxurious office was located on the second floor of the west wing of the stately mansion, a beautiful villa in the Noble District of the bustling mercantile city of Ocorum. It was ostentatious, an undeniable indication of its illustrious owner’s social position and wealth.  
 
    Guzmik was obsessed with security; after all, he had much to hide and protect. His “business” was covert and highly dangerous. He served a very powerful master whose schemes he carried out unhesitatingly. For some time now he had been operating in absolute secrecy, acting as an intermediary—or executioner, depending on the situation and his master’s orders. He dealt with spies and agents, Noceans as well as Norghanians, always looking to serve his own ends, which he kept well hidden. “The best ally of a shadow is always darkness,” he thought to himself as he beckoned to his servant.  
 
    His elderly, emaciated personal attendant approached the desk and knelt before his master.  
 
    Guzmik rose from his armchair. “Have you found them?” he whispered anxiously. 
 
    “Yes, Master. They’re at the Flying Horse Inn, in the Trade District, west of the city,” answered the servant as he struggled to his feet.  
 
    Guzmik was unable to hide his eagerness. “What were you able to find out about them? Who are they?” 
 
    “I’ve been spying on them for several days, ever since they arrived in the city—just as you asked, Master. Two of them are Norriel. The young one with the emerald eyes and brown hair is quiet and moves like a cat. My instincts tell me he is a capable warrior. He calls himself Komir. His companion is a strapping young man who answers to the name Hartz. His physical strength is striking. They’re uncultivated lads from the highland tribes in the North, beyond the borders, from the mountains that lead into the North Sea. Their behavior, their clothing, the weapons they carry and the strange language they speak give them away.” 
 
    “Norriel savages, eh? They’re rather a long way from their lands, though it isn’t unusual to see people of their race here on the coast. Rogdon is the nearest civilized kingdom for them, and from what I hear they tend to come here to earn money as mercenaries.”  
 
    The servant nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Guzmik half-closed his eyes, lost in thought, unconsciously rubbing the recent, unhealed, stab wound to the collar bone he had suffered. “That would explain their skill with weapons. They’re good fighters—very good for two men so young.” 
 
    Those rotten bastards killed my men—seasoned, experienced mercenaries. They’ve cost me a fortune. That Komir fellow: he was the one who threw the dagger that almost did me in. I had them. I was about to cast the spell that would have killed them... Next time our paths cross I’ll make sure they die in a sea of suffering. 
 
    “The woman, on the other hand,” the old man went on, “comes from a kingdom in the Far East, just as you suspected: Irinel. And her guttural accent confirmed it. Her name is Kayti, from what I was able to learn. Her armor is from the Custodial Brotherhood; it’s what the Initiated Soldiers of the Order wear. All the same, Master, there’s something that doesn’t fit. Her sword isn’t the typical sword of an Initiate. I wasn’t able to see the blade, but the gold engraving on the hilt and the gems encrusted on the pommel and cross-guard are of great value. A simple soldier of the Brotherhood wouldn’t be able to afford a weapon like that. It’s much too valuable.” He pointed to the exquisite sword Guzmik wore at his belt. 
 
    “You’ve always had a gift for noticing the smallest details and deducing useful information from them. I probably wouldn’t even have noticed the disparity. Good work! If she isn’t simply a regular Initiated Soldier... then what is she? Could she really be the White Soul?” Guzmik was looking out the window as he spoke. There was a cold, hard expression on his face.  
 
    “That’s one possibility, Master. She’s the only survivor of the group, and that sword is the sword of a nobleman. But it’s also possible that they’ve misled us, sir. There’s also a chance that the White Soul perished in the ambush, as we thought, and the young woman took his sword.”  
 
    “What you’re suggesting worries me...”  
 
    “We can’t know for sure, Master, but in any case, it’s a question that’s still unanswered.”  
 
    “I didn’t carry out the task my lord entrusted to me!” snarled Guzmik as he paced the room angrily. “The mission hasn’t been completed. As long as anyone from that party’s still alive, we won’t know for certain if we’ve killed the Messenger, the White Soul. If I killed a decoy and his entire party while the true Messenger—that redheaded woman—escaped with the two Norriel savages... it would be an unforgivable error, a mistake I have to immediately correct. My great lord’s orders are crystal-clear: I must kill the Messenger of the Custodial Brotherhood, the White Soul. There’s too much at stake, and I can’t afford to take any chances. I must kill them!” There was the bitter taste of defeat in his mouth.  
 
    “At your service, my Master,” said the servant.  
 
    “We must eliminate the Messenger without raising suspicions that point toward us. Her and those two meddlesome highlanders with her.”  
 
    “I understand, Master. So will we use our men, then?”  
 
    “No. This time we’ll use local resources so as to not draw attention. In the lower city, on the wharf, there are quite a few shady characters who’ll do anything for gold. Be sure you hire competent people, or they won’t succeed in eliminating them. These targets are incredibly good fighters... lacking experience, young, but the best fighters I’ve seen. And I’ve traveled a great deal and known many lands.”  
 
    “The information which has reached me,” explained the assistant, “is that a certain Lotus―an unscrupulous man, but whose level of intelligence is not to be sneered at ―is the one who controls the slums and most of the merchandise, weapons, and illegal goods that circulate there. He has a band of mercenaries, pirates, thieves, and assassins for hire at his service, and he uses them to control the docks. He’s competent enough to control the city’s black market, and right now he is the one at the top, with all the power. For the right amount of gold, he’ll carry out whatever is required of him, no matter what kind of task it may be.”  
 
    “Fine. I want all three of them dead. No delays, and their deaths must not be linked to us in any way. I can’t let any suspicions be raised among the Rogdonian authorities. The last thing I need is for them to find out what I’m doing here. There’s too much at stake. Is that clear?” Guzmik looked straight into his servant’s eyes. 
 
    “It shall be done, master. I’ll set a price on their heads with Lotus immediately.” He bowed, then turned and left the office. 
 
    This time you’ll die, just as my master Isuzeni decreed. What the Dark Lady desires she always obtains. The outline of a bitter smile appeared on his face as Guzmik looked into the slanted eyes which were reflected back at him in the windowpane. 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti —Ocorum, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
      
 
    The night was warm, and the full moon shone high in the sky, reigning majestically over the clear firmament, an infinite sea sparkling with small shining stars. Hartz and Kayti walked quietly through the sleepy, deserted city streets toward the Flying Horse Inn. At his request they had spent the entire day with Father Abbot Dian, examining in great detail the magnificent Ilenian two-handed sword they had recovered from the tomb in the underground temple beneath the lighthouse: the sword of the supposed King of the Lost Civilization. As they had agreed with Lindaro, the sword remained outside the agreement they had made with the Temple of the Light, which required them to hand over the valuable objects they had discovered in the tomb. Hartz had vehemently refused to part with the sword, no matter what price had been offered. 
 
    The diligent priests had begun with an analysis of the precious object as soon as Hartz and Kayti had arrived at the temple that morning. Close examination of the extraordinary weapon had revealed that this was no ordinary sword. Its steel was of an unidentified composition which had somehow stood the test of time without any deterioration. Even the double blade was still so sharp it could cut a feather in midair. This had greatly surprised the priests, since no matter how hard they might try to protect weapons from the punishments inflicted by the passage of time, they had always suffered some degree of deterioration. The Temple’s scholars were greatly intrigued by both the cross-guard with its mystic runes and the sword’s enormous hilt in the shape of a cross with its intricate golden engravings in the strange language of the Ilenians. With infinite patience they meticulously recorded and drew each of the characteristics of the exquisite sword, making multiple sketches of the different parts down to the tiniest of details. They measured each component and weighed the sword, making note of each measurement. Working tirelessly all morning and afternoon to carry out their inspection and testing of the sword, they rested only long enough to enjoy a humble meal. Only when day had turned into night did they suspend their examinations and decide to continue their studies the following day.  
 
    It was then that Hartz and Kayti had said goodbye to the hard-working scholars and left the Temple, to head back to the inn and enjoy a late meal. And even though they would return after hours, Bandor the innkeeper, who was a kind-hearted man, would no doubt serve them a delicious meal along with the latest rumors and gossip making the rounds in the city about the imminent war. 
 
    They curved toward the East and took a deserted street that led to the inn. As if wanting to make sure it was still there after a day spent in the hands of others, Hartz kept one hand on the great Ilenian sword hanging across his back. Contact with the leather sheath where the weapon rested was reassuring to him.  
 
    Even though the day had been wasted in the company of priests, watching while they completed their interminable studies, Kayti’s presence had lightened Hartz’s spirit in a way he did not completely understand. For some unknown reason the mere presence of the young girl with fire-red hair had him smiling like a nitwit. And not only that: every time the girl stood near him or even looked at him, he felt what he could only describe as a sweet confusion, followed by an odd sensation in the pit of his stomach. Whenever he was near the freckled warrior he felt clumsy, and his movements became even more awkward than normal, so that he stumbled over furniture and sent decorations and the like rolling across the floor. She on the other hand moved with such grace and elegance, even dressed in heavy armor, that it only amplified his clumsiness. Or at least that was how it seemed to him. And what made matters worse was that he had never been comfortable in social situations, especially around strangers, as with the priests at the Temple. Kayti on the other hand seemed to have an innate skill for conversing and discussing complex concepts with the priests. He had observed her carefully, marveling at how she would start conversations with the priests about all kinds of subjects. In that environment it was easy to see that she had enjoyed a refined education and was blessed with a well-formed, well-nourished intellect.  
 
    Hartz, in fact, was beginning to suspect that the redhead was hiding something beneath the façade of Initiate of the Custodial Brotherhood. These revelations both dazzled and displeased him, since if they were accurate it meant the girl had not told them the whole truth. On top of that, it made his lack of education stick out like a sore thumb. Norriel were a people born for battle and not for studying the arts, and that only accentuated his own deficiencies and limitations.  
 
    As they walked back to the inn he shook those unpleasant thoughts from his mind and decided to gather a bit more information about the redheaded warrior.  
 
    “You haven’t told me much about yourself, Kayti. Where are you from?” he asked, trying to sound casual.  
 
    “I was born and raised in the outskirts of the capital of the kingdom of Irinel, in a small town.” 
 
    “The kingdom of Irinel? I don’t know anything about Irinel. You said it was far away, to the east, right?” 
 
    “Yes, my nation is a long way from here, Hartz, east of here and a little to the north, past the vast Masig steppes, beyond the wide Usik forests, past the Forgotten Mountains and the Thousand Lakes—” 
 
    Hartz whistled. “Wow! That does sound a long way!”  
 
    Kayti smiled. “Tremia’s a massive continent. There are a lot of nations I suppose you Norriel haven’t heard of. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t mean to offend you or your people. I just mean there are many kingdoms in the east and north of the continent that the people in the west don’t know about.” 
 
    “You didn’t offend me,” said Hartz, and laughed. “After all, I’m just a barbarian from the highlands who knows his limitations.”  
 
    “I think there’s a lot more to you than you let people see,” smiled the redhead. 
 
    They walked for a while as Hartz thought about the answers he’d gotten. 
 
    Still suspicious, since her answer did not fit his suppositions, Hartz went on with his questioning. “Do your parents still live there? Are they farmers?” 
 
    “Yes, my parents live a quiet life on a small farm near the capital.”  
 
    “That’s nice... And how did you end up in the Custodial Brotherhood? I’d never heard of that before. Of course, now that I mention it, I hadn’t ever heard anything about the people of your kingdom, either.”  
 
    “I’m beginning to realize you Norriel live a bit isolated from the rest of the world,” she said with a mischievous smile. “Where are all these questions coming from, anyway? I believe I’ve told you everything you need to know about me.” 
 
    Hartz cleared his throat. “Well, honestly, I may not be the brightest guy there is, but I feel like you’re hiding something from me. Is there a reason why you haven’t told me the whole truth?” 
 
    Kayti blushed, and then her expression turned ice-cold.  
 
    “What do you mean? I’m politely answering your questions, even though I don’t have to tell you anything.” 
 
    “No, you don’t have to answer me if you don’t want to. But I can tell you’re not being completely sincere with me. You’re hiding something, and that makes me believe I can’t trust you.” He wagged his finger at her. 
 
    Kayti looked sharply at the accusing finger. 
 
    “I’m sorry that’s how you see it,” she said, sounding deliberately casual. “I can assure you that you can trust me, but if you don’t want to, that’s your prerogative.”  
 
    “Come on, Kayti. I think it’s time you told me the truth. What are you doing here? What are you after?” 
 
    She walked on without answering. 
 
    Hartz followed her in silence. The tension between them mounted with every step. 
 
    Just then Hartz heard a faint sound from behind him. He turned his head to see what was breaking the calm of the quiet street. He noticed movement. A shadow was slinking through the darkness, rapidly approaching behind them on the right. His fighting instinct sent an alarm screaming through his brain, which put all his senses on immediate alert. Adrenaline coursed through him, and every muscle in his body tensed in anticipation of danger.  
 
    Quickly he turned to face the potential attack. “Look out!” he shouted. 
 
    An arrow skimmed his head.  
 
    As he turned, he saw they were being attacked by several veiled figures wielding swords and daggers. Ignoring the arrow that had narrowly missed him, he focused on the danger closest to them. From the way their pursuers moved and handled their weapons, he knew instantly these were not just simple ruffians, and he was rarely wrong about that sort of thing. Luckily he had sensed the threat in time; that hint of a sound from behind them might well have saved their lives. Luck was temperamental like that. Sometimes it was on your side, sometimes it abandoned you and its whims could have devastating effects on the lives of mere mortals. In one swift motion he unsheathed the great Ilenian sword hanging across his back, and with a smooth continuation of the motion, brought the sword down on the first of the attackers, who was almost close enough to mortally stab him. 
 
    There’s only a short distance between us, my old ruffian, but I’m still beyond your reach. He split open the attacker’s skull with the mighty sword.  
 
    Luckily for me, but not so much for you, my sword gives me a reach that’s far superior to yours, you unlucky man. He smiled as he looked at the massive breadth of the now bloody sword. 
 
    Alarmed by Hartz’s warning and the ensuing commotion, Kayti turned just in time to see the next attacker coming at them. As she turned, an arrow bounced off the armor which covered her shoulder. He was aiming for my heart, but thankfully it didn’t go through my armor. This damn setup weighs as much as a horse, but at times like this it’s worth its weight in gold. She noticed two more attackers coming up behind her in silence, and unsheathed her weapon just in time to block the first strike at her neck. With a twist of her slender wrist she counterattacked, aiming a thrust at the nearest man’s face. He blocked it with his dagger and prepared to attack again. Without giving him time to make a move Kayti launched a rapid combination of attacks, but the aggressor defended himself with the skill of a soldier well accustomed to battle. 
 
    He’s no weakling... probably a mercenary.  
 
    The second attacker came at the redhead. She quickly blocked the assailant’s strokes, which were aimed primarily at her head since her adversaries knew it would be difficult to pierce the armor-plate she was wearing. They protected her, but the weight of the armor would eventually wear her out. She blocked several more blows by both enemies, who now were teaming up on her, then took a step back.  
 
    Just as she looked to the left out of the corner of her eye, she saw Hartz running toward them with his sword raised. Executing a lethal arc through the air, he decapitated the aggressor to her left. The head of the doomed man fell at his feet, while his rigid body remained upright. Time seemed to stand still for an instant. Kayti stood there taking in the bizarre scene. She blinked, and the lifeless body crumpled as time resumed its course. Kayti turned her eyes to Hartz and saw that he had two arrows in his left shoulder and a third in his right forearm. It turned Kayti’s stomach to see that he was wounded. 
 
    A brutal thrust came toward her throat, but she managed to dodge it with a swift block a split second before Hartz impaled the attacker on the massive Ilenian sword. The assailant’s eyes grew wide when he saw he had been stabbed clean through. He howled in agony and his face went blank. He was dead before Hartz had even pulled out the sword.  
 
    Another arrow coming from up the street ricocheted off Kayti’s armor. Two figures with bows were positioned there.  
 
    She pointed toward a wall jutting out from one of the houses. It would protect them from the barrage of arrows. “Take cover!” she shouted to Hartz. 
 
     They ran to take refuge there.  
 
    Hartz was breathing heavily. He felt strange, but attributed that to the wounds from the arrows. He hoped they were not too serious, because the chainmail he was wearing beneath his old jacket had stopped the arrows’ impact to some extent and kept them from penetrating too deeply. Only one of them had actually caused a deep wound. 
 
    “Take them out, please.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I wouldn’t recommend pulling them out. You should have a surgeon do it.” 
 
    “All right. Just break them, then.”  
 
    Kayti broke off the three arrows with three swift snaps of the wrist, then looked at Hartz with an expression of sincere concern.  
 
    When she had broken the arrow on his forearm a thin stream of blood had begun to trickle down the Norriel’s wrist and onto his hand. When it reached the hilt of the ancient weapon the sword emitted a brief, golden flash that began at the hilt and ran down the blade all the way to its lethal point. The golden gleam pulsed three times, creating three golden flashes, then disappeared completely. Hartz knew then that the strange sensation he had been feeling had been coming from this remarkable Ilenian relic.  
 
    Astonished, he looked to Kayti for some kind of explanation, but she looked as perplexed as he was and offered no answer. Before either of them could comment on the strange phenomenon they had just witnessed, six men appeared on their left to block their escape route at the lower end of the street. Kayti looked anxiously at Hartz. He was realizing that this ambush was not a robbery or chance attack. The attackers had come to kill them.  
 
    Damn these pigs! They’re out for our blood. If it’s the last thing I do, I won’t let them lay a hand on Kayti. I swear it on the graves of my forefathers!  
 
    Without giving up the safety of the wall and becoming a target for the archers at the upper end of the street, the rugged Norriel, blood boiling, threatened the approaching men with his mighty voice. “Listen to me, you sewer rats. You’d better just turn right around and get out of here while you still can. There aren’t anywhere near enough of you to take me down, and you don’t have what it takes anyhow. So turn back now, or I swear I’ll be picking your bloody guts up off the ground and feeding them to the dogs in the docks!” 
 
    The attackers stopped in their tracks. Hartz hoped he had made a chink in their courage and confidence.  
 
    But apparently not.  
 
    After only a moment’s hesitation the six men launched their attack with swords and clubs. Hartz gently pushed Kayti behind him, hoping his broad shoulders would keep her protected. Staying under cover, he waited for the attack. He was containing his rage. He was almost relaxed, and refrained from focusing too much on what was happening... just as he always handled these situations. He would live or he would die. It was not in his hands to decide. He would defend his companion to the death, and if in the process he crushed a few skulls and smashed a few heads together, so much the better.  
 
    Still, something in his mood was different. True, he was as calm as he always was before entering into battle, but this time he did not feel the slightest fear. Instead, a feeling of complete confidence was beginning to flow through him. He felt as if he were indestructible, as if he were a demigod. Nothing could stop him, no one could defeat him. But he knew those feelings were not normal.  
 
    All of a sudden he heard a low, husky voice whispering in his ear. 
 
    Glory awaits you, warrior. Let our enemies’ blood bathe my steel blade, and I promise you will live to fight another day. Feed my cold body with the warm blood of the enemy, and I assure you that victory will be yours. 
 
    Hartz realized that although the voice was coming from inside him, it was the voice of the sword speaking to him. It was as if it were coming from his subconscious. This Ilenian sword had infiltrated his being with an ancient, ancestral magic. It seemed to possess a life of its own and had created a strange bond with him. And that bond between enchanted steel and man was growing stronger and more real. He knew that this feeling of complete confidence and mental fortitude was coming from the sword, and that it was employing magic from the Lost Civilization. Realizing that the connection was continuing to strengthen would normally have frightened him, but as long as he was clutching that enchanted lethal weapon, he felt nothing of the sort.  
 
    The bond was completed. 
 
    They were now one. 
 
    Sword and Man. 
 
    Steel and Blood. 
 
    The first two attackers reached Hartz. He met them with a tremendous blow parallel to the ground, at the level of their backs. It cut through their plated armor as though it was butter, then continued straight across their stomachs, slicing them open from one side to the other. When the blood made contact with the blade the sword transmitted a living energy to him which coursed through his body and filled him with a vitality he had never before experienced. With expressions of absolute incredulity, the two attackers gaped open-mouthed as their entrails spilled out onto the ground. With another quick pass in the opposite direction, Hartz instantly finished off both men. 
 
    Kayti looked at him. Considering how quickly he had made the two movements, it seemed as if the considerable weight of the great sword had totally vanished. He was handling that weapon as if were nothing more than a small branch of a tree. It should have been physically impossible for someone—no matter how strong he was, and Hartz was the strongest man she had ever met—to brandish that massive sword so quickly and easily.  
 
    A third attacker came in from the right, but before he had even managed to extend his arm fully in order to strike, Hartz took a step forward and made a lightning-fast thrust which stabbed straight through the ill-fated assailant’s heart in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Again he felt a pure, fortifying energy coursing through his body. It left him feeling rejuvenated, with no trace of fatigue. Without a moment’s hesitation he moved into a defensive stance, holding the massive sword with both hands and pointing it slightly forward.  
 
    The three remaining attackers hesitated, their fear palpable. Unfortunately for them, they decided to attack the burly Norriel. Quickly and aggressively they charged him, but he eliminated all three with two powerful lashes of the Ilenian sword, effortlessly cutting through armor, bone, and flesh. Kayti’s jaw dropped when she saw once again how swiftly and powerfully he had dealt the fatal blows.  
 
    The trio of enemies fell to the ground beside the rest of their dead companions. Just as the Norriel had promised, their innards lay strewn across the ground in a pool of thick blood.  
 
    Hartz glanced up the street. The archers who had been perched there had fled. 
 
    “They’re gone. I think we did it, Kayti.” 
 
    Kayti looked back at him in disbelief. “That sword... it’s enchanted... with a magic like the one we saw in the underground temple. Magic from the Lost Civilization.” 
 
    “Uh... yes, I... I think so, too. You’re going to think I’m crazy but this sword... it... it talked to me,” he stammered. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know what it said to you, but you definitely handled it as though it was light as a feather. That wasn’t normal. Not in the least.” 
 
    “You’re right. It didn’t feel the least bit heavy. It was as though my arms simply couldn’t get tired. But even more than that, I was filled with a feeling of vitality, a complete calm and confidence. Fear and fatigue didn’t exist as long as I was holding the sword. It was impossible for me to be defeated.” 
 
    “That must be a spell that some powerful Enchanter from the Lost Civilization put on it. And you must have somehow activated it.” 
 
    Hartz nodded. “I think it was the blood from the wound on my forearm. When it dripped onto the sword’s hilt, it activated the enchantments.” 
 
    “In the Custodial Brotherhood we’ve heard of enchanted weapons that bestow power on those who wield them,” said Kayti as she looked at the great sword with renewed interest. “But this is the first time I’ve ever seen one.”  
 
    “I thought that was all just legend and myth...”  
 
    “I think this proves that objects imbued with spells and powers really do exist. We’re in the presence of a relic of the greatest importance.”  
 
    “Yes,” said Hartz with a smile, “I’d say it has me completely convinced.”  
 
    “Let’s get out of here in case they come back.”  
 
    “Where do we go? To the inn?” asked Hartz, looking on both sides of the street. 
 
    Kayti nodded. “Yes. We should find Komir. He might be in danger too.” 
 
    “You think so? Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but that was a well-planned ambush. If they came for us maybe they’re going after Komir, too.” 
 
    “You’re right. We’d better hurry.” 
 
    The two ran up the street. 
 
      
 
   
  
 




Heroism 
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    Aliana, Gerart. —Usik Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sensing that the horses were reaching their breaking point, they stopped next to a fork on the narrow trail with its strips of trees and shrubs to either side. As she rested Aliana peered down the trail behind them with her eyes narrowed. No sign of Kendas or the Sergeant. The rising fatigue from their long flight bit into her body like a rabid dog. But she was not prepared to give in to it. 
 
    Gerart was inspecting the wound on his shoulder. “Lomar and Jasmine?” she asked him breathlessly. 
 
    “I don’t know. I suppose they must have headed west. They’re probably farther down the path, but I haven’t seen any tracks. Then again, I’m not a good tracker...”  
 
    “I’m sure the Sergeant and Kendas will make it,” she said with conviction. 
 
    “I should have stayed and fought,” said the Prince. He was visibly distressed. “If only the Light would grant me the wisdom I need to make the right decisions!”  
 
    “You made the right decision, Gerart,” she reassured him. “You’re the heir to the throne of Rogdon. You can’t die in this forest, your kingdom needs you. War’s about to break out. You must return home, for the good of the kingdom, for the thousands of subjects who need you.”  
 
    “It was more that the Sergeant made the decision for me. I wanted to stay with him. My decision was erroneous, once again.” He looked at the arrow in his shoulder and broke it off with a grimace. 
 
    “Let me have a look at that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s nothing. It’s barely even bleeding. Once we’ve put a little more distance between us and them, I’ll pull out the tip. Right now we just need to stay alert. There are Usik savages all over.” 
 
    The minutes that followed were long and tense, but nothing happened. Aliana was beginning to fear for her two friends’ lives; they had been absent too long. The Usik war cries she could hear still sounding in the distance were making her increasingly nervous. 
 
    “I can hear their screams. They’re getting closer.” Her voice was shaking. 
 
    “We should go on now that the horses have had a chance to catch their breath.” 
 
    Two shapes on horseback appeared in the distance on the narrow trail. 
 
    “Here they come! I can see them!” Aliana shouted in excitement. 
 
    A short distance behind the riders came a pack of men on foot chasing after them. 
 
    “Damn! They’re already here! Those damned savages fly through this forest!” Gerart lamented. 
 
    Anxiously they awaited the arrival of their two companions, feeling hopeful as they saw the two Lancers were gaining ground. Still, it seemed their swift steeds were not moving fast enough to reassure their riders. Mortuc was in front, his ashen face foretelling trouble. There were two arrows stuck in his back, near his lungs. Streams of blood trickled from the corners of his mouth. His arm was clutched tightly against his right side. It covered a vicious wound from a battle axe, a long, deep gash down to the bone. It had ripped the flesh wide open and was bleeding profusely.  
 
    When Aliana saw the Sergeant’s condition, she dismounted immediately and ran to help him. Her heart was in her throat. 
 
    “How are you doing, Sergeant Major?” the Prince asked, his eyes unable to avoid the wound.  
 
    “Bah!” said Mortuc, playing things down as he always did. “It’s nothing! A couple of scratches. Those bastards took a fancy to me, that’s all.,”  
 
    Kendas rode up to them. His mount had been struck in the belly by an arrow. He dismounted and caressed the poor beast. 
 
    “I apologize for the delay, Your Highness. The horse couldn’t go any faster, and the Sergeant refused to leave me there to fend for myself. I tried to convince him to go, but he didn’t want to—in spite of his wounds”  
 
    The wounded steed whinnied in pain as its hind legs doubled, and it dropped to the ground. It had taken its last breath. 
 
    Aliana began to use her healing power on the Sergeant’s hemorrhaging. He was sitting on the ground, still trying to catch his breath. His face had completely lost its color, leaving him as pale as a ghost. 
 
    “Don’t bother with me, child. I’m fine. It’s really just a few scratches.” 
 
    But Aliana was well aware of how serious those lesions were. The arrows had perforated his right lung, and the cut in his side was deep. He had lost a lot of blood. She worked nonstop, urgently, knowing the enemy was getting closer, gaining ground with each breath she took. She extracted the arrows, then with a steady hand sutured the wounds like an experienced field surgeon. Even making use of all her healing power, she was still only able to stabilize Mortuc. 
 
    His wounds were too severe. She could not heal him.  
 
    At least not in those inhospitable surroundings. If they were at the Temple of Tirsar, with the help of her Sisters, with more time, perhaps... though she doubted that. The wounds were beyond the reach of their healing Gift. They could not work miracles; their power was limited. With a cruel ache in her soul she had to begin to accept the idea that the Sergeant did not have long to live. She felt as if her heart were breaking into a thousand pieces. She could not save him.  
 
    Mortuc was going to die.  
 
    Looking at the ground, she choked back her tears. 
 
    Another war cry sounded, not far off this time. The closer the Usik got, the greater their fear and anxiety.  
 
    “You are a true angel, young lady, a gift from the gods,” the Sergeant said gratefully. “I feel as good as new. Better than new. You’ve worked another of your miracles,” he lied, unsheathing his sword as he struggled to his feet with Kendas’ help. 
 
    “What are you doing, Sergeant?” Gerart asked urgently. “Mount your horse! We have to flee to the west right away... we need to get out of this forest!”  
 
    “I thank you from the bottom of my heart, Your Highness, but I don’t think so. This old soldier is going to fight his last battle here today. Kendas needs my mount if he’s going to get out of the forest alive. Two men on a single, tired-out horse would condemn both riders to death. You know that...” He stood facing Kendas, looked into his eyes and put a hand on his shoulder. “Take good care of Lightning. He saved my life on more than one occasion. If anything bad happens to him, I’ll come back from hell itself to hunt you down!” 
 
    “I swear on my life, Sergeant!” exclaimed Kendas, unable to keep his voice from trembling. 
 
    “Mortuc, get on your horse,” the Prince insisted. “That’s an order!”  
 
    “You know the last thing I’d want to do is disobey an order, Your Highness, but this is the end of the road for me. I’ll fight my last battle and it’ll buy you all a little time so you can escape. I wouldn’t make it far with these wounds anyway, even with the care provided by our sweet Aliana. These wounds are fatal. I know they are. You can’t deceive an old bloodhound like me. I’ve seen many just like these over the course of my career, and I know when there’s no hope...” The Sergeant was struggling for each breath now and his lungs were filling with blood. 
 
    Gerart looked at Aliana’s face, searching for a glimmer of hope for the Sergeant. But there he found only tears welling up in the Healer’s heartbroken eyes, an outward sign of her pain and helplessness at not being able to save this great man. She stifled a sob, but then began to cry inconsolably.  
 
    When Gerart saw Aliana’s reaction he finally understood how serious the situation was. His mind sprang into action, desperately searching for a solution.  
 
    Torn apart inside, he accepted the inevitable. 
 
    With his hand on his chest, his moist eyes giving away his emotions, Gerart tried to remain strong as he addressed the Sergeant. “It has been a true honor to serve with you, Sergeant Major Mortuc.” 
 
    The veteran soldier nodded his head in respect. “The honor has all been mine,” he replied. “And now, please, leave here. You must live today in order to serve Rogdon tomorrow.” 
 
    He grasped his side, overcome by the pain from the lethal wound there, and his knee gave out. He barely managed to keep his balance by leaning on his sword. 
 
    “You have my word of honor, Mortuc!” Gerart promised. 
 
    Saluting the Sergeant for the last time, the three mounted their horses. Kendas drew his sword and raised it high, in honor of the man who had trained him and molded him into a Royal Lancer. Gerart looked back at him and bowed his head in a gesture of gratitude to Mortuc for his wise advice. Then the Sergeant looked at Aliana. Unable to suppress the torrent of tears running down her cheeks, incapable of finding the words to express the profound affection and gratitude she felt for this great man whom she was about to bid a final farewell, she simply smiled at him.  
 
    And as they swiftly rode off, a powerful voice thundered behind them.  
 
    “Come and get me, you bastards! I’ll show you what the Royal Lancers of Rogdon are made of!”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The three riders took the fork to the left and headed down a narrow pass bordered by elms. Aliana, still weeping bitterly, looked at Kendas and saw that his eyes, too, were glistening with tears. They rode on, trying unsuccessfully to master their sorrow. 
 
    After riding silently for some distance they came to a river. More than ten paces wide, it crossed the trail at the end of the pass. The three stopped and contemplated the strong current roaring through the clear waters.  
 
    “Should we try to skirt it further south?” asked Kendas. 
 
    “That would mean a detour that could take several hours,” said the Prince. “We don’t know this area, and we may not even find a way to ford the river for miles. We have to get out of this hellish place as quickly as possible.”  
 
    “The current seems much faster than when we crossed it a few days ago,” Aliana observed. 
 
    “We have no choice,” he told her. “We have to cross here. If we backtrack they’ll catch us.”  
 
    A heart-searing war cry resonated in the forest, making it very clear that they needed to cross the river immediately. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” said Gerart, and guided his mount into the strong current. It tugged at the animal, but the rugged mount fought fiercely against it. In the center of the river the swift water rose up over its hocks and knees, so that it lost its footing for a moment. Gerart held tightly to his mount as it worked to regain its balance and keep moving forward. After several minutes battling against the powerful rush of water he had crossed the river and made it to the bank on the other side. 
 
    He dismounted and did his best to calm the nervous horse. Then he crouched down to look at something on the muddy riverbank.  
 
    “I can clearly make out the tracks of two horses here—with Rogdonian horseshoes. Lomar made it across the river with another horse.” He looked along the trail. “They can’t be far.”  
 
    “Lomar’s the best horseman I know,” said Kendas. “I’m sure he’ll have made it across.”  
 
    “Only two horses? There should have been three,” Aliana said, her voice strained with worry. 
 
    “That’s all I can see, but don’t worry. You know I’m not a great tracker.” 
 
    “If you’ll permit me, Highness,” Kendas offered, “as soon as I cross I’ll make sure of the tracks.” 
 
    “Yes, that would be best. So let’s get you two across quickly before they catch up.”  
 
    Kendas motioned Aliana to follow the Prince. She nodded and carefully entered the current. Her mount was fighting against the roaring river, but seemed to be managing. At the deepest point it snorted nervously. She tried to calm it, speaking softly in its ear and caressing its neck. The beautiful animal settled down and continued toward the bank, using every bit of the strength remaining in its exhausted body. 
 
    They were going to make it. 
 
    A sudden savage screech came from behind Aliana. 
 
    Four Red Usik appeared from behind a knoll. She spurred her mount; they were only a breath away from the other side of the river. A red arrow whizzed past her head, and instinctively she crouched low. A second deadly arrow struck the noble steed in the neck. Startled, the animal reared. As it raised its front hooves out of the water it lost its balance in the strong current, and Aliana fell into the churning water.  
 
    The current carried her away. 
 
    “Aliana! No!” Gerart screamed. 
 
    “I’ll get her!” Kendas shouted. “Go, Your Highness. You must make it to Rogdon!” He spurred Lightning and took off into the forest to rescue the Healer, following the current of the river below. 
 
     Gerart watched the scene unfold, distraught. He had to make his decision: either to go after Aliana or to continue westward, toward Haradin. 
 
    Two arrows shot past his head, missing him by an inch. He had ducked just in time.  
 
    What do I do? For the Light’s sake! 
 
    Aliana, pulled along by the current, was taking in water as she fought desperately to breathe in gulps of precious air. She tried to swim toward the riverbank, but she was not a strong swimmer and the current was too swift. Choking, she began to panic; she was drowning. She was going to die! She fought to raise her head out of the water and managed to take one breath before she was pulled down again by the tremendous force of the rushing water. Disoriented and swept downstream by the current, completely unable to swim in any direction, she used the last of her strength to stay afloat. 
 
    She had to stay alive, to breathe! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later Gerart caught up with Lomar on the trail on the edge of the forest. Brokenhearted, he told the Lancer of Sergeant Mortuc’s heroic sacrifice and Aliana’s plight. With a heavy heart Lomar in his turn told him about how the brave Jasmine had died. 
 
    The pain Gerart experienced as he told Lomar what had happened left him barely able to speak. His throat was parched, and he felt a stabbing pain each time he spoke. He swallowed, but it did not lessen the pain. It took a supreme effort to blink back the tears welling up in his eyes.  
 
    “Let me go back, Your Highness. I’ll find them,” Lomar vowed. 
 
    Gerart looked him in the eye. There was nothing he wanted more at that moment than to go back and rescue Aliana himself. Every fiber of his being was screaming at him in agony to go back for her. He could not desert her there like that, on her own in the middle of that dreadful forest infested with savages. In his mind he knew he had to go on, but not in his heart. He looked at Haradin, tied to the horse, unconscious and helpless. This man was the key to saving Rogdon. Without him the kingdom would perish; he was sure of that. Thousands of lives were in jeopardy.  
 
    I must stop acting like a love-struck boy and behave like the future king that I am. The responsibility of my lineage is immense, and today I’ll pay dearly for the price of that crown. My duty to the kingdom comes before any personal desires. 
 
    He knew that, and had to respect it. He had to make the right decision for Rogdon. 
 
    “No, Lomar. As much as I want to go back for Aliana and Kendas, that path isn’t possible. We must take Haradin to the Temple of Tirsar, so that he can recover as quickly as possible and help our forces to fight the Nocean invasion. Otherwise we’ll be defeated, and thousands of innocent people will die. It’s all hanging by a thread. Haradin is the priority. We must protect him. It galls my heart to abandon them here, but there’s no other choice. A pack of Red Usik is on my trail, less than a half a mile behind. They’ll soon catch up with us.” 
 
    “As you order, your Highness,” Lomar agreed. His expression was very serious. 
 
    Gerart glanced toward the west for one last time. He waited for a moment, looking for a miracle, longing to see Aliana galloping toward him. But all he saw was a group of Red Usik coming toward them in the distance. He took a deep breath and gave the order to leave that damnable forest: the place where his heart had been broken. 
 
    The responsibility and weight of the crown, of his lineage, had changed him forever. 
 
    He would never be the same. 
 
    Heavy-hearted, he turned his horse toward the Masig plains. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Deadly Deception 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti —Ocorum, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Komir sharpened his weapons as he sat on the modest bed in his room at the Flying Horse Inn. One thought stayed firmly anchored in his mind, one which he could not erase, try as he might: the mysterious energy living inside him, the nightmare he had been cursed with... that arcane beast that awakened in critical times of need and had had such profound effects on his life. He swept the small whetstone along the blade of his sword in a curved motion. A weapon must always be sharp and well cared for.  
 
    Even though he hated being different, Komir had to acknowledge that had it not been for that energy he would be dead by now. On several occasions that power had saved his life. Still, he despised this “Gift”, whatever it was, that had marked him in the eyes of the members of his tribe. Even his good friend Hartz, loyal to the bone with a heart the size of a mountain, could not bring himself to mention the subject in his presence. He knew it was because Hartz was frightened by the power. And if someone as good as Hartz feared his magic and avoided talking about it, why would the rest of the tribe’s members not renounce it as well?  
 
    He would always be a Marked man in the eyes of his people. Nothing would ever change that perception, no matter how hard he tried. And by now all the other Norriel tribes would know the whole story and would disown him too. He had always wanted to be normal. A Norriel like everybody else. But that dream would never be realized. He inhaled deeply and let out a long sigh.  
 
    At least I’m alive. I can hate this situation as much as I want, but in the end I’m alive and I need to stay alive. Pitying myself won’t solve anything. This is the life I’ve been given, and I’m going to live it without fear. And I’ll reach my goal: to find my parents’ killers. Nothing will stop me. I’ll get justice, and the consequences will be terrible. 
 
    Komir put his hand to his chest, expecting to find the Dark Medallion—his mother’s medallion—but in its place hung the medallion belonging to the King from the Ilenian underground temple. Lindaro now had the Dark Medallion. 
 
    And then he remembered that strange event of singular importance. He did not yet understand that what had happened would radically change his destiny. Two paths, running parallel to one another but as yet unconnected, had crossed, united into a single way. An unbreakable, mystical bond had been forged. The independent, apparently unrelated destinies of two very different beings from different places and with different purposes in life had been forever joined in that crucial moment. Spanning time and space. 
 
    It had begun with an unusual fog. Komir had watched in disbelief as the fog came out of nowhere, rising up to surround him, swallowing up everything around him as it became ever denser. It felt to him as though he were falling into a deep sleep. Immediately he had drawn both of his weapons and then attempted to hide, unsure of what was happening. The Ilenian medallion around his neck had begun to emit white flashes. It felt... strange... as if it were feeding off his internal energy, his... essence. He had no idea what was happening or why, and it frightened him. His muscles were tense, his nerves on edge and his mind alert.  
 
    And then, before his astonished gaze, a young woman had begun to take shape. She too was wearing a large medallion around her neck. As if it had come from the deepest reaches of the earth, it was emitting intense brownish flashes. He studied the young beauty. She was extraordinarily beautiful, with an aura of serenity and goodness about her. His initial fear was slowly giving way to a feeling of peace. 
 
    The young woman had completely captivated him. What he had experienced next had left him utterly confused. Not only was he unable to understand what had happened, but he could never have imagined the incredible significance of the moment. The only conclusion he could come to was that it had something to do with the arcane beast buried deep in his soul. And the only thing he knew for sure was that the medallion he was wearing had immense power; that somehow, in the midst of this tangle of dream and reality, it had used his energy to communicate with the young woman with golden hair. He understood nothing more.  
 
    The two Ilenian medallions had been communicating from a great distance. They had formed a bond between themselves, and between their wearers.  
 
    Between Komir and Aliana. 
 
    Between their destinies.  
 
    But he could not yet understand this. Turning it over and over in his mind, he questioned what he had experienced, wondered who she could have been, that beautiful young woman with the enormous eyes the color of the sea. He could have sworn the girl had been there in his room, right in front of him... but that was impossible. What had happened with the medallion? The young woman had been wearing one very much like his. There was a link between the two medallions.  
 
    He hesitated a moment, thinking that perhaps it had all been just a dream. But, no: he was sure she had been real. She was no figment of his imagination. Then something else dawned in his mind. An idea. No, a certainty. He had to find that young woman and learn what had happened. He had to discover the meaning of it all. 
 
    He knew it. He would find her. 
 
    Several knocks on the door brought him out of his reverie. He opened the door to a disheveled-looking boy, no more than fourteen years old, who handed him a message. The handwriting was clear and neat, even elegant, written by someone well-accustomed to writing with a quill. He read it closely, taking his time to make sure he understood the symbols before his eyes.  
 
    The note was short and direct, and he was able to understand it easily. 
 
    Komir, we urgently need your presence in the Temple of the Light. Please excuse the haste as well as the lateness of the hour, but this is a matter of the utmost gravity. Please hurry. 
 
      
 
    Father Dian 
 
    Abbot of the Temple of the Light 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he read the brief note, Komir felt as if the icy claws of fear had fastened onto him, freezing his heart. He immediately thought of his friends... Hartz and Kayti were at the Temple. They had left at the break of dawn and had still not returned. Something bad must have happened, otherwise Dian would not have sent someone for him at such a late hour. He was instantly struck by a feeling of strong apprehension. Trying to remain calm, he reminded himself that he did not really know what had happened or how serious things were. He clenched his fist in torment, crumpling the message between his fingers. The news did not appear to be good, but on the other hand thinking about every possible disaster would solve nothing.  
 
    He gave the boy a small tip and sent him on his way, then went to get his weapons and chain mail. 
 
    It’s probably nothing serious. he thought, trying to calm the waves of uneasiness which were beginning to churn in his stomach. 
 
    A few moments later he left the room, prepared to face whatever the problem was, armed to the teeth, just as Master Warrior Gudin had taught him in his village so long ago. A man who prepares himself for danger and combat has a better chance of victory. As he walked quickly toward the door of the tavern where several clients were enjoying a drink, he saw the stout and affable Bandor, the innkeeper, who greeted him. 
 
    He gestured at the weapons Komir was carrying. “Is everything all right? Are you expecting trouble?” he asked 
 
    “I hope not. But it’s better to be prepared, my friend.” 
 
    Bandor was looking a little worried. “Well, good luck, then. I hope it all goes well.”  
 
    “Now I come to think of it, if Hartz or Kayti show up, would you please tell them I’ve received an urgent request and had to go to the Temple of the Light? Tell them to meet me there.” 
 
    “I will indeed,” said Bandor as Komir disappeared out of the door.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was well past closing time. Night was descending over the streets one by one. Bandor hurried to finish cleaning the inn. All the chairs were on the tables and he was hastily sweeping the dirty floor, knowing the faster he swept the quicker he would finish and could enjoy a much deserved rest. Norma, his hardworking but ill-tempered wife, had already finished scrubbing and organizing the inn’s common room. She had retired to their room, after barking a few orders which Bandor, as usual, promptly ignored. 
 
    Why on earth he had ever married the woman he still did not understand. She was bossy, mean, and not very attractive. Not exactly the kind of woman one has in mind when looking for someone to spend the rest of their days with. Of course it was not as if he was exactly a prize himself. He knew he was not very handsome, but he was big and as strong as an ox. He was also hard-working, at least compared to the clientele that regularly visited their establishment. But he had hundreds of defects, and Bandor was well aware of all of them. 
 
    The truth was that he had married Norma for one simple and important reason: that woman’s heart was as big as a mountain. The rest of her attributes paled in comparison. Even now, after more than twenty years of marriage, Bandor felt like the luckiest man on the face of the earth because that wonderful woman had chosen him to be her husband. 
 
    The Goddess of Luck takes care of things. 
 
    Several loud knocks on the door brought him back to reality.  
 
    Who could it be at that hour? He thought immediately of the young Norriel, Komir, who had left the inn so quickly looking worried. 
 
    “Who’s there?” he asked from behind the bolted oak door. 
 
    “It’s Hartz and Kayti. Let us in, Bandor,” came the urgent request. The innkeeper immediately recognized the voice as that of Hartz. 
 
    He opened the door.  
 
    Hartz and Kayti rushed in, breathing heavily, sweat glistening on their foreheads. They looked as though they had been running away from wild dogs. 
 
    Bandor looked at Hartz’s bleeding wounds in horror. “What in the world’s happened?” he asked.  
 
    Hartz took no notice of Bandor’s question. He was still trying to catch his breath. “Where... where’s Komir?” he asked.  
 
    “Komir? He left quite a while ago.” 
 
    “Damn! Did he say where he was going?” The Norriel looked completely distraught. 
 
    “Yes, he actually gave me a message for you. He said that if you came back I should tell you he had to go to the Temple of the Light for something extremely urgent, and that you should meet him there.” 
 
    “To the Temple of the Light, at this hour of the night?” asked Kayti. She sounded skeptical. 
 
    “Yes. He left here loaded down with weapons—which was a bit strange, now that I think about it. But he definitely said he was going to the Temple of the Light.”  
 
    “I think it’s a trap,” said Kayti. 
 
    “So do I,” said Hartz, his heart in his throat.  
 
    “Some young lad brought him a note, if I remember correctly, and after he’d read it he grabbed his weapons and left for the Temple.” The innkeeper looked from Hartz to Kayti and back again. “What? Why the long faces? Is something going on?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, Bandor,” said Kayti. 
 
    “He has no idea he’s headed into a mortal ambush,” said Hartz. 
 
    Bandor’s face went pale and his eyes widened in fear.  
 
    Hartz was overcome by unbearable grief at his inability to help his friend. He opened the door and with the full force of his enormous lungs, yelled:  
 
    “Komir, it’s a trap!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 The Master Plan 
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    Isuzeni, Counselor of Queen Yuzumi (The Dark Lady) —Toyomi Continent— 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Isuzeni summoned his most trusted servant. When he came into the room, Isuzeni immediately ordered him to lay out the valuable maps of Tremia. Yes, the maps... they always help me come up with ideas. They get my brain working and thinking creatively... which is absolutely essential when turning new thoughts and ideas into plans. Maps were a useful tool for his mind, like a hammer that shapes the steel when it strikes the anvil. The maps allowed him to visualize his plans, think up new strategies and plot the next moves in the complex game unfolding on the global scene. 
 
    He needed to think... to plan. It was time to decide the new orders to be transmitted to his agents in that far-off continent of big-nosed, round-eyed men. His strategy had been working well up to now, just as he had envisioned. The way his undercover agents had carried out his orders had been nearly flawless. He had invested years meticulously weaving the entire plan that would eventually bring about the resolution which the Dark Lady was seeking.  
 
    He had carefully placed the pieces, selecting each agent with the keenest scrutiny. Every single action had been studied with painstaking, delicate precision. Through it all, no one had had the slightest suspicion. Every move had been masked, perfectly concealed from the eyes of his rivals, completely invisible to the principal characters in the drama. All the long, solitary hours spent scheming, weaving the intricate web, were beginning to pay off, and this filled him with pride. The satisfaction gained from achieving such positive results was intoxicating.  
 
    But now he had suffered two unexpected setbacks, and the Dark Lady, Empress of Toyomi, was displeased, which was dangerous in the extreme. He could lose his head if he did not immediately rectify the situation. His mistress did not tolerate even the slightest failure: not even from him, her right-hand man. He had promised results which he had been unable to deliver. Despite this, that extraordinarily important situation was being resolved at that very moment. His loyal agent Guzmik in Ocorum had set events in motion which would bring about the deaths of the Marked and the elusive White Soul. After they had disappeared as though the earth itself had swallowed them up, he had at last located them. And this time they would not survive, neither them nor those with them. They would all die. Then, finally, he would be able to tell the Dark Lady that the Premonition would not be fulfilled, that death would not touch her. And that is what he had been fighting for since the first moment when the capricious Skull of Destiny had shown him the fatal fate awaiting her. The Empress would not die, and her ambitious plans for Tremia could move forward. The Dark Lady will bring the powerful kingdoms of Tremia to their knees, and she will conquer them one by one. She will conquer it all, to become the most powerful woman in the known world. That is her desire and that is what it will be. 
 
    Isuzeni almost felt a pang of pity for the unfortunate Marked. After all, it was not his fault he had been born into a destiny that had inexorably placed him opposite to her. If he gave up that destiny, the Marked could save himself. But, no: the Dark Lady would not take that chance. Even if the Marked crawled on his hands and knees, begging, renouncing that destiny, she would kill him. Yuzumi would most definitely take no chances. She would slit his throat without a second thought. In the end, only one of the two could survive. Either him, or her. There was not room for both of them on the face of the earth.  
 
    You must die, Marked, and so you shall. Soon. Very soon. Of that I have no doubt. 
 
    Rubbing his hands together in eager anticipation, Isuzeni cackled triumphantly. But for the moment he had to keep working. The Marked was only part of his problem. The conquest of Tremia was the other part… He spread the large map on his desk and then, basing his actions on the latest information he had received, mentally placed his agents and the persons of interest upon it. Unfortunately, because of the distance between the two continents, the news he was getting was arriving with more than a two-month delay. Working with incomplete information, or information delayed by distance, never knowing for certain his adversaries’ last or most recent moves, was extremely dangerous. One false or badly-timed move, and failure would come down on his head like a vulture from the skies.  
 
    So far all the reports from his agents had been favorable. The two largest kingdoms were on the verge of all-out war, a war that would divide the continent and send it spiraling into chaos and destruction. Death and horror would dominate the rich, fertile land of those two great military powers, decimating their armies, their resources, and their current power. 
 
    He studied the South, from which the covetous Noceans would soon invade Rogdon. Then the West, where Rogdon was already preparing its defenses. Finally the North, from which the Norghanians would eventually descend upon Rogdon once his master plan was executed. The continent would go down in flames. Utterly annihilated. Only the smaller kingdoms of the East and the Confederation of Free Cities on the easternmost coast would be spared from the devastation. 
 
    The scheme was working as he had intended, and soon his plan would succeed, just as his mistress expected of him. He needed just one last push to bring about the inevitable destruction the Dark Lady so fervently desired. 
 
    I’m very close to attaining the goal. Just a few more methodical steps, and the master plan will be complete. My patience is wearing thin, but I must remain calm, be extremely cautious, and wait for the right moment—the irreversible moment when I light the fire that will unleash a state of total chaos. Ah, those ever-astute Noceans... given the right opportunity, they’d never pass up the chance to deliver a powerful blow to their neighbors to the north. If Rogdon isn’t careful, they’ll end up annexed to that all-powerful empire of the deserts. But we cannot allow that either. No, of course not. We can’t allow the Noceans to gain too much power on the continent. We’ll have to do something about that once they invade the proud kingdom of Rogdon. We will have to make the Norghanians balance the situation. 
 
    He grinned. Conflict was brewing; centuries-old hatred was on the verge of exploding like a massive volcano, with Rogdon facing imminent devastation. It was crucial for war to break out and for both the Noceans and the Norghanians to invade Rogdon. The West had to fall; that was essential for the Empress’ plans. So it had to happen, whatever the cost. 
 
    But for my plans to succeed the North too has to enter the conflict. I have to make sure of it. Fortunately, The Norghanians are not exactly known for their patience or intelligence. King Thoran of Norghana is a pig-headed brute, if properly motivated, or deceived, he’ll order an attack on Rogdon. And if he doesn’t, he’ll have to be pushed by the invisible hand of destiny—my destiny.  
 
    He nodded in satisfaction. “That is how it must be, and so it will be!” Isuzeni exclaimed out loud. He pounded his fist into the center of Rogdon territory on the map. He sat down in his comfortable armchair, concentrating on the map. Thinking, plotting, scheming his masterful plan. Many long hours passed before he had finalized the design of his next moves. 
 
    This is an extremely difficult game. I can’t see my adversaries’ moves as they make them, so I must cover every possible play. I must anticipate their actions, guess their most logical, most probable reactions. Three simultaneous games against three expert rivals, with me blindfolded... A complex task which entails enormous risks. The future of the powerful kingdoms of that immense continent is hanging from a delicate thread. I shall defeat them. The game will be mine. I shall triumph over them, and their blood will bathe all of Tremia. 
 
    He contemplated the map one final time. After a few moments he began to write the messages that would be delivered to his agents. He sealed them and called his servant. Handing him the three messages, he gave him his instructions. After the servant had left, Isuzeni continued to gaze silently at the map, looking for any detail he might have missed, checking in his mind each of the decisions he had made. 
 
    The game is mine. Soon I’ll have won. Tremia will fall! 
 
    His last thought, before he gave way to exhaustion, was of the Marked. By now, he would be dead. 
 
    Isuzeni smiled. Already the sweet taste of victory was in his mouth. 


 
   
  
 

 ####End of Book 1#### 
 
      
 
      
 
    Note from the author:  
 
    I really hope you enjoyed my book. If you did, I would appreciate it if you could write a quick review. It helps me tremendously as it is one of the main factors readers consider when buying a book. As an Indie author I really need of your support. 
 
    Just go to Amazon.com or follow this link: Enter Review 
 
    Thank you so very much. 
 
    Pedro. 
 
      
 
    Join my mailing list to receive the latest news about my books: 
 
      
 
    Mailing List 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading my books! 
 
      
 
      
 
    P.S- New characters, new plots, new adventures in foreign lands await you in book 2: CONFLICT.  
 
    Enjoy  
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A cloak of sinister darkness hovers over Tremia. A terrible evil approaches, unnoticed, shadowing the whole continent, while the unaware inhabitants remain blind to all the horrible suffering it brings under its black wings. It comes from a faraway land beyond the seas, from a distant continent where slant-eyed men dwell. Nothing will stop the coming of abysmal pain, because the greed, yearning for power and absolute evil of the person brewing it will never be satisfied: Yuzumi, the Dark Lady, Empress of the continent of Toyomi, a being whose perversity knows no equal. 
 
    The unthinkable is about to happen. Two of the great Tremian kingdoms, powerful, proud, the greatest military powers of the great continent are on the border of war. A bloodbath which will sink the continent in pain and destruction, carrying death and suffering to thousands of innocents. The proud Rogdonians, the lords of the west, find themselves at a treacherous crossroads.  
 
    In the highlands, a young Norriel warrior who has been disowned by his people leaves his home to begin a dangerous quest: to find justice for his parents’ murder. Fully determined, he begins a journey in which he will not let anybody or anything get in the way of this goal. But Komir is not just any Norriel. He is different, unique, he has been marked by tragedy, and the Gift he carries within him and loathes, marked by a fateful Premonition which the Dark Lady must avoid at any cost. She looks for Komir without pause, with the sole purpose of killing him. But Komir is not alone, his great friend Hartz travels with him, as great in heart as in size. With the big guy at his side and the Gift of magic within him he goes in search of his destiny. 
 
    Two more companions join him on his quest: Kayti, the smart redhead from the Custodial Brotherhood, whom they save from an ambush, and restless Lindaro, a priest of the Temple of Light whom they find at the Great Lighthouse of Egia. There, guided by Komir’s mother’s medallion, the four adventurers discover something as unusual as hard to believe: an underground temple of the Ilenians, the Lost Civilization. This civilization walked on Tremia before the era of men and has been extinct for millennia. There the four adventurers confront nightmare monsters and a powerful guardian spirit. They fight for their lives and come out victorious. Komir brings out the mysterious medallion of the Ilenian king buried there: the Medallion of Ether. And Hartz takes for himself the bewitched two-handed sword that belonged to the Ilenian king. 
 
    In Rilentor, young Prince Gerart, heir to the Crown of Rogdon, has been poisoned by a supposedly Nocean arrow, which brings on a diplomatic crisis between the two kingdoms. Aliana, a courageous, kind-hearted young Healer of the Temple of Tirsar, is summoned to save the life of the heir. She manages to heal the Prince, who upon his recovery finds out that Haradin, the King of Rogdon’s powerful Battle Mage, has disappeared. War is near and Rogdon needs Haradin’s power in order to confront the terrible Nocean Sorcerers. Gerart and Aliana set forth towards the east to find him, together with a column of Royal Lancers and Protectress Sisters. 
 
    Among those in the rescue party are Sergeant Mortuk, the Lancers Lomar and Kendas and Protectress Sister Jasmin. The search for Haradin takes them to the dangerous land of the Usik, to the unfathomable forests. There they come under the attack of men with jade skin and painted faces. They manage to reach the Peak of the Eagles and enter the highest cavern. Aliana, Gerart, Mortuk, Lomar and Kendas face a golden-eyed spirit, rock-creatures and traps which turn men into statues. 
 
    They manage to survive and find the Temple of Earth of the Lost Civilization. Beside a sarcophagus in which an Ilenian King sleeps the eternal sleep, they find Haradin. He has been petrified, frozen in carbon-ice. In his hand… a fabulous Ilenian medallion: the Medallion of Earth. The group escapes with the helpless Mage. In their flight, first Jasmin and then Mortuk lose their lives fighting heroically against the savage Usik. One step away from salvation, Aliana falls into the river and is dragged away by the fierce current. Kendas jumps in to the rescue. The Prince, his heart broken, must leave for Rogdon in order to heal Haradin, hoping that Kendas will be able to save Aliana while he takes the Mage to safety. 
 
    Meanwhile, Komir is unaware of the threads which Destiny is weaving around him, but he experiences something extraordinary: the Ilenian Medallion of Ether creates an unbreakable link with his Gift, his inner power, and shows him a young woman in the distance, wearing a medallion similar yet different to his. It is Aliana, the Healer, and her Medallion of Earth links itself in symbiosis to Komir’s. But the sinister darkness pursuing Komir and his friends is relentless. A price has been put on their heads in Ocorum. Kayti and Hartz fall in a night ambush in which Hartz’s Ilenian sword reveals its power. They save themselves, but find Komir on the point of falling into another ambush and both run to warn him. 
 
    Will Hartz and Kayti manage to warn Komir in time? Will the Dark Lady stop the Premonition? Will there be war among the great kingdoms of the continent as Isuzeni has planned? What is the Dark lady after in Tremia? What are the enigmas of the Ilenians? Which mysteries are locked within the Ilenian medallions? What is the relationship between Komir, Aliana and the Ilenians? 
 
    Keep reading to find out. 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti. —Ocorum, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    Walking fast and in the middle of the night, Komir set out to the Temple of Light, crossing the dark streets of Ocorum with urgency. He wondered which would be the straightest way and turned to his right down a wide street, where he passed four soldiers of the city guard on patrol. He nodded in greeting.  
 
    He had to hurry. Abbot Dian’s message had been clear, it was a matter of utmost importance and extreme urgency. Something bad had to have happened, or else the Abbot would not have sent for him at the Flying Horse Inn at such an ungodly hour. Unease stirred in his chest. Would anything have happened to the big Norriel? No, Hartz was as strong as an ox and harder than a boulder, Komir could not even imagine that anything could happen to his best friend. Would it be something to do with Kayti? She was with Hartz, although it was probably not that either. Perhaps Lindaro, the good man of faith? The young Norriel had no answer and his mind, guided by the worry he was coming up with the worst of scenarios. 
 
    He kept walking at the same speed for quite a while, and at last identified the characteristic building of the Temple of Light at the end of the narrow street he had just turned into. When he was already half-way, four armed figures appeared at the end of the street which opened to the Square of the Gathering, where the Temple stood. Instinctively Komir stopped, seeing possible danger, and watched the four men who were beginning to come towards him forming a line, cutting off the street between him and the Square.  
 
    Thieves? he thought, surprised. He was in a relatively safe part of the town and the guard had just gone by. Seeing that the four men kept coming in his direction, forming a barrier, he turned to escape down the opposite way. There was no time for useless confrontations. But to his surprise four other men appeared at that end, forming another human chain and trapping him in the street. 
 
    By the Norriel Goddesses, they’re not thieves, they’re coming for me! Damn, I’ve fallen into a trap! The message wasn’t from Abbot Dian! It’s an ambush! Are they coming to kill me? But why? It doesn’t make any sense, why me? All these thoughts rushed through his mind at once as he tried to make sense of the situation. Eight men with swords and daggers: he could not fight them all at once, there were too many. 
 
    He had to come up with something fast or he would die. 
 
    Without thinking twice, he ran at full speed towards the four men coming from the south, from the Temple Square, the ones who were closest to him. As he ran he drew out two small throwing daggers from the back of his belt. He went on running towards the four men, who stopped still as statues when they saw his sudden change of course. They looked completely bewildered by his reaction. Surely their prey always remains still and frightened when it’s surrounded. But I’m not any common prey. I’m a Norriel, and as such I’ll die killing! By the Goddess Igrali who watches over me on this dark night, I’ll die with blood on my hands! Komir swore to himself. 
 
    Three steps away from the expectant criminals, he stopped abruptly. He almost fell forward from his momentum, but managed to control himself at the last moment. Behind him he could hear the footsteps of the other four, coming at a run. He regained his balance, and with a whiplash movement of his arms threw his two daggers. 
 
    A silver gleam flashed across the night. 
 
    The two men in the center of the line fell to the ground amid cries of surprise and pain, with a dagger in each of their chests. At such short distance missing his mark would have been impossible. The other two assailants jumped on him. Komir unsheathed his sword and long knife. He blocked the charge at the last moment and counterattacked, but the two attackers defended themselves skillfully. This confirmed his suspicions; they were not mere thieves. They knew the art of the sword.  
 
    Komir was well aware that he could not stay there exchanging sword-strokes, because the other four would soon be at his back and he would be finished. He had to do something! He blocked a downward stroke to his heart and with a leap forward kicked his opponent in the chest so that the man fell backwards. He turned to the left to block the attack of the other aggressor, then crouched quickly and launched a stroke which caught his adversary in the ribcage. 
 
    He looked back. The other four were almost on top of him. What to do? Run or defend himself? 
 
    Run! 
 
    He began to run towards the square as if the devil were after him. The stone houses on both sides of the narrow street were slipping behind, one after the other. His lungs were about to burst from the effort. He could see the great round fountain and the building of the Temple behind it. He had almost made it, a few more strides and he would be out of the endless street and find safety. He went on without looking back, with the sound of many footsteps on the cobbles telling him that he was being chased. 
 
    Suddenly something hit his right foot. 
 
    He stumbled. 
 
    And flew forward. 
 
    For a brief moment he felt his body flying, like a bird seeking the shortest way to safety through the air. Unbalanced, he crashed into the side-wall of one of the last houses of the street. The blow made him bounce savagely, and he fell on his back, winded. He also lost his daggers. Brutal pain exploded inside his head. He shook it to clear his mind, but the hammering would not even let him think. He began to get to his feet, but the moment he tried to stand he became so dizzy that he fell back till he found himself sitting. Nausea overcame him, and he tried desperately not to vomit. He touched his head and felt something wet and warm. When he looked at his hand he saw blood dripping from his fingers and realized he had cracked his head open. He took a deep breath, trying to calm the pain and contain the nausea, but he could not manage to recover. 
 
    Before he could find his balance again his pursuers had caught up with him. He looked around for his sword, but it was several feet away. He would never reach it in time. 
 
    I’m defenseless, I have no chance of getting out of this… 
 
    The five men surrounded him in a half-circle, pointing swords at his body. Disabled, alone and surrounded by enemies in the middle of the night in a foreign city, it seemed to Komir a sad end to his quest. He had failed and he was going to die, but worse still, he had failed his parents. It all ends sadly this fateful night. His life was being wasted without having found the answers he was looking for, and this infuriated him.  
 
    It was not the first time he had confronted death. He had dodged it in the past and felt its cold presence more than once in battle, but this time he was sure of the end. 
 
    “You were running so fast you didn’t see the rope, did you?” said the tallest of his attackers mockingly. “Not surprising as it’s painted black. The oldest trick in the book, and it still works nine times out of ten. And it worked again!” He laughed, looking at his prey lying helpless on the ground. 
 
    An intense combination of rage, frustration and fear began to grow inside Komir as if a spark had fallen on a dry bundle of hay. And like dry hay beginning to burn, the fire inside him grew in intensity until he felt he was filled with live flames. He tried to understand what he was feeling and noticed how the flames changed color, turning an intense sky-blue. He recognized the process, it had happened before … 
 
    He raised his head and looked at the man who had addressed him, leaving aside for a moment what was taking place vividly inside him and remembering the small knife he carried in his boot. He took it out with a swift move and threatened his attackers from the ground. When they saw his desperate attempt they burst out laughing at the unequal situation. 
 
    “Careful, you might cut yourself with that! What a dope, can you believe he still thinks he can fight us?” said another man. 
 
    Komir thrust his knife right and left and his attackers stepped back, laughing harder. 
 
    “Who… who sent you?” he asked, trying to gain time to recover and still waving his knife. 
 
    The leader shrugged. 
 
    “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter if we tell you, these are your last moments on this earth, so… I doubt it’ll do you any good if you know, but if that’s your last wish… Lotas sent us with the order to kill you.” 
 
    “Lotas? Who’s Lotas and why does he want me dead? I don’t know him. I’ve never even heard of him!” 
 
    The hammering in Komir’s head had stopped at last, his dizziness had vanished and now all that remained was that powerful feeling, the blue energy burning inside him. He felt it grow and grow, feeding on his anger, and for once he wished he could control it 
 
    “And you’ll never get the chance to know him, you dog!” said another man. There was a smile on his ugly face as he winked. “All you need to know is that there’s a price on your head. A contract for your life, and a generous one. We’re looking forward to collecting it.” 
 
    “True,” said a fat man with a thick black beard. “And as you’ve been ill-bred enough to have dispatched several of our boys, there’ll be all the more for us.” He aimed a kick at the Norriel. 
 
    Komir lost his knife with the impact of the kick on his face. Forgetting the pain in an unconscious gesture, he raised his hand to his neck, to the Ilenian medallion he had found in the tomb of the king of the Lost Civilization. He held it tightly, and at the contact with his hand the mysterious jewel seemed to come to life, waking from a long lethargy, as if it had been waiting to return from the far beyond. He felt the sweet tingling it had produced in him before, and again the mysterious, ethereal sensation enveloped him completely like a magic cloak. He experienced the bodiless feeling, the Ether, the Spirit. The beautiful, crystalline gem which formed the medallion began to feed on the blue energy accumulated in his being, creating a link between his own energy and the jewel. 
 
    “Who’s put a price on my life? Who’s going to pay you for my death?” Komir asked, even while he struggled to make sense of what was going on inside him. 
 
    “Only Lotas knows that, and it’s all the same to us who’s paying, just as long as we get paid,” said the leader of the band. He laughed loudly. “You’ll die without knowing who wants your head. Although what you don’t know, and you’re going to like this, is that it’s not just your head that has a price on it.” 
 
    “What are you saying? I don’t…” 
 
    “Your friends are surely dead by now. You might take that bit of information as a parting gift.” 
 
    All the men laughed whole-heartedly. 
 
    When Komir heard this, he realized he was not the only one to have fallen into a trap. His friends must have too, and the rage and fear he felt at that made the inner volcano of energy explode. He closed his eyes and felt the great jewel in the medallion fill with his energy and shine ardent-white. Unknown golden symbols formed in his mind. They seemed to flow from the gem itself, one after another, as if dancing in waves to form what looked like words. Then the words rearranged and formed a sentence, although he could not understand any of it. 
 
    The gem seemed animated by an intellect of its own, it was dictating a message to his mind which he could not understand. It was not Komir who was controlling what was happening but the Ilenian medallion. But what were those enigmatic symbols? What did that obscure sentence mean? The medallion was using his inner energy and summoning a sentence, a Phrase of Power. Komir was finally aware of something so strange that it left him breathless: the medallion was casting a spell through his own energy.  
 
    “I see you’ve got your eyes closed. Are you ready to face the journey of no return? Say your prayers, you’ll need them to cross hell,” said the leader of the band. He raised his sword ready to cut off his victim’s head with a single stroke. 
 
    At that instant, all the energy which the strange jewel was channeling burst forth from the medallion in Komir’s hand in a devastating explosion. The loud blast was followed by a blinding light which lit up the dark street in all directions. It hit the leader first, as he was closer. Straight away it expanded to strike the other four attackers, overwhelming them with devastating strength. 
 
    The power of the blast catapulted the five ruffians through the air. Their bodies broken by the brutal blow, they fell a few feet from Komir. 
 
    The Norriel, still in shock, looked at the fallen men and made an effort to clear his mind. He stood up and gathered his weapons. He was not sure the five men were dead, although they certainly looked it. One of them moaned in pain, and Komir cut his throat with a clean stroke. He watched the blood run down the neck and chest of the man. Half-closing his eyes he looked at the others. For an instant he felt doubts, remorse and guilt at what he was about to do. But if I let them live today, they might kill me tomorrow, he said to himself. Although he knew the deed would blacken his soul, he felt he had no choice, and he finished them off. 
 
    Unfortunately, it was much easier than he had expected. 
 
    The noise and brightness of the explosion had awakened the neighbors, and lights began to appear in the nearest windows. He did not want to have to explain what had just happened to the city guard, so he decided to disappear in search of his friends. 
 
    He ran with one thought in his mind: the medallion had cast a spell with intent and direction. It had not been a mere explosion of energy like the ones he had experienced before, without control or awareness. Komir knew nothing of magic, spells, runes or Phrases of Power, so he could not create magic. But the medallion could and did. 
 
    As he thought about it, he realized that his subconscious had wished to activate his own inner power and make something happen. Had the medallion understood what he wanted and acted in consequence? Did that Object of Power have an intelligence of its own? The mere possibility made the hair on his neck stand on end. 
 
    This Ilenian medallion can cast spells. It’s a weapon of great power. I must be careful to keep it safe. Very careful. 
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    Aliana. —Usik Territory, Central Tremia— 
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    “I’m alive! I can’t believe it!” Aliana exclaimed once she had recovered her breath. She was lying in the mud beside the river: the same river which moments before had tried to drown her in its wild current. She dragged herself out of the grasp of the water, fearing it might take her again. By sheer miracle she had not perished, but she was freezing, covered in mud and terribly sore. She was not really a very good swimmer, and the current had been so strong she could not understand how she had managed to survive. She remembered the water filling her lungs, her terror, the convulsive coughing, the relentless roar of the river as it rolled her to the bottom, and her desperate attempts to reach the surface and breathe the precious air. 
 
    But she had survived. 
 
    She was soaking wet, and her lungs ached from the effort, as did her arms and legs. She lay on her side on the riverbank and breathed deeply. She rested for a while trying to remember what had happened, and suddenly the memory of the waterfall hit her like a slap. Once again came the searing pain and fear she had felt as she was being dragged by the current. At that moment she had thought she was surely going to die. 
 
    But she had been wrong. Now she came to think about it, she realized to her surprise that the waterfall had indeed saved her life. By the time she reached the fall she had no strength left to fight the river. In a matter of moments she would have drowned. But the force of the water had launched her into this great peaceful pool. Even though the impact had been violent it had not killed her, and with the last of her strength she reached the bank of the pool. 
 
    She rolled over and looked at the waterfall. It was impressive, at least ninety feet tall. Water never ceased pouring in an endless flow, creating a plume of spray as it fell in the great lagoon at its feet. All around it was a colorful wild forest which took her breath away. To Aliana that idyllic spot seemed the pleasantest in the world. 
 
    But then an image broke her reverie. 
 
    The painted face of a Red Usik. 
 
    The memory of it made her start. She immediately jumped to her feet with her hand to her waist. Her dagger was still there, but she had lost her bow. She looked around: all she could see was a dense forest of full-grown oak and fir trees. At the foot of the majestic trees, among their curled fat roots, underbrush covered the ground. Aliana could not help but admire how forest and jungle had formed such a beautifully interconnected, harmonious ecosystem. 
 
    But this was Usik territory. She had to get out of there! 
 
    Her thoughts went back to the group: Gerart, Kendas, Lomar and the helpless Haradin. Would they come for her? Gerart would search for her, she was sure of that, the prince would do no less. They’ll come for me, I’m sure. They’ll never leave me here, at the mercy of savages. Or am I wrong? They have to take Haradin to safety, what’s at stake is too important to risk coming back for me and stumbling across the Usik. 
 
    She sat down, crossing her legs. She had to face the fact that they might not come for her, although the idea made her choke with anxiety. She thought about Gerart again. The feelings the young prince aroused in her had tempted her to jump to conclusions, although thinking about it more calmly, she was less sure that he would start a search for her. The young prince was facing a complicated situation. Gerart would act according to his duty as a prince and take the Mage to Rilentor. It was the right thing to do, and what was expected of him. No matter how much he wanted to save her, in the end he would do what he must, and she knew it. But she would not feel he had been disloyal, since for the prince to betray his country and his honor would represent a greater treachery. She rued her own anxious thoughts, but she would never reproach the prince.  
 
    If Kendas had not been hit by the Usik arrows he might come looking for her. But not Lomar, who would already be out of Usik territory guiding the horse of the helpless Haradin. 
 
    I have to face the possibility that they might not come looking for me. Here I am in these great woods right in the middle of Usik territory. I’ll just have to find my way out by myself, with guts and courage. And I will! I’ll get out of these woods and make my way back to Rogdon whatever way I can! 
 
    She looked up at the distant sky and half-closed her eyes, to see better through the thick branches of those trees filled with life. She realized with dismay that she had no idea of her actual position. The river had dragged her for several leagues, of that she was sure, but she had no way of knowing how many or in which direction. 
 
    I’m lost and totally disoriented. And what’s worse, I don’t have either the means or the knowledge to orient myself in this jungle. How am I going to get out of here if I can’t even find my own position, or work out the course I need to follow?  
 
    She felt completely useless, nothing more than a fool, a damsel in distress unable to take care of herself. That negative thought angered her, and she shook her head in denial. She was a Healer of the Temple of Tirsar, she could heal the ailing and injured, but she had never been trained to survive in inhospitable wild nature. Sergeant-Major Mortuc would surely know how to find his bearings. What was more, he would not have the slightest doubt what to do… That made her think of brave Mortuc and his heroic death. Her heart wept bitterly, intense pain filled her chest and she put her hand over the source of the pain to try and make it go away. 
 
    Unconsciously, under the influence of that painful memory, she touched the Ilenian medallion. It was still hanging around her neck; she had not lost it in spite of her experience in the river, which was surprising to say the least given the size and weight of it. All the same, she had not lost it, it was still with her. 
 
    She seized the medallion in the hope it would dispel her pain. 
 
    Suddenly it began to shine with a soft brown light. Aliana was overcome by a strange feeling deep within her, as if it were forcing its way up from her own reserve of energy, as if the jewel were feeding from her own essence. It seemed the Medallion of Earth was casting a spell. 
 
    A mist began to form around her, dense and mysterious. For a moment she felt a surge of fear, but then she remembered witnessing a similar incident before. She knew what was involved here. 
 
    She recalled the mist which had shown her the young warrior with emerald eyes. 
 
    Remembering this, she could not avoid a feeling of joy, mixed with a certain growing nervousness. Would the medallion show her the enigmatic warrior once more? For some reason he had impressed her. There was such intensity in his deep, mysterious eyes… she felt bewitched.  
 
    Those thoughts made her blush, and at once she regretted them. What would Gerart think if he knew? What would be the reaction of the handsome, gallant young Prince of Rogdon? No doubt surprise and disappointment. 
 
    That’s stupid! I haven’t done anything wrong. I don’t even know this young man. My heart pines for Gerart, not for that warrior with the enigmatic green eyes! The moment passed as she thought about the Prince, his handsome features and his eyes as blue as the Summer sky, his gentlemanly poise and his blond hair. Gerart was all a woman could wish for. She remembered the time they had spent together in the palace while he recovered from the wound he had sustained in the Nocean ambush. She remembered how, day after day, the young man she had thought would be a pompous, vain nobleman had turned out to be the opposite: down-to-earth, kind, honest, with a strong sense of duty. Every day with him had been a delight, and to her surprise she found herself looking forward to the next day, to seeing him again and spending another evening with him, enjoying his company, his smile and his warmth.  
 
    Still, those thoughts were foolish; her duty was with the Order of Tirsar and the Healers, and there was no room in her life for feelings like that.  
 
    The strange mist now covered everything. It was as though she were sinking into a deep reverie, so that what was happening no longer seemed weird or threatening. 
 
    The medallion flashed bright brown. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    There was a new flash. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    A third flash came from the jewel. 
 
    And the medallion stopped shining, dimmed. The mist faded gradually. The young man with emerald eyes did not answer the summons of the Medallion of Earth. 
 
    Pity, but perhaps better this way. 
 
    She then realized where she was, surrounded by savage Usik in all likelihood, who if they found her would kill her. 
 
    Or perhaps not. 
 
    The hard truth was that she was alone. And alone she must fight and get out of there. It was time to move, to act whether she wanted to or not. She had to survive. Her clothes would still take a while to dry completely, but the temperature was pleasant and there was no risk of catching cold. She was still wearing the corselet of the Protectress Sisters’ armor, as well as the arm and leg pieces. She took them off and dried them thoroughly, one by one, so they would not rust. She went over the few possessions which had survived the river and put the armored pieces back on. She only had the dagger and a couple of leather pouches attached to her girdle: one contained medicinal plants, the other an ointment that encouraged scarring and prevented infections in wounds. 
 
    She stared at the roaring waterfall, in all its splendor and magnificence. She had to go up-river, that was all she was certain of. The problem was how. It was clearly impossible to climb the vertical wall of the high waterfall so she tried to find a feasible alternative. She would have to go around the cliff and find a way to get to the upper reach of the river. After considering both sides of the wall, she finally decided to go right, as that side looked less steep and difficult. 
 
    Filled with optimism, she began the search for a way out of the endless forest. 
 
    She walked all morning, hardly stopping to rest, with her optimism gradually dwindling in the face of the difficulties of what she was attempting. To make things worse, she had not found a way to reach the river again. No matter how far she walked, she could not get all the way around the endless upland above her head. And what made her heart sink even more was that with every step she took, she moved further away from the river.  
 
    Her surroundings, on the other hand, had not changed, there were still great oaks and firs wherever she looked. The underbrush, jungle-like, reached her knees and made her wonder at the variety of plants, many of them totally unknown to the Healer. 
 
    Oh Helaun! This doesn’t look good. The course of action she had chosen that morning, full of hope, was not turning out as well as she had expected; the river was nowhere to be seen. Her heart sank as she wondered what to do, but there were no answers to be found. Trying to look on the positive side, she had been supremely lucky to survive the river and the waterfall. She was alive and would stay that way. I’ll manage to get out of these woods. 
 
    As she went around a big oak on her right, she found some wild berries. She inspected them carefully, suddenly hopeful. 
 
    They’re edible berries! 
 
    The discovery made her forget her troubles at once. It meant she would not die of hunger. She had glimpsed several deer among the trees to the south. But I can’t even hunt a rabbit, and anyway, how could I catch an animal as big and wary as a deer without my bow? Once again she felt impotent, foolish and ashamed of being a well-bred ninny unable to hunt for her own survival and find directions in the forest even though her life depended on it. But plants and tubers she knew, and very well at that as they were part of her knowledge, of the training she had received. 
 
    She gulped down the berries and looked for more, finding them in different spots nearby. Her stomach groaned, pleading for more food, and she remembered she had not eaten in more than a day. She went on to search for edible roots, not very tasty surely, but nourishing. If she could not find any she would be forced to turn to insects. She had already recognized some she could eat, regardless of how disgusting they were. She was lucky and found several nutritious roots, which she dug up with the tip of her dagger and chewed slowly. Once she had eaten her fill she felt much better, and smiled for the first time in days. I’ve found food, and I won’t die in this hostile environment. That was a small victory for her, enough to give her courage to go on. 
 
    She leaned her back against a handsome oak and rested in its shade. Without intending to, she could not avoid closing her eyes and sleeping peacefully, with neither dreams or nightmares. When she woke up she thanked Helaun, the First Mother Healer, for having blessed her with her protection and healing rest. Her spirit was refreshed, and when she checked her body she found that too was fully restored. 
 
    She was wondering which way to go when a sound in the forest to her right startled her. 
 
    She crouched behind the oak and listened attentively. 
 
    The sound was not of animals but of men… men speaking a strange language, very picturesque, as if they spoke in a sing-song. She hid behind the tree, fear growing inside her. Only one kind of people lived in that forest: the Usik. Unfortunately she was right. A little further up and to the right she saw a group of six Red Usik. She made herself as small as possible behind the tree, afraid of being discovered, afraid those savages might somehow smell her fear. 
 
    But she was not found out. 
 
    She waited, her hands trembling. The Usik were chatting very near her hiding place. After a while the voices faded away and Aliana, with immense care, raised her head to look. The Usik were gathering berries. This must be an area where they grew regularly. I must leave immediately! She could not go forward, because the Usik were in her path’s way. She would have to go back to her starting point and try to find a way around the waterfall from the other side. Her heart sank once more. All her progress that day had been for nothing. 
 
    Retreat or risk dying at the hands of the Usik? No, I refuse to die, I’ll go back and find some other route to the river. 
 
    Silently, she crept away. Once she had gone far enough she stood up and began to run as if she had been lashed with a whip of fire. Aliana ran and jumped over roots and undergrowth as fast as her legs would carry her. She ran and ran and ran. And finally, breathless, her lungs burning, she stopped in total exhaustion. 
 
    Voices coming from ahead alarmed her. 
 
    They were similar to the ones she had left behind in her flight, with that curious sing-song. 
 
    Usik! 
 
    Coming from the waterfall ahead of her. 
 
    What can I do? I can’t go on, those men are sure to be Usik. If I turn around I’ll come up against the other savages I left behind. There’s only one course I can follow: south, just the opposite of where I want to go. It’ll take me further away from the upper river, I’ll never be able to make my way up-river again and get out of here. But if I stay here wondering what to do, they’ll find me. What to do? What? 
 
    Overcome by rage and fear, Aliana turned south, going further into the endless woods of enormous trees. She had no choice. 
 
    For three days she walked on southwards, away from the savages, afraid to retrace her steps. She survived by using her knowledge of roots, berries and insects. On the fourth day she was crouching beside a brook, drinking warily like some small wild animal. She had left the Usik well behind, so she was fairly sure she was out of danger. She had not heard them at her back for more than a day, not a single sound, nothing to catch her attention. The thought cheered her up. She had come very close to being captured, and now she was beginning to feel peaceful again. 
 
    A small deer came to the brook to drink, a little lower down to her left on the other side. Under the shade of the gigantic trees, which seemed to be getting bigger as she went deeper into the forest, it looked tiny. The little animal looked at her and Aliana, afraid of frightening it, did not move. It was so pretty. It radiated goodness. Suddenly the deer gave a start, turned and ran away. 
 
    Why do you leave, little one? I didn’t move. What scared you? 
 
    Aliana turned her head to look back. 
 
    A greenish arm was all she had time to glimpse. 
 
    Pain followed. 
 
    Then darkness.  
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    Far away from Komir’s and Aliana’s struggles, in the North, in the heart of the frozen Kingdom of Norghana, a new player is about to enter the fateful game of Destiny. An intelligent, slippery player, whose actions will have enormous repercussions. Tremia is about to enter a critical political situation, one that will favor one sinister player in particular, plotting, hidden in the distance. 
 
    The small tavern was packed. A strong odor—a mixture of cheap wine, burning lamp oil and the rancid sweat of the patrons—permeated the room. The locals—blond, pale-faced Norghanians—were chatting animatedly about the latest news and rumors of this ice-cold region in the north of Tremia.  
 
    Sumal discreetly inspected his attire. He was dressed simply tonight, wearing the traditional garments of the kingdom of Norghana: a thick burgundy-red woolen shirt and heavy slacks dyed a deep green and lined with pelts. He was seated at a small table in the corner calmly awaiting the arrival of his guest, with his back protected by the stone wall of the noisy tavern. This was the best position for avoiding unwanted surprises. In a busy establishment like that no one noticed him sitting there; he was just another client enjoying a beer, with nothing special about him that made him stick out among the rest of the locals. He went completely unnoticed, perfectly integrated with the resident fauna. 
 
    No one knew the secret he was shielding, his true origins, his foreign blood. Born in a torrid, faraway land, Sumal was a son of the fiery deserts. His light skin and long blond hair won him plenty of stares and a measure of distrust in his native lands, where with only few exceptions the entire population had tanned skin and jet-black hair: a land where there were no pale people. But here, in this lively Norghanian tavern at the opposite end of the continent, he was just another regular guy in the crowd. Nothing about him betrayed his enemy origins. He looked at his pale hands and smiled. Born of a Nocean father and a Norghanian mother, he had inherited all his mother’s physical traits and none of his father’s. This allowed him to move freely from the western kingdoms to the northern ones, easily blending in with the locals without attracting attention, which was something his compatriots could not do without raising suspicions or mistrust. His blond hair, typical of the frozen regions of the North, was his most valuable attribute. A safe passage, of sorts, in those snowy lands. He traveled around unnoticed, even in the lands of the West, as he did in the great kingdom of Rogdon, where brown-haired people were in the majority. 
 
    These physical characteristics, coupled with the fact that his father was Counselor to the Grand Regent of the South of the Nocean Empire, had led him to a profession very different from what he had imagined during his childhood. His dream had always been to follow a career as an Official of the Empire, with the intention of one day becoming General and Commander of a powerful conquering army. But having grown up in the court, and having been graced with such uncommon physical traits, not to mention considerable intellectual aptitude, he had ended up in a profession he had never envisioned for himself. 
 
    He was a spy. An undercover agent in the service of the all-powerful Nocean Empire. 
 
    He was in a good mood that night, and smiled as he thought about the important mission he had to carry out. It had been entrusted to him by Mulko, the Nocean Empire’s Grand Regent of the North, and that was an incredibly high honor. Zecly himself, Grand Sorcerer and Master Spy—and the Regent’s right-hand man—had directed Mulko to pass this new mission on to him. It was deeply important. The old Sorcerer was a real legend in the Empire, as much for his powerful arcane abilities as for the efficiency and intelligence he brought to bear when he directed his web of spies and assassins. It was said, and with good reason, that if Zecly wanted you dead, the only question was who would finish you off—an infallible assassin or a demon from the abyss—while you slept unsuspecting, hundreds of leagues away from the old man. Sumal knew firsthand this was no exaggeration, since it had been the Grand Sorcerer himself who had recruited him at a tender age and then painstakingly trained him. Every ounce of knowledge he had amassed he owed to his powerful master. 
 
    The door of the establishment opened, letting in a cold draft in spite of the fact that it was summer. A short, broad-shouldered man with a determined expression came in. After taking a moment to look over the clientele, he headed toward the spy’s table. He greeted him with a slight tilt of the head, then sat down in front of the expectant Nocean. Sumal responded with an almost imperceptible gesture of acknowledgement. Raising his arm, he ordered a beer for the newcomer.  
 
    Sumal looked both ways to be sure there were no curious ears listening in. “What news do we have? Is everything in order?” he whispered.  
 
    “Yes, everything’s in order, sir. Our agents at the palace have informed me that Grand Duke Orten, brother of King Thoran of Norghana, will leave tomorrow at daybreak to go to his fortress on the southwest border of the kingdom.” 
 
    “How many men will accompany him?” 
 
    “His personal guard, two hundred of the best soldiers in the kingdom, as expected. But you see, sir... a rather serious obstacle has come to light.” 
 
    “An obstacle? Go on, tell me what’s happening.”  
 
    “They’re going to be joined by a full company of heavy infantry which will reinforce the garrison already stationed there. More than a thousand men in all will make up the retinue.” 
 
    Sumal swore under his breath. “That doesn’t bode well for us at all. It makes an attack in the open impossible. Even if we had two thousand men at our disposal, the heavy Norghanian infantry is the strongest and most fearsome on the continent. Those northerners, unlike their rivals from Rogdon who have such incredible mounted Lancers, may not know how to ride, but their infantry is unequaled. No, we’ll have to change our strategy. I’ll have to come up with a subtler alternative, something cunning and furtive. Direct confrontation isn’t an option in this scenario.”  
 
    “So what’s the plan, sir?” 
 
    Sumal put his hand to his chin and reflected on the situation, trying to come up with an alternative. The success of the mission had to be assured; there was so much at stake. After some time, he stated: “We’ll attack the beast in its lair. When it’s calmest and most confident. In the place where it believes it’s untouchable... in its own fortress.” 
 
    “That’s a very dangerous move, Sir. There are plenty of factors to take into account. Too many things could go wrong. It’ll be heavily guarded.” 
 
    “A victory without risks isn’t worth the effort,” said the spy. He smiled in anticipation. “I’ll send someone very special, a shadow capable of infiltrating hell itself without being detected.  
 
    “The Dark Assassin?”  
 
    “Indeed,” said Sumal with a smile. 
 
    “I don’t like that foreigner…” 
 
    “Do whatever is necessary to guarantee his successful entry, and make sure the getaway is covered. I’ll take care of the rest.”  
 
    “As you command, sir.”  
 
    “Remember, Rogdon must be to blame. They must not suspect it’s our move.” 
 
    “That will bring war between Rogdon and Norghana…” 
 
    Sumal smiled. “Precisely”  
 
    “Rogdon will be blamed for the attack,” the man assured him. He stood up, quickly turned around and headed straight to the door and out of the busy establishment.  
 
    Sumal began to assemble the perilous plan in his mind. Suddenly two of the customers at a nearby table started a scuffle. It was obviously a product of the excess of empty mugs before them. The altercation did not last long; there were a few shouts, some poorly aimed punches and even less accurate attempts at drenching opponents in beer, ending in a handful of men on the floor. As if this were the normal custom there, the owner of the bar kicked the participants unceremoniously out into the street like flea-infested dogs. 
 
    Another tranquil night, thought Sumal, in a cheerful tavern in the great frozen city of Norghania. Sumal smiled. The Norghanians were a pirate people, a race of bloody barbarians whose fortunes were gained thanks to the fierceness of their men and their prowess on the battlefield. They’re certainly to be respected, these coarse, aggressive fighters... I’ve always had a special liking for these brutes. They’re nothing like those haughty, boring Rogdonians. One of the patrons stood up and demanded more beer. His stringy blond hair was stained with soot. That miner is enjoying a well-deserved rest, no doubt about it. I bet he’s going to drown all his sorrows in alcohol and good-time girls. Sumal felt a sincere liking for the region, and for the entire kingdom of Norghana, except for the horrible climate. Way too cold up here.  
 
    He put all thoughts of the Norghanians out of his mind and concentrated on the plan he had to carry out. A terribly risky plan, in which the spy’s own life would be at stake.  
 
    Once again we’re going to defy destiny. I’ll have to make use of a very special resource if this critical mission is to be carried out successfully. I need an agent with extraordinary talent... a talent that only a select few possess. Though I have no-one like that among my own, I know where to find the one with that expertise. Guzmik, in Ocorum, he has the Dark Assassin that I need. It will be expensive, very expensive, maybe unacceptably so. In spite of his always complicated demands, Guzmik has provided exceptional services to me in the past. I don’t trust him, for he serves somebody powerful hidden in the shadows. It is not the Rogdonians, or the Norghanians, somebody foreign… But this time I want no part of a contract that’s paid with another contract in return. I want to be paid in gold. It’s much cleaner that way. Blood for money: that’s how contracts should be carried out. How success is guaranteed. How complications are avoided.  
 
    Sumal filled his lungs with the tavern’s rancid air and let out a long sigh. Let’s hope the fickle goddess of good fortune will be with us on this endeavor. The destiny of three powerful kingdoms and the lives of thousands of men and women depend on it. Ha! Who wants to be King when one can be the shadowy hand that makes and breaks the destiny of an entire continent? War is coming. 
 
    Laughing out loud, the spy stood up and left the tavern, heading out into the cold Norghanian night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    *** 
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     Iruki. —Kingdom of Norghana, Northern Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    The events set in motion by Sumal would have serious consequences, not only for the political stability in Tremia but for the life of a young innocent woman trapped in a terrible situation. She will find herself in a horrible place at the wrong time, against her own free will. 
 
    Grand Duke Orten of Norghana was in a very good mood. They had finally arrived at Skol, the fortress he had been missing so much after two long weeks of travel from Norghania, the kingdom’s capital. Skol Fortress, in the southwest corner of Norghana, looked out over the green prairies that unfolded to the west. Behind the fortress rose an imposing mountain range, and, at its base the blue of the great Utla River. The bastion was considered impregnable. 
 
    As brother to the King, Orten felt safer and more secure in Skol than anywhere else on the face of the earth. It was his fortress, his home. He ruled it with an iron fist, and his men—whom he himself had handpicked—were the best fighters in Norghana. The garrison was made up of eight thousand heavy infantry soldiers. With a garrison like that defending it, the fortress could withstand a siege of many months, even if faced with five times the number of troops.  
 
    After enjoying a magnificent banquet, one worthy of a king, Orten retreated to his bedroom and prepared to enjoy a long night of pleasure. For his personal enjoyment his attentive and faithful royal valet had gotten him a lovely young girl from one of the native tribes of the prairies.  
 
    A Masig. And that pleased him greatly. 
 
    Ah, yes, nothing like a wild girl from the steppes for having a good time. Tonight I’ll have the pleasure of subduing a sweet, delicious young thing.  
 
    His men had orders to make periodic raids on the prairies beyond the Utla River. They were to go into the interminable steppes—the territory of the Masig tribes—to punish those filthy, uncivilized nomads. The assault vessels had docked just that morning, bringing back their booty from the pillaging as well as his favorite treasure: a variety of young savages. 
 
    Those disgusting Masig mustn’t forget for one miserable moment that their existence is tolerated only because of Norghanian benevolence. They will forever be under the subjugation of our yoke. Opposition of any kind, however minor, will be forever squashed. After all, they’re nothing more than uncivilized barbarians from the steppes who must be trained. 
 
    The numerous Masig tribes from the wide open plains in the southwest of the kingdom had to endure periodic missions of punishment and control by the soldiers of the frozen realm. The Norghanians would cross the Utla in their ships and ruthlessly assault the tribes. Young girls captured by the patrols were to be brought back to feed the Grand Duke’s ‘weakness,’ and to provide enjoyment to his officers at Skol as well. This served to keep the savages under control, as well as drawing benefits and pleasure from them. The powerful Grand Duke was delighted by this system, and made sure it kept running smoothly.  
 
    His valet left the room, closing the door behind him. Next to the Grand Duke’s bed he left the young Masig girl with her hands tied behind her back. 
 
    Orten approached the beauty, giving thanks to the Ice Gods for his good fortune. When he came close to her the young girl spit in his face with all the hatred in her heart. The Grand Duke, undaunted, wiped his face with his handkerchief and smiled. Excitement was now boiling in his blood. This was exactly what he was looking for; everything he wanted. 
 
    Without a word he slapped the young girl. Hard. 
 
    “You bloody son of a hyena!” screamed the young girl furiously. “I’ll poke out your eyes and rip your heart out if you lay another hand on me!”  
 
    “Well, well! A Masig who knows the Common Language of the North! Now that’s a real surprise!” 
 
    “You’ll get a bigger surprise if you touch me again!” 
 
    “Life certainly does bring its share of surprises. I’d gotten reports from the patrols indicating that traders and even chiefs of certain tribes knew our language, but I dismissed them as absolutely implausible. I’d always thought all your race were illiterate and completely uneducated.” 
 
    “And I always thought people of yours were vultures and hyenas.” 
 
    The Grand Duke looked her up and down, his eyes caressing the young girl’s curves with growing lust. “You’re a real spitfire, aren’t you? That’s how I like them! Girls from your tribe all have that untamable spirit, that visceral hatred that brings out that deliciously deadly gleam in your dark eyes. I like that... I like it a lot.” Orten had never seen such a wild, primitive beauty as this young girl’s. She was a genuine panther of the steppes. A really beautiful panther. 
 
    He laughed, not bothering to mask the desire in his throat. 
 
    “I swear I’ll kill you, you Norghanian pig—I swear it! I’ll tear out your rotten heart while it’s still beating, and my face will be the last thing you see before you die!” Her voice overflowed with intense loathing. 
 
    “Threaten all you want, my little savage. Very soon you’ll be tearfully begging me. And when I’m done with you, I’ll watch as you grovel and kiss my feet.” He put his sword down on the desk of his luxurious bedchamber. 
 
    “I’d kill myself before I’d ever beg you, you son of a whore!” 
 
    “I have no doubt that if you had a knife in your hand you’d try something, but I doubt very much that you’d take your own life. I would guess you’d try to take mine instead.” The Grand Duke smiled, in no doubt of the danger an armed Masig would pose. 
 
    She took a step forward. 
 
    “Untie me, give me a dagger, and we’ll find out,” she challenged him. 
 
    Orten burst out laughing. “No, little girl, none of that. I know all too well the kind of beasts they raise in your tribe. If I untie you, you’ll try to kill me before I can even blink.” 
 
    “I’ll gouge out your eyes the second I have the chance, you son of a mangy bitch! I swear on the sacred blood of my forefathers!” 
 
    Orten gave to the furious girl’s face another strong slap with the back of his gloved hand.  
 
    “Shut your mouth, and show me the respect you owe me, you wild slut!” The impertinence of these little savages greatly irritated him. They did not know their place. Nor did they know how to show the respect their superiors deserved. Domesticating these animals was practically impossible. Only a whip was capable of reasoning with them, but it took long, hard punishment and was a total waste of time. 
 
    The young girl took a few steps back. Looking at him with an expression of intense fury that showed all the hatred she was feeling, she spat blood on the bearskin rug.  
 
    Orten came at her and struck her so brutally that she was knocked to the hard stone floor. 
 
    “Let’s hear some begging from you now!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The moon shone brightly high in the night sky, bathing the fortress with its timid beauty. The inhabitants of Skol had been sleeping peacefully for hours. Only the sentinels and night guard were still awake. The sentinels were posted at their stations, alert, while the night guard was patrolling the walls and courtyards, making their rounds and listening attentively for any sound or movement. 
 
    Orten felt an annoying tickle in his right ear which woke him from a deep, libidinous sleep. He opened his eyes. His mind could not yet make sense of what was happening. 
 
    “What the hell...” 
 
    Suddenly his brain reacted. A sensation of acid panic coursed through his body. 
 
    A shadowy figure, dressed in black from head to toe, had pressed a dagger to his neck. A hand encased in black covered his mouth. 
 
    Fear seized the Grand Duke’s mind, and for a moment he thought all was lost. I’m going to die. To die! 
 
    But how was this possible? An Assassin in the most impenetrable castle in the kingdom? How could they have gotten to him?  
 
    Fear quickly turned to terror as his mind bombarded him with a hundred frenzied thoughts. He looked at the Assassin’s face, but could only make out his strange black eyes... There was something abnormal about those eyes. The rest of his face was covered by a black hood and bandana. 
 
    Orten knew he had to do something fast, or he would be dead in a matter of moments. But what? What could he do?  
 
    My guards are posted on the other side of the door. I have to alert them, sound an alarm... scream... make some kind of sound... that would be enough. 
 
    He tried to push the Assassin, who was sitting on his chest, in an attempt to get away from him, but his arms were pinned down by the Assassin’s legs. It was useless. 
 
    Slowly shaking his head from left to right, the Assassin gave him to understand that he should avoid trying any other tricks.  
 
    Orten felt a sense of helplessness taking him over completely. His death was a fact. Panic welled up inside him. He was finished, and there was nothing he could do. His life was coming to an end. Closing his eyes and trembling uncontrollably, he surrendered to his destiny. 
 
    But nothing happened. 
 
    He waited for a moment, sure he would feel the sharp metal pitilessly slashing his throat. 
 
    But he felt nothing. 
 
    The pause gave him a flicker of hope. Why had the Assassin not killed him? He opened his eyes and instantly understood. 
 
    The Masig! 
 
    With a nod of his head, the Assassin beckoned to the young Masig to approach the bed. Orten could see that the girl’s hands and feet were no longer tied, as he had left them when he had finished with her. It was at that very moment that he realized what the Assassin was waiting for. Terror once again overwhelmed his mind and his body. 
 
    Wait! Don’t kill me! he desperately wanted to scream. But his mouth was held shut under the aggressor’s iron hand. 
 
    Once again the savage from the prairies looked him in the eyes, but this time a triumphant gleam shone in her ruby glare with the intensity of the sun itself. She spat in his face.  
 
    The Assassin offered her a dagger. 
 
    Utterly terrified, Orten wet himself.  
 
    Without so much as a word, the Masig stabbed him in the heart. 
 
    “I told you my face would be the last thing you’d see, you son of a hyena!” she whispered savagely in his ear as she pulled out the bloody blade and showed it to him. 
 
    Seeing the crimson-stained dagger, Orten knew he was about to die. He stammered: “No... for the... love of... the Ice Gods...”  
 
    “My name is Iruki Wind of the Steppes, you Norghanian piece of garbage, and I’m about to kill you,” she hissed as she stared him straight in the eye.  
 
    The girl raised the dagger and thrust it into his heart again. “Die, you evil beast, die!” She stabbed him again. “To hell with you, you damned pig!” 
 
    The Assassin held her arm to stop the stabbing, then took the dagger from her hand. With a gesture he motioned her to be silent. 
 
    Iruki obeyed. 
 
    “If you want to stay alive you need to follow me in silence,” he whispered in a strange foreign accent Iruki had never heard before. “Stay one step behind me and do whatever I do.”  
 
    “All right,” she said with a nod. 
 
    “If I see you’re slowing me down, I’ll kill you,” he said coldly. “I’m not going to die here today.”  
 
    “You won’t have to kill me, I assure you,” she answered firmly. 
 
    The Assassin went to the half-opened window and jumped onto the window-sill with feline agility. He began climbing a thin black rope toward the roof of the tower. Iruki imitated his movements, following close behind him. When they reached the roof, the Assassin waited for her to complete her climb, then gathered up the rope and stashed it on his back under the black cape. Crouching down, they moved toward the other side of the tower where the Assassin had another, longer rope ready for the descent.  
 
    Tucked into the shadows of the dark night, they rappelled down the thin but sturdy rope. It was a long, dangerous descent from the upper roof to the roof of the smaller building adjacent to it. The Assassin maneuvered with almost inhuman agility and stealth. It was as if he possessed some special ability to move without being seen. In the pitch-black night, even Iruki, who was just two steps behind him, could barely make him out. 
 
    Without warning the Assassin stopped and motioned her to be still. Iruki immediately stopped and dropped down so as not to be seen. Looking up, she could see a sentinel, sword and shield in hand, approaching the wall to her right. Her blood ran cold. Light was reaching them from the upper rooms of the building behind them; they might have been discovered. 
 
    From the roof to the wall where the guard was patrolling was a leap of more than four paces. Not an easy jump.  
 
    When the guard stopped and looked in their direction, Iruki felt a piercing cold run down her spine, as though a stream of icy water were pouring over her back.  
 
    They’re going to see us! 
 
    If the guard sounded the alarm, it would all be over. 
 
    And then something extraordinary happened. Something so far outside the realm of normality that she would remember it forever.  
 
    Without making the slightest noise, the Assassin disappeared from the edge of the roof with a flash of red, as if by magic, and appeared above the guard, who was peering in his direction and about to see him. Astounded, Iruki watched as the guard fell backward, as if he had been thunderstruck by the same astonishing sight, at the precise moment the Assassin materialized out of nowhere before his very eyes. The Assassin attacked, not waiting for him to get back up, and slit his throat with two deadly black daggers. He dragged the guard out of sight silently and hid the body in one of the lookout towers to their left.  
 
    Incredible... he can’t be human... How could the Assassin have effortlessly propelled himself over the gap between the two buildings—without even taking a running start—and taken out the guard in the blink of an eye? Fear swept over her like a bitter winter wind when she realized that the Assassin was already on the other wall and could easily leave her there to fend for herself. She tried to stay calm, to push that thought from her mind and instead start thinking about how she could get across to him. The jump was risky. There was a wide gap to clear, and she would probably not make it. 
 
    But if she stayed there she would be dead.  
 
    The Assassin crouched down and motioned to her to run and jump toward him. 
 
    She had no choice. Jump or die. Iruki did not need to think twice. She would jump. 
 
    Silently, carefully, she backed up to get the longest running start she could, then got herself ready. 
 
    The Assassin signaled to her to wait. Another guard was approaching the wall on her left. Iruki crouched down again and saw the Assassin open the door of the tower quickly and disappear inside. After a moment, just as the guard was walking past the door, it flew open. A black hand grabbed the surprised sentinel by the mouth and pulled him inside the tower. A second later the Assassin reappeared and signaled for her to jump. 
 
    Iruki took a deep breath to calm her frayed nerves. She was terrified, shaking as though she had the yellow steppe fever. Though she was convinced she would not be able to clear the distance in one jump, she knew if she did not try, the fate awaiting her would be much worse than death. They would torture her. Rape her. And with that horrifying thought she started running as fast as her legs would carry her. When she got to the edge of the roof, she jumped with all the strength her young, agile body could muster... spurred on by terror... knowing a perilous death awaited.  
 
    Iruki flew. 
 
    She flew above that dark void for a few brief moments, her arms fully extended, reaching out for the wall.  
 
    But in spite of the immense effort she had put into her leap, Iruki did not quite make it to the other wall. Her body slammed against the hard rock and her outstretched hands landed three inches below the ledge of the wall.  
 
    So this was how it would end, she would plummet to the rocky ground, like her hopes of living.  
 
    But suddenly, like a strong gust of wind, an iron-hard hand swept down and grabbed the wrist of her still-outstretched arm. And that hand saved her from falling. 
 
    Iruki looked up into the Assassin’s eyes. They were closed, as if he were concentrating. She heard him muttering words in a foreign language, then saw a small reddish glimmer over the dark warrior’s body. As if she were as light as a feather, he lifted her easily by her outstretched arm. In a split second she was up on the wall next to her savior. She breathed deeply to shake off the fear, suspecting dark magic must have been used. And if not, at the very least it was something other than natural. For the love of the endless steppes! This man must be possessed by a spirit! He’s no ordinary man. 
 
    “Thank you. I owe you my life,” she said as she looked into the man’s strange eyes. As though a glass of ice water had been thrown on to her face, she was caught by surprise once again. 
 
    His eyes were... slanted!  
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    It left her speechless. Iruki had never seen eyes like those before. This man—this Assassin—was a foreigner. From some land far, far away, of a race she was completely unfamiliar with and had never even heard spoken of. Could he be from the Far East? She did not know for sure, but he was certainly not from the lands of the West. 
 
    “You don’t owe me anything. I want nothing from you. Follow me in silence and try not to get yourself killed.” 
 
    His response was not particularly reassuring, but she made no comment. Still on the second wall, they started moving again. She assumed they were heading for the first wall—the farthest one—to make their escape. They crept stealthily along for a while and finally stopped a short distance from one of the three identical wooden drawbridges that connected the two sections of the eastern wall. Two sentinels were patrolling the bridge closest to them, walking slowly and methodically from one end to the other. 
 
    It would not be easy to get to the first wall. 
 
    Her mysterious savior indicated with a gesture that she should not move. Iruki stayed hidden in the shadows as she watched the Assassin advance toward the bridge, moving as though he were floating. And since the watchmen were walking north and he was behind them at the south end, they did not see him. When he made it to the bridge, he leapt. She gasped in fear; her partner in escape was hanging off one side of the bridge. Her heart in her throat, she saw that the sentinels had turned and were heading toward him. 
 
    They’ll see him! They’ve got torches! They’ll shine a light on him!  
 
    And before her eyes the Assassin disappeared mysteriously, melting into the blackness of the night.  
 
    It can’t be. He’s gone! 
 
    When Iruki saw that the lookouts had come to the spot where the Assassin had vanished, she held her breath. Suddenly a shadow shot out toward the two guards from the exact place where the Assassin had been and knocked them both to the ground. Two black daggers swept over their bodies, and in an instant both had lost their lives. The Assassin had slit their throats expertly.  
 
    Iruki could not believe her eyes. No man could be that agile, that strong, that deadly. His movements were inhuman. Diabolical. It was as if he were possessed. 
 
    The bridge was clear. The two quickly crossed over to the exterior wall and headed for a large, circular, roofless tower built into the wall. The tower faced the moat which marked the outer limit of the great fortress. This was the tower from which they would descend into the moat. But one last challenge lay before them: the two sentinels posted there. Pressed against the wall, the Assassin signaled for her to stop. He continued on. 
 
    He moved to within a few steps of the two guards with a stealth that rivaled death itself. A brief red glimmer shone over his body, and after hesitating a few seconds—as if waiting for the right moment—he shot out like an arrow toward the two unsuspecting soldiers: a cheetah from the steppes on the hunt for two unwary gazelles. Using the handle of the dagger, he attacked the first man with a sharp, sweeping blow to the temple, just below his helmet. It left him completely stunned. The other guard spun around, shocked to find himself in the midst of an attack. The Assassin butted him with his head and broke his nose. Before the sentinel could defend himself, the Assassin cut his throat. And before the guard’s lifeless body even touched the ground, he had swung the dagger upward and thrust it into the chin of the still-stunned soldier.  
 
    Both died without a sound. 
 
    Iruki approached the tower and saw the Assassin lowering the rope he had been carrying. It’s too short to make it down from this height. These walls must be at least three times as high as the length of that rope. The Assassin started lowering himself down the wall, and she followed. But just as she had suspected, the Assassin reached the end of the rope and still had two-thirds of the distance to go before he could make it to the ground. He looked at her for a split second, winked, and somersaulted backwards into the void. 
 
    Without thinking twice, she followed him.  
 
    It was a long fall, long enough for terror to take possession of her. She was falling—flying—and almost before she could even articulate a thought she hit the moat’s icy water. That terrible, freezing, feet-first impact was a shock to her system. Frantically she fought her way back up to the surface of the glacially-cold water, desperately searching for air. She swam with every ounce of strength she had until her head broke through the water and she was finally able to breathe. Shaking her aching head, she filled her lungs with the precious oxygen. 
 
    Alive! I’m alive! 
 
    She swam to the shore where the Assassin was crouching, waiting for her. There was no time to recover from the incredible jump she had just survived. She got out of the water and crawled on after him in silence.  
 
    Her teeth were chattering. Her limbs were trembling. From behind her came the sound of the guards shouting. They had heard the fugitives’ plunge into the water and were sounding the alarm. 
 
    The two made it to a group of trees after creeping along the edge of some rocks. Iruki was astounded to discover two magnificent steeds there, saddled and waiting. Rogdonian mounts. The Assassin mounted and pointed to the other horse. The people of the steppes did not use saddles, which meant that she had some difficulty climbing on, but she was soon riding at a gallop after the Assassin.  
 
    She rode up next to him. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “South,” came his abrupt response. 
 
    “But to the south there’s nothing but the Utla River. We won’t be able to cross it. They’ll catch us.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Masig. Our escape has been arranged. There’s a boat waiting to take us to the other side of the river, to your people’s lands. Soon you’ll be free.” 
 
    Iruki could not believe her good fortune. She was fleeing from a fate worse than death, a fate of slavery, rape, and desolation. 
 
    A fate that would surely have led her to take her own life. 
 
    And this mysterious Assassin had saved her. 
 
    She would not forget that. 
 
    Ever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Guesses 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti. —Ocorum, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Only two candles on the pine-wood table and a torch on the wall lit the tiny cell in the Temple of Light. The room was bare and uncomfortable, with a cold solemnity about it. The few pieces of furniture were old and plain, the stone walls without ornament. The window-curtain was a worn length of cloth, originally white but grayish yellow at present. The Light dictated the way of sobriety and austerity, and its disciples followed this teaching. 
 
    “Don’t move,” said Hartz. He was holding Komir’s head with both hands as he examined the bloody wound on the young man’s head. Komir was sitting on a small wooden stool, complaining at his friend’s insistence on trying to cure him. 
 
    “I’m telling you, it’s nothing, I’m all right,” he said as he tried to push Hartz away. 
 
    “No way, little one, you have a good gash and it’s deep enough to need stitches, right away.” Hartz grasped his head firmly. 
 
    “Do what he says,” said Kayti, who was bringing the wounded Norriel a glass of wine. 
 
    “All right, let me have a sip of wine, then you can stitch the wound if you insist.” Komir took the wine from the smiling redhead. 
 
    Lindaro walked into the room with a look of worry on his face. 
 
    “I don’t understand how something like this could have happened. It’s unheard-of!” he said. He handed Hartz a curved needle and thread to stitch the gash. “I’m devastated. In our own city, no less! Just a few feet away from the Temple! I’d always thought we lived in a safe, peaceful place. It’s awful! Really, the more I think about it the less I understand! Who could do a thing like this?” 
 
    “I’ll need a bowl of water to bathe the wound and some cloths,” said Hartz. 
 
    “Of course,” said Lindaro, and left the room to fetch them. 
 
    “Thank goodness your head is harder than rock, otherwise you wouldn’t have lived to tell the story,” said Hartz. 
 
    “Look who’s talking!” replied Komir. “Your head is like granite!” He took a swig of the watered wine. 
 
    “You haven’t told us how you managed to escape, Komir,” said Kayti. “How did you deal with all of them? There were too many, even for a skilled warrior like you. You should be dead, and instead of that all you have is a nasty gash on your head.” There was a touch of suspicion in her voice. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it. I killed them. I’m alive and they’re not. That’s all that matters.” The Norriel looked at his friend. In his eyes he could see that Hartz knew what had really happened, that this mysterious energy which lived inside Komir had awakened like a beast from the abyss without his knowing why or how. But it had saved his life. 
 
    “Let him be, Kayti. If Komir says he dealt with them, then they’re dead. How he did it is none of our business.” 
 
    “Well, it seems strange that he won’t tell us more. It must have been a really exceptional fight if he managed to survive against so many attackers. What happened? Why don’t you want us to know?” 
 
    “My head hurts too much for so many questions. Leave me alone,” said Komir. 
 
    “Leave it, Kayti. The good news is he survived that treacherous ambush. And that’s that!” 
 
    Komir was thankful for his friend’s defense. He knew that Hartz was aware of how he hated the thing which made him different, the thing which set him apart from his peers. Luckily Hartz understood him and never pressed him for details. Even after that fateful and public incident during the Ceremony of the Bear he had not mentioned it, nor would he ever. He respected his friend’s privacy, his secret. He was the best of friends… 
 
    The white-armored warrior took off her gauntlets and left them on the table. 
 
    “We were attacked simultaneously,” she said. “That requires coordination, means, a plan and a brain behind the whole operation.” She sat down at the table and poured herself a glass of wine. 
 
    “And they were pretty deft,” added Hartz. 
 
    “Yes, they were either mercenaries, or hired soldiers, “said Komir. “They knew what they were doing. They weren’t simple ruffians from the back streets.”  
 
    “An attack like this, with two groups, carried out almost simultaneously, has to have been planned and meditated at length,” said Kayti. “They wanted us dead, all three of us.”  
 
    “Why would anyone want to kill us?” said Hartz. “We’re new to the city, and we haven’t got into any trouble since we arrived, or at least none that matters.”  
 
    “I can only think it’s something to do with the Ilenian temple we found,” said Kayti. She poured herself more wine. 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense, nobody knows we found it,” said Komir, shaking his head. 
 
    “Nobody? Are you sure of that? Several members of the Temple of Light know…” said Kayti. 
 
    “Do you think they would talk?” asked Hartz uneasily. 
 
    “Maybe,” said Kayti. “After all, even men of faith have their weaknesses, even the fleshly kind…” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” protested Lindaro. He was just coming back with a jug of water, an old metal washbasin, some cloths and a piece of soap. “Nobody in the temple has mentioned anything about the discovery. The study of the Ilenian underground temple is being carried out in the utmost secrecy. I can vouch for my brother-priests, each and every one of them. I’ve known them for years, and many a hardship we’ve shared. They’re devout, and their character is upright. They wouldn’t stoop to treason.” 
 
    “I agree with Lindaro,” said Hartz, taking the jug of water from the priest and beginning to clean Komir’s head-wound. The washed-out blood dripped down the injured man’s shoulders, forming a puddle on the floor. 
 
    “If it’s nothing to do with the temple and the treasures we’ve found, what could be the reason for the attack?” asked Kayti. 
 
    Lindaro sat down beside her. “It must have something to do with your past actions,” he said. 
 
    Hartz raised his eyes from Komir’s wound and fixed them on Kayti. He tried to make her feel uncomfortable so as to make her talk about what he was sure she was hiding from them. But the redhead did not even flinch. She remained quiet, with a defiant, haughty expression on her face. 
 
    “Don’t look at me with that troll face,” she scolded. 
 
    “Troll? Me?” Hartz sounded offended. “And… what the hell is a troll?” 
 
    Kayti, taken by surprise, began to laugh heartily. 
 
    Lindaro could not help laughing too. “A troll is a huge, hairy monster, wild and savage” he explained, “vaguely human in shape but really more like an ape because of its long arms, its muscular torso and the way it runs. The beast usually has long brown hair, huge tusks and claws, and it’s said it has the strength of four men. It’s very dangerous.” 
 
    “Oh… I’d never heard of them. There aren’t any in the highlands …” said Hartz, a little embarrassed. 
 
    “That’s not surprising,” Lindaro went on. “They’ve been exterminated in most of the civilized lands. But Tremia is an enormous continent, and parts of it are still wild and unexplored. They still inhabit hidden places, far away from men, along with other nightmarish creatures.” 
 
    “You mean I could get to see one?” said Hartz, suddenly alive with excitement. 
 
    “Yes, my dear friend, although I wouldn’t advise it. It’s a cruel wild beast and it would dismember you. I wouldn’t recommend that you go looking for other creatures either, like the giant man-eating spider, the titanic king scorpion or any other horrors from the deep.” 
 
    “Well, now I want to see a troll!” said Hartz with conviction. 
 
    Kayti shook her head and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Are you going to stitch up my head or let me bleed to death?” Komir asked his friend. 
 
    “I’m going to give you a very pretty scar, don’t you worry,” Hartz assured him. He had regained his usual good humor. 
 
    “The attack… it was ordered. There’s a price on our heads,” said Komir gravely. 
 
    “What? A price on your heads?” repeated Lindaro uneasily. “How do you know?”  
 
    “The leader of the group which attacked me thought I was finished, and he told me. Someone had put a price on our heads, someone called Lotas.” 
 
    “Lotas the Ruthless?” said Lindaro in a trembling voice. 
 
    “Do you know him?” Komir was surprised. 
 
    “Not really, no. But I’ve heard of him… He’s one of the biggest smugglers of the lower parts of town. From what I’ve heard he controls all the contraband of the port. He’s said to be a very dangerous, unscrupulous man. He’d sell his own mother to the Nocean slave-traders, pardon my bluntness.” 
 
    “Well, the men who attacked me were his men, that much I know.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” said Hartz, completing another stitch on his friend’s head. 
 
    “Yes,” Komir said. “I am.” He took another swig of wine to help dull the headache which had begun to torment him. 
 
    “Stay still,” said Hartz. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Lindaro. Why would they want you dead?” 
 
    “I think it’s more a question of who wants us dead,” said Hartz as he made another stitch. 
 
    “I don’t see how anyone could have anything against two recently-arrived Norriel,” said Lindaro. He came closer and examined the stitches on Komir’s head. “I don’t see how it could be anything to do with the discovery of the Ilenian Temple either. I’m convinced that nobody else knows of its existence yet. Which only leaves us with one question.” He looked towards Kayti. 
 
    “Is there anything you wish to tell us?” asked Hartz forcefully. He left the needle on the table and looked at the young redhead, who was calmly pouring herself more wine. 
 
    She raised her glass in a toast and said reproachfully, “Funny that in a room full of men, the only person who gets accused is a woman.” 
 
    “Don’t evade the question, Kayti,” said Komir threateningly. “My head hurts too much for arguments. If you know anything about this attempt on our lives you’d better start talking.”  
 
    “I’ve already told Hartz, I’m not hiding anything and I had nothing to do with this attack. If you want to believe me, that’s fine! Otherwise I’ll go on my way alone, in peace!” 
 
    “Let me remind you, when we met they were already trying to kill you and your brothers in arms. It stands to reason that this attack might be related to that one. And come to think of it, you never explained why you were attacked in the first place,” said Komir, holding his head. The pain was killing him. 
 
    “For the umpteenth time, I don’t know why they attacked us, and I had nothing to do with this last attempt!” 
 
    A tense silence fell in the room. None of them moved or said a word, afraid that all the accumulated anger and tension might explode violently in the small cell, burning them all to ashes. 
 
    Komir took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. 
 
    “These arguments aren’t helping us. We need answers, and we need them soon. I don’t want to stay in this city any longer than necessary. All these complications are doing nothing but delay my own quest. I don’t know why we’re tangled up in all this, but we must find out and I must go on. Lindaro, did your Brothers manage to decipher the meaning of the writing we found on the tomb of the King of the Lost Civilization?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Komir… all our attempts at deciphering their language are leading us nowhere. I’m afraid that it’s going to take an enormous effort on the part of our specialists in linguistics. It will take a while to see results…” 
 
    Komir frowned. “How long are we talking about, priest?” 
 
    “To be honest, I don’t think they’ll be able to interpret much during the next few months. Maybe even years… It all depends on the complexity of the language, the symbols and the material we find in the temple itself.” 
 
    “Damnation! I don’t want to spend years sitting here doing nothing!” 
 
    “Why such a hurry to understand the language of the Ancients?” Lindaro asked. He sounded rather taken aback. 
 
    “Because it’s the only clue I have. The murderers who came for me did it for a reason, and that has something to do with my mother’s medallion. I’m so sure of that I’d put my hand in the fire. It’s the only out-of-the-ordinary object my parents possessed. What does Kayti call them? Ah yes, Objects of Power. Why would my mother have a medallion from any lost civilization? It doesn’t make sense for a humble Norriel couple in the highlands to have a thing like that in their possession. If we add that to my mysterious origin… Think about it: my parents never told me where I came from or how I came to be in their care, but I do know I was entrusted to them as a baby. There has to be some link between these odd facts, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Then you believe that’s the reason why you were attacked in your homeland?” said Lindaro. 
 
    “I’m certain. They wanted to kill me and it has something to do with this medallion my family kept. Coincidences like that don’t happen very often. I must have come to my parents’ home as a baby, with the medallion. That would explain why my mother had it and why those strangers attacked us. It has to be connected, it’s the only explanation. I’ve thought about it a thousand times, looking for motives and reasons and clues. There’s a connection, I’m sure of it!” 
 
    “I see,” said Lindaro. “Then do you think it’s you they’re looking for, or the medallion? Remember, the medallion was the key to finding the temple and opening the doors to the crypt.”  
 
    “I don’t know, perhaps both. How can I tell? I feel we’re not getting anywhere, and I still have no idea where the culprits might be. We have to take action.” 
 
    “Why don’t we simply wait until they appear again, then capture one and interrogate him?” said Hartz, finishing his glass of wine. 
 
    “I agree with that strategy,” said Lindaro. “Better wait for them in a safe place and try to find out what they want from you.” He went to the window as he said this and looked out into the darkness. 
 
    “I don’t agree. I’m with Komir in this,” said Kayti. “If we find out what it is they’re looking for, we’ll be ahead of them. Then when they come, sooner or later, we’ll have the advantage. I don’t like the idea of waiting until they come one night and cut our throats in our sleep…” 
 
    Hartz lowered his enormous body into one of the tiny chairs. “I’ll do whatever you say, Komir, you know that.” 
 
    The four of them remained silent for a moment, weighing the odds, until Kayti broke the silence in a soft voice. 
 
    “Hmmm… Perhaps we already have what they’re looking for…”  
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Komir. 
 
     “The Ilenian King’s sword. It’s no ordinary sword, it has power. A very valuable, ancient power.” 
 
    “Power?” said Lindaro, interested. “What kind of power?” 
 
    “A strange, dangerous one. I’d say it was forged with several spells. Powerful spells for whoever wields it,” said the warrior woman. 
 
    “Could you explain that?” asked Lindaro. “What’s all this about powerful spells in a sword? Could it be bewitched?” 
 
    Kayti turned to look into Hartz’s eyes. With a nod she motioned him to tell the story of what had happened in the ambush they had fallen into. Hartz took a sip of wine and slowly narrated the events. He explained in detail about the awakening of the sword, the feelings and energy unleashed in him, the communication which had sprung up between him and the weapon and how powerful he had felt with it in his hand. 
 
    “Unbelievable!” exclaimed Lindaro. “It’s amazing, a weapon of power! They were believed extinct. Only in certain very ancient volumes can you find references to those weapons, books which tell of the deeds of heroes in the distant past. They’re considered nothing more than legends and exaggerations, beautifully-wrought stories to raise the people’s spirits. And you’re telling me they really do exist?” He was so excited he could not stand still. 
 
    “Don’t get so excited, priest, the sword is mine and you’re not going to take it away under any circumstances,” Hartz warned him, looking very serious. 
 
    “But we should study it, analyze it to find out its secrets! Think of what we could learn, and the good it could bring…”  
 
    “And the evil,” warned Kayti. “Think of the evil it might do if it fell into evil hands. Let me remind you that you’re on the verge of a war with your neighbors in the south, the Nocean Empire. If their Sorcerers should get hold of it… if someone with power wielded it…” 
 
    “I understand what you mean, but it’ll be safe here. We’ll hide it in the Temple and protect it.” 
 
    “A handful of defenseless priests? What can you protect?” boomed Hartz. “This sword is mine and it’s going to stay with me! And if somebody wants to take it away from me I’ll crush his skull! Is that clear enough?” 
 
    “I won’t dare try,” said Lindaro, backing up to the window in the face of the big Norriel’s outburst. 
 
    “Do you believe they’re looking for the sword, Kayti?” asked Komir. 
 
    “It’s possible. The sword, or maybe some other object that’s even more powerful. We don’t really know what else was in the temple, or if there’s more than one temple with objects of power. And if that’s the case and there are more hidden temples, they might not be looking for the sword but for something more powerful still. Something that could sway the result of a battle, or even conquer whole kingdoms for whoever wields it…” 
 
    Komir put his hand on his chest; under his doublet hung the medallion which had saved his life. He thought about revealing that mystery to his friends, but he would have to explain too many things, some of them quite unnerving. It was not the time or the place to reveal his power and its connection with the Ilenian medallion. He decided to keep the secret for the moment. 
 
    “Our Order, the Custodial Brotherhood, has proof of the existence of such objects in the private archive of our fortress.” 
 
    “Private archive?” said Lindaro gleefully, rubbing his hands in anticipation. “Fascinating! I’d love to visit it, it would be fantastic. Has any information been compiled about the objects?” 
 
    “We have descriptions and even sketches of several weapons of power. Unfortunately most of them disappeared mysteriously in ancient times. But they existed, and some have been recovered by our Order. The main function of the Brotherhood, following the designs of Zuline, the Custodian Lady, Patroness of the Order and founder, is to watch that these objects don’t fall into the wrong hands, so that the balance between good and evil doesn’t tilt towards the dark side. Zuline was the first person to find an Object of Power, by accident. It was a ring with an unknown gem which had the power to heal non-lethal illnesses and injuries. That jewel and the good she could do with it impressed her greatly. So much so that she decided to devote her life to finding other objects with similar blessings. Over time other people joined her with the same aim, and she founded the Custodial Brotherhood.” 
 
    “Did they discover many benign objects of power?” Lindaro asked. 
 
    “Not really… Unfortunately, in all the long life she dedicated to the search they only managed to find a few objects, which turned out to be weapons of destruction, of evil. To be exact, they found two: the Midnight Dagger and Torgreson’s Axe, both with the power to bring about death. The danger these weapons contained within them strengthened the Brotherhood’s determination, and from that moment, more than two hundred years ago, our Order has searched for objects of power all over Tremia. But they are very scarce. It’s practically a miracle to come across one. When a reference is found the Brotherhood studies it and follows up the lead, and if it finally leads to the discovery of one of these precious objects, then we take it back for study. If it turns out to be a destructive one, it’s then hidden in a secret place so that it doesn’t fall into the hands of evil.” 
 
    “Your order has an interesting point of view…” said Lindaro, fixing his eyes on the redhead. “I don’t think it’s entirely correct, but it’s interesting… I had no knowledge of its existence, although since you’re from far-away lands it’s not really so surprising. How many Objects of Power has your Order found, if you’re free to tell us?” 
 
    “Very few. It’s extremely difficult to find them. Most of the hints we follow lead us to a dead end, or else are elaborate legends or myths. In all the years of existence of the Brotherhood only half a dozen objects have been found in all Tremia, most of them deadly.” 
 
    “I see. It’s a dedicated life, that of your Brotherhood, with very little reward. Is it possible that those objects might be originally Ilenian? Like the sword Hartz carries?” 
 
    “It’s possible. To my knowledge I can confirm that the hypothesis has been taken into consideration by our scholars, but it’s never been verified. The truth is, we don’t know where those objects originated.” 
 
    “Well, well, I see your tongue is finally loosening up, huh?” said Hartz. He looked at her ironically, and she returned his gaze with fury. 
 
    Kayti took a couple of steps forward. She breathed deeply, then let the air out as if with it she was getting rid of her anger. 
 
    “That sword is a weapon of power and therefore of interest to my Order, that’s why I mentioned it. It mustn’t fall into the hands of evil. I’m also not sure that it’ll be completely safe in your hands,” she told Hartz defiantly. 
 
    “In my hands is where it’ll stay, safe or not. And you can keep any idea of taking the sword away from me and carrying it to your fortress out of your pretty little red head, because I won’t allow it,” said the big Norriel. He shook his finger at her. 
 
    “Don’t be such a brute! The safest thing would be for my order to protect the sword and study it. It’s an armed Order, we’re all soldiers and we have an impregnable fortress to the east, a long way from here, in the kingdom of Irinel. It’ll be safe and well looked-after. It’ll never be used for evil. I swear it on my life!” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t trust you, Kayti, not that I do actually, but I trust your Brotherhood even less. And after seeing your Brothers killed in that ambush I don’t believe your fortress is as impregnable as you say.” 
 
    “How dare you sully the name of my dead Brothers! They died defending their beliefs and the Brotherhood, you ignorant dirty swine from the mountains!” shouted Kayti, beside herself with anger. Her hand was on her sword. 
 
    Komir jumped up and tried to calm the young redhead. 
 
    “Let’s all calm down, please, and not get carried away by our emotions. Kayti, sit down, please.”  
 
    She looked at him with fiery eyes, her hand still on the pommel of her sword.  
 
    “Come on…Kayti, please…” 
 
    She looked at him long as she fought within herself. At last the flames in her eyes died down. She sat down slowly, but did not let go of her sword. 
 
    “Let’s all take a moment to calm down,” said Lindaro in a soothing voice. He turned thoughtfully back to the window. “I think tonight’s intense events have affected all of us. I’m with Kayti, I don’t believe the sword is what they’re looking for. It has to be something more powerful. I’m not saying that the sword is not valuable, because it is, as Kayti has pointed out, but they must be looking for something else. Think about it… From what you’ve told me these past days ‒ correct me if I’m wrong ‒ some foreigners from a distant land nobody’s ever heard of appeared in Norriel territory and attacked a family in the high and remote mountains. An attack destined to kill Komir, no doubt about that. But why kill a young Norriel who’d never left his territory? He wasn’t a threat to anybody… Unless for some reason those foreigners believed he was. He, or else something in his possession… If the only unusual thing you had was that medallion, it stands to reason that there’s a link between that medallion and the fact they want to kill you. If we analyze the events, the medallion has led us to the Lost Civilization. So, I guess the mystery of your past and the reason for killing you must have something to do with the Lost Civilization, the Ilenians. Do you agree?” 
 
    Komir’s thoughts turned back to the medallion of the Ilenian King which hung hidden within his clothes. There had to be a link, although he could see none. His instinct told him that the medallion was very important and was linked in some way to the death of his parents. 
 
    “I got lost in all that a long while ago,” said Hartz with a grin. 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” said Kayti. She let go of her sword at last and poured out more wine for everyone. “You have a brain the size of an acorn!” 
 
    “Enlighten us with your wisdom, redhead of the east,” replied Hartz with an exaggerated bow towards the young warrior. 
 
    “All right, as you ask, you dope! I’ll enlighten you a little, even though I’m not sure it’ll do you any good. I agree with Lindaro. I believe there’s a connection between the Lost Civilization, Komir and the foreign warriors, even though we can’t see it at the moment. That’s why I think the best thing to do is to go one step ahead and try to find out what the connection is. That’ll help us to be better prepared for the next danger. If we know what they’re after, we can anticipate their movements and defeat them.”  
 
    “One thing is clear: they want me dead,” said Komir. He sat down on the stool again. “We don’t have any other clues at the moment. But I agree that we should look for them and get some answers that might help us foresee our enemy’s next move. There’s one thing that surprises me, though, Kayti. Why are you saying we? This fight isn’t your concern, you needn’t stay with us.” 
 
    “As long as you’re in possession of an Object of Power, it’s my duty as a member of the Custodial Brotherhood to ensure it doesn’t fall into the hands of evil. ¡Although to be honest, the hands it’s in now don’t pose any danger, seeing that if it’s going to be used, either for good or ill, a brain is needed, and your friend clearly doesn’t have one.” She looked fiercely at the big Norriel. 
 
    Silence fell on the little room. None of the four uttered a sound. 
 
    All of a sudden Hartz’s strong, contagious laughter burst out like an explosion which filled the cell. It was so loud that Lindaro took a step back in fear. He recovered, then began to laugh as well. Soon they were all laughing as hard as their aching bodies would allow. Tears began to stream down Komir’s face, and he nearly fell off his stool. Like a healing balm, the laughter dispelled all the tension which had built up after the attack and the tense conversation. 
 
    When they were able to breathe normally again, Komir stood up and stretched. 
 
    “There’s one more thing we have to deal with,” he said, looking firmly into Kayti’s eyes. 
 
    “Go ahead,” she said. “I’m listening.”  
 
    “You have your reasons for coming with us, I understand that. But in order to allow you to do so, I need you to give me your word that you won’t turn against us. Swear on your honor that you’ll accept my decisions and those of Hartz without question, or else I won’t let you come. Whatever the decisions may be, and even though they might affect the future of this sword or any other object of power we might find. Think well before you say anything. You’ll have to do what we say, whether you agree or not. This isn’t up for negotiation.” 
 
    Kayti looked at him thoughtfully, weighing his words and their consequences. At last she said: “You have my word, as a Knight of the Custodial Brotherhood.” 
 
    “Knight? What do you mean knight,” thundered Hartz. “You said you were only an Initiate, the lowest rank of the order! By the Mother Iram! What else are you hiding?” 
 
    “Whatever I may or may not be inside my Brotherhood is no concern of yours. I’ll accept your decisions as long as I’m with you, but my privacy is mine and I won’t answer for it to anyone.” 
 
    “That’s enough for me,” said Komir. “Remember your word, woman, because I won’t forget.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you worry, Norriel, I’ll remember it. Let’s hope your decisions are the right ones…” 
 
    “If they aren’t I’ll see you on the other side,” replied Komir gravely. 
 
    “What about me?” asked Lindaro, coming close to Komir. His eyes were expectant. 
 
    “What about you, my friend?” said Komir, not understanding. 
 
    “Do you want me to give you my word as well? 
 
    “I don’t see the need. You’re not coming with us, it’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “Nonsense! If you’re going to find some other secret of the Lost Civilization I’m going to be there! By the Light that guides us all along the straight path of Good!” protested the man of faith. 
 
    “But you’ll die, you don’t even know how to use a weapon,” said Komir uneasily, worried for his friend. 
 
    “If Kayti’s going so that she can keep the future Objects of Power safe in your hands, then I’m coming to keep the remains of a Lost Civilization safe, whether they’re objects of power or not. This is the greatest discovery this kingdom has ever seen, and I’m not going to let a couple of savage Norriel go trampling over valuable documents and treasures like a stampede of wild buffalo, with all respect to you.” 
 
    “All right, all right, calm down, Lindaro. If you insist on coming with us of your own free will, I won’t stop you. But I have to ask the same oath I required of Kayti. 
 
    “I shan’t disobey your orders. You have my word, as a Priest of the Light.” 
 
    “Very well, then. We’re all set,” said Komir. 
 
    “So now what?” asked Kayti. 
 
    “Now we’ll rest and get our strength back. My head is killing me, and you’re all making it worse with your talking. Tomorrow we’ll go and ask that Lotas, as kindly as possible, who it is that wants us dead.” 
 
    “That’s the way to talk, mate! Tomorrow we crush some skulls!” thundered Hartz. 
 
    “Please lower your voice and finish stitching up my head, for the Sun and the Moon’s sake!” 
 
      
 
   
  
 




Green skin 
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    Aliana. —Usik Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kendas bent down to inspect the footprints. He was in no way a tracker, but his father had taught him the principles of that difficult art at the farm where he had been born. “Following footprints, either of an animal or a person, requires great skill.” So he had been told when he was no more than a brat, in the middle of the tall forest north of the farm. His father had taken him there to reveal to him the mysteries and secrets of the art of identifying and recognizing the prints and tracks which both a person and an animal leave in their passage through forest and brush. His father was an enthusiast on the subject, although less so of hunting, which was a little paradoxical. But his father was like that, not only in this but in many other aspects of life as well: a peculiar farmer, fond of studying, and an enemy of bloodshed. Kendas, on the other hand, had never been particularly interested in the matter, perhaps because the first track his father taught him to follow had been that of a skunk, and to this day he could still recall the stench. He had to admit, though, that those teachings had been useful on more than one occasion, such as the one he found himself in at the moment. 
 
    The trail he followed was not recent, of that he was sure. It was at least three days since Aliana had stopped there. But what worried the Rogdonian Lancer were the other tracks he had discovered very near the Healer’s: Usik footprints, half a dozen men, following her. Unfortunately they were some way ahead, so that he had no way of warning her of the danger behind her. Kendas punched the air and cursed under his breath; he had been so close to catching up with her at first, when the river had taken her. He had galloped down-river on his powerful Lightning and come very close to the Healer, who was being dragged away by the force of the current. But just when he was about to grab her, she slipped between his fingers down the great waterfall. 
 
    He could not believe his miserable luck. He had almost had her, one step closer and he would have caught her and saved her from the turbulent river. The two of them would have been on their way to Rilentor by now. The waterfall had swallowed the girl and Kendas had had to let Lightning go, sending him on up-river while he continued his rescue mission in the deep forest. It had taken him three days to make his way around the enormous precipice and find the Healer’s trail again. Not only was the geography complicated, but the appearance of the Usik had not made things any easier. 
 
    He looked down at his clothes. He was camouflaged by the leather garments of a Red Usik he had surprised two days back. He had painted his face red, imitating those savages, with the sandy paint he had found in a little pouch the strange green-skinned wild man carried at his waist. He had also taken his bow and axe, leaving behind his Rogdonian sword to avoid discovery. The ruse had already been successful once: a trusting Usik had approached him, speaking in that strange sing-song language. Before the man could realize the deceit, Kendas had turned and driven an arrow into his heart. The Usik had died with an expression of surprise and horror on his face. The only thing he could not hide completely was the pallor of his arms and legs, which his attire only half-covered: a loincloth of animal skin and a leather shirt reinforced with bones and wood. So he had smeared his limbs with mud and moss. 
 
    He went on, alert, following the trail to the northeast. Aliana must have been totally disoriented, because she was heading deeper into the thick, endless forest. Or perhaps she had no other option, perhaps circumstances were forcing her to go in that direction, which was a possibility if she was being chased. In any case she was heading into the heart of that infinite forest, with the growing danger that involved. Kendas had to make haste, they were too far ahead. If he did not reach her soon, Aliana would be lost. 
 
    I must find her and get her out of this eternal forest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aliana woke up with a terrible headache. 
 
    She was swaying. 
 
    She could not understand what was going on, the reason for the movement and the dizziness she was feeling. Her head was hanging backwards, and her body swaying as if suspended in the air. She looked up, still rather unclearly, and saw that her hands and feet were tied to a thick branch from which she was hanging. She could see a Usik shoulder at each end of the branch. She was being carried by two of them, like a hunted deer. 
 
    The Usik have captured me! Oh no! They’re going to kill me! 
 
    She tried to control the panic that was suffocating her like a giant snake coiled around her body. She was in a truly desperate situation, she had to recover her poise, calm the rampant beating of her heart and get her nerves under control. She looked around. The Usik were walking on deeper into the forest, chatting animatedly, not paying the slightest attention, totally unconcerned about her. She could make out half a dozen of them. Her head was about to burst with pain, she had been hit hard. She searched within herself for her healing energy and focused it on the point where the pain was sharpest. After a moment the pain had almost gone. 
 
    Aliana sighed, a bruise on the back of her head was not too serious. Once the pain faded she began to feel better. Those Usik had not wanted her dead. She had no idea why, but at least she was alive. She did not know why she was being carried like the spoils of a hunt. Maybe that was what she represented as far as those savages were concerned.  
 
    Nervous tension made her ask, unthinkingly: “Where are you taking me? What do you want of me?” 
 
    The six savages stopped at once at the sound of her voice. 
 
    This made Aliana shiver. It seemed to her that she had just made a mistake. 
 
    They all looked at her frowning, their faces sullen. One of them came near and without a word kicked her hard in the ribs. 
 
    She twisted with pain. But she said nothing, not a single word. 
 
    Satisfied, the six men set out once again. 
 
    Aliana had understood with absolute clarity that she would not be allowed to speak. So she concentrated her healing energy on her ribs, and the pain subsided gradually. 
 
    The Usik walked on all day until nightfall. Then they made a fire, but with such unusual care that it caught her attention. It took them at least five times as long as a group of travelers would have needed to prepare and light a camp fire for the night. Simply selecting where to make it had taken an eternity. For some reason the site for the fire was very important to these barbaric individuals. Having witnessed the preparations, Aliana noticed that they had chosen a clearing and swept the leaves and deadwood away, cleaning it surprisingly carefully. The fire was the same distance from the trees in all directions. They carefully placed stones around a hole which they dug in the ground for the wood they would use to make the fire. 
 
    They take extreme precautions so as not to start a wild fire, that’s what they’ve been doing. They clean the clearing of any leaves and branches which might start an accidental fire, and they’ve chosen the exact point where to build it so it’s the same distance from all the trees, as far as possible from any of them. It’s truly fascinating, considering they’re just a bunch of bloodthirsty barbarians. 
 
    The Usik sat around the fire and cooked several small animals they had caught. They tied her hands and feet, put her beside a great tree and ignored her. Aliana looked at them fearfully. She had no clue as to their intentions towards her. She imagined all kinds of horrors, from torture to group rape, but for the moment, luckily, they were simply ignoring her. She gave thanks to Mother Helaun for the fact. 
 
    One of the men came toward her menacingly, brandishing a hatchet in one greenish hand. His face was painted a sinister red under the cloudy night sky. On one side of his shaven head was a huge, ugly scar. He sat down beside her. Aliana thought the time had come for suffering, and swallowed hard. She raised her tied hands to protect her face in what she knew was a vain gesture. 
 
    The Usik showed her his other hand, which he had been keeping out of sight behind his back, and offered her food on a piece of bark that served as a plate. She looked at the savage in surprise, then after a moment’s hesitation accepted the offering. The Usik also brought her water and a strange beverage with a strong, bitter smell which he made her drink, insisting with a threatening wave of his hatchet. Those savages were nothing if not direct. She thought of poison, of some powerful drug, but she really had no choice in the matter, since the Usik did not seem inclined to argue. She closed her eyes and gulped the ill-smelling, bitter-tasting drink. 
 
    Protect me, Mother Helaun, don’t let anything bad happen to me, please. 
 
    Nothing strange happened to her, or at least nothing she could identify. 
 
    This surprised and confused her. 
 
    The second day of their march they did not carry her. They tied her hands behind her back and she was made to walk behind the Usik with the scar, who guided her by pulling on a rope they had tied around her neck, like a dog collar. Several times he made her stumble with his sharp tugging at the rope and Aliana had fallen painfully to the ground, since she was unable to break her fall with her hands. 
 
    Every time she fell, the Usik stopped to laugh openly at her, making gleeful gestures. For some reason her clumsiness amused these savages immensely. She began to think that Scar, as she thought of him, was making her fall on purpose to entertain his companions. On one occasion she began to complain, but thought twice about it when she saw the expression on their sullen faces. 
 
    The days went by in misery. The Usik went on deeper into the forest, and Aliana began to notice strange and unfamiliar things about it. By the sixth day of the journey it was evident to the Healer that the vegetation had become much more like that of a jungle, vivid and richly-colored, peopled by strange animals and kinds of insects that were unknown to her. She did not recognize any of the different plants, nor the insects on them. That evening Scar brought her a small animal, cooked on the coals, which was unfamiliar to Aliana. She did not know whether it was a rodent or not, though it looked like one. She expected it to taste horrible, and was surprised to find it was quite edible. 
 
    Thank goodness, I thought it would taste much worse. Anyway, I’m sure I’m eating jungle-rat. But I won’t be picky. Even if I have to eat worms, I will. It’s a question of survival. I can’t afford to be fussy.  
 
    She had tried to communicate with Scar, but without success. Every evening, when he brought her food, she tried to whisper some words. At first the Usik had roundly refused to let her speak, waving his hatchet menacingly. Now he no longer threatened her. 
 
    Aliana touched her chest and whispered: 
 
    “Me Ah-lee-ah-nah! Aliana.” 
 
    Then she pointed at the Usik, but he shook his head and refused to answer. He brought her the strange drink and she gulped it down. She had reached the conclusion it must be some sort of medicine to prevent her falling sick in that environment. It seemed strange that they did not seem to want her to die. Why? They certainly treated her like an animal, so why give her any medicine? Unfortunately Scar did not wish to be communicative, leaving her haunted by doubts. 
 
    On the seventh day she tripped on a formidable root and fell, hard. This time it had not been Scar’s fault; she had lost her balance because her hands were tied behind her back. At once they all began to laugh non-stop, as though she were the court jester. At this, anger boiled up in her. Unable to restrain herself, she cried out in protest: 
 
    “I’d like to see you here in my place!” 
 
    There was sudden silence. 
 
    A cold fear clutched at Aliana’s stomach. 
 
    One of the Red Usik took a step toward her and punched her in the face, she fell once again. Next he lifted his loincloth and urinated on her. The shock was so great she did not know what to think or do. She was astonished, quite unable to react in any way. When he had finished, all the savages burst out laughing once more. She was furious, but realized that to them she was an animal, or less even than that, a dirty rat, so she had better be very careful what she did and say nothing more, or else she would pay dearly. The rage she was feeling made her want to scream, but she restrained herself. Her lower lip was cut and it hurt, although the humiliation hurt a lot more. Aliana looked at Scar, but he lowered his gaze and turned away. 
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    The tracks were recent; no more than six hours old, Lasgol deduced. Crouching down, he carefully inspected each of the footprints and miniscule traces around the fire the fugitives had made to keep warm during the night.  
 
    It had been two people, a man and a woman. Both agile, nimble. Not terribly tall; no armor. They had been accompanied by two powerful horses with Rogdonian horseshoes and light saddlebags filled with enough provisions to survive for approximately one week. 
 
    Interesting... very interesting... It always surprised the Norghanian Ranger and Royal Tracker how much information could be gleaned from the clues people inadvertently left behind—especially for the well-trained eye of an expert explorer and tracker like himself. 
 
    Lasgol had been pursuing the two fugitives for a week, since the day after the startling assassination of Grand Duke Orten. He still could not believe the Grand Duke had been murdered; it seemed completely unreal. The second-most powerful man in the kingdom, a veritable bulwark for the nation, assassinated in his own bedroom—in his own impregnable fortress. Lasgol still hadn’t been able to shake off the impact of the news. 
 
    He recalled how, six days ago, with no idea why, he had been urgently summoned to Grand Duke Orten’s royal fortress. Much to his surprise, he’d met with Captain Tonarson, who’d been accompanied by the powerful Count Volgren. The Count’s presence in the fortress had initially disconcerted Lasgol. A man of great influence and power in the King’s court, the Count had traveled far from his dominion to be there. His earldom, one of the largest of the kingdom and located in northwest Norghana, competed with the dukedom of the deceased Grand Duke Orten, brother of the King and First General of the kingdom’s armies. 
 
    The mission that would be entrusted to him during that meeting would have grave repercussions for the young ranger. What Lasgol did not know at the moment when he’d arrived at the fortress was that he was about to embark on the single greatest adventure of his life—an adventure so unusual and with such profound implications that it would change him forever.  
 
    Lasgol had known the Grand Duke’s efficient administrator for quite some time, and he knew him well. He was a veteran soldier with an alert mind and an unrivaled capacity to manage administrative and logistical matters. That man was the hub through which every aspect of the operations of both the fortress and the dukedom’s dominions passed. He was Grand Duke Orten’s most trusted man and his word was law in these lands. Lasgol had carried out several missions for the Grand Duke as Royal Ranger so he was used to dealing with Tonarson. He liked the Captain—a good soldier and a great manager who thrived on order and efficiency.  
 
    He greeted Captain Tonarson with a warm hug, then respectfully lowered his head and bowed before Count Volgren. 
 
    “I see you’re still as straight as an arrow, Lasgol! It’s good to have you with us,” Captain Tonarson exclaimed amiably. 
 
    “Always at the King’s service. It is my duty, after all,” replied Lasgol with a smile. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’ll get right to the point,” said Tonarson. 
 
    “Of course, please proceed.” 
 
    “I have called you here for a matter of grave importance to the kingdom. Grand Duke Orten, brother of King Thoran of Norghana has been... has been... assassinated by a Rogdonian agent. I need you to find that agent and capture him alive so that he can be interrogated and brought to justice. He already has more than a day’s head start,” the Captain explained, his tone serious and full of regret.  
 
    It took Lasgol a few moments to process the alarming news. He was completely shocked; he was speechless. It was as if someone had just poured a pitcher of ice water on his head. 
 
    “A... very sad day for the nation of Norghana... The Grand Duke is gone,” said the blond explorer after a few moments of silence, his voice as grief-stricken as his spirit. “My most sincere condolences to the royal family. His Majesty King Thoran must be distraught over this loss.” 
 
    “His sorrow is inconsolable,” the Captain said softly, almost whispering as he looked down. “His Majesty has ordered Count Volgren to assume command of the fortress and to act as First General of the Army in this hour of great mourning for all of Norghana.” 
 
    “A privilege and an honor,” said the Count, taking a step forward. 
 
    Lasgol observed him: a tall, middle-aged man, dressed in an exquisite suit of full Norghanian armor: polished scales embossed with rich ornamentation in gold and silver that covered his chest and shoulders. A long, deep red, elegant cape fell from his powerful shoulders down to the floor. This imposing man’s luxurious attire demonstrated his fine lineage and high social position in the court. His long blond hair—sprinkled with a few silver strands—cascaded over his shoulders. Tucked under his arm was a winged helmet of the Norghanian infantry, also silver and gold. All that armor must have cost a fortune. His piercing blue eyes examined Lasgol in return, not missing a single detail. 
 
    “We have orders from His Majesty to capture the Assassin alive. He must be interrogated. There are confirmed reports that point to Rogdon as those behind the vile assassination, but the King has ordered that we corroborate that before he takes action on seeking out the necessary and just retribution,” explained the Captain who was seated in a wooden chair behind the ample desk from which he took care of running the fortress.  
 
    “What proof have you found of that? Is it conclusive?” asked the young tracker, his eyes narrowed in disbelief.  
 
    “We found a ring with the seal of Rogdon next to the Grand Duke’s body. In addition, beneath the tree where they’d left Rogdonian horses used for their escape, we discovered a pair of gauntlets belonging to the Royal Lancers of Rogdon. Finally, the most irrefutable piece of evidence: a leather satchel with five thousand Rogdonian gold pieces. Part of the payment for the assassination, no doubt,” said Count Volgren. 
 
    “This ‘proof’ could very well have been planted there to direct the blame toward the southwest kingdom,” suggested Lasgol as he took his host’s invitation to sit down and have a glass of water.  
 
    “Precisely, Lasgol. I see your young age does not impede your judgment. That is exactly why the King insists the Assassin be taken alive and interrogated. He wants to be sure that this is not the work of someone hiding in the shadows who wants to incite a war. He has ordered me to direct the manhunt to capture the Assassin from here and has instructed me to put our best men on it,” explained the Count. 
 
    “That means you must have called Kyjor and Gurkog; they are the best and most experienced trackers in the kingdom.” 
 
    “Quite right, Lasgol. They both set out this afternoon. They have several hours head start on you since they were closer to the fortress when we summoned them.” 
 
    “If they’ve already gone out I don’t see any need for my intervention. It’s practically impossible for anyone to fool those two old bloodhounds. They’ll find that Assassin for sure. I don’t believe I remember anyone ever escaping Gurkog’s grasp, and Kyjor is almost as good as Gurkog is. Their success is guaranteed.” 
 
    “Under any other circumstances I would agree... but there is one detail you don’t know about. The Assassin is not an ordinary man. The way he was able to eliminate the Elite Guard at the walls indicates that he might possess some sort of dark talent—or he could be some kind of mage,” suggested the Captain, his reticence making it clear that there was something abnormal—and arcane—about this Assassin. 
 
    “I understand. It is not at all common to find Assassins with the Talent. Are you sure that’s what it is? My father told me that, some thirty years ago when he was the first Royal Ranger, he once hunted one of them—and there’s never been another one in the kingdom since that time—at least, none I’ve heard of.” 
 
    “Did he catch him?” the Count inquired, his interest piqued. 
 
    “Yes, he did. But he almost lost his life doing it. It turned out he was a Sorcerer from the East coast with certain ‘abilities’ he used to carry out the assassination contracts entrusted to him.” 
 
    “There is no confirmation that this is the case now; it’s just a suspicion. But because of that, the decision was made to send the best manhunters out after him in addition to five mounted hunting companies that are crossing the Utla at this very moment in light assault ships. They’ll soon be disembarking on the steppes to continue their pursuit. That is the reason why I called you here, Lasgol. For your special... abilities... your power... You are a man with qualities others do not have. You are better suited for facing off with an Assassin who has dark powers or an enemy agent who makes use of magical arts. Ultimately, Gurkog and Kyjor—though they are extraordinary manhunters—are just normal men,” explained the Captain, looking uncomfortably at the Count. 
 
    Hearing that, Volgen’s eyes bored into Lasgol like two daggers, unable to mask his astonishment. “I was not informed that we had a Chosen One among our Royal Rangers. How is it that I was not advised of something so important?” 
 
    “As you surely understand, Sir, it is not customary to reveal this kind of information. I try to keep my condition private. Only certain people I trust know about my Gift,” explained Lasgol. 
 
    “You have nothing to fear with me, my young Ranger,” said the Count, moving in closer to Lasgol. “I’m not some ignorant peasant or uneducated woodcutter who was raised in the mountains—I’m not afraid of what I don’t understand, nor do I want to cause any harm to those who are different than I am. I understand your distrust, Lasgol, but do not be frightened; those with the Gift benefit our kingdom and I therefore value and appreciate them. I am, in fact, one of the principal advocates of the Chosen Ones here in the King’s court, and the court’s Ice Mages consider me their benefactor and friend.” 
 
    “Thank you, Count, for your kind words. They have definitely allayed my fears and given me hope that I can indeed trust you. There are people all over from all classes in our society who fear the Chosen Ones and recoil from the handful of us from north of the Utla who possess the Gift. My past experience has not been at all positive when I have revealed my condition, so whenever I can I try to keep it hidden from anyone outside my circle of trust.” 
 
    “In that case, I assure you that you can count on me to be inside that circle. And if you wouldn’t mind, could you tell me what kind of power you possess? You don’t look like a Mage or a Healer. Is it perhaps a dark power?” 
 
    “I see you are familiar with the existence of different types of power. Well, you are right; I am not a Mage with the power to control the elements, or a Sorcerer with the power to control minds, or a Healer with the power to cure afflictions and wounds. And no, it is not a dark or evil power, though in my opinion none of them are, per se. It is the man who makes them so according to their intentions and, above all, their actions. ‘It is not the sword that kills, but rather the man that wields it.’ So it goes with the Gift; you can use it for good or for evil. How to develop or use his power rests in the hands of each Elect. Of course, there has always been much debate on the topic and many different opinions with respect to it. My Gift is related to nature, to animals, and to my bow; I am an excellent explorer and tracker. My abilities with a bow, which I have patiently developed over time, are superior to those of any Elite Marksman.” 
 
    “I see...” said the Count, mulling over what he had just heard.  
 
    “I still think my intervention will not be necessary, but I will go after the Assassin if the King so wishes.” 
 
    “One more thing; the Assassin is not alone. He is with... He fled the fortress with a young Masig,” said Captain Tonarson, nearly mumbling. 
 
    “With a Masig? How is that possible?” Lasgol was completely confused. “He freed her from the fortress’ prison? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The young girl was... in the Grand Duke’s bedchamber... when the Assassin killed him. For some reason he took her with him when he fled. Perhaps she was part of the plan to kill the Grand Duke. We can’t say for sure, but it makes sense that they may have been co-conspirators,” said the Captain, unable to mask his uneasiness. 
 
    “With all due respect, Captain, I very much doubt that. Assassins act alone. Rarely, if ever, do they work in tandem. And I understand the delicacy of the situation.” Lasgol stood up and saluted the Captain, who stood and returned the salute. “I will set out at once. They already have quite a bit of advantage and time is precious in these matters.” 
 
    “The patrols are probably looking for them on the steppes toward the southwest on the way to Rogdon. Good luck to you; may your hunt be fruitful,” said Captain Tonarson. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain—I’ll need it.” 
 
    “Bring me that bastard alive so I can interrogate him. We need to know who is hiding behind the attack. There is so much at stake... If this is not resolved with the greatest diplomacy we could be facing all-out war with Rogdon. Thousands of lives are in jeopardy,” stressed the Count. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I will, Sir.” With that, the tracker left the room to begin the hunt.  
 
    A short while later he was embarking on a small sailing vessel from the wharf in Skol and heading toward the great steppes. 
 
    It was now nearly a week later. Lasgol stopped scanning the flat horizon of the interminable plains and walked back toward his horse, Trotter, who was nonchalantly grazing, indifferent to the world’s problems. Lasgol gently caressed the horse’s velvety light brown neck. It was soaked in sweat from the exertion of the long hunt. Four years old and sixteen hands high, this Palomino was the one thing Lasgol loved. With a tail and mane that were nearly albino, Trotter was a beautiful creature, worth its weight in gold—no one could deny that.  
 
    “You’ll soon be able to rest, my faithful friend. It won’t be long now. We’ve cut into their advantage quite a bit over these last few days. We’ve almost got them now,” he whispered to his companion. 
 
    His tireless steed snorted and nodded its head as if joyfully expressing its agreement. Lasgol smiled. Looking up at the sun he took a moment to evaluate his situation. He had to carefully size up the status of the hunt, just as his father had taught him so many years ago. Always judiciously analyze your next step; do not let the prey you are hunting circle back and take you by surprise. 
 
    From the beginning of this mission, nothing had gone quite as expected. All indications were that the Assassin would return to his base in Rogdon from which he apparently operated. But he had gone toward the steppes. In a way it was logical; his objective was, after all, to temporarily elude the groups who were combing the roads to the south that led to Rogdon. Not a bad strategy. But why had he headed toward the Masig plains? It would be easy to follow his tracks there and find him. Nowhere to hide for miles around. It did not make sense. Who hides from the enemy in the flatlands when he could hide in a lush forest? Was he perhaps taking the girl back to her tribe? If so, why? Too many inconsistencies to make it all fit together. And what Lasgol could not piece together generally ended up causing problems. 
 
    He thought about the young Masig—another mystery that greatly intrigued him. How was it possible that an Assassin with the skills to kill one of the most powerful and best protected men on the continent had let her live? Furthermore, he had rescued her, running an unnecessary risk. It did not fit. At all. And now he was still with her, which was no doubt slowing him down. Baffling. Was he taking her someplace specific in the steppes? They were already deep into Masig territory—five days walking within the boundaries of the tribes of the prairies. The young woman could have managed to get away from him by now and headed for one of the many nomad tribes. Something was totally off here. Why would they continue traveling together across the plains when the safest and most intelligent thing to do would have been to separate and seek refuge in the vast forest to the east? What was their plan? He did not understand it, and that was disconcerting. 
 
    Coming up with no answers, Lasgol pushed the questions from his mind for a moment. There was another perplexing event that had him even more worried: two days prior, he had found Kyjor’s lifeless body. 
 
    Kyjor, dead! 
 
    Unbelievable... a man of his experience and skill... inconceivable. Like any good tracker, Lasgol had thoroughly examined the footprints and every other trace left behind from the confrontation. He could see that Kyjor had had the advantage of being higher up on a small hillside, camouflaged by the tall undergrowth. He had been kneeling when he’d aimed down the hill and shot his bow. He had had every advantage; the wind in his face, the sun at his back, the elevated position... and still he’d missed. Incomprehensible.  
 
    Lasgol had found the arrow stuck in a solitary tree a few paces downhill. How was it possible that a shot as good as Kyjor, who had nary a rival in the entire kingdom when it came to handling a bow, had missed from such an advantageous position? He could not fathom it. And what was even more difficult to understand was how he had not had time to take another shot at his enemy. Two trails of footprints began at the tree against which the Assassin had leaned; the prints were going toward the archer, but they suddenly disappeared and then reappeared where Kyjor had positioned himself for his shot. It was as if the Assassin had leapt uphill at least six paces.  
 
    Incomprehensible. 
 
    From the evidence he was able to find, Lasgol deduced the Assassin had knocked the ranger off his feet and slit his throat. Very strange... Kyjor was a confident and excellent combatant, yet he had fallen quickly, almost without putting up any fight at all. Lasgol could only conclude that the Assassin was no ordinary man... not in the least. Given what he was seeing, that Assassin possessed Talent; he had the Gift—and that was going to make things much more difficult. 
 
    He was going up against an Assassin with dark power.  
 
    Lasgol mounted Trotter and, heading west, continued his hunt through the plains. Before him was nothing but miles and miles of flat steppe. The only variations to the landscape he could make out in the distance were some undulating low ridges; behind them were a few small hills and, behind those in the far-off distance, higher mountains with snow-capped peaks. Several hours by foot toward the southwest he could discern a large blue lake that broke up the dominant greenish-yellow of the prairie’s vegetation. It was Great Lake Udian, considered sacred by the Masig. The tribes that populated that region did not allow foreigners anywhere near it. It was a holy place, the tribes’ font of life, and they protected it with brutal ferocity. If the fugitives had made it to the lake, it would be extremely dangerous for Lasgol to pursue them there.  
 
    The last few days, he had seen some six groups of different Masig tribes from the region on their migratory hunt. Up to this point they had only watched him for a time, after which they continued on their way without interfering since he represented no danger to them. Food was a much higher priority for them than a lone foreigner on horseback. But that would change if he went near their sacred water.  
 
    He continued on the two fugitives’ trail for hours until finally stopping at the top of a small elevation. Gently stroking his mount’s neck, he whispered in its ear. “It seems our luck has run out, Trotter.” 
 
    A short distance to the west, on a small rise in the prairie, six Masig on dappled horses of the steppes watched him intently. 
 
    These were not hunters. 
 
    Their arms and faces were covered in war paint. Armed with bows and spears, they were wearing leather armor fortified with resin and wood over their chests and back. Patrol warriors from one of the area’s tribes, Lasgol presumed.  
 
    “I’m afraid they coming for us, my friend. We will either have to fight or die,” he warned Trotter. The horse neighed restlessly and shook its head as if understanding what was in store for them. 
 
    “You are brave and clever, my dear companion,” whispered Lasgol with a smile. 
 
    Trotter sensed the warriors’ presence and the tension it was creating. 
 
    Lasgol’s eyes scanned the area. He was surrounded by a sea of never-ending plains, small yellow-green hills that looked like waves of earth. Nothing but undulating prairies for miles in every direction. No possible escape.  
 
    “There is nowhere to flee. We will have to confront them, dear friend.” 
 
    Lasgol dismounted slowly so his opponents would see he was not afraid. And indeed he wasn’t—but he wanted them to know it. Mental games were of vital importance in critical situations such as this. He carefully studied each one of the horsemen. They were out of reach of his bow and they knew it. 
 
    The Masig threateningly menacingly scrutinized surveyed the blond ranger’s every move. 
 
    Lasgol picked up the long bow; it would give him farther reach but less accuracy. He knelt down and put his quiver on the ground. He stuck six arrows into the dry soil—slowly, one by one, sending an intimidating message to his adversaries. Then he nocked the last arrow in his Norghanian yew bow. It was nearly as long as he was tall and a masterpiece of one of the most renowned artisans from Norghana. It had cost him a fortune but was a weapon without equal. 
 
    Turn back and you will not die here today. If you attack, I have an arrow reserved for each of you, 
 
    Not the least bit intimated, the Masig warriors seemed to ignore his bravado.  
 
    Luck is not on my side. They’re going to attack me—I can feel it. 
 
    He picked some grass and dropped it in front of his face to determine the direction of the wind. From the east; light... I’ll have to adjust a hair to the right. 
 
    The six warriors were on the move. They separated, galloping toward him. 
 
    “They didn’t fall for my bluff. All right, buddy, wish me luck!” 
 
    Lasgol looked at them, weapon at the ready. 
 
    Five hundred paces away; out of range. The nerves brought on by impending battle flooded in; he had to take a deep breath to calm himself down. 
 
    Four hundred paces. 
 
    They were now approaching at a full gallop, covering the distance that separated them before he could possibly take them all down. But Lasgol did not rush. 
 
    Three hundred paces. 
 
    Time to act. From that distance and with his well-trained eye he was sure to hit his mark. 
 
    He tensed the bow and aimed it at the horseman in the center. After calculating the distance and the parabola, he inhaled and released the arrow.  
 
    The horseman fell from his mount, an arrow protruding from his right shoulder. His light armor could not stop Lasgol’s arrows—especially using such a powerful bow. At two hundred paces with such a fine piece of weaponry, Lasgol would be able to pierce metal armor and at one hundred paces or less it would penetrate heavy cuirass. 
 
    In one swift motion he had reloaded the bow. Moving it slightly to the right, he took his shot.  
 
    Repeating the same motion, he aimed more to the left and released.  
 
    Three Masig warriors were no longer galloping toward him. 
 
    Two hundred paces. 
 
    A pair of arrows shot by the horsemen fell ten paces short, never having reached their target. Short bows; good for shooting from horseback but not from such a long distance. They’re speeding up now that they see I can reach them. 
 
    Lasgol reloaded and shot two more times in short succession, once to the right and once to the left—knowing that from this distance he would not miss. 
 
    Only the horseman on the far right was still left. 
 
    Lasgol nocked the last of his six arrows and looked at him. 
 
    One hundred paces. 
 
    He continued to stare at the man but did not shoot. If the Masig warrior tensed his bowstring, he would have to shoot him. And from this distance, it was a sure hit. 
 
    But the warrior stopped his mount, lowered his bow, and looked at Lasgol for a moment. 
 
    Lasgol decided not to take him down and lowered his bow.  
 
    The Masig saluted him in a gesture of assent. He returned it. Then the warrior turned his horse and rode over to help his fellow warrior that had fallen closest to him. 
 
    So my bluff wasn’t a bluff after all... they should have turned around... He’d been training on the bow since he was four years old, when his father had built him his first weapon and taught him to shoot it. And since that moment he had never stopped training, and that fact, coupled with a natural ability for handling the bow, had turned him into an excellent archer—one of the best in the north. But what had really made him exceptional was the Gift; it gave him even greater skills, making him a marksman without equal. He could easily shoot twenty arrows in sixty heartbeats, and with a short bow could even use his talent to shoot volleys of several arrows simultaneously. He stood up and put the bow in its leather case. Then he agilely jumped onto the back of his one and only true friend. 
 
    “We will live another day,” he whispered in the horse’s ear. Patting it lovingly on the neck, he resumed the hunt for fugitives. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Several hours later Lasgol arrived at one of the tributaries of the Yen River which, like a gigantic, sinuous snake, wound its way through the steppes, its scales carrying along the refreshing liquid that gave life to the prairie’s vegetation. Lasgol dismounted and let Trotter drink while he scanned the horizon. He could not see the fugitives though he was absolutely certain they were not far off, north of his current position. He was closing in. 
 
    A reflection in the water a few paces to the west caught his attention; he turned and carefully pulled out his short bow. Without missing a beat, he nocked an arrow with white plumage and cautiously crept forward, following along the border of the peaceful tributary as it flowed into a deep ravine. At the bottom of the ravine, he discovered a body, face up in the river.  
 
    Gurkog. 
 
    Dead. 
 
    His throat was slit from one side to the other. Lasgol immediately stopped and focused intently. He noticed no unusual scents, but the wind was at his back. There were no sounds other than those of nature. When he put his power to use, a dormant alarm went off inside him; a basic, animal-like instinct warned him that danger was very near.  
 
    They are here... Stalking me... I feel it; my Gift is signaling it. The dead body is a trap, left here as bait. If I go to examine it, I am a dead man. By the man-eating lions of Zagria! How did they manage to kill Gurkog—the best tracker and manhunter in the kingdom... This is unheard of! Lasgol felt as though the bottom had dropped out of his stomach, leaving him with a sense of emptiness, fear, and distress. 
 
    He was in danger. Serious, mortal danger. 
 
    Instinctively he slipped down into the tall grasses to hide, all the while thoroughly studying the terrain as he tried to calm his nerves. He looked at the sun, high in the sky behind him. That would work in his favor. If the wind were to change, he would be able to discern where the lethal Assassin was lying in wait. The ideal positions would be either to the north, on the wall of the ravine behind the thick undergrowth, or to his right behind a small hill covered in thick vegetation. The spot in the ravine seemed to him the most suitable for an ambush since it put the attacker at a clear advantage to his victim. One agile leap or one arrow to the back and it would be over. 
 
    Fortunately, unlike the hapless Gurkog and Kyjor, Lasgol had an ace up his sleeve that the two more experienced trackers had not had at their disposal against this extremely dangerous prey: his Gift and all the abilities that went with it. Lasgol had developed this rare Talent with his late father’s help over the course of many years. He had never understood why he, a normal, ordinary man, had been blessed with such a marvelous Gift that would allow him to do things other men could only dream of doing. He had always thought that Liara, the Frozen Kingdom’s Goddess of Luck, had made a mistake when she’d granted him that wonderful Gift, that it should have gone to someone better—someone with a higher purpose and destiny than he had in life. Someone really special. He had worked hard to become an expert explorer in service to the King and had succeeded due to years of focused training and, to a greater extent, his Gift. But he still felt that such a high honor was wasted on him chasing fugitives, assassins and the dregs of society, and watching over the King’s forests. It did not seem that he was doing work at the level of the talent that had been bestowed on him. 
 
    Undoubtedly the Ice Gods had been mistaken. He was sure of it. But today, that Gift would save his life and help him be victorious where his two fellow professionals had not. He gave thanks to the Goddess of Luck. 
 
    His faithful friend Trotter was slowly grazing, unaware of the dangerous predicament they were in. Lasgol decided to send him to investigate the situation so as to reduce the number of unknowns. He concentrated, recited the words of power, and a green light rushed through his body. His mind entered into contact with Trotter’s mind and in an instant, like a fleeting breath, Lasgol had given him the order to start moving—first to the north and then to the east to get to the top of the ravine. 
 
    Trotter immediately followed his commands. 
 
    But nothing unusual occurred as Trotter explored; the animal had not been frightened nor had it backed off, so Lasgol assumed his tireless friend had not sensed anyone’s presence. Unfortunately, his ability only allowed one-way communication toward the animal; there could be no exchange of information—or at least he still had not discovered a way to accomplish that. Developing the abilities the Gift conferred on him was an arduous, extremely difficult task, not just because of its complexity but because of his relative unfamiliarity with it. It required countless hours of enormous effort, almost always without immediate gain.  
 
    His eyes searched the area. Intently. 
 
    The Assassin must be on the right behind that hill, waiting for me. Very clever to leave the body there as a lure. If I go out there, I am at a clear disadvantage since he has the favorable position of elevation. 
 
    Lasgol crawled forward ever so slightly. 
 
    I will set a couple of traps in case he tries to come near me. I’ll have to draw him out, bring him closer to me. But if I get too close, he’ll take me by surprise and I’ll be done for. 
 
    From the small leather sack on his back he took out two folded traps he’d been carrying. He set the first one and recited the words of power that would activate his ability. There was a green flash over the trap, making it invisible to the human eye. No one except for him would be able to see it. He crawled forward three more steps and set the second one. Again he recited the words of power; another brief, green flash made the second trap disappear. With two steps back, he positioned himself between the two traps, took out his reinforced war bow and grabbed a handful of arrows from his quiver. From his belt hung a small bag and, spreading its contents on the sharp steel points, he murmured the words of power. The green flash covered the arrows.  
 
    Just in case my enemy has also used some kind of poison on his daggers, this will even the odds. Now he just had to draw him out, which would not be easily accomplished. 
 
    Noticing how dry the grass around him was, he devised a scheme.  
 
    After a moment of preparation, Lasgol shot three fiery arrows flying over the area where he suspected the Assassin was waiting. As soon as they landed in the high undergrowth, a fire broke out.  
 
    Lasgol waited, at the ready. In just a few moments the fire had grown in intensity and the black smoke was beginning to thicken. The small hill was burning. The Assassin would have to move from there. He would not be able to remain hidden there much longer. 
 
    And he did not. 
 
    Like a black panther, a shadow began descending the hill. But he was descending at a rate that left Lasgol stunned. 
 
    He quickly aimed and took the shot, but the Assassin zigzagged at an inhuman rate of speed and the arrow missed him. Lasgol had never once missed from such a short distance. He reloaded and tensed the bowstring, but just when he was about to release it, the Assassin disappeared from where he had been an instant before, just a few paces away.  
 
    And he materialized right in front of him. 
 
    This cannot be! 
 
    The arrow left the bow in the same moment as Lasgol fell backwards, struck by a fearsome, unknown force that had come from the Assassin. He had no idea what had just hit him. 
 
    Lying on the ground, he looked up to see the Assassin coming down on him. 
 
    He was going to slit his throat.  
 
    But in his attempt to kill Lasgol, the sinister executioner stepped on the first trap. When the trap went off, it stunned and blinded the Assassin in an explosion of earth, smoke, and splintered wood.  
 
    Before the Assassin could recover, Lasgol quickly bent over and broke his bow over the Assassin’s head, then stood up and unsheathed the two short swords he was carrying on his sides.  
 
    He was prepared to face his enemy’s attack.  
 
    The Assassin, still half dazed and blinded, nonetheless attacked with a hellish ferocity, and Lasgol, in a defensive pose, blocked the strikes from the deadly black daggers. Then the Assassin mumbled something and a reddish light glowed all over his body. 
 
    Lasgol knew the enemy was invoking magic. It instantly resulted in a leap so swift and spectacular that Lasgol could barely believe his eyes. Fortunately, he managed to repeatedly block the lethal blades with his short swords, one attack after another, as if in a choreographed dance. A dance of death. 
 
    Seeing an opportunity, Lasgol returned a back hand the Assassin did not see coming and sliced into his arm. The ranger carefully retreated, stepping over the second trap, and waited, on guard.  
 
    The Assassin attacked with a rapid-fire combination of blows that Lasgol knew he would not be able to block. But halfway through the attack the Assassin stepped on the second trap. Several sharp, steel stakes sprang out of the ground and into the Assassin’s feet. Screaming in agony, he deftly somersaulted backwards and crouched down on the ground. 
 
    “That trap did not just pierce your feet; the stakes were covered in a substance that will completely paralyze you within a few moments, keeping you from moving your lower extremities,” warned Lasgol. 
 
    Now on his knees, the Assassin—without saying so much as a word or making any gesture—invoked the use of his Gift once again. But Lasgol was ready. The moment two daggers shot into the air at an ungodly speed and with wicked precision, with the help of his Gift Lasgol deflected them with his two swords. 
 
    “Calm down. I am not going to kill you. I am in no hurry. Besides, you have my arrow stuck in your shoulder, and it is steeped in poison. So I’ll wait until it takes effect. I don’t want to take any chances.” 
 
    With a lightning-fast flick of his right arm, the Assassin threw a small knife that Lasgol could not dodge in time. Fortunately it struck his forearm which was protected by a leather and metal guard that the blade could not penetrate.  
 
    Damn it! That was close. He is too dangerous... I need my bow. These swords are only good for defending myself. It’s no good trying to attack with them. 
 
    He mentally connected with Trotter and summoned him then hurried to the saddlebags where his weapons were hanging and took the long bow. In the blink of an eye he’d nocked the arrow.  
 
     Now on his knees, the Assassin could no longer move his extremities. The poison was taking effect; he was barely able to remain conscious. 
 
    Lasgol had him. 
 
    He took aim. 
 
    “Don’t kill him! Please, don’t kill him!” shouted a female voice from the far side of the smoking hill. 
 
    Lasgol looked up and saw a beautiful Masig running toward him. Unarmed. 
 
    “Spare him his life, I beg of you!” she pleaded tearfully as she knelt before the fallen Assassin. “Don’t kill him! I’ll do whatever you ask of me, Norghanian. Just please don’t kill him!” 
 
    “I have no intention of killing him. Calm down.” Lasgol lowered his bow.  
 
    The Masig examined the Assassin, her face marked with worry. 
 
    “Is he dead? Did you kill him?” she sobbed. 
 
    “No, the poison has knocked him unconscious and the trap has paralyzed his legs. He will be like that for several hours—six to eight, I’d guess, based on his size. The arrow in his shoulder has not left a serious wound and his feet will be fine with a little rest and some bandages.” 
 
    The Masig seemed to have calmed down for the time being. 
 
    “Thank you... thank you for not killing him,” she said, her voice choking up. 
 
    “Who are you, and what are you doing with him?” 
 
    “My name is Iruki Wind of the Steppes. I belong to the Blue Clouds tribe. My tribe is camped to the east of the great sacred lake. We were heading there, to my tribe. He rescued me from the fortress when he went there to assassinate that disgusting pig who... who... brutally raped me. We’ve been traveling together since we escaped the Norghanians.” 
 
    “Grand Duke Orten raped you?” asked Lasgol with a mix of embarrassment and surprise. 
 
    Iruki’s face burned with rage. “Yes. That horrible swine beat me and violently raped me, and he paid for it with his life. I don’t care if you believe me or not, but that is exactly what happened. You can still see the marks on my face.” 
 
     Lasgol lowered his eyes. “I’d heard rumors about the Grand Dukes ‘activities’ and his weakness for women but I was hoping they were just that—rumors with no basis in truth. I can now see they were unfortunately true...” 
 
    “I was captured by one of the Grand Duke’s torture patrols when I was visiting my aunts and uncles. They took me to the fortress to serve as entertainment for that vile animal.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for what happened to you. There is much evil in the blackened hearts of so many unscrupulous men. If I can help ease the pain that people in my lands have caused you, I will do whatever I can.” 
 
    Iruki gazed at him in shock. 
 
    “Thank you, Norghanian. I will remember your offer.” 
 
    “Tell me, Iruki, why did the Assassin help you all this time? It isn’t logical. He could have been safe days ago.” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask him that. I really don’t know. He helped me escape and then has continued to help me ever since. I don’t know the reason.” 
 
    “Interesting... Such strange behavior... Truly baffling,” murmured Lasgol. 
 
    “Now that I’ve answered your questions, can we please attend to him? His breathing is getting weaker.”  
 
    “All right. But before I do I need to tie him up. This man is extremely dangerous—the most dangerous man I have ever encountered—and I prefer not to meet with any unfortunate ‘accidents’ due to carelessness.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at the Assassin uneasily. I do not like this at all. Not one bit. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




Luxury and Power 
 
    [image: Imagen que contiene persona, interior, mujer, ropa  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta][image: Imagen que contiene persona, interior, ropa, mujer  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta] 
 
    [image: Imagen que contiene persona, ropa, ventana, interior  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta] 
 
    Komir, Hartz, Kayti. —Ocorum, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lotas was thoroughly angered. He was not at all happy with the results of the last contract. A not too complicated job, something even I could solve easily, he had thought when the elderly foreigner came to him with three thousand pieces of gold for the heads of the two Norriel and the girl in white armor with them. Half in advance and half on completion of the contract. There was no difficulty about killing two dirty savages in the streets of Ocorum. Even so, he had heeded the old man’s warning about the dangers of the job. He had not been over-confident and had planned it well so as not to fail; the amount of gold was significant. He had been cautious and cunning, since those were his greatest virtues and had led him to the privileged position he held in the lowest depths of the city. 
 
    And yet everything had gone wrong. His men were dead and the savages alive. He could not understand how those highlanders had managed to defeat his men. Two perfect ambushes, carefully planned, which had never failed before. He knew the Norriel were fierce warriors, but he was at a loss to explain how they could have killed his expert men. He had sent several of his best mercenaries, experienced fighters, hardened and lethal. All dead… It was inexplicable. 
 
    He got up from his comfortable sofa of red tapestry and went across to the small steel window in the form of a bull’s-eye. From there he could see the port clearly, all the docks filled with activity, ships coming and going without pause in the great port-city. Goods and coin changed hands, smuggling was carried out under the noses of the city guard. Those fools were so dumb they would never manage to find their own noses if they were not stuck to their faces. Much less would they find his hiding-place in the docks, the center of all his illegal operations: a hiding-place he had built with years of hard work. It allowed him to conduct his business near the action, which is where he had to be, always vigilant, yet keeping a prudent distance.  
 
    The building which housed his offices, four floors high and occupying a whole block, had been a fish-smoking facility in better times: one of the most important in the kingdom at its peak. But the owner, a man of little brain and great weaknesses, had lost it at a game of cards. Since then it had passed from one owner to the next, all of them in the process of destroying the industry in a search for a quick reward, until it had finally fallen into his hands. 
 
    In order to get the building Lotas had had to persuade the previous owner to sign the deed, using a certain amount of violence. But in his humble opinion, those three fingers they had had to cut off to persuade him had been a small price for the man to pay in order to stay alive. The vice and stupidity of good men never ceased to surprise Lotas. 
 
    From the moment he had acquired the building, about three years before, Lotas had turned it into a maze of passages and false doors. Faced with any trouble, he had more than enough time to escape through the sewers which ran along the lower part of the city to the docks. In his building, in his home, he was untouchable. More than thirty men were posted throughout the enormous building, but only three of them knew the entire route to his luxurious and comfortable apartments. He had everything a man could wish for in his richly decorated main room: the best contraband liquor, the best food to be bought in the city, furniture and ornaments worthy of the nobility of Rogdon and, of course, women of loose morals at the snapping of a finger. Luxury and power: the things he had always wished for, the things which had always been so elusive in his life and which he could now at last enjoy. 
 
    Life smiled upon him. 
 
    Business was booming, and after several years of relentless fighting for power, he had finally risen to be King of the Docks. Now he ruled over them mercilessly, with an iron hand. The fruits of his kingdom were making him ever richer. He possessed everything, everything a man like him could wish for. Yet he was restless. Those savages worried him. There was no reason why they should, they were just a small nuisance, but they worried him. Lotas’ instinct rarely failed him, and it was now whispering to him to be wary, very, very wary. 
 
    This made him restless. 
 
    The door opened and one of his bodyguards came into the room. 
 
    “Trouble, Boss!” the hardened mercenary cried. 
 
    Lotas was upset. “What the hell is the matter?” 
 
    “The Norriel and the white warrior are standing in the square, in front of the entrance to the building, out of reach of our arrows.” 
 
    “So! What are you waiting for, imbeciles? Kill them!” 
 
    “We tried, and they killed four of our men in the blink of an eye. They say they want to talk to you.” 
 
    “Talk? What do they want to talk about? What crap is that?” 
 
    “They say they just want to talk to you, that there’s no need to go on spilling blood.” 
 
    “My ass! I don’t trust them. They want to get to me to kill me. I’m absolutely sure they’re looking for revenge.” 
 
    “What do we do? Do you want me to give all the men the order to go out and kill them?” 
 
    “No. They’d probably run away and we’d lose them. They have guts and they’re good fighters, but they’re not stupid. Let me think…” 
 
    Lotas pondered how best to turn the tables. He had to be cunning and get them to fall into his trap. 
 
    “Make them believe I’ve accepted their request for dialogue. Tell them I’ll wait for them in my private rooms to hear their demands. Lead them to the big hall on the second floor and finish them off. It’s a perfect place for a trap. Have a dozen of our men ready there for an ambush.” 
 
    “Yes, Boss.” 
 
    “Make sure they don’t survive!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Boss, they’re dead men already.” 
 
    The sturdy bodyguard left the room with a firm step. Those stinking flies would trouble him no more, and Lotas was already thinking gleefully of the rich reward he would receive for their heads. 
 
    “New coins of shining gold will very soon fill my chests!” he said out loud, with a bitter laugh which filled the whole room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours later, Lotas turned around and faced the heavily embossed door of his office at the sound of loud knocks. As it creaked open, his lieutenant Santes came in looking like someone who has seen a ghost. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Lotas demanded, angered by the interruption. 
 
    “The Norriel!” shouted Santes harshly, his eyes staring. “They’re coming!” 
 
    “It can’t be!”  
 
    “Boss, the Norriel and the young woman have managed to escape the ambush we prepared, and they’re coming this way!”  
 
    “But that’s impossible, how could they have survived?” Lotas exploded. He hurled the glass of vintage liqueur he was drinking against the floor. 
 
    “I don’t know, boss. When I reached the ambush from my position I found all the men torn to pieces, their lifeless bodies in a sea of blood. All dead, boss! All of them! There was blood on the walls and floor, like in a slaughterhouse. I can’t think how they could have survived the ambush and killed all our men. They’re demons!” 
 
    “That’s nonsense! How can they be demons?” fumed Lotas. He turned his back to think for a moment. 
 
    He had not calculated on this. What were the odds on them beating his men and coming out alive from the ambush? Practically none. Zero. On the other hand, they had already survived another ambush which had never previously failed. He could not take risks, it was not worth it. Escape today and kill them tomorrow, that’s what I should do. I can always catch them some other time, when the winds are more favorable. 
 
    “Are you absolutely sure they’ve escaped?” 
 
    “I swear it by my late mother. I saw it with my own eyes, boss. Our men’s corpses were thrown all over the room, and in the middle of the hall there were the three strangers drenched in our comrades’ blood. When I saw them I turned around and ran until I got to one of the hidden passages before they could see me. Luckily they didn’t. But they’ll soon be here, sooner or later they’ll find their way through the labyrinth. What shall we do? Regroup and face them here? Do you want me to call the rest of the men?” 
 
    “Yes and no… Call the rest of the men and tell them to regroup and face them. They must prevent them from getting here, by whatever means. But I’m not going to wait… If they were capable of surviving the ambush, they could cause me serious trouble. We’ll get away through the sewers. I won’t risk my life today against these worthless nobodies. Organize the defenses and gather my bodyguard together.” 
 
    “As you command, Lotas,” Santes said as he went hastily out of the door. 
 
    A few moments later the lieutenant came back, followed by five men as rough as they were strong. They were armed to their teeth, and were huge men, their bodies marked with scars. 
 
    “Follow me!” Lotas ordered impatiently. He lifted an expensive Nocean carpet, under which was a trap door. He pulled a ring, and the trap door opened with a discordant noise. He was filled with a feeling of triumph. They would never catch him, he was too smart for those savages. He was the master of deceit. But they’ll pay, oh yes they will. With pain and blood. He would torture them himself until they begged him to put an end to their lives. Nobody crosses Lotas the Ruthless and lives to tell the tale! They’ll die in torment, oh yes! He’d see to that. 
 
    He quickly let himself down through the trap door, followed by his lieutenant and the five body-guards. 
 
    They went fast along the dark, dismal sewers. Lotas knew them well. Every nook and turn was engraved in his mind. He had marked particular spots with secret signs only he knew, so that even in the utmost darkness he could find his way without hesitation. The boots of the seven men splashed in the vile-smelling liquid which covered the floor. The stench was nauseating, but Lotas had applied eucalyptus ointment under his nose as a protection. Huge rats crossed their path, making him smile; he liked these queens of dirt and darkness. He thought them admirable, capable of not only living but reigning in that underworld of filth.  
 
    They took two right turns, then one to the left. The sewers were a true maze, and anyone not familiar with them would be hopelessly lost. The next turn was to the left again, and Lotas began to relax. They were putting enough distance between them and their pursuers, they would never catch them up. 
 
    He saw some hidden marks which signaled a left turn, and took it with calculated abruptness. Before him opened a long channel, which ended at a circular crossroads. That was where he would find the longed-for exit which would allow him to reach the surface of an alley, behind a little-frequented tavern. He would escape once again, and he could not hold back a smile of triumph when he came to the intersection. He stopped running and signaled his men to do the same, checking the ceiling as he did so to make sure they were in the right place. 
 
    The way out of the sewer. 
 
    He had made it. 
 
    “It seems we’re in a hurry,” said an unknown voice suddenly from his left, hidden in the dark. 
 
    Lotas turned immediately, caught by surprise. His heart skipped a beat. He half-closed his eyes and made out one of the two Norriel. The shorter and more athletic one came out of the shadows, a sword in one hand and a long knife in the other. 
 
    It was impossible! 
 
    “They must be late for an important appointment!” another, deeper voice thundered, to the right. 
 
    Lotas turned again and saw the giant smiling broadly and carrying a huge two-handed sword. Fear hit him, like a whiplash in his face. 
 
    “Treason! I’ve been betrayed!” 
 
    Then he understood. They had set a trap for him, and he had fallen into it head-first, like a novice. This was an ambush, well-planned and perfectly-executed, with himself as the unsuspecting prey. He suddenly realized who had betrayed him. It could only have been done from inside his organization, an inside job by someone who wanted his downfall so he could gain control. Santes! It had been Santes! How well he had played out his role, the gutless, treacherous worm! And what was even worse, he had not seen through him. 
 
    “Santes! You treacherous dog!” he shouted to his lieutenant. But the latter, ignoring him, walked toward the Norriel on the left and calmly stood behind him. 
 
    “After all I did for you, you crawling vermin, you betray me like this?” 
 
    “There’s no honor among thieves, that’s the first thing you taught me, Lotas,” Santes replied with an ironic grin. 
 
    “You bastard! I’ll tear out your throat with my own hands, you gutless pig!” 
 
    “It’s time for new blood to take command of operations,” Santes said reproachfully as he spat. “You’ve become too paranoid, frightened of your own shadow like a child. Today I take over, and I’ll lead your empire with an iron hand, not like the cowering scum you’ve turned into.”  
 
    “We’ll see about that, you bastard! Kill them! Kill them all!” Lotas shouted at his bodyguard. 
 
    They hesitated for a second, looking first at Lotas and then at Santes, seeming unsure who to stand with. After a tense moment they attacked the Norriel. 
 
    Filled with fury, Lotas watched his men. Two of them lunged at the most athletic of the warriors, who was the closest. The others attacked the giant with the enormous sword. With almost insulting calmness, he blocked the attack of the first bodyguard, crouched with unusual agility and perfect balance, then cut open the guard’s stomach from one side to the other. Lotas swore and unsheathed his own sword. His second bodyguard aimed a blow at the Norriel’s head, but the latter dodged it with a quick turn of his waist. He counterattacked with simultaneous thrusts from sword and knife, which his opponent barely managed to block. Lotas realized his men were no match for this accursed warrior. They were strong, hardened men with a knowledge of many weapons, experienced in dirty street fighting. But this man was an expert with the sword, nearly a master. 
 
    He looked at his other three men, who were fighting the giant and his enormous sword. They did not seem to be winning this battle either. 
 
    Just as he feared, he saw the green-eyed warrior pierce the heart of his man with one clean stroke after a feint with the knife. 
 
    Damnation! I have to do something fast. He would come for him now. Lotas was a pretty good swordsman, with ample experience and a well-trained arm, but he was not sure he was good enough to defeat this young mountain devil. 
 
    “Santes, help me and I’ll double whatever they’ve paid you. I’ll triple it!” he shouted. 
 
    Santes looked at him, amused. 
 
    “Sorry, Lotas. They’ve paid me with something you can’t match,” his late lieutenant said from the shadows. His arms were crossed over his chest in a clear gesture that showed he would have nothing to do with the fight. 
 
    A severed head rolled by Lotas’ feet: one of his guards. He was so startled he jumped back. He looked to the right and watched with horror as the giant skewered the last of his opponents still standing. The other two were lying on the floor with their heads cut off. Fear spread through him like a deadly disease. 
 
    Run, I must run! Now! 
 
    He turned to flee, back the way they had come. 
 
    The sharp end of a sword at his throat stopped him before he could even take the first step. He raised his eyes from the shining sword and recognized the woman who was blocking his escape. 
 
    She smiled. “Were you thinking of going somewhere?” she said caustically. 
 
    Lotas dropped his sword. He knew he had been defeated. Beaten at his own game. He could not understand it. How was it possible? How had he been fooled? He would never know…They would soon kill him, of that he had no doubt. A bitter end, to die in a stinking sewer, one step away from freedom and two steps from his wealth… 
 
    Kayti looked Lotas, the slippery lord of the smugglers, in the eyes. She pressed her sword against his Adam’s apple. She watched him in silence. The plan had come out exactly as she had planned it, perfectly. It made no sense to attack a wild animal in its lair, they would have perished. The strategy was to make it come out into the open. Deceit was the course to follow. When she presented the plan to her friends she had met with opposition from the two Norriel; needless to say they preferred direct action. How typical of men: plenty of muscle, not much brain. If the world were ruled by women… What a shame that kingdoms were governed by men with the brain of a marsh mosquito and the short temper of a black mountain bear. 
 
    Luckily, although her companions were men, and quite rough at that, they were not completely lacking in intellect. Which was an exception to the rule, and she thanked Zuline the Custodian Lady for it. A couple of arguments about the assault strategy and its possible results had been enough to dissuade the men from their preferred option of direct attack. Even Lindaro, who rarely gave his opinion on questions like that, had supported her. 
 
    Her plan had been simple and risky. Finish Lotas with the help of someone from inside his own organization, someone he trusted. The chosen: Santes, his right hand. As despicable and vicious as Lotas, he had more to gain from his boss’s disappearance. In a couple of nights of discreet investigation, Hartz and Komir had gathered enough information at taverns and brothels around the docks to have been able to write Santes’ memoirs. Apparently he was very popular, with regular habits centered on alcohol and whores. That made the plan much easier. But how would they convince that sewer rat to betray his boss? The answer had come to her with the dazzling clarity of the lightning bolt which comes before the thunder. They would offer Santes a deal he could not refuse. 
 
    The night before the assault they waited for him outside his favorite brothel. Inside, Hartz and Komir took care of the three body-guards who were somewhat distracted by the girls’ attentions. Once captured and dragged out of the brothel naked, the deal was easy. 
 
    His life and the leadership of the band for betraying his boss. 
 
    If he refused he would die there and then, in a dark wet alley. Santes had looked her in the eye while listening to the proposition, and Kayti had seen how his eyes went from fear for his life to a flash of greed and triumph. It was a proposition he could not refuse. And Santes accepted the deal without hesitation. 
 
    Kayti was proud of her plan and the way they had carried it out. Everything had come out as expected, smooth as silk. But now she was aware that whatever the man at the other end of her sword revealed could be of supreme importance. It might even break the delicate balance of her current relationship with the two Norriel. Everything depended on what that vile, disgusting sewer rat knew and told. A chill ran down her spine, but her firm hand did not move. Those years of training in the Custodial Brotherhood had served her well. She had to stay calm, and that was not her forte, as she well knew. She would have to contain the inner rage which sometimes overpowered her, there was too much at stake. She could not fail the Brotherhood. She had a sacred mission, and she would either fulfill it or die in the attempt, just like her brothers. 
 
    She saw Komir approach, with Hartz following. Both stood behind Lotas. If truth be told, since she had known them the two warriors had surprised her: surprised her very pleasantly, she had to admit. She had expected two mountain brutes with no skill or noticeable quality other than the renowned fierceness of their people in battle. It had been a mistake to think that. They had impressed her, those two young warriors. There was something about them, an ethereal quality, which made them special. They were not aware of it themselves, but Kayti could see it clearly, they were the chosen and every day she spent with them she was more certain of it. 
 
     By now she had no doubts that her mission was to be in some way tied to the destiny of the two young warriors. Their paths ran parallel, their missions followed the same road. That was why she had to calm herself, put a stop on her inner fury and keep it in check. She must not jeopardize her relationship with them, whatever Lotas might reveal next. 
 
    “Let me crush his skull, Komir, please!” Hartz begged his friend, looming behind Lotas like a menacing tower. 
 
    When she heard the northern giant’s voice, Kayti was filled with a sea of contradictory feelings which fought inside her. On the one hand was a visceral dislike for him, which was rapidly soothed by a deep, unfamiliar feeling of well-being. This rough, untamed mountain-dweller got on her nerves with his nonchalant ways, he infuriated her. But on the other hand, his mere presence nearby filled her with a warm, even pleasant sense of safety… She stared at him for an instant, as if hypnotized by his magnetic presence. She shook her head energetically and all those feelings vanished at once, replaced by rejection. 
 
    Think! Concentrate! Be alert! she chided herself. 
 
    “Before I let you crush him I want to ask him a couple questions,” Komir said with the coolness of a slave-dealer. He stood beside Kayti so as to face the smuggler. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” Lotas asked, with a distrustful glance at Komir. 
 
    “Who wants us dead and why?” 
 
    “Ah, good questions, yes sir… questions I could answer. But for that, as in any transaction, there must be an exchange of goods. I can give you the information you’re looking for. What can you offer me in exchange?” 
 
    “I can make your death quick instead of slow and painful,” Komir replied. 
 
    “Your offer is not good enough for me to give you the information you’re looking for.” 
 
    Komir looked at Kayti, and with a nod signaled her to lower her weapon. Kayti, understanding what was about to happen, put down her sword. Hartz stepped up and delivered a brutal left-hand blow to the liver, followed by a tremendous right punch to the helpless man’s jaw. Lotas crumpled to the ground like a felled tree. 
 
    “Don’t believe anything he says, he’s a compulsive liar,” Santes warned them from the corner where he was standing, watching events unfold. “He’d say anything just to save himself.” 
 
    “Get up!” Komir said, and kicked him where he lay on the ground. 
 
    Lotas, still dizzy from the blow, tried to stand without success. He sat on the floor with a lost look on his face, apparently on the verge of vomiting and barely able to hold himself up. 
 
    Komir bent down to Lotas’s level so as to look him in the eye. 
 
    “Now look, Lotas, my friend here isn’t fond of people who try to kill him from behind. So either you tell me what I want to know or I’ll let him beat you to a pulp. It’s your choice.” 
 
    “Wait…wait…I’ll tell you… don’t let him beat me any more…” Lotas managed to say. “A servant… of a rich merchant who lives in the upper city hired me. He offered me six thousand gold coins for your lives: three thousand up front and the other three at the end of the job when we gave him your heads, literally.” 
 
    “What merchant?” Komir asked. 
 
    Lotas hesitated for a moment and Komir looked at his friend, which made Lotas reply at once. 
 
    “Guzmik, his name is Guzmik… he’s a foreigner, nobody knows exactly where from, but he’s not local.” 
 
    When she heard the name Kayti shivered involuntarily. Damn! This is what I was afraid of! The two Norriel did not know the name, of that she was sure, but she did. If they got to him there would be trouble, he could reveal information about her which would put her in a very awkward position. Matters would get extremely complicated. Calm down, let’s see how things turn out… 
 
    “Are you sure it’s him?” Komir asked. 
 
    “Yes, I always make sure who I go to bed with at night. I don’t like unpleasant surprises in the morning. It wouldn’t be the first time someone careless had woken up with his throat cut, in a manner of speaking. I had the servant followed closely for several days.” 
 
    “Did he say why he wanted us killed?” 
 
    “Give me something in exchange and I’ll tell you. Let me leave here alive and I’ll tell you everything. I’ve got money, a lot of money. I’ll share it with you. Everything!” 
 
    “Hartz…” Komir suggested, with a glance at his friend. 
 
    The giant took a step forward, and Lotas said hurriedly, “Wait! Don’t hit me again! I’ll talk!” 
 
    Komir said coldly, “I’m listening, vermin…” 
 
    “He paid to have the three of you killed. The contract was for the three, without making too much noise. He didn’t want to arouse any suspicions. A quiet job, nothing to attract attention. But the one he specially said mustn’t survive was the redhead in white armor.” Lotas pointed at Kayti from the ground. 
 
    “Her? Why her?” Hartz thundered. 
 
    “I don’t know! That’s all he said, I swear!” 
 
    Komir raised his hand to stop Hartz, who was already preparing to lunge at Lotas. He snorted and stepped back, calming down as he did so. Komir looked at Kayti, taken aback. 
 
    “Do you know anything about this Guzmik and why he wants to kill you?” 
 
    Kayti swallowed and tried to stay calm. There was a knot in her stomach. It was not the time or place to explain the situation. She knew they would not understand, not yet. She had to lie, there was no other way. She felt deeply sorry, but it was for the good of everyone. 
 
    “No, I have no idea who this Guzmik is or why he’d want to kill me,” she said nonchalantly, shrugging her shoulders. 
 
    Komir and Hartz looked at her, then exchanged a cold glance, as if they did not believe her. This worried her. 
 
    “All right, Lotas, guide us to his residence. If you’ve lied to us I’ll cut off both your ears, then your nose and each and every one of your fingers and toes before I let Hartz play with you. Do you understand me?” Komir sounded as cold as a sadistic torturer. 
 
    “It’s the truth! I haven’t lied! I swear it!” 
 
    The sewer entrance in the ceiling of the circular hall opened, letting the sun pour in. A head and half a body emerged hanging upside-down from the vault and stared down at the group below. 
 
    “Everything all right, friends?” said Lindaro, “I was beginning to worry.”  
 
    “Everything’s fine, Lindaro. We’re going for a visit,” Komir replied, smiling broadly. 
 
   
  
 




In the clouds 
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    Aliana. —Usik Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the tenth day of painful marching, things changed. Aliana was absolutely awed. Before her were the tallest, biggest trees any human being could ever imagine. 
 
    Giant trees.  
 
    As far as the eye could see.  
 
    By the thousands.  
 
    Unbelievable. 
 
    The Healer was so impressed by the wonderful sight that she almost fell over. Each tree of that gigantic forest was titanic, unthinkable. The base of each trunk was bigger than a house, and the height of those cyclopean trees was at least a hundred and eighty feet, maybe more, probably more… When they came to the base of the first of those huge trees, Aliana realized just how huge it was. The base of the trunk was more than twelve paces across, the height incalculable. She was so impressed by these brown and green giants that she was left breathless as she looked up at the distant canopy of the forest. How old could those trees be in order to have reached such a size? Hundreds of years for sure, perhaps more than a millennium. 
 
    The Usik walked on among the magnificent trees. The vegetation was scarce at their feet. Probably the huge beings required all the nutrients the soil could provide, so that as a result nothing would grow around them, under their branches. She tried to imagine their roots, they must be unfathomable. Scar tugged at her rope to stop her lingering there, but Aliana was so impressed by the surroundings that she walked almost in a trance. The air was so clean, fresh and alive that all scents reached her pure and intensified. 
 
    They walked among the ancient giants for another day, and on the morning of the day after that they came to a wide open area surrounded by those colossal trees. Aliana was surprised anew by the way the Usik whistled strange little melodies, as though they were imitating some species of native bird, and being answered by more whistling of the same kind. It was as though two birds were communicating through song. It was only the origin of those replies to the singing of the six Usik that took her completely by surprise. 
 
    It came from the top of the trees. 
 
    Aliana looked up, without understanding. 
 
    She discovered something both wonderful and unheard-of: well over a hundred feet up, among the crowns of the trees, the Usik had built a village. Aliana looked on, dumbfounded, at what she could see up there, close to the clouds. The Usik had fashioned their village around the huge trunks of the trees, joined by cat-walks of wood and rope. She could not even begin to think how it had been possible, but all the tree-tops in the area were inhabited. The houses were made of wood, wicker and rope, and set on platforms anchored to the trunks of the green giants and their enormous branches. 
 
    A village in the clouds! 
 
    Aliana blinked and passed her hands over her eyes without thinking, trying to make sure what she saw was real. She was looking at a whole village built at an unimaginable height above the ground, on and around giant trees, the crazy dream of some genius yearning to be closer to the unreachable clouds. She looked at Scar and his group with renewed interest. 
 
    How is it possible for these brutes to have managed such a grand scheme as this? I can’t explain it, they’re just a bunch of savages! 
 
    The architectural problems should have been impossible to solve for such primitive people as these, and the complications of design and actual building unmanageable… However much she looked at the wooden structures and the people walking on the catwalks and lookout points, she could hardly bring herself to accept the idea that it was anything more than a dream. 
 
    The exchange of whistles ended. Aliana had taken them to be signals of welcome to the village. The six Usik went up to one of the giant trees. The trunk was at least nine paces wide, perhaps more. A seemingly endless rope dropped from one of the platforms high above. They cut her bonds, then one of the men brought her the rope to hold. Aliana grasped it without understanding. She looked up. The Usik pointed at her repeatedly, jabbing her chest with his finger and then pointing at the village in the clouds. 
 
    Finally she understood. 
 
    This lunatic wants me to climb the rope to the village? That’s impossible! It’s more than a hundred feet high! How am I going to get up there? He’s absolutely mad! 
 
    The Usik insisted. The rest joined him, urging her to climb up. The voices grew louder, and one of the warriors threatened her with a hatchet. Aliana was so scared that she gave a start and began to climb up the rope. The Usik below chided her, waving his arm and shouting. She went up and up and up, fear powering her muscles.  
 
    What am I doing? There’s no way I could get up there. Not even an experienced soldier could climb this rope. And yet if I don’t try to reach the village these savages are quite capable of killing me here and now. 
 
    Still she continued her ascent, her legs wrapped around the rope, pulling her body up with her arms, all her muscles tense. She climbed to the limit of her strength, but even so she had not managed to raise herself more than twelve feet. She tried to go on, but there was no way she could. Her muscles simply refused to obey her commands. With a stab of panic like a bee’s sting, she realized she would not be able to go on. The Usik were yelling at her from the ground. It was an ugly situation. Her arms failed her, and she fell. 
 
    The Usik moved away. Not one of them tried to stop her fall. 
 
    Aliana hit the ground hard on her back. A sharp pain ran down her right side. She feared she had broken something, perhaps a vertebra. Straight away she used her Gift to check. She had been lucky, there was no major injury, just pain from the fall. 
 
    The Usik began to laugh at the tops of their voices, so that great guffaws filled the clearing. Once more her disgrace and suffering was a source of shameless entertainment for those evil creatures. Is there any way they could be more horrible than this? I wish I could wipe their stupid smiles from their faces! Aliana grunted with pain, wondering whether those brutes even knew what decency was, or if they would even understand the concept. 
 
    They all went on laughing at her pain, pointing at her and making comments which brought on new fits of laughter. At last Scar stepped up to her and helped her to her feet. Her backside hurt more than she could have imagined. It had been a terrible fall. 
 
    Scar looked at her and shook his head. He was smiling. 
 
    The look on his face made Aliana suspect she had been the victim of a cruel joke. Those brutes knew perfectly well that she would never be able to reach the village, and had made her climb simply to see her fall. They were heartless. This infuriated the Healer, something which took a lot of doing since her best qualities were self-control and a profoundly peaceful nature. But those savages had made her lose her temper. 
 
    At the flash of rage in her eyes, Scar put his hand over her face and kept it there for a moment. 
 
    Aliana was about to protest when Scar pointed upwards with the index finger of his other hand. She looked up and saw something she was unable to believe was real, still more unbelievable than the village in the gigantic trees. It left her gasping. 
 
    Gliding from the sky like a giant eagle, an enormous bird with a rider on its thick neck, a Usik, guiding it as if it were a horse, was coming down towards them. The size of that bird was as unthinkable as that of the trees surrounding them, as big as six men. Aliana had never seen anything remotely like this in her life. The head and neck of the bird were white, and there was intelligence in its eyes. The yellow beak could easily have torn off a man’s head. Its plumage was grey with black spots, and Aliana was delighted by its beauty. 
 
    The bird landed gracefully in front of the warriors. 
 
    The Usik greeted the rider and climbed up behind him, holding on to a harness with ropes which had been stretched across the great bird’s back. Aliana was in shock; a gigantic eagle had flown down from the sky to pick them up. The giant bird took off, carrying four of the Usik on its back. Scar gestured to her to stand still. The Healer watched the beautiful creature take flight with ease until it was able to set its stout claws on one of the elevated platforms. Here the four Usik dismounted. 
 
    It flew down again, gliding in circles to pick them up. Aliana followed Scar’s example and held on to the ropes. A few moments later they took off, soaring above the plain to the platform. It seemed to Aliana that she was dreaming, flying on the back of a majestic bird; surely there was no way that could be real. The great eagle landed, then shook its huge wings, raising a whirl of dust and leaves on the wooden platform. All of them dismounted and the bird flew off again, guided by its Usik rider. 
 
    Aliana watched it on its way. She found it hard to accept that this majestic, powerful and beautiful being existed, in contradiction to everything she knew. But it did, and not only that, the Usik had tamed it for their convenience, which was even more unbelievable. Suddenly she realized where she was and looked down towards the distant ground. Vertigo overcame her, and she had to sit down on the platform so as not to swoon. 
 
    What new surprises are there to come in this village in the clouds? Will I ever get out of this alive? 
 
    She looked at Scar and the other Usik of the party, who were watching her in amusement. 
 
    I honestly doubt it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Meeting of the Chosen 
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    Iruki, Yakumo, Lasgol —Masig Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sitting in front of the fire, Lasgol ate some dried meat and a bit of smoked cheese from his provisions. It was a clear night in the steppes and the stars cast a silver luminescence over the shadows surrounding the Norghanian ranger. His faithful companion, Trotter, grazed tranquilly in the grasses near the campsite. On the other side of the small campfire the Assassin was sleeping, tied to a tree, his hands and feet expertly bound. After an exhaustive search, having confiscated all the weapons belonging to both prisoners, Lasgol still was not at all comfortable. A nagging feeling of alarm was hovering in his subconscious, and he could not shake it. 
 
    He had attended to the stern-faced executioner’s wounds and now—at least apparently—he was resting quietly; his breathing soft and even. Just as Lasgol had expected, the wounds were not deep and, with his limited knowledge of natural healing, he’d been able to prevent infection. His father had always told him, “Make sure you know how to cure every kind of injury you are capable of inflicting; some day that knowledge may save your life—or the life of someone you love.” He looked at the moon and sighed. How much truth there had been in his father’s wise advice. How much he missed him...  
 
    The Assassin had turned out to be quite a mystery, much more so that he had initially imagined. Lasgol had been shocked when he’d removed the handkerchief and the hood and saw the face that had been hiding behind them. This man was not from these lands... not even from this continent. He did not belong to any of the races known in Tremia. 
 
    The man had slanted eyes. 
 
    Lasgol had never seen anyone with eyes like that. His hair was black, very straight, and short. And since he definitely belonged to an unknown ethnicity from some faraway land, there was no possibility he was a spy or assassin from Rogdon—which was at least a bit reassuring. War could still be avoided. Too many unknowns, too many surprises.  
 
    Lasgol was on edge. He did not much care for situations with mysteries locked inside them, nor was he fond of enigmas and underhanded plots. Logic was his ally, his companion. And no matter how much he analyzed his current situation, he could not piece it all together. 
 
    What is a foreign Assassin from some distant continent doing working for Rogdon? And why was he ordered to kill the brother of the King of Norghana? It doesn’t make sense. What would be the reason? To start a war? Why? 
 
    And this was not just any assassin. It was one with the Gift, with abilities that can only be developed with many years of training and absolute dedication. No, nothing about this made sense. The puzzle pieces weren’t fitting together at all.  
 
    And that beautiful young Masig? Yet another piece that I can’t put into place. Was she in the wrong place at the wrong time? Maybe. Maybe not. This is a complex state of affairs; I am not comfortable with these events or the participants. Not one bit. 
 
    He stoked the fire with some dry branches. Breathing deeply, Lasgol concentrated and sent a mental message to Trotter. Stay alert and circle the camp. If you see something strange, neigh. The small flash of green light around his body seemed to catch Iruki’s eye—but it was not possible that the Masig could have perceived the magical glow. Tied to the opposite side of the tree where the Assassin was sleeping, she shot an inquisitive glance through the flames of the small campfire and locked eyes with Lasgol. 
 
    “That’s how you caught him, right? Using some kind of northern magic?” she accused. 
 
    “Why would you say that?” the tracker dissembled. 
 
    “I saw the glowing green light. Don’t try to pretend; I saw it and I know what it means.” 
 
    Her answer not only surprised Lasgol, it left him speechless. His Gift—and the use of it through abilities and talents—was imperceptible to the majority of humans. Only a select few, those also endowed with the Gift, were capable of recognizing it when it was activated. And even that was not always the case. The fact that this young Masig could see his Gift was astonishing. And completely unexpected.  
 
    “It must have been a reflection from the fire, nothing more. Certainly nothing worth mentioning.” he replied, still trying to evade the issue.  
 
    “I’ve seen a glow like that before, but it was a different color—a reddish color—but similar. And I know that, right after I saw it, unimaginable things happened. Things that defy the laws of our mother, the Steppe; laws that govern life on the prairies,” the young Masig explained. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The ranger stared uncomfortably into the fire. 
 
    “Don’t take me for an idiot! You know perfectly well what I’m talking about. I may be an uneducated savage from the prairies but my eyes do not deceive me. I recognize the stars above my head where the spirits dwell and the earth beneath my feet where Mother Steppe lives—just as I know that you used some hidden power or some kind of magic even though you are not a Shaman. I don’t care what you say; deny it all you want but Iruki Wind of the Steppes knows.” 
 
    Lasgol regarded her with increasing curiosity. That lovely Masig with a fighter’s spirit was also capable of seeing the Assassin’s power... really intriguing. She was touched by the Gift in some way and, as significant as that was, she wasn’t aware of it. 
 
    “You’re imagining things, Masig. Go back to sleep. Get some rest. Don’t worry—the evil spirits of the night won’t be visiting you. Tomorrow is going to be a long day and you need to be well rested.”  
 
    Iruki stretched her feet and shook her head. “What are you going to do with us?” she suddenly asked. “If you are taking us back to your land they’ll kill us both, or worse... much worse.” 
 
    “I am sorry, but I have no choice. It is my duty.” Lasgol lowered his head and gazed into the fire. 
 
    “They’ll torture us until we’ve suffered to the point we’d name our own fathers as betrayers. When they’ve finally gotten everything they need to know out of us, they’ll kill us—and you know it. You know the brutality those soulless barbarians are capable of. Not even the worst animals of the steppes are that vicious. Even them—even the hyenas and the vultures—have more dignity.” 
 
    “I have to turn you over. You are fugitives from the kingdom; murderers. I have no choice. This is my duty as Ranger and Royal Tracker. They’ve entrusted this mission to me, and I will carry it out.” 
 
    “You speak of duty and honor but you know as well as I do that your people do not have those. What honor is there in capturing a Masig so she can be the sexual slave of those you serve? What honor is there in raping and torturing a defenseless woman?” 
 
    Unable to look at the young girl, Lasgol hung his head, overcome by shame and disgrace. 
 
    “I deeply regret what happened to you. Truly I do. It is an irreparable atrocity. I know that some of my people are despicable beings; unfortunately there are those kinds of people everywhere. But my duty is sacred to me and I cannot disregard it. I am what I am...” 
 
    “So you’ll let them torture and kill me? Or worse? You know full well what will happen. What kind of duty is it that you speak of? What kind of honor guides you?” She spat at the manhunter. 
 
    Lasgol inhaled pensively. “I’m sorry, Masig. I do not know the degree of involvement you had in this conspiracy. Perhaps you really are just an unfortunate victim in all this. I can’t say that’s not the case. But I don’t know. So the only thing I can do is turn you over with him,” he explained as he looked at the Assassin. “There is a war that’s about to break out because of this incident. Thousands of innocent people from both kingdoms will suffer and die because of the assassination. I cannot allow that to happen. I have to try to prevent that bloodshed. If in order to do that I have to turn you over, I’m sorry, but I will do just that.” 
 
    Speaking almost in a whisper, a masculine voice with a foreign accent said, “You can let her go, Norghanian. She has nothing to do with this.”  
 
    Lasgol instantly tensed when he heard the Dark Assassin’s voice for the first time. He looked at him for a moment to make sure he was still bound and posed no threat. Lasgol placed his right hand on his sword; the contact with the cold metal and leather handle calmed him somewhat—though not completely.  
 
    “Is that right, foreigner?” challenged Lasgol, fixing his blue eyes on the dangerous prisoner.  
 
    “Yes is it,” he nodded. “She is innocent. I am the Assassin. I am the one you’re looking for. Let her go.” 
 
    “I’d like to believe you, foreigner, but your word is not enough. You could be working together. I cannot trust you,” reasoned Lasgol, uncertainty tensing every muscle in his body. 
 
    “An Assassin like me and a wild Masig? You can’t be serious. That’s absolutely unbelievable and you know it,” argued the Assassin, gesturing with his head toward the Masig. 
 
    “My eyes have seen some strange things...” 
 
    “You are an intelligent man, Norghanian. You know perfectly well that the probability we’re working together is nonexistent.” 
 
    “That may be, but without knowing for sure there is still a remote chance... After all, the two of you were there the night of the assassination and you’re still together today.” 
 
    “I want to propose something to you, Manhunter. If you let her go free I will divulge to you what you want to know; I will reveal who I am working for. Otherwise, you will never find out, I promise you that.” The Assassin looked coldly into Lasgol’s eyes. 
 
    “Oh, they’ll find out... Of that I have no doubt. They will torture you until you speak and, believe me, sooner or later, you’ll talk. Everyone always does.” 
 
    “I won’t give them the chance. I’ll die before they get anything out of me; I can guarantee you that, Tracker. I was trained for this.” 
 
    “Trained to take your own life? What kind of assassin are you?  
 
    “A really unusual one. From a land far, far away where I had a long, very specific training. But if you want to know more about me and the hand that ordered the assassination of your Grand Duke you’ll have to let the Masig go. Those are my terms.” 
 
    “Why are you so interested in her life, Assassin? Your mission is to steal life away from people. So why do you want to save her? You said yourself you only just met her a few days ago. Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Many questions in that perceptive mind of yours, Manhunter. My answer is simple: Let her go and I will tell you everything you want to know.”  
 
    Iruki glared at Lasgol with a look of pure hatred. “Don’t bother; he has no intention of letting me go. He speaks of honor and duty but deep down he is nothing more than another gutless Norghanian dog!” she snarled angrily. 
 
    Lasgol contemplated the Assassin’s words for a moment. He did not want to hand over the Masig after what they had done to her. Besides, he was almost convinced she had nothing to do with the assassination plot; that possibility was simply far too remote. Still, he did not trust the Assassin. He was undoubtedly trying to confuse him, play with his mind, all the while trying to find some way to take advantage of him. He had to be wary and not let himself be fooled. The advantage was all his at the moment. He’d have to play his cards wisely; the stakes were extremely high. 
 
    “I’ll consider what you’ve said, foreigner. But right now I don’t want to listen to any more of this. We are going to rest and then we are leaving at dawn. If you try anything tonight, I’ll kill you without thinking twice. And she will die first,” he promised, unsheathing his sword and pointing it at the Masig. 
 
    “Don’t threaten me, Norghanian; you who come from a breed of revolting rapists!” 
 
    Lasgol ignored her. “If you try to use your power in any way, I’ll know it, Assassin.” 
 
    “Will you really?” he asked rhetorically.  
 
    “I am a Chosen One, like you,” confirmed Lasgol. 
 
    The Assassin looked at Lasgol, smiled, and nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn came without incident. The cool morning breeze brushed over Lasgol’s cheek, immediately awakening him. He breathed deeply, filling his lungs with the aroma of the prairie at daybreak. Detecting no unusual odors, he inhaled again, this time in the direction of the wind, trying to discern any essence that was out of place. Nothing. Feeling a bit more relaxed, he sprung to his feet and looked at his prisoners. Iruki was still tied up and sleeping. The Assassin nodded at him as Lasgol studied him. He appeared to be securely bound but Lasgol, not trusting him in the least, armed his bow. 
 
    The Assassin looked at him and smiled. A sincere smile, a smile of understanding. He leaned against the tree, then looked straight ahead, showing Lasgol that he had no intention of causing any problems. Lasgol relaxed a bit, though his instincts warned that he should remain alert... very alert.  
 
    They rode northeast for several hours, heading back toward the kingdom of Norghana. Iruki rode in front; the Assassin followed behind her. Lasgol brought up the rear, and though their hands were tied firmly behind their backs he never allowed himself to lose sight of either of the prisoners. He felt content, and relatively at ease. The mission with which he had been entrusted would soon be completed. He knew that he would no doubt have to deal with a few more complications before making it to the river and embarking for his kingdom, but he hoped there would be nothing he could not handle. He certainly did not want to end up with his throat slashed like his two peers before him. He would have to take extreme precautions and be ever vigilant for the use of the Gift... so he kept his eyes peeled. He wasn’t about to be taken by surprise. And he still had to decide what to do with Iruki. That was not going to be an easy decision to make. It would depend largely on both his own instincts and what the Assassin might reveal.  
 
    They came to a small brook and stopped to let the horses drink and to refill their flasks. All three dismounted and Lasgol motioned for the prisoners to sit on the ground while the horses drank. A wall of dust on the horizon to the south caught his attention. He shaded his eyes with his hand, trying to make out what could be causing such a large dust cloud. Hmm... Cavalrymen... more than four hundred. Half a day from here. From the amount of dust they were kicking up he concluded they were not Masig mounts. Concentrating, he made use of his Gift. Following a brief green flush over his body, his sight, hearing, and sense of smell sharpened, turning him into a beast-like predator. And using his enhanced senses, he was able to obtain crucial information. Now he could see that the large, powerful horses with iron horseshoes were carrying horsemen wearing scale armor and winged helmets. Norghanians! They must be the patrols dispatched in search of the Assassin, and they had banded together for the hunt.  
 
    Lasgol could have jumped for joy. 
 
    Fantastic! The elusive Liara, the Frozen Kingdom’s Goddess of Luck, has decided to grace me today! 
 
    This unexpected event would make his work much easier. All he had to do was get to them and deliver the prisoners. His mission would be successfully concluded, his duty satisfied, and he would be able to return to his tasks in the snowy forests of the North. The King would get the information he needed from the Assassin and the war with Rogdon would be avoided. He had no doubt this foreigner was not in the service of the blue and silver.  
 
    He could not believe his luck. No more problems. In a few hours, his mission would be completed—quietly, without incident, without loss of life. 
 
    The wind changed direction, and a sudden gust disheveled his blond hair. The rancid scent of sweat and horses assaulted his nose, and he instinctively turned toward the wind, feeling the certainty of danger in his gut. On a small hill, not far away, some fifty Masig horsemen armed with bows and spears were watching him.  
 
    No! By Lerten, god of Misfortune! That can’t be!  
 
    Trotter whinnied twice, warning him; his refined sense of smell had also perceived the danger.  
 
    “You noticed it too, didn’t you, my friend? Don’t worry; I see them,” he whispered as he caressed the horse’s neck. His happiness had instantly vanished, replaced by a feeling of uncertainty that gripped his stomach like a vice. The enemy was not far away, and there were too many of them for him to deal with.  
 
    I was so close to being free of this heavy load... Why do I have such terrible luck? Why?  
 
    “Now what, Tracker?” the Assassin asked calmly. He was sitting on the ground, looking off in the direction of the Masig horsemen. 
 
    “They are lake warriors, on patrol,” said Iruki. “They are from my tribe. Right now they are wondering why you have one of their own tied up on the ground. This is not a good situation for you to be in, Norghanian. You’d best be mounting your horse and getting out of here before they attack. Flee, or you will die.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at them. He knew Iruki was right. They would soon attack. He should leave immediately or he would not get out of there alive. He could try to escape toward the Norghanian detachment with the two prisoners... but would the Masig hunt him down if he tried it? He looked at the cloud of dust on the horizon and shook his head. They were too far away to try a suicide run, chased by lightning-fast Masig warriors. He knew he would not get that far if he took the prisoners with him. His only option was to escape now and hope the warriors would be held up long enough rescuing the prisoners to put some distance between them. Once again, he looked in both directions, first toward the Norghanians and then toward the Masig, trying to find some alternative. 
 
    So close... and yet so far. 
 
    Damn his luck! 
 
    “Don’t keep thinking about it. Get out of here,” advised the Assassin. “If you don’t flee right now, you are going to die. If you try to take us with you, we’ll only slow you down and the Masig warriors will catch you. They will not allow you to take one of their own, and you know it.” 
 
    Lasgol nodded reluctantly.  
 
    “This does not end here. I will come back for you. This is my duty, and I always fulfill my obligations,” warned Lasgol as he agilely jumped onto Trotter. 
 
    “I will be waiting for you, Tracker,” the Assassin coldly replied.  
 
    “If you come back for us I’ll rip out your guts! You will not get out of my ancestors’ steppes alive, I promise you that, you Norghanian trash—you and those hyenas of the snow you’ll return with,” pledged Iruki. 
 
    The Masig warriors took off at a gallop, heading straight for the group shouting and howling war cries. 
 
    “See you soon,” promised Lasgol. He gave them a nod then spurred Trotter and turned south, heading toward the dust cloud slowly approaching on the prairie’s horizon. 
 
    A short while after the tracker’s departure, the Masig warriors were galloping down the slope that lead to the small brook. They stopped a few steps from the two captives. Silently, the warriors observed them for a moment. Then one of the warriors, his face marked by a long, hard life on the steppes, advanced his dappled horse and spoke to Iruki.  
 
    “The spirits of the prairies have blessed us today. Here before us is a Blue Cloud, who we believed to have been lost forever. Your tribe has cried for your soul, young Masig.” 
 
    “The Blue Clouds can stop crying about having lost me; the spirits of the steppes have protected me and I am still alive.” 
 
    “It fills my heart with joy to see that my brother’s daughter is still among the living. Are you all right, Iruki Wind of the Steppes? We had given you up for dead,” he said, his broad smile and gleaming eyes reflecting his happiness over having found her.  
 
    “I am well, Unco Owl of the Lake. I am a daughter of the steppes and I can take the harshness with which the mean spirits of the plains sometimes punish this life of ours,” replied Iruki, a smile slowly appearing on her face. “Can you untie us?”  
 
    “Of course, of course, my dear one. Please forgive this old warrior; I still have not gotten over the shock of having found you.” 
 
    With a flick of his spear he commanded two of his warriors to free them. They jumped down from their mounts and cut Iruki’s bonds then stopped next to the Assassin and waited for confirmation from their leader. 
 
    “My heart is overflowing with joy to see my father’s brother and his warriors.”  
 
    “What happened to you, Wind of the Steppes? We’ve spent more than a week tirelessly searching for you. We thought you had perished.” 
 
    “I was captured by those Norghanian swine and taken to their black fortress on the other side of the great river.” 
 
    “I see... those gutless pigs and their raids, taking our young women. You do not need to speak of their reasons. Every part of the prairies knows the vileness of those cowardly beasts.”  
 
    Iruki nodded and clenched her fists. 
 
    Unco continued, his voice filled with sadness. “The soul of your father, Kaune Warrior Eagle, will rise up as high as the afternoon sun when he sees you. His pain over losing you has been consuming him, and it’s not good for the Chief of the tribe to suffer in silence over the disappearance of his only daughter. Not knowing what became of you was crushing his spirit. A leader needs a strong, radiant spirit to guide his people.”  
 
    “My father, Warrior Eagle, is a great leader and a man of immense fortitude. Pain cannot stifle his spirit; he would always guide his people wisely whether I am alive or have crossed the foggy river on the back of the dappled mounts.” 
 
    “No one doubts that, child,” said the old warrior with a smile. “I see that the Norghanians were not able to break one bit of that spirit of yours.” 
 
    “No one can change who I am. I am a Masig, daughter of the steppes,” she replied, relaxing a little. She looked behind her and noticed the two warriors had not yet freed the Assassin. 
 
    “You can let him go. He is a friend; he rescued me from the fortress. He saved my life.” 
 
    “He is a foreigner unlike any we’ve ever seen before,” noted Unco, an air of concern in his voice. He scrutinized the Assassin untrustingly, carefully looking him up and down. Then he gave a nod to the two warriors who cut him free and stood behind him, alert. 
 
    Unco Owl of the Lake dismounted, went to Iruki and hugged her affectionately.  
 
    “How wonderful to find you safe and healthy! Now let’s go home to our village on the sacred lake—your father will be thrilled to see you are alive.”  
 
    “Let me think about that for a moment... I first need to consider the options—and their repercussions.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, child.” 
 
    She turned and looked at the Assassin, who was calmly watching her as he stretched out his cramped muscles. She knew for certain the Norghanian tracker would return for them. If she went to her village she would put her whole tribe in danger. The tracker might lead a large Norghanian force to the village and kill all her people. Norghanian incursions had occurred in the past and were feared by the people of the steppes. Their lifestyle of isolation and seclusion made the tribe particularly vulnerable. More than three hundred Masig tribes were scattered across the vast steppes, the smallest with no more than two hundred people and the largest, up to two thousand. They lived off hunting and raising cattle and were, for the most part, nomads.  
 
    Iruki took a few steps forward and looked in the direction of her home at the foot of the Mountains of Life next to the great sacred lake. Her tribe, the Blue Clouds, was one of the largest; over fifteen hundred young people, elders, and children, only five hundred of whom were warriors. There were enough of them to stand up against the threat posed by the cloud of horsemen to the south, but what if the hyenas of the snows returned with a bigger army? During her childhood Iruki had already seen an army of more than four thousand Norghanians advancing on their lake. Many Masig lives had been lost before they’d been able to drive back the soldiers of the snows. She still held the bitter memory of the blood of all those brave Masig staining the prairie red, the steppe drinking up the blood of its favorite sons. Several tribes had been almost completely annihilated defending that sacred territory. 
 
    She did not want an atrocity like that to happen ever again. 
 
    Iruki looked at the Assassin, feeling torn. Then she breathed in the warm, aromatic air of the steppes and, somewhat calmer, she swallowed and began to ponder her options. I could let him go and return to my people. The tracker will come for him, not for me. It’s him he really wants. She immediately felt ashamed for thinking that way. How can I leave him on his own in the steppes to be hunted down by the Norghanians? There is no way he can escape. That damn tracker is too good. He’ll find him, and that will be the end of him. 
 
    As if having read her mind, the Assassin spoke to her softly. “Let me go my way; they’re after me. You are not the one they’re looking for.” 
 
    Iruki instantly raised her index finger to her lips to silence him. She turned away and looked at her uncle who looked back at her, his wrinkled, ruddy face awash with worry. 
 
    “I can’t return to the Blue Clouds, Unco Owl of the Lake. Those Norghanian jackals are hunting me. I killed their Grand Duke, the master of the Black Fortress. 
 
    Greatly surprised by her declaration, Unco straightened up and took a step back. “You... you killed the brother of the Norghanians’ King?”  
 
    “Yes. Unfortunately, he did not suffer as much as he deserved to but at least the horrible beast is dead. That is why they are looking for me, and I do not want to lead them to our village, to give them an excuse to raze it. They have a skilled tracker with them—the man who was holding us captive. If I go back to the village, I will put everyone in danger.” 
 
    “You are blood of my blood, and you fill me with pride. If you killed a Norghanian hyena, an enemy of our people, you have honored the memory of so many who have fallen at the hands of those butchers. The greater the enemy struck down, the greater the honor for the tribe. The Blue Clouds will always protect you. If they come for you, we will fight. We will defeat them with the help of the spirits of the steppes.” 
 
    “That is precisely what I am afraid of, brother of my father. I do not want to be the cause of the destruction of our tribe. If they see I am well protected, I know they will come with a massive army of ice to destroy us. I am sure of it. Their King will send a great army to fight against the Blue Clouds and we will all die. I do not want that for our people.”  
 
    “If that is how it is, then let them come. We will call on our brothers from other tribes—the Gray Wolves, the Wild Riders, the Red Hands, and all the rest—and together we will fight like the Masig we are. We will defeat the invaders from the North, just as we have done in the past.” 
 
    “I know. The Masig are a valiant people, proud and noble. I know they will fight with their brothers against the invaders from the North. But at what cost? Our blood will stain red the soul of our mother, the steppe. I do not want to risk a war; the price would be too high for us. No, there will be no war. I will hide with the foreigner in the Eternal Mountains. Up there, no army can get to us.” 
 
    “An army, no, Iruki Wind of the Steppes, but that tracker you spoke of certainly could... if he is as good as you say he is,” reasoned the aged warrior. “Your father, Kaune Warrior Eagle, will not be in agreement with this decision, I can assure you. Nor am I. I understand your motives, but I do not share your point of view. Masig of the steppes we are born and in the plains we die. We will fight and we will protect you from those gutless jackals. Come with us into the bosom of the tribe; let the Blue Clouds and Mother steppe protect you.” 
 
    “I am sorry, brother of my father. I have made my decision. From the depths of my soul I thank you for your good intentions, truly I do. We will leave for the mountains and if the tracker of the snows finds us, we will have to take care of him alone. I will not put my people at risk. That is my decision.” 
 
    The Assassin took a step forward and, with a dark countenance, made a solemn promise. “If the Norghanian tracker pursues us, I will be waiting for him. And this time he will not survive.” 
 
    Iruki went to her mount and caressed its muzzle. Taking hold of the reins, she nimbly mounted.  
 
    “We are heading for the Fountain of Life, in the highest part of the Eternal Mountains. There, we will hide.” 
 
    Unco looked meditatively in the direction of the tall mountains in the distance, the wrinkles on his reddish face seeming even more pronounced. 
 
    “I must resign myself to your decision, Iruki Wind of the Steppes. I accept it, although I do not like it. But let this tired warrior give you one piece of advice: be careful not to offend our ancestors once you are on sacred ground. The Fountain of Life is a hallowed place for the Masig, and the spirits will be watching you. Remember what our Shaman warned us countless times: we must not upset the sacred spirits that reside up there. Be very careful or it will be they who devour your mortal souls and not the Norghanians,” warned Unco Owl of the Lake. 
 
    “Thank you for the advice, wise brother of my father, blood of my blood. We will not offend them; I am a Masig and I would never dare to. I know very well what Oni Black Cloud, Shaman of the Blue Clouds, has always warned us, and I do not want my soul to be devoured by the spirits. We will be very careful. I beg that you explain the situation to my father, and the reason why I am going off to hide and not returning to the village. Convince him, please, to avoid confronting the Norghanians, even if the soldiers of the ice come from the North, looking for blood. Stay away from them. The steppes are immense; they will not be able to find us if the tribe takes refuge in the vastness of the prairies. Do not let him launch an open attack on them. Please, make him understand,” Iruki begged her uncle. 
 
    “I will pass along your wishes to him, child, but you know as well as I that your father is a man with his own ideas and an iron will...” 
 
    “That is why I need to advise him to use sound judgment. Promise me you will not let him go after the Norghanians even if they are at the gates of the great lake.” 
 
    “I will try, but I cannot promise you anything. My brother is the Great Chief of the tribe, leader of the Blue Clouds, and I owe him my loyalty. His decisions are law and I will respect them, whatever they may be.” 
 
    “Thank you; that is all that I ask of you. We will hide on the mountain until they give up the search.” 
 
    “When these ugly circumstances pass, come back and we will celebrate your return to the tribe with much merrymaking and dancing around bonfires by the light of the moon. Together we will howl at the moon and will ask the spirits from the beyond for blessing on our people.” 
 
    “May it be so.” She smiled affectionately at her uncle. 
 
    The group of Masig warriors headed northwest, toward the community of the sacred lake. The two fugitives watched the cloud dust slowly advancing on the southern horizon, then turned their mounts and headed north. Before them in the distance, the towering mountains rose up on the horizon, casting an immense shadow on the great indigo lake resting peacefully at their base. 
 
    Iruki knew she had done the right thing. She could not desert the Assassin and did not want to precipitate bloodshed among the Masig people and the despicable Norghanians. Knowing that blond Norghanian bloodhound would hunt her filled her with anguish. As she looked at the great mountains in the distance, she knew they would have to climb to the highest peak—without disturbing the sacred spirits dwelling there. 
 
    A chill ran down her spine. 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti. —Ocorum, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
      
 
      
 
    The moon’s pale light bathed the red roofs of the grand houses in the upper city. The nobility and wealthy merchants were sleeping peacefully, sheltered by their riches and luxury. The night-guard of the city of Ocorum were patrolling the high district on their midnight round, returning to the center with ceremonious steps, pacing the cobbled streets energetically.  
 
    Komir, hiding in the shadows of a doorway, saw the dozen soldiers pass by in their characteristic uniform. The Great Lighthouse of Egia, the emblem of the city, was clearly shown on their shields and blue capes. At his side, Hartz watched in silence. The two Norriel wore dark clothes under black, hooded cloaks which they had bought at the market in order to blend with the shadows of the night. Hooded and wrapped in their cloaks, they were practically invisible in the reigning darkness. 
 
    They knew they had to be if they wanted their plan to work out. 
 
    Komir looked to his left, half-closing his eyes. He could make out Kayti in the distance, dagger in hand. She was spurring Lotas toward the entrance gate of Guzmik’s elegant palace. At her side was Lindaro, whose face showed serious concern. Once again Kayti had turned out to be a great strategist, thinking up a plan which would let them enter the well-guarded home of the man who had put a price on their heads. Of course, her plan was infinitely better than the one Hartz had suggested. Komir almost laughed out loud at the thought. A very good plan by Hartz consisted in tearing down the gates and taking the property by force, fighting whoever got in their way. Pure Hartz-style. Komir looked at his big friend, who winked back at him. The giant’s eyes shone with excitement. There was nothing he liked more than a bit of action. He could not wait to stir up some trouble and crush some skulls. 
 
    That evening he would have his fun… although things might go terribly wrong… 
 
    They advanced amid the shadows, crouching so as not to be seen, as far as the eastern wall of the manor. Here they stayed, listening to the conversation which was taking place at the main gate of the small palace. 
 
    Waiting for Kayti’s signal to act. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kayti placed herself two fingers away from Lotas’ back. She pushed her sharp dagger, which looked like pure silver, against him to let her prisoner know what awaited him if he made any suspicious movement or tried any of his lowlife tricks. The mission was very risky, every precaution was necessary and Lotas was a slippery worm. 
 
    “Guards! Call your lord, I have grave news!” Lotas ordered the two guards in yellow and black at the gateway. His stern voice was full of authority. 
 
    Kayti, close behind Lotas’ back, kept silent, expectant and alert. On her right Lindaro was trying to maintain his composure, but she could feel his nervousness at the danger they were about to face. She could not understand why he had insisted on coming when he knew that bloodshed would be inevitable. The priest’s motives were his own and she could not understand them, nor indeed had she any desire to. Knowing him, the odds were that he would try to stop things reaching that point. Well-intentioned but misguided man of faith… 
 
    “These aren’t visiting hours!” the oldest guard barked. “Leave immediately!”  
 
    Lotas did not flinch at the refusal. “It’s imperative that I speak to your lord. Tell him at once of my arrival, quick!”  
 
    “Who dares to bother my lord’s rest?” the youngest guard said angrily. 
 
    “My name is Lotas… I’m sure it’s a name that will ring a bell… Your lord has charged me with a matter of great importance, and I need to see him at once.” 
 
    The two guards exchanged looks of surprise as they recognized the name of the lord of rogues. 
 
    “You are Lotas… the Ruthless? Lord of the docks and the lower town?” the youngest guard asked dubiously. 
 
    “The very same, in the flesh. I see my good name precedes me. That’s how I’m known in the city. And now that this matter is cleared up, announce my arrival!” 
 
    The two guards looked at each other again, unsure what to do, doubt in their fearful glances. After a moment, the elder said: 
 
    “This had better be urgent. Otherwise, Lotas or not, you’ll have cause to regret it, that much I can guarantee.” Leaving the threat floating in the air, he turned and went into the house. 
 
    Kayti relaxed her shoulders. The tension of the situation and of holding her dagger against the despicable Lotas had cramped her. The villain was doing very well, better than she had anticipated. He was a convincing character. The plan was going ahead as scheduled, but she must not relax for a single instant. The man was like a slippery snake and would betray them as soon as he found a chance, there was not the slightest doubt. But he would pay with his life, she would see to that. At her side Lindaro, wrapped in a grey hooded cloak, shifted nervously. The evening’s outcome was still uncertain and their lives in danger, a danger that seemed to follow them with every step they took.  
 
    Anxiety rose from the pit of her stomach: not for the risk to her own life or the imminent bloodshed, but for the fear of a lie revealed, of half-truths uncovered. Guzmik, lord of that residence, could reveal the reason why he was after her, and if he did, she would be awkwardly placed with the two Norriel, to whom she had not told the whole truth. In fact she had just told them what was strictly necessary; without lying, but without all the details either. 
 
    On the other hand, perhaps Guzmik did not yet know that she was the person they should really have killed when they attacked her group of the Brotherhood. At least, so Kayti hoped. That despicable sorcerer certainly believed that his ambush had been a success. But they had killed the decoy and not her. They had fooled Guzmik. That had been the plan: to dress her as a plain soldier of the Brotherhood so she would not be the target in any ambush or assassination attempt. It had worked, she was alive, but thanks to the intervention of those two Norriel. Alas, all her companions of the Custodial Brotherhood had perished in the attack. But she would avenge them, she would destroy that Dominator and would let him know his failure. But she must use her head, control her temper, or she would not make it. 
 
    The guard came back followed by a gaunt old man in a long brown and white tunic of fine linen. Another four guards appeared from the shadows, weapons unsheathed, and stood behind the new arrival. 
 
    “This is not at all what we agreed on, Lotas,” the old man chided him harshly. “How dare you come here? Are you out of your mind? Nobody must know of our complicity, there’s a great deal at stake and your presence here puts us all in danger.”  
 
    “You’re not the one I’ve come to talk to, serf,” Lotas replied defiantly. 
 
    “Have you finalized the contract we agreed on? I hope so, for your own good. What do you want? The rest of the money? There’s no need, your wages will be honored as soon as we have proof that the contract has been fulfilled. Now, away from here! Discretion is what we agreed on, and you’re not keeping your side of the bargain.” 
 
    “What I have to say is of the utmost importance, and it’s not for your ears, serf. Take me to your lord. He’s the only one I’ll deal with,” said Lotas. 
 
    “The only person you’ll deal with is me. If what you want is more gold, you won’t see it until you bring proof. And now leave in silence, or I’ll make you regret it.” 
 
    “You’re right, gold is exactly what I want. I’ve got something your lord will pay for splendidly. I have the Envoy of the Custodial Brotherhood in my power…” 
 
    The eyes of the gaunt old man opened wider at that name, and for an instant he was speechless. Kayti, who had provided Lotas with this bait, watched the servant’s reaction with great interest. 
 
    Would he swallow the hook? The bait was juicy… 
 
    She was hoping he would. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Komir had been listening closely to the conversation from a distance. At the keyword Custodian he moved. Hartz leaned his back against the wall, and Komir climbed over his friend and reached the top of the stone wall. Once upon it he helped the giant, pulling him up with brute force. On top of the wall, lying on their stomachs, the two Norriel looked warily into the faintly illuminated garden of the great house’s east wing.  
 
    Two guards were wearily doing the rounds on the outside, by the wall. Unaware of the fact, they approached the spot where the two warriors were waiting for their heedless prey, like hawks. When they passed under the two friends Komir and Hartz exchanged looks, and at a gesture from Komir they dropped onto the guards. Hartz crushed one of them with the full weight of his huge body, so that the man sank all the way into the grass of the garden. Komir landed on the back of the other guard and hit him repeatedly in the face. The blows were fast and hard, and his prey was soon unconscious.  
 
    They looked around, fearful of having drawn the attention of some other guard who could sound the alarm; finesse and stealth were not exactly their forte. They remained still, listening. 
 
    Silence reigned in the night. 
 
    The eastern garden was deserted. 
 
    The two friends crossed the courtyard at a crouching run under the cover of darkness. In search of shadows, they stopped against the wall of the great central building of white stone. A sound at their backs alarmed them, and they hid behind two tall leafy bushes beside the wall. They had to enter the luxurious residence undetected, or else Kayti’s plan would not work. 
 
    A new guard appeared from the northern wing, walking quickly south to the entrance. Here a heated exchange was taking place. When he passed in front of the bush, two strong arms emerged from the shadows and abducted the guard without giving him the chance to cry out in surprise. He disappeared, and was not seen again. 
 
    After hiding the body, the two intruders went toward the rear of the small palace to the north, where two rows of tall limestone columns gave a grander, more lordly aspect to the house. Komir counted at least six men guarding the entrance: too many to take on without raising the alarm.  
 
    They retraced their steps to the eastern side of the building, looking for some possibility of access from the second floor. They would have to try getting inside from above. Komir signaled to Hartz to stay hidden, then began to climb the wall with the aid of a thick vine. He went up with great difficulty, using the plant for support. On the second floor of the building he lost his foothold. 
 
    Komir began to fall. 
 
    His stomach came into his throat, and he was filled with a horrible sense of emptiness. 
 
    Hartz, watching from the ground, let out a muffled cry. 
 
    At the last moment Komir managed to grab the vine again with the fingertips of his right hand, cutting short his fall with a dry thump of his body against the wall. He managed to bear the blow without letting go, and regained his calm. He took a deep breath and renewed his climb with the utmost care so as not to fall again.  
 
    When he finally reached the second floor he crouched down on the ledge and began to crawl carefully, not looking down, deliberately ignoring the risk of falling from that height. He managed to reach a balcony on the second floor, then unsheathed his long hunting knife and forced open the lock, muffling the sound as best he could to avoid attracting attention. A few moments later an improvised rope made out of luxurious sheets and curtains came down to Hartz like a multicolored silken snake. 
 
    Meanwhile, already inside the residence, Lotas, with Kayti and Lindaro close behind, was walking into the great library of the manor following the old servant. They were surrounded by six men of Guzmik’s personal guard, their faces rough and expectant, their swords unsheathed and ready. 
 
    “Wait here,” the old servant threatened, jabbing his finger at Lotas. “Whatever you’re selling had better be to my lord’s liking, because if not, you’ll suffer a painful death tonight.” He looked at his guards and said, “Watch them closely. If any of them makes the least noise, kill them all.” Then he left the room and went upstairs to the second floor. 
 
    Kayti evaluated the situation. The plan had better work perfectly, as the possibilities of coming out of that mansion alive were dwindling by the moment. She and Lotas would not be able to deal with the six guards. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After entering through the balcony, Komir went to the door of the room which led to the outer hall of the second floor. He opened it, not more than two fingers wide, and checked the long corridor. Two men in black and yellow were on guard in the middle of the wide passage, which was luxuriously ornamented and inadequately lit by two small oil lamps. There were no more than ten paces between the door and the guards. Komir closed the door carefully, but unexpectedly it gave a telltale creak. 
 
    Komir froze where he stood, his hand on the doorknob. 
 
    Hartz looked at him with eyes full of doubt. 
 
    Komir reacted and pointed to the enormous oak bed. At the same time he ran to the balcony. In a flash the door to the room opened wide, and the two guards entered with their weapons out. The first carried an oil lamp in one hand and a short sword in the other. The second stood beside him, using both hands to wield a long sword. To the left, against the wall, was a large finely-worked cupboard, with the oak bed and the balcony at the end. To the right was a long dressing table with an oval mirror and a vividly-embroidered armchair. The guards went to the cupboard and opened it abruptly, clearly intending to skewer whoever was inside. 
 
    But it was empty. 
 
    They went to the bed and rounded it in a leap. 
 
    Nobody was hiding behind it. 
 
    The guard with the oil lamp bent down to shine a light under the bed. 
 
    Hartz could see the guard’s feet. He could smell danger. He felt his heart pumping in his chest, without being able to do anything to calm it. For a second he trusted to luck, hoping the unwelcome figure would forget about looking under the bed, but the man suddenly stooped. 
 
    And discovered the huge Norriel! 
 
    Hartz’s body was brightly-lit. The guard with the long sword bent over to strike him. He stretched his arms back, to give impetus to the lethal thrust. But at that moment Komir leapt from the balcony to appear behind the guard, and hit him on the nape of his neck with his sword-butt. The guard fell unconscious on the wooden floor. His partner turned in alarm, ready to strike Komir. But then a massive foot came out from under the bed and swept the guard off his balance. He fell backwards and dropped the oil lamp, which immediately went out. Before he could recover, Komir landed two hard punches on him, which knocked him senseless. 
 
    A few moments later the two Norriel were running stealthily along the corridor as if spectral dogs were chasing them. They went to the rooms at the end of the hall and searched them, but without success. They went through all the rooms at that level, but with one exception they were all bedrooms and all empty. The exception was Guzmik’s office, although unfortunately he was not there. Cursing their bad luck, Komir stopped to think. The critical point in Kayti’s plan was to catch Guzmik unawares in either his bedroom or his office, and they had failed to accomplish this. Most probably he would be on the third floor. Kayti had explained to them that it was quite uncommon for wealthy people to use the third floor in that type of luxurious dwelling, given the number of stairs they would have to go up every day. Unfortunately this seemed to be the case here, and it was something they had not counted on. The problem was that if they went up those stairs they would surely come across guards there who would give the alarm.  
 
    The building was very well protected, too much so in fact. On the other hand, their friends would be in a pretty tough situation on the floor below. Time was running out. Komir knew he had to make a decision, and he was not at all clear what the best option would be. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the library, Kayti watched their captors. The six guards carried short swords and daggers. They wore padded leather armor over their yellow tunics and high boots over black leather leggings, also padded. They were prepared for fighting in confined places, launching short strokes with their swords and stabbing with their daggers. They were facing hardened men with brutish faces: there was not a single young novice among them. They were probably mercenaries, well paid for their work. They were standing in a semicircle with their backs to the entrance, keeping them cornered at the far end of the library. There was no possible escape. The tension was so thick it could have been cut with a knife, and she was aware that before long Lotas would betray her. Lindaro remained at her side, looking serious and trying to hide his fear, although a few drops of sweat shone on his pale forehead. 
 
    A shadow at the door caught Kayti’s attention. She looked again and recognized Hartz’ forehead and big brown eyes, which appeared for a single moment behind the door and then disappeared again. Seeing the big Norriel’s eyes filled her with joy, a hopeful joy which made her feel secure despite the uncertainty of the situation. Most definitely that young giant had a strange and contradictory effect on her. One moment he filled her with fury, the next with surprising happiness. She could not understand why. But what was important was that he was there, ready to help her. It was time to act. Their plan must not have worked, or else Hartz would not have been there. 
 
    So she would act. 
 
    With an almost lethargic movement of her arms, which immediately alerted the six guards, she reached for the hood on her head and slowly removed it to reveal her feminine face. With studied calculation she shook her red mane, capturing the attention of the six men. Surprised to find it was a woman, and one of such fiery beauty, the men remained dumbstruck for a moment. Time which turned out to be crucial. Taking advantage of the distraction, Hartz came up behind them wielding his enormous bewitched sword, like the personification of some terrifying vision of destruction. With a single stroke the Norriel killed two of the soldiers on the right, cutting their backs open from side to side. While the other four turned in astonishment at the surprise attack, Hartz picked up a long-sword with his left hand and threw it in the air towards Kayti. 
 
    “Alarm! We’re under attack!” one of the guards yelled. 
 
    “Guards, to me! To me, Guards!” cried another as he lunged at Hartz. 
 
    Kayti lifted her arm and caught the sword in mid-flight, seizing it by the pommel. On her left, Lindaro threw himself on the floor under a table to get away from the guard who had launched an attack on him. Without a moment’s hesitation Kayti lunged at the soldier, to protect the cleric. On her right, Lotas bent to take out two long daggers hidden in his riding boots. One of the guards aimed a stroke at Hartz. The Norriel managed to dodge it, although he could not avoid a superficial cut. Kayti aimed a thrust at the head of her opponent, but he deflected it with his short sword. With a nimble leap the guard tried to sink his dagger in her neck, but Kayti deflected it with her forearm. The scaled armor under her cape protected her against most cuts. It took great strength to penetrate it but the neck, being uncovered, was always in danger. Kayti went on to sink her sword into the stomach of the guard. Looking ahead, she saw Hartz dispatching his second opponent with ease, skewering him with a powerful double-hand stroke, leaving a track of blood at the foot of the door. Kayti turned towards Lotas. She found him by the lifeless body of another guard, calmly cleaning his daggers on the corpse’s clothes. 
 
    Silence fell on the library. 
 
    “Is it over?” Lindaro asked in a trembling voice from under the table, where he had hidden like a frightened mole in its lair. 
 
    Lotas smiled evilly. “I’m afraid not. There’ll be more on the way. They’ve given the alarm.” 
 
    “He’s right,” said Kayti. “We’d better get ready for the next attack.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, little wildcat,” Hartz’s voice said cheerfully. “I’m here to defend you. Today blood will run through this house and ruthless night will swallow up the souls of these fools. Igrali will shut her eyes so as not see the savage acts of her Norriel son.” 
 
    The giant took hold of the two-handed sword and placed himself in the center of the library, waiting for the attack which was sure to come. 
 
    The rumble of a dozen running boots reached them. 
 
    “Come on then, you wretches, meet your fate!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 **** 
 
      
 
    [image: Imagen que contiene persona, pared, interior, hombre  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta][image: Imagen que contiene mujer, ropa, persona, interior  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta] 
 
    Isuzeni, Empress Yuzumi (The Dark Lady) —Toyomi Continent— 
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    The emissary knelt before the Dark Lady. Without even daring to raise his eyes to her, he stretched out the hand that held the dusty message. Isuzeni looked at his Queen: Yuzumi, sitting in a heavy marble throne which emphasized her beauty, did not even look at the emissary. She simply waved at one of her loyal Moyuki to hand her the message. 
 
    Yuzumi broke the seal of the parchment. Her eyes read avidly, as was her custom. Her pale, beautiful face —the most astounding Isuzeni had ever seen— remained calm, like a lake of deep black water. All the same, Isuzeni detected a tiny twitch of his lady and mistress’s eye-brow. As her Royal Counselor and High Priest of the Cult of Imork, Lord of the Dead, he was alert to the slightest anomaly. Unconsciously he straightened his body, then leaned on his staff and moved away from the emissary. 
 
    The Queen, now Empress of the whole continent of Toyomi by right of conquest and blood, cast a spell on the emissary who knelt before her with a whip-like wave of her right arm and words of power. Isuzeni recognized at once the intense, dark flash which the Empress’s power gave out. A black cloud took shape in the air and enveloped the kneeling soldier, who began to scream desperately as his body was consumed by the spell. The body of the wretched emissary began to be sucked dry until everything liquid, everything alive, had been drained from it. In a matter of seconds, what had been a healthy, vigorous body had dwindled to nothing more than a mummified silhouette. The screams went on until all life had been consumed, leaving only dried skin and bones. 
 
    The Dark Lady snapped her fingers, her long black nails shining like her jet-black hair, and two guards removed the corpse. The poor messenger had brought bad news and had then been consumed by a necromancer’s spell of the highest level. This woman was as cruel as she was beautiful. She turned her head and fixed her eyes on Isuzeni. 
 
    The High Priest’s heart skipped a beat. He was aware of his own danger. The Empress turned on him an inscrutable look of such force it was almost tangible. Fear and uneasiness filled him, so that he did not know what to say. He lowered his head and waited for his Mistress to address him, praying meanwhile to Imork to save him from being consumed by her overwhelming power. 
 
    “Isuzeni…” she said in a velvet voice. 
 
    The Priest felt a chill run down his back as if a water snake were crawling over him. 
 
    “High Priest… I am informed that the Marked is still alive.” 
 
    “I don’t know what could have happened. I don’t understand how he could have survived,” said the highest representative of the Cult of Imork, fully aware that his Mistress did not accept failure. 
 
    “The news has caused me great unease, as you can well imagine.” 
 
    Isuzeni looked at her. The brightness of her eyes showed the fury inside her, although the exquisite face remained absolutely calm. 
 
    “What’s happened, my Lady? The task was entrusted to an agent whose success was guaranteed.” 
 
    “That might have been the case, but despite that, success was not achieved after all.” 
 
    “Has he survived again?” said the Priest in disbelief. He looked down at the golden skull on his fine beige silk robe. 
 
    “Exactly. Against all odds he has survived, which although it does infuriate me in the extreme does not really surprise me. His power must be growing, and eventually it will manifest itself unmistakably.” 
 
    “Our agent assured us that an intermediary considered to be infallible had been hired. He was offered a large sum in gold.” 
 
    “High Priest, let me remind you that we are not dealing with a mere mountain wildling. This is the Marked, someone who is capable of attaining a power akin to my own, and that simply cannot happen. He must be eliminated at any cost.” 
 
    “I understand, my Lady. Forgive me. It’s unfortunate that he’s been raised in the highlands. I’ve been informed that those Norriel are formidable fighters. He will have been well instructed in fighting and the art of the sword.” 
 
    “And do you really believe that has been a coincidence?” 
 
    “No… I’m afraid not. It has to have been deliberate and very well planned…” 
 
    “Of course it has been well planned! Whoever took him to that remote hamlet knew very well what they were doing. They hid him away from our vigilant eyes so that we would never find him. Besides, they made sure he was well brought up and instructed. Not intellectually, perhaps, but enough to survive in case he needed to escape. That damned meddler who killed our Dark Assassins nineteen years ago planned it very well indeed.” 
 
    “Yes, and he disappeared without leaving any trace. We never did find out what became of that dangerous, cunning rival…” 
 
    “If we had found out the identity of the one who took the baby and eliminated all the Assassins who were after him, the Marked would already be dead and the premonition could never come true. I personally would have dragged all the information about the boy’s whereabouts out of him before devouring his soul. But then, complaining has never solved anything. We have to kill the Marked. He has come of age and the prediction will be fulfilled, we have no more time left.” 
 
    “Is he still in Ocorum?” 
 
    “For the moment at least.” 
 
    “In that case our agent will deal with him, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “How sure are you of that, Counselor?” 
 
    “The agent is one of my best disciples, Your Majesty, and he has two acolytes from the Temple with him. The Marked won’t be able to defeat them.” 
 
    “Are you ready to put your life at stake for the success of your disciples, High Priest of Imork?” 
 
    “I beg clemency of you, Your Majesty. How he’s been able to survive until now is beyond my comprehension. It might be because of his power or it might be the help of his friends, but in any case, they should all be dead by now, and dead they will be. If my Mistress wishes to take my life for my incompetence, she need only ask and I shall surrender it gladly.” Isuzeni put both hands over his heart and then placed palm over palm in an offering gesture toward his Lady and Mistress. 
 
    The Empress smiled. “I see you are still a master in the art of emotions, my loyal Counselor.” Isuzeni was surprised by this, she rarely showed the least sign of pleasure. “Whenever I want to take your life, I will, at any time and without hesitation, and without asking, of course.” Her face had returned once again to its usual expression of somber hostility. 
 
    Isuzeni kept the fear his Mistress’s words had caused him under control, trying not to appear weak, knowing she would not tolerate that particular flaw of character. 
 
    Yuzumi remained thoughtful for a moment, and Isuzeni watched her fearfully. When the Dark Lady grew angry, the consequences were many and disastrous. 
 
    “It is time to reveal Destiny,” she announced. “If what you propose comes true, Counselor, then the future will change: the premonition will not come true, the Marked will be dead and I will conquer the great continent of the people with round eyes. All Tremia will fall under my power. The kingdoms of the west and south will be destroyed and those of the east annexed. Nothing will get in my way. Nothing! I shall be the most powerful woman in the world! Whoever gets in my way will be destroyed. Whoever fights me will die amid unthinkable suffering and agony.” 
 
    “So it must and will be, my Empress.” 
 
    “Join me in the Chamber of Destiny, Counselor, and bring the Skull with you. We shall invoke its power and see whether destiny is really that which it should be, or is still the nightmare which torments me and gives me no rest.” 
 
    “Of course, my Mistress.” Isuzeni made a small bow. 
 
    The Empress descended from the impressive throne. She was dressed entirely in black, with elaborate red trimming. Isuzeni could not remember ever seeing her in any other color. She wore tight body armor, black as night, which had been crafted by the best Master-Craftsman of all Toyomi. It was a unique piece, which emphasized the sensual curves of the Empress’s slender body. The material it was made of was harder than steel and a hundred times lighter. The breastplate and sides bore intricate decorative relief-work in red. A long red cloak fell from her shoulders to the ground. The mastery of the work was such that it was impossible to tell where the pieces of the tight, compact armor joined. It gave the impression of having been painted on the Empress’s body, but swords bounced off that hardened metal. It was rumored that Yuzumi had imbued the armor with the soul of the Master-Craftsman who made it, in order to give it such fantastic qualities of resistance and lightness, since the man who had created that masterpiece had never been seen again. 
 
    Isuzeni did not know the truth about the matter, but he accepted the rumors. 
 
    What new visions would the Skull grant them, if any? Would the ill-omened Premonition have changed, or would it still be the same? 
 
    Unfortunately with the whimsical Skull of Destiny there was no way of telling. 
 
    For his own sake, Isuzeni hoped something would change. 
 
    Filled with anxiety, he left the throne hall. 
 
      
 
   
  
 




For Rogdon 
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    Gerart. —Temple of Tirsar, West Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    _______________________________ 
 
      
 
    Thoughtfully, his spirit restless, Gerart gazed at the great bridge of more than a hundred arches. He was waiting on his horse at the walled gate with its flanking twin towers, which protected the entrance to the peninsula of the Temple of Tirsar. They had ridden as fast as they could for weeks in order to bring the helpless Haradin to the Healing Sisters, the only ones who could help the Mage. During the whole journey Haradin had not once awakened from the deep trance he was in, nor had his body recovered even a trace of vitality, apart from what Aliana had been able to imbue him with. 
 
    Gerart’s stomach gave a leap as he remembered the Healer, and remorse once again made him feel like a lesser man. The image of Aliana being dragged away by the river’s strong current came back to torment his soul anew, just as it had each and every one of the hours of every day and every night since the disastrous event. His heart was broken, his soul cursed by a feeling of unbearable guilt. 
 
     Kendas had gone after her, and although this brought him some hope, it was not enough. To come out of those woods alive had been a miracle. That Kendas should be able to reach Aliana and prevent her from drowning in the strong current, then manage to escape from the fateful forest, teeming with Usik, seemed unlikely in the extreme. His heart tried to deny what his reason told him. 
 
    The prince was aware of how unlikely rescue was, but even so he allowed himself to hope. Perhaps she was still alive…she might have escaped … from those bloodthirsty savages. But uncertainty gnawed at his soul, poisoning him with each passing moment. The fear of not seeing her again, of losing her forever, was insufferable torture. He could not bear to lose her. 
 
    I did what duty dictated, not what I would have wished to do. I wanted to go after Aliana, rescue her from the river, escape from there with her at my side. But Haradin was the priority for Rogdon, I had to get him out of there and cross the Masig steppes. I had to save the Mage, protect him from the dangers of the long road, keep him alive so the Sisters could complete his healing. It was a State duty. My father would not have doubted for an instant in the face of a dilemma like that. I did the right thing, no matter how much I may regret it. 
 
    But that line of reasoning would not settle his conscience, nor the despair in his soul. 
 
    With the sound of heavy chains being pulled, the door rose slowly and a female voice called from one of the towers. 
 
    “Come in, Your Highness, permission to enter is granted. The Mother Healer awaits you in the Temple.” 
 
    The Prince looked at Lomar, who had dismounted and was giving the weakened Mage a sip of water from the leather skin. They did not know if it had any effect on him, or if it was really what he needed in his semi-petrified state, but they did it as a preventive measure, hoping the body would absorb the liquid it had taken in. 
 
    Lomar swiftly mounted his sorrel horse. With a gesture he indicated to the Prince that he was ready. Gerart went through the gate at a trot, followed closely by Lomar guiding the mare which carried Haradin, who was firmly tied to the saddle so he would not fall. As soon as they came into the temple courtyard the Healer Sisters carried the Mage to one of the rooms in the central building.  
 
    Mother Healer Sorundi walked into the discreetly decorated room. On seeing the Prince, she asked in an anguished voice: 
 
    “What about Aliana? And the Protectress Sisters who accompanied her?” 
 
    Gerart bowed his head and looked down at the floor, crushed by the weight of his remorse. 
 
    “Aliana was swept away by the river in Usik territory,” he said in a whisper. “We don’t know whether she got out of the woods alive.”  
 
    “Oh no! What horrible news you bring!” 
 
    “One of the Royal Lancers, Kendas, went after her. Unfortunately, we haven’t had any news from either of them.” 
 
    “What dreadful news! But the Protectress Sisters? Did they make it?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not, Mother Healer, they perished fighting bravely, together with the Royal Lancers.” 
 
    “Jasmin, Olga..., all of them?” 
 
    “All of them… no one survived… I’m so sorry…” 
 
    “By Helaun, Founding Mother of this Order! What devastating news, your Highness! My daughters of the Order of Tirsar…. What a loss… irreparable.” 
 
    “Believe me when I say there’s nothing I wished for more than to be the bearer of different news,” the Prince admitted sorrowfully. 
 
    “I can’t believe it. My Protectress daughters, my girl Aliana, with all her power for good … with that generous soul of hers, my poor child. I must hold on to hope, her Gift can’t have perished. I must hold on to the hope that she’ll survive. She will come back to us, she must. There’s so much power in that girl, so much to be used to help others…” 
 
    “That’s the hope I cling to as well,” admitted the Prince, his eyes watering with uncontrollable emotion. 
 
    The Mother Healer Sorundi turned her attention to the Mage lying on the plain wooden bed. Gena, one of the young Healers with a powerful Gift, was tending to him. She went up to her and examined the Mage’s state. 
 
    “Haradin the Traveler. My good friend, what’s happened to you? What strange venture have you gotten yourself mixed up in this time, to end up like this? My heart bleeds to see one of my dearest, closest friends in such a miserable state.” 
 
    “Are we still in time to save him, Mother Healer?” Gerart asked anxiously. 
 
    “It’s very hard to tell, your Highness. I couldn’t tell you with certainty one way or the other.”  
 
    “He must live, it’s vital for the kingdom,” urged the Prince. 
 
    “I’m not saying it isn’t, my young prince. Of course we’ll do everything in our power, but his situation is critical. We’re not able to perform miracles.” 
 
    “Many brave soldiers have died to rescue him…” Lomar said angrily, his nerves getting the better of him. 
 
    “Let me remind you that Sisters of this Order have died too. My pupils, my daughters, my responsibility… I shan’t tolerate any insinuations, soldier.” 
 
    Gerart looked sternly at Lomar. 
 
    The Lancer lowered his glance. “My most sincere apologies, Mother Healer,” he said. “I didn’t mean to offend you or the Order of Tirsar in any way. Grief for the fallen made me lose my composure. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “So I should hope, young Lancer, or I’ll have my Protectress Sisters escort your person to Rogdonian territory. Don’t forget where you are.” 
 
    “These are difficult moments for all of us,” the Prince interceded. “I beg you to forgive Lomar, his heart is noble.”  
 
    “It’s forgotten. One of the virtues of reaching my age is that memory tends to get vague and selective.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother Healer,” said Gerart. 
 
    Sorundi watched Gena, then gave her a questioning look. When the young Healer replied, there was anxiety in her eyes. 
 
    “I’ve given his whole body a complete examination without interfering too much with the organs, simply analyzing his physical state and the evil which is afflicting him. Something incredible has happened to this body. In some way he has been turned into pure graphite. A very powerful magic must have been at work here. Part of the organism is still in a petrified state, as if the cells were still composed of some ferrous mineral. But a process of reversion has begun, I still haven’t found out how, but it’s working progressively, very slowly, but continuing for the moment.” 
 
    “Aliana began the reversion process more than three weeks ago,” Gerart began to explain to the Healers. “It was the only way we could bring him down from the mountains. When we found him he was a statue of carbon. She used all her energy, but all she could do was kindle that spark of life in him. For weeks we’ve traveled through the kingdom as fast as we could, without a moment’s rest. All we could think of was to bring him here. We gave him water and made sure there were still signs of life, and that’s all we could do for him. His heart is beating, albeit very weakly, but at least beating, I’m sure of that.” 
 
    “The anemic state he’s in is very worrying,” Gena went on. “He’ll need enormous amounts of healing energy so that we can keep his body alive while the process of reversion goes on. If not, his body won’t stand up to all the punishment and he’ll die. What’s making the situation worse is the fact that he’s been without proper attention for many days now, the body has suffered great damage, which must be repaired immediately or we’ll lose him forever.” 
 
    “You did the right thing, your Highness. Nothing else could be done,” Sorundi said soothingly. “Any other procedure could have put an end to his battered life. Thanks to the fact that the reversion process was so slow, he didn’t die during the journey here, so the changes in his state have been minimal. But the body always makes us pay if we don’t respect it. Nature is wise and punishes wrongdoers.” 
 
    “It’s a relief to know we did the right thing,” Lomar said. “There were days during that long journey when we thought we were losing him.”  
 
    “Thank you, my daughter. Allow this old healer to examine the great Mage.” 
 
    “Of course, Mother Healer,” Gena said, and moved to one side so that the leader of the Order could sit on the bed beside the cruelly-used Haradin. 
 
    Sorundi placed her hands on the Mage’s chest and closed her eyes. 
 
    Gena motioned the Prince and the soldier to sit, as the process would take a long time. The Healer Sisters brought water and wooden trays with hot food for the weary travelers, for which they gave grateful thanks. 
 
    The Mother Healer worked in silence for hours, applying all her knowledge and skills to the difficult art of healing. 
 
    Gerart and Lomar, half-dead with exhaustion, fell asleep in the chairs they were resting in after gulping down the food the Sisters had kindly brought them. 
 
    At last Sorundi opened her eyes and heaved a long, deep sigh. 
 
    Two Healer Sisters who had remained beside her held her to stop her falling from the bed with exhaustion. They brought her water, and after a couple of sips the leader of the order leaned back in a padded chair. 
 
    “Your Highness, wake up,” she said in a tired voice. 
 
    Gerart and Lomar woke up at once and rose to their feet. 
 
    “I haven’t much time left before I pass out, so I’ll be quick. Haradin is alive, and he’ll need extensive care so that his weakened body can recover. I’ve put all my energy into mending the harm he’s suffered during these last three weeks, but even so I still haven’t cured him completely. We’ll go on working on his body: several Sisters will take turns to help in the process of reversion.” 
 
    “Then he’s going to make it?” Gerart asked with renewed hope. 
 
    “The body will heal, yes. We’ll mend the harm done and speed up the process of reversion.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful news!” Lomar said excitedly. 
 
    “I said the body, young soldier. The body will heal. The mind, on the other hand, is something very different. It’s blocked, there’s no way to reach it. I don’t know if it’s Haradin himself or the evil magic which has done this. Whatever the truth may be, we can only wait and heal the body. The mind must wake by itself, unless it’s been irreparably damaged.” 
 
    “That being the case, it’s best that he should stay here at the Temple. We’ll go back to the capital to inform the King. Once we’re there, we’ll await news of his recovery.” 
 
    “Very well, your Highness. And now, if you’ll allow me, this old Healer is exhausted and is going to take a rest.” 
 
    “Of course, Mother Healer. Once again the Kingdom of Rogdon is indebted to the Order of Tirsar. I won’t forget, I promise.” 
 
    Sorundi nodded in farewell and left the room, leaning on the two Sisters. 
 
    Gena turned to the two travelers. 
 
    “We’ve arranged rooms so that you can rest from your long journey. You look completely drained. We’ve prepared hot baths too, which I’m sure your tired bodies will appreciate, as will our offended noses.” 
 
    The healer’s last words took both prince and lancer by surprise, they looked at each other. The truth was that they looked terrible: torn and dirty clothes covered with mud, blood, sweat and dirt. 
 
    They both smiled. 
 
    The truth was that they stank like a pigsty! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a good night’s rest, something which their bodies had been unable to enjoy in more than two months, Gerart and Lomar left for Rilentor, the great capital of the Kingdom. The Protectress Sisters lent them clean clothes and armor for the trip. Sorundi insisted on providing an escort, since there were troubled undercurrents in the kingdom and rumors of war were growing louder every day. At last, at the insistence of the Healer, Gerart gave in. They left at first light, with the sun not yet risen, escorted by a dozen Protectress Sisters. 
 
    It was well into the night when they arrived at the Royal Fortress of Rilentor. Prince and soldier were summoned immediately to the Throne Hall. King Solin requested their presence without delay. 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    When they arrived in the familiar great hall where his father dealt with the kingdom’s business, Gerart felt a mixture of feelings: sweet because he was back home, bitter because of the news he was bringing his father. He walked through the magnificent columns of the Throne Hall, with its walls decorated with rich tapestries in blue and silver motifs which depicted epic battles of the past. The Royal Guard were prominent in the great room.  
 
    His father, King Solin, sat waiting for him on the baroque throne. Beside him sat his mother, Queen Eleuna. At the foot of the throne were the King’s two closest counselors. Beside his mother was Urien, the small, frail political counselor, with his emblematic snow-white mane. Beside his father was Drocus, First General of the Army of Rogdon, unmistakable in his dress armor of gold and silver, fingering his thick black beard. 
 
    Both faces were grim, even severe. It was not a good sign. 
 
    He reached them, Lomar following behind him, and bowed before the throne. 
 
    “Father, Mother, Royal Counselors,” he said, greeting each of them with a glance. 
 
    “What the hell happened? Where have you been all this time?” his father roared in welcome.  
 
    “Solin!” his wife, the Queen, chided him.  
 
    “I’m sorry about the delay and how little news I’ve been able to send home, Father.” 
 
    “You left almost two months ago, and it’s only days since we found out you were still alive!” his father reprimanded him sternly. 
 
    “I had no way of reporting, Father… A few days ago we were near Rienbraun, and we went into town to send you a message. We had to get to the Temple of Tirsar as soon as possible. Haradin’s life depended on it.” 
 
    “The important thing is to know you’re alive, my son,” his mother said with a smile. 
 
    “Did you find Haradin alive?” Urien, the Royal Counselor asked. 
 
    “Yes, we did. We found him at last and managed to rescue him. He’s now at the Temple of Tirsar with the Healers, and although there are no guarantees, he may recover.” 
 
    “What happened to him? When will he be able to fight beside our army?” First General Drocus wanted to know. 
 
    “We don’t know. The Healer Sisters couldn’t say how long it might take him to get well. But it doesn’t look as if it’s going to be a quick recovery.” 
 
    “Thunder and Lightning!” exclaimed the General. “I need him right away! War is taking giant steps towards us. The situation is critical!” 
 
    “What’s happening? Have we been attacked? Are we at war already?” Gerart asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    “No, not yet. But everything suggests it’s only a matter of hours, perhaps a couple of days,” Counselor Urien explained. 
 
    “Before we talk about the conflict,” the King asked, “I want an explanation of what happened with Haradin’s rescue. It was supposed to be a pretty simple mission, or at least so I was told. What the hell happened, Gerart? What have you done?”  
 
    Quietly, so as not to let himself get carried away by his emotions or the anger in his father’s voice, Gerart gave an account of everything that had happened during that fateful rescue mission, from the day they had left the Temple of Tirsar to their return there carrying the helpless Haradin. 
 
    At the end of the chilling story a gloomy silence fell over the Throne Hall. 
 
    Gerart was aware that he was on the point of receiving the full brunt of his father’s rage, and prepared himself for the blast. 
 
    “You idiot! What were you thinking?” Solin roared, completely beside himself. 
 
    The Queen tried to calm him in vain. “Solin…I beg you… please…” 
 
    “You went into deep Usik territory with a column of Lancers? Have you completely lost your mind? How could you do something as stupid as that? This was a suicide mission, and you condemned them all to death!” 
 
    Gerart swallowed hard. 
 
    “I’m truly sorry that’s how you see it, Father…” 
 
    “And worse still, you condemned yourself to almost certain death. Haven’t you learnt anything in all these years? Don’t you understand the importance of your decisions? They’re decisions which affect the future of this nation, not only your own actions and life. Nation and honor, how many times have I told you this, Gerart?”  
 
    The Prince looked down. 
 
    “I did what I thought was best for the kingdom, for my country, honorably. You may not approve, but I betrayed neither my principles nor your teachings. We needed Haradin at our side to defend us from the Nocean invasion. I did it for the Kingdom.” 
 
    “What did you do for the Kingdom? Send a column of Lancers on a suicide mission? Doom those men? Waste their lives and the future of this kingdom in a useless display of bravado?” 
 
    “Solin, please… calm down…” Queen Eleuna pleaded once again. 
 
    “I thought your Majesty was aware of the Prince’s mission,” said Counselor Urien. 
 
    “My son,” the King went on, pointing an accusing finger at Gerart, “kept the dangers of the mission hidden from me, conveniently forgetting to mention he was going into Usik territory. Before he left the Temple of Tirsar, he informed me that he was heading to the eastern steppes. He knew perfectly well that I wouldn’t have approved of any mission like that in Usik territory.” 
 
    “It was necessary to rescue Haradin.” Gerart defended himself with aplomb. “And that’s what I did, for my country, regardless of the danger.”  
 
    “The risk, you dimwit!” his father exploded. “That’s always the most important factor to consider!”  
 
    “I’m sorry to have disappointed you, Father. I’ll accept whatever punishment you decide on.” 
 
    “And what punishment will return those brave Lancers to life? Those devoted Sisters of the Order of Tirsar, my personal friend Sergeant Major Mortuc? Tell me, my young Prince, what punishment exactly?” 
 
    Gerart remained silent. Mention of the Sergeant had disarmed him completely. A mixture of pain and rage came up from his stomach, and he felt like crying. His eyes moistened. But he could not allow his father to see him shed tears, much less in public, in front of the Royal Counselors. He bit his lower lip hard and held back his tears, looking ahead of him, his chin held high. 
 
    He would not let him see him cry. 
 
    Not ever. 
 
    The Queen noticed the difficult moment her son was going through and came to his help. 
 
    “What’s done is done, and it can’t be changed. Gerart acted from his heart, as he always does, certainly not with his head as his father would have wished, as even I would have wished. But his reasons were noble, and that’s what counts. Arguing about it now won’t do us any good.” 
 
    Gerart felt a slight relief, as if a gentle sea breeze had touched his forehead. But the storm was not over yet. 
 
    “You’ve disappointed me deeply, Gerart. But your mother is right, what’s done is done. You’ll have to live with the deaths of the Lancers, and of Mortuc and the Protectress Sisters, on your conscience. Perhaps you’ll learn something from it, although I doubt it.” 
 
    “Their deaths will always be with me, Father, I know I’m responsible for them…” 
 
    “Now listen carefully, Gerart. You won’t do anything else without my leave, and you’ll tell me every detail of anything you’re planning. If I ever find you involved in any other tomfoolery, I’ll put you in prison like a common thief. I won’t allow any member of the Royal Family to dishonor me. You have my word on that, the word of King Solin.” 
 
    “I understand, Father…” 
 
    “I hope you do, because the disapproval I feel towards you now will take quite a long time to fade, if indeed it ever does.” 
 
    Gerart lowered his head before his father’s fury, and a tense silence filled the hall. 
 
    “Lancer, who are you?” the Queen said, addressing Lomar in an attempt to change the subject. 
 
    “Royal Lancer Lomar, at your service, your Majesty,” he said with a deep bow. 
 
    “Did you accompany my son on the expedition to Usik territory?” asked Queen Eleuna with interest. 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty, I had the honor to serve with your son, and if I may say so, the Prince’s courage and heroism were commendable.” 
 
    “I appreciate your heartfelt words,” she replied, looking at her royal husband out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    “If you enjoyed serving with my son so much, I’ll allow you to continue doing so in the future. As of today you’ll be in his service permanently,” the King ordered. 
 
    “As you wish, your Majesty,” Lomar said. 
 
    “Perhaps we should concentrate on the situation at hand and find alternatives,” Counselor Urien suggested, “now that we know what happened to Haradin and what his present state is.” 
 
    “True, the situation is critical. We must act swiftly,” said Drocus. 
 
    At that moment Mirkos the Erudite entered the Throne Hall. The Mage, aged but powerful, walked toward the group with weary step. 
 
    Gerart looked at him and smiled. He had a deep fondness for the good old Mage, with his unmistakable white beard, long and thick, his bushy snow-white brows and his striking, almost albino mane. He was wearing a long, heavy blue robe. To judge by his shaggy look of disarray, he had just been woken up so that he could attend this late meeting. 
 
    “Good evening to all,” he greeted them, leaning on his staff. 
 
    They all returned the greeting with courteous bows. 
 
    “To what do I owe the honor of being summoned at such an unholy hour? Nothing good, I’d wager…” 
 
    “You’d wager correctly, Mirkos,” the King said grimly. “Forgive the hour, my friend, but the situation can’t wait until tomorrow.”  
 
    “That’s what I guessed. So what is it? What’s happened?” 
 
    “Gerart, tell him about it,” said his father. 
 
    Gerart told the old Mage the whole story for the second time, explaining in detail what had happened to Haradin. 
 
    “Ah, Haradin and his Ilenians… how many times have I told him to stop searching for them? Nothing good can ever come from the Lost Civilization. We shouldn’t disturb those who have rested in peace since before the Age of Men began. They come from a vanished age, when the Ilenians ruled in Tremia. Thus it has always been, and thus we must let them be. My studies indicate that although their origin might go back to the dawn of time, the Ilenians disappeared mysteriously from the face of this earth more than three thousand years ago, very possibly because of, or as a consequence of, their powerful magic. Or at least that’s what this old scholar believes. But these youngsters don’t heed their elders, as is only natural, and then these things happen. The Ilenians had very powerful magic at their disposal, superior to ours. There’s nothing comparable now to the power they supposedly wielded, or so we experts in the matter think. Haradin couldn’t resist the temptation to find an Object of Power from the Lost Civilization. It was too great a temptation… If only he’d listened to me… I told him again and again to let the Ilenians rest in peace. Their arcane magic can only bring us trouble, as indeed has turned out to be the case. Nobody listens to their elders, but as soon as he recovers he’ll have to hear what I have to say, he will indeed!” 
 
    “That is, if he recovers,” Drocus put in. 
 
    “He will, if he’s in the hands of the Healer Sisters he’ll recover, I haven’t the slightest doubt. But the magic used to turn him into carbon was extremely powerful, Ilenian Magic, and reversing the process might take a lot more time and effort.” 
 
    “Time that we don’t have,” said Counselor Urien, sounding deeply worried. “Rogdon’s enemies are on the move, on the brink of attacking.” 
 
    “What’s the present situation?” the Mage asked. 
 
    The King got up and came to stand beside his two counselors. Gerart and Mirkos were in front of them, Lomar a couple of paces behind listening in silence. 
 
    “The situation is very grave,” the King began. “On one hand the Noceans are amassing an army on the southern border, very near Silanda, our fortified border city. On the other hand, the Norghanians have mobilized three of their armies, and are now camped in front of the Fortress of the Half Moon, towards the northeast, at the great mountain pass. Everything points to the fact that they’re ready to attack. The Norghanians blame us for the murder of the Great Duke Orten, King Thoran’s brother, and they’re after revenge. On the other hand, the Noceans tried to kill Prince Gerart, and they’ve mobilized in response to our closing of the borders. With the Norghanians pressing in the northeast, I’ve no doubt that the treacherous, greedy Noceans will try to take Silanda.” 
 
    When Gerart heard the news threatening the Kingdom he felt true anxiety. He knew of the difficulties with the Noceans, but the danger of a war with the Norghanians was something totally new to him. They could not stand against two simultaneous invasions! 
 
    “We find ourselves in a predicament,” Urien said. “If we don’t manage to dissuade the Norghanians and they attack, the Noceans will follow suit and unless I’m much mistaken, we won’t be able to fight on both fronts at the same time. We don’t have enough men.” 
 
    “My thoughts precisely,” said Drocus. 
 
    “Two very powerful nations on the point of invading us…” Mirkos mused aloud. 
 
    “It’s time to act, gentlemen,” the King said. “Rogdon needs us, her people need us. This is my command: Gerart and Urien, you’ll go to the Fortress of the Half Moon to direct its defense against a possible Norghanian assault, which I fear is imminent. King Thoran is a brainless brute, I doubt whether we can convince him that we had nothing to do with his brother’s death. You, Mirkos and Drocus, will go to Silanda to defend the city from the Noceans. I don’t trust those desert vermin at all. The greedy eyes of the Empire of the Deserts are set on our country.” 
 
    “As you wish, your Majesty,” replied Drocus and Urien. 
 
    “A little heat will be good for these rheumatic old bones of mine,” Mirkos said, lightening the mood in the hall. 
 
    “What are your orders, your Majesty?” Drocus asked. 
 
    “You’ll defend both fortresses to the last man. If we’re attacked, we’ll have to resist on the walls or die. We can’t go out into the field and fight divided against two armies which both outnumber us. The enemy hosts are vast and our army, although brave, is far smaller. Be prudent, remember we’re still not at war, so let’s not declare it by mistake.” He gave Gerart an accusing glance, and the young man looked away, hurt. “If we’re provoked, hold stoically, don’t retaliate under any circumstances until you receive my order. Is that absolutely clear?” 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty,” Drocus said as the others nodded. 
 
    “I’m going to try to talk one last time with the Norghanians as well as the Noceans. I’ll send the ambassadors as a final attempt to reach a diplomatic agreement, although I fear it will be in vain in the present situation. I must try to stop this insanity by whatever means before it starts. I won’t stop at any cost, even though I have to swallow my pride. The lives of many honest Rogdonians are at stake: men, women and children, hardworking and peaceful, who don’t deserve to suffer the horrors of a war. As King of Rogdon and leader of the nation, it’s my duty to defend them, each and every one of them, and defend them I will. By the Light, I will!” 
 
    “I think I speak for everybody when I say, your Majesty, that we’re entirely at the service of the nation, whatever the need may be,” Mirkos put in. 
 
    “Mirkos, my old friend, you speak from the heart like the King’s faithful Battle Mage you are, and I appreciate it, even more now in this hour of dire need for the Kingdom. Mark my words, I need Silanda to stand. If the Noceans penetrate through the south, they’ll get here to Rilentor. We can’t stop them in the open and we’ll lose half the kingdom. I’m deeply worried by his Sorcerers, the evil fame of Zecly and his dark arts is well-known. You must fight them with all your strength. I know fighting and bloodshed are things you loathe, Mirkos, but if we don’t stop them they’ll spread death and destruction across all the southern lands of the kingdom and destroy everything. Like a plague of locusts, they’ll lay waste to the whole South.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, your Majesty, for all his aches and pains this old Mage still has an ace or two up his sleeve. If Zecly or his minions attack Silanda they’ll have this amiable Mage’s fury to contend with. And you know what they say about the fury of an amiable man…” 
 
    “Thank you, Mirkos. You’ve never failed me in the past, and I know you won’t fail me now, with danger so imminent and so overwhelming for the Kingdom.” 
 
    “And what are we going to do about the Ice Mages of the Norghanians, your Majesty?” Counselor Urien asked with a heavy heart. 
 
    “You must hold until Haradin is recovered. Once he is, I’ll send him to you to help in the defense of the city. Until then you’ll have to endure against the evil arts of those Ice Mages of the North as best you can.” 
 
    “We will, Father, don’t worry,” Gerart said, sure of himself. 
 
    “The Norghanians will test your mettle. Don’t disappoint me again, son…” 
 
    “I won’t, Father, rest assured.” 
 
    Solin, visibly restless, turned to the Queen, and his gaze lingered on her. His expression turned introspective, then severe. 
 
    “Difficult times are coming to Rogdon, and a black storm is approaching to darken our country’s horizon. Our future is uncertain and somber. We mustn’t be led by false hopes. War is practically inevitable at this point. We must prepare to defend our country. We must prepare to give our lives for our home. 
 
    “We must fight or die!” 
 
    King Solin drew Comet, the sword of the Rogdonian Kings, of which it was said that it had been forged from the metal found in a comet which had fallen on Rogdonian land one night during an eclipse several centuries before. He raised it to the sky and cried: 
 
    “For Rogdon!” 
 
    They all replied in unison: 
 
    “For Rogdon!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Along the hidden path 
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    Iruki, Yakumo —Masig Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    The way up to the summit was turning out difficult, a lot more so than Iruki had initially imagined. It was a day and a half since they had left their horses and begun to climb the overwhelming range in the heart of the Masig steppes. The majestic mountain rose like a rocky island in the middle of a calm sea of colorful vegetation. The highest peak was permanently covered in snow, seeming to melt into the infinite sky which crowned it. It was so high it touched the kingdom from which the gods watched the insignificant lives of mortals. 
 
    They had to escape, to go on climbing to the summit in order to hide from the relentless Norghanians who were combing the steppes in pursuit of them. She was aware that they would not stop until they caught them. She and the Assassin had killed Great Duke Orten, the brother of King Thoran of Norghana, and although that serpent had deserved the end he had met at her hand, there would be no pity for them, none at all. They had to hide up there, it was the only way Iruki could see to avoid that devil of a Tracker who had captured them, and whom they had managed to escape from by sheer good luck. Iruki had refused to hide among her people, the Blue Cloud of the Masig. She was trying at all costs to avoid an armed confrontation which would end with the Norghanians decimating her tribe. 
 
    Iruki was exhausted. Her aching body was begging her to stop, but she kept on between the boulders very carefully, a slip or a stumble would mean the end of their venture. This was not the first time she had climbed the sacred mountain of her people; her father had shown her the paths and secrets of the ascent of the splendid mountain. But she had never climbed so high and on her own, and it made her feel proud and scared at the same time. They were very near. They would soon reach the Fountain of Life. 
 
    If everything went as it should. 
 
    She remembered vividly the moment when her father, Kaune Eagle Warrior, had shown her the most precious treasure of their tribe: the sacred fountain which was the origin, the seed of her people. His pride had been almost tangible. It was a holy place for the Masig, the people of the steppes. The sky-blue fountain at the top of the mountain melted into the infinite heavens. The place was so beautiful that Iruki could find no words to describe it. This was where, according to the legends, her beloved people had come from. Those legends were epics full of color and myth, passed down by the elders from generation to generation. They were the people of the prairies, the lords of the plains, whose destiny was to rise someday as one and rule over the steppes from north to south and east to west. Many and rich were the legends of her people, they spoke of great warriors, of a free folk, strong and proud. It saddened Iruki to think that unfortunately her people lived only a hair’s-breadth away from being enslaved. 
 
    They’re no more than legends to feed the spirit of the Masig, to create hope in their broken hearts, to kindle the fire of life so that it doesn’t die under the tyrant boots of those empires which aim to crush our soul. Perhaps they’re only legends, but they bring hope, the seed of yearning. And who knows, perhaps one day it might sprout into a strong oak on which a great leader might stand up to the powerful enemy nations.  
 
    She stopped to dry the perspiration on her forehead with the edge of her suede shirt. She filled her lungs with the cold pure air of the mountain, which cleared her mind even though it did not relieve the exhaustion of her legs. She looked back to make sure that the silent assassin was following her. The stranger smiled wide and honestly, which comforted her. This enigmatic foreigner with slanting eyes was not a great talker, but physically he was a wonder. He had climbed without the least apparent effort, and seemed impervious to tiredness. In fact Iruki was convinced that the Assassin was immune to the elements, as well as to exhaustion. His breathing was always relaxed and regular, and the strain of the climb seemed to make no dent in his impressive resilience. 
 
    Iruki went on carefully towards the west along the narrow ledge, no more than two hand-spans wide. The cliff looked as if it had been carved out of the vertical mountain-side. On her right was the cold rocky wall of the mountain. On her left: the abyss, an endless precipice which threatened them at every step. 
 
    She went on, slowly and warily, until she reached a stretch which had sunk towards the abyss. The danger triggered the Masig’s senses, adrenalin ran through her whole body. She stared at this black hole into nothingness. The width to be crossed was no more than six hand-spans; she knew she could make it, but fear overpowered her. She tried to calm herself and focused on the situation. All she had to do was stay calm and concentrate. I can do it. It’s a small leap, just a small leap …across the void…across an endless fall to the abyss. Don’t be a fool! You can do it! Keep your balance and jump smoothly. Come on! Do it! Don’t think about it anymore, just do it! 
 
    She pointed at the danger with her hand and looked at her companion who nodded in understanding. Iruki fingered the cold grey rock on her right. She crouched and launched herself across the void. At once she recovered her balance and stood still for a moment, as if frozen in time. I did it! I managed! She was overjoyed. She breathed out in relief and relaxed. She had cleared the jump like a true Masig, her ancestors would be proud of her. She moved on and turned just in time to see the Assassin clear the obstacle with cat-like lightness. Iruki could sense his lethal instincts. Dressed in black he resembled a deadly wild panther. Where others stepped clumsily he appeared to float, as if his feet never touched the ground, as if it were impossible for his body to lose its harmony or balance for a single moment. He was a truly intriguing man. When he wrapped himself in his black cloak, he looked like a shadow from the world beyond. 
 
    Iruki smiled at him, shaking her head, and the Assassin replied by shrugging his shoulders and giving her an impish grin. The Masig continued the treacherous climb along the narrow ledge. She stopped a few steps away from a vaguely familiar turn. She searched for some sound in the space around her, for a whisper of distant happy times. And as if in reply to her wishes, an echo reached her on the wings of the freezing wind. The sound began as a distant murmur, gradually turning stronger until it was a steady muffled roar. She went on around the corner. The roar hit her from ahead filling her ears just as if a giant hand had been waiting for her. 
 
     She leaned on the rocky wall and contemplated one of the most impressive spectacles Mother Nature had ever created on the face of the earth: a huge waterfall, heavy with foam, which fell from the sky to the base of the colossal mountain, turning into a sea of white spray as it hit the rocks. The noise was so loud it muffled any other sound. An ocean of white water fell roaring to the steppes, to end in the great sacred lake of the Masig. 
 
    “Impressive!” shouted the Assassin, his hand to his mouth so she could hear him. “Truly extraordinary!” 
 
    “It’s unbelievably beautiful!” shouted Iruki back with all the strength of her lungs. “Awesome!” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it!” 
 
    “My father showed it to me when I was younger. It’s a holy place for our people. Our legends tell how life began in this enormous waterfall that feeds the great lake down in the plain.” 
 
    “It’s huge! Where does all this water come from?” 
 
    “From the Fountain of Life. It’s a giant lake at the top of the mountain, between several of the highest peaks of the range!” 
 
    “Is that where we’re going?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s practically unreachable. Only the Masig know the secret pass to the top. It’s not much further. We have to go on!” 
 
    The Assassin pointed at the mass of water falling into the void. “But the cliff goes straight up into the waterfall. It will swallow us, and we’ll die!”  
 
    “Don’t worry, trust me. A little ahead we’ll leave the cliff. We’ll go up the wall at a secret spot, then into the waterfall through a hidden pass higher up. Follow me!” 
 
    Leaning against the wall, Iruki went on towards the waterfall. After a few careful steps the force of the huge fall became noticeable. The blast of wind and water hit her, making it difficult to stay close to the wall. She moved forward carefully so as not to be dragged down by the power of the water then turned and scanned the mountain-side for the hidden symbols her father had taught her to recognize. For an instant she was doubtful, but she was determined to find the secret way in. Their lives depended on it. A few moments later her determination was rewarded. 
 
    She took three steps to the left with her eyes fixed on a symbol which no stranger to those parts would have been able to make out. Only the Masig, trained from childhood, could recognize the marks which blended into the rock and were invisible to most people. 
 
    “Here’s where we have to begin the ascent!” shouted Iruki above the deafening roar. “If we go on any further the waterfall will take us!”  
 
    “All right! Go on, I’m following you!”  
 
    Iruki looked for the hidden support. It had to be roughly above her head, chiseled on the grey wall of rock and invisible to the eye, but she knew she was at the right place for she had already identified the secret mark, the hidden Masig symbol. After a few blind attempts fingering the rock she found it at last, and with an inner feeling of victory she began to climb the vertical wall, very slowly. The way was dangerous, so that she had to find support for her feet and hands by touch. She had climbed that wall with her father, so that although she could not see them she knew the finger- and foot-holds were there. They’re hidden and secret but they’re real. I’ll find them! Her body was complaining from the effort, but she kept on with an iron will.  
 
    She looked down and her eyes met those of the Assassin, who was looking at her worriedly. His face showed the tension and appeared whitish instead of its usual yellow shade. Iruki went on up the vertical wall until at last her hand reached the upper ledge. It was hidden from below, but she knew it was there. Exhausted, she sat with her feet dangling over the ledge and looked at the Assassin. 
 
    “I’ll guide you,” she said. “From up here I can see the holds in the rock! Follow my instructions and you’ll reach me safe and sound.” She had the feeling, though, that even without her help, he would be able to reach her. 
 
    The Assassin smiled and began to finger the rock in search of the first hold, just as she had done. Guided by Iruki, the mysterious stranger climbed up the wall in a moment with amazing sure-footedness. 
 
    They rested for some time sitting on the hidden rock path, gazing down at the endless precipice below their feet and at the gigantic cataract which roared like a thousand lions on their right. The view was spectacular: an immense torrent of water flowing with titanic strength and diving eternally into the void, the majesty of the infinite mountains, the sacred blue lake at their feet where the waterfall ended, it all left Iruki breathless. For her that was the most extraordinary scenery on earth and nothing could change her mind.  
 
    The rest renewed their spirits and strength. They had a bite from their supplies and drank from the water-skin the Assassin carried at his back. In restful silence, they stayed contemplating the beauty of the landscape. 
 
    For an instant their eyes crossed and linked. Neither said a word. A sweet tension filled the silence as her eyes tried to decipher the secrets hidden behind his. Both feared to break the link.  
 
    At last, Iruki asked: “Why did you save me that night at the Norghanian fortress?”  
 
    She lowered her eyes, but only for an instant. When she looked back up, she met his. 
 
    With an obvious effort, as if it were almost impossible for him to express any feelings, the Assassin began to explain. 
 
    “I did it because… I’m an empty man… without a soul… and for once in my despicable life I wanted to do something good to fill that void, even the slightest bit,” he said with naked honesty. He looked down, and for the first time allowed himself to show something of the shame he felt inwardly. 
 
    “I don’t understand…” 
 
    “I’m an Assassin. That’s what I am…All my life has been devoted to the art of killing… When I was just a boy, because of certain abilities I have and my partial affinity to the Gift, I was selected to join an ancestral clan of Assassins.” 
 
    “But that’s not your fault…” 
 
    “Even so… all I’ve ever known has been discipline and death, from my earliest childhood till now. Discipline to let me master the art of killing and follow the designs of my Masters without any question. I’ve killed many times, and I continue killing. And with every killing my soul has turned emptier and emptier, a little at a time, until there’s nothing but complete emptiness, black as the darkest night…” 
 
    “You’re not an evil man. I can see it in your eyes. The eyes don’t lie. They show us what’s inside people, their spirit. If you were a man without a soul, you wouldn’t have taken pity on me that night. You wouldn’t have saved me.” She laid her hand gently on the Assassin’s leg. 
 
    “You don’t understand, Iruki Wind of the Steppes, I’m an Assassin, a robber of lives. I’m empty of feelings, I’m a despicable evil being.” 
 
    “It’s the Norghanian who rapes and kills out of sadistic pleasure, who’s evil, not you!” 
 
    “You should get away from me, Iruki. Go away and escape the vileness I give out so that it doesn’t sully you. You’re pure, born free in the beautiful steppes. You belong to a noble, proud people. I wouldn’t want you corrupted by me, by the evil that’s been instilled in me and the dark being I’ve become.” 
 
    Iruki looked at him again: “Is that what you want to be?” she spat out. “Is that what your soul asks you to be?” 
 
    “Whatever I want isn’t important any more. It’s too late for me. What I am cannot be changed, I can’t undo the past. I can’t give back the lives I’ve taken…” 
 
    “That’s true, you can’t change the past the way the tall grass of the plains changes color with the seasons. A hyena is a scavenger and will always be one, because it’s an animal. Man can change, you can change, the hyena of the plains can’t. You can look to the future and become a better man, redeem your faults, fill the void you feel in your soul.” Iruki was aware of the great sadness the Assassin carried inside him. 
 
    “Your words are filled with kindness, princess of the prairies, and I appreciate them from the bottom of my heart. But there’s no possible future for a man such as I am. Evil is rooted deep in me, it’s blackened my soul beyond any possible redemption. There’s no hope…” 
 
    “That’s not true, there’s always hope, otherwise there wouldn’t be life. You’ve already taken one step in the right direction, you saved me. Even now you go on helping me. You’ve already begun to free yourself from your inner demons. The powerful lion can’t help killing the graceful gazelle, it’s his animal instinct. But you, you can change that instinct that was instilled in you. Keep on that path and maybe one day you’ll begin to feel that your soul is at peace once again. Don’t give up now, keep fighting to redeem yourself.” 
 
    “Thank you, Iruki Wind of the Steppes. I appreciate your good intentions. Your heart is pure, good and noble. Keep it that way if you can. Don’t allow the cold tentacles of evil to even touch the goodness of your soul. Protect it always. I’ll think about what you’ve told me today. Thank you again.” He made a slight bow. 
 
    “Your gratitude is unnecessary. I’m not a wise person, nor have I seen much beyond my tribe and my beloved steppes, but I speak from my heart, and if my words can help you in any way, that will make me happy.” 
 
    The Assassin smiled shyly. 
 
    Iruki smiled in return. 
 
    “On the other hand,” she said, intrigued, “we’ve been together quite a few days, we’ve been through a mishap or two, we’re chatting like good friends and I still don’t know your name. You’ve never told me. What is it?”  
 
    “My name doesn’t deserve to be known, that’s why I’ve never mentioned it. A man without honor doesn’t deserve to be acknowledged, doesn’t deserve a name. You may call me Assassin because that’s what I am.” 
 
    “All right… If that’s your wish I’ll respect it, but I must say I don’t agree. I hope the day will come when you feel you can tell me your true name.” She looked into his eyes but he looked away, ashamed. 
 
    A silence so uncomfortable that not even the cold winds of those heights could break it rose between them. Iruki was surprised to feel a chill that made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. 
 
    With a sudden bounce the Assassin got to his feet. 
 
    “We must move on!” he said, pointing at the ledge that ran up the vertical mountain-side towards the waterfall. Iruki looked in that direction and her heart missed a beat. Her throat closed, leaving her unable to utter a sound. A line of Norghanian soldiers in their red and white war uniforms were beginning the ascent of the path, guided by a man dressed in green. 
 
    “By the jackals of the plains!” Iruki finally managed to burst out. “Those heartless hyenas have found our trail, they’re after us. Can you see how many of them there are?” 
 
    “I can count more than a dozen… nearly twenty,” replied the Assassin. His hand was shadowing his eyes from the sun. “But they’re too far off to be certain. There could be more. In any case they’re too many to confront, we must flee.” 
 
    “The guide…?” 
 
    “The Tracker, no doubt.” 
 
    “In that case, we’d better disappear at once,” said Iruki, who was already starting to move. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll be able to reach here? That they’ll find the hidden path?” 
 
    “I doubt it. Only the Masig know the exact location of the pass which gives access. Identifying it is practically impossible. Only a well-trained Masig can read the almost invisible signs on the sacred rock of the mountain. As far as anyone is concerned they’re invisible… although nothing about that Tracker would surprise me. We’ve already seen his abilities at first hand. That’s why I think it’s best to go into the waterfall and hide.” Iruki pointed to the path ahead. 
 
    “Do you mean to cross the waterfall and go up to the lake from the other end?” 
 
    Iruki thought for a moment. 
 
    “No, I think it’ll be better not to try the waterfall itself, but walk into the mountain instead. Inside, hidden there, is the Cave of No Return, a cursed place which my people are forbidden to set foot upon.” Iruki was absorbed in her thoughts: on the one hand she wanted to escape the relentless Tracker, but on the other she had no desire to enter the forbidden cave. 
 
    The Assassin said somberly, “If they aren’t allowed in, it must be for a good reason.” 
 
    She turned and looked at him. With a quavering voice she said: “The legends tell that whoever goes into that cursed cave never comes back. It’s the place where those who have tried to harm the Fountain of Life are doomed to stay for all eternity. At least that’s what my people believe.” 
 
    “And you’re willing to go in there, defying the laws of your people?” 
 
    “I’d rather face an accursed cave than that Tracker and his men. Besides I have a lethal Assassin with me. What could that cave use against us? Rock? We’ll hide in the Cave of No Return. There’s no other option, if we follow the path we’ll come out to the great lake of the peaks and there’s nowhere to hide there. There’s only an endless sea of blue water reaching to the sky, water and more water for leagues and leagues and leagues. We can’t hide there, the shores are practically bare.” 
 
    The Assassin nodded in understanding. 
 
    Iruki took the lead again. 
 
    The two fugitives, following the path, turned into the waterfall, which appeared to swallow them in its roar. Behind the water, hidden in its shade, was an enormous cave which could not be seen from outside, completely hidden by the current of water that fell from the top. They went into it, leaving the roaring waterfall behind. Once they were deep inside, they stopped. The path continued on the other side of the mouth of the cave, going on to the summit. 
 
     Iruki looked at it with doubt eating at her heart. She knew that going to the great lake would leave them unprotected. They would be easy prey for the Tracker and his men. There was no way out other than the one they had come through. She crouched and tried to dispel the fear she felt when she looked towards the cursed entrance. She knew it was an irrational fear born out of legends and tales told by the elders of the tribe, but she could not help herself. Something inside her told her those legends she had been listening to since she was a child had some kernel of truth in them… 
 
    As if he could read her mind, the Assassin said: “Perhaps we won’t need to go too deep into the cursed cave. Most likely the Tracker won’t find the way up here.” 
 
    “You’re right, he probably won’t find the way.” She relaxed a little. “Let’s keep an eye on things and if we see movement we’ll go into the depths of the cave. If not, we’ll just stay here.” 
 
    “Meanwhile I’ll gather some wood to make a torch,” said the Assassin. 
 
    “Let’s hope it won’t be necessary,” she said with a half-smile that tried to hide her fear. 
 
    Time went by and night fell. Iruki relaxed in the false safety of their situation. Her body and spirit needed the rest. The Assassin watched the point of access intently from her side. A strange feeling came upon her every time their eyes met. She felt uneasy in her stomach, a mixture of excitement and pleasure she had never known before. The mysterious man who had rescued her from the Norghanians was a complete enigma, a tormented soul she wanted to reach out to. Iruki discovered she wanted to read him, know him and most of all help him. But the feeling turned to fear…Be wary, he’s a lethal man and an assassin, he admits it himself. Those thoughts kept her on guard but she could not help these new emotions from stirring inside her. Sleep overcame her mind. She tried to reject it, but the night was calm and she was tired, so tired… And the presence of the Assassin at her side comforted her, filled her with warmth… 
 
    She was swallowed up in the world of dreams. 
 
    Firm hands over her mouth and shoulder woke her. She opened her eyes, startled, and they met the slanted black eyes of her companion. He whispered in her ear, “He’s discovered it. They’re coming up. We must leave.” 
 
    Iruki jumped to her feet at once and cursed between gritted teeth. She turned and pointed inside the cave. 
 
    “That way,” and she lunged into it. 
 
    Into the Cave of No Return. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Iruki and the Assassin went on warily into the dark depths of the cave. This soon began to narrow, as if that gigantic being of granite and black rock were trying to devour them. They found themselves in a tight, sinister corridor molded into granite, eroded with time, which went on and on seemingly swallowing them up in all their daring. Before them was impenetrable darkness, silent and threatening, without any apparent end. Around them their silhouetted shadows, projected by the light of the improvised torch, moved in a ghostly dance on the rocky walls. 
 
    With each step, Iruki felt a mixture of fear and remorse for having dared to enter that forbidden place. Her father would be deeply disappointed. She could imagine his stern face looking at her with disapproval, hurt in his pride as a father who loved her more than he loved the prairies themselves. She was breaking the sacred rules of her people, those ancestral beliefs passed down through generations. How was she going to justify her actions to her people, her father…? She was walking on accursed ground.  
 
    The Assassin turned and motioned her to stop. Instinctively Iruki put her hand on the handle of the hunting machete she wore at her side, a gift from one of her uncle’s warriors. She listened, holding her breath, but could only hear the crackling of the torch. The Assassin remained still, frozen for a moment, holding the torch aloft and looking intently ahead of him as if he were trying to see through a veil which hung in front of them. 
 
    “There’s something strange in this cavern,” he told Iruki. His attention was fixed on the torch he was carrying. 
 
    “What do you mean? I don’t feel anything strange.” She looked around nervously. “I just notice that the walls are damp and I can feel the darkness around us. Make sure the torch is safe, please, I don’t even want to imagine how horrible it would be to lose this light,” she begged. There was a knot in her throat. 
 
    “There’s something unusual about the air in here, something unnatural,” explained the Assassin. “When the torch burns, the color it gives out is too bluish. Besides, there’s barely any smoke, and I made it with dry timber and cloth. It should burn with a reddish flame and black smoke.” 
 
    “Could it be the humidity? I notice a lot of saturation in here, come to think about it. It seems to be getting worse with each step we take along this corridor. The walls seem to be weeping.” 
 
    The Assassin touched one of the walls. “It’s true, they seem to be sweating. But that’s not what I sense, it’s something else, not the effect of the climate or the natural formation of the mountain rocks. My instinct is warning me that there’s something arcane at work here… some power I can’t identify. I don’t like it at all, we’d better be even more careful.” 
 
    “All right, but the only option we have is to go on. Those stinking Norghanian pigs will soon be in here. Whatever’s lying in wait for us ahead can’t be any worse than those twenty hyenas from the frozen north behind us.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you’re right,” replied the Assassin, and smiled. On seeing that wide smile Iruki calmed down at once. She could not have said why, but the stranger had the ability to calm her fears. A single smile from him and for a few moments her troubles would evaporate as if a southern breeze had wafted them away, leaving in their place a feeling of wellbeing and joy. 
 
    For several hours they went on down the tight stone passage. They moved as fast as they could, knowing that danger was close behind. At last they came out into an enormous cavern, and immediately felt free from the oppression and darkness of the narrow tunnel. Looking up, they saw with astonishment that the lofty dome let in a whitish light, which bathed the whole space. They stared at it in awe, speechless. The transparent rock surface which formed the dome allowed them to see something impossible, something that broke all the rules of nature: they saw, above their heads, the bottom of a clear lake. 
 
    They were looking at the Fountain of Life. 
 
    From inside the cave. 
 
    The whole dome of the cavern, from wall to wall as far as the end, was completely translucent, it allowed them to see the inside of the great lake above their heads. Schools of small silver fish zigzagged rapidly in the depths of the sky-blue waters of the lake, reflecting the light of the sun. Silver flashes revealed the abundant vegetation which covered parts of the dome, with small groups of fish of varied colors hiding from other, bigger kinds. On the underside of the dome, plants and algae formed patches of intense green, creating a complete natural waterscape. The spectacle before their eyes, suspended above their heads, was so beautiful that they both stared and stared in disbelief. 
 
    “What… what is this place where the laws of Mother Nature aren’t respected? H…how is it possible that we can see the sacred lake through the rock ceiling of the cavern?” muttered Iruki. She was completely overwhelmed, her eyes staring wide. 
 
    The Assassin leaned the torch against a projection in the rock and looked from one end of the place to the other with deep attention. His dark, slanted eyes went carefully over the whole unlikely scene, looking for some possible rational explanation for what they were witnessing. 
 
    Very softly he said, “Truly intriguing… I can’t tell whether it’s a natural phenomenon, an anomaly in the composition of the rock itself, or if there’s some other hidden factor involved.” 
 
    Iruki dragged her eyes away from the ceiling with an effort and looked at the rest of the cavern. A natural spring issued from a pile of red rocks, forming a stream which meandered past her feet, running from one end of the hall to the other. Small ochre-yellow plants and strangely-shaped green water lilies sprouted on both sides of the narrow, winding stream. In the center of the great cavern was a pool of quiet water which shone peacefully in the filtered light from the dome. More water lilies in soft shades of pink, together with other plants of unknown origin, spread around and over the water, floating on the gentle, scarcely-perceptible current.  
 
    On the west side of the cavern, at the far end, two waterfalls separated by a rocky outcrop fed a steady influx of white spray. Both waterfalls came together in the center of the hall, forming a stream which disappeared amid golden rocks. Splashing the ground with color, a range of plants in many shades grew in small clumps all over the cavern, competing in intensity with one another: reds, oranges and strong greens caught the observer’s attention. 
 
    “Do you think there’s some hidden power behind this mysterious place?” said Iruki, unable to find any explanation for the wonderful spectacle before her. “I’m sure this is not natural.”  
 
    “There probably is…” 
 
     The Assassin pointed to his right, to the spring, and walked towards it. Iruki followed, intrigued by the dreamlike beauty around them. As she came closer, she saw what he was trying to show her: a long line of strange golden markings etched on the wall, hidden by the spring. 
 
    “Do these symbols have any meaning for you?” she asked the Assassin. 
 
    He looked at them thoughtfully for a long moment, and finally shook his head. 
 
    “No, it’s a language I’ve never seen before. Anyway, what I know of these lands is very limited. Are they familiar to you? Any resemblance to Masig language?” 
 
    “Not the slightest. I’ve never seen anything like this. They don’t look like any of the symbols our culture uses.” Iruki searched for meaning, but without success. Those markings were completely incomprehensible and alien. 
 
    The Assassin passed his hand over the markings, tracing them from left to right. He concentrated and summoned his Gift. A red flash ran along his arms, and Iruki guessed he was trying to feel the essence of those signs. 
 
    “These symbols have been carved into the rock, but not by the hands of men. Interesting… look there towards the bottom…there’s another engraving on the opposite side, between the two waterfalls. I have no idea of their meaning, or the intention behind them, but I’m sure they’re not ordinary inscriptions. They’ve been made with some kind of ancient power. My instinct warns me of danger… stalking dormant, waiting…” Seeing the look on her face, he explained: “It’s part of my own power and training. I can perceive danger where others don’t. This place, in spite of its amazing beauty, conceals danger, and it’s lethal … We must keep alert and move very, very carefully.” 
 
    Iruki tensed. She nodded, looking around nervously, suspicious now of the beauty that surrounded them. 
 
    The Assassin looked towards the entrance to the cavern, and Iruki’s heart raced at the thought of their pursuers. The entrance was empty, but the northern warriors would not be too far behind. They were wasting too much time in that cavern, they had to go on. Their hope lay in finding a way out to the surface, or somewhere they could hide from those dogs of war. The Assassin led her to the next cavern, and darkness closed in on them once more. This cave had five openings, like fingers on a giant granite hand. The Assassin stepped into each of them as if he were trying to measure, or sense, something from inside. Finally, he selected the one furthest to the right. 
 
    “This way,” he said gravely. “Follow me, quickly and in silence,”  
 
    They went deeper still into the innards of the mountain, toward the heart of the rocky giant itself. They passed other caves and followed a sequence of sinuous passages, always turning right. Iruki was sure they would be impossible to find in that labyrinth of tunnels and caves. She herself felt totally lost and disoriented, with her sense of direction gone. Luckily the Assassin seemed to know which way they had to follow. Every once in a while, he turned back to erase the trail of footsteps behind them and create new false ones, so as to mislead their pursuers. 
 
    After endless turns and narrow passages they reached a large cavern, and the Assassin grabbed her arm to stop her. Before Iruki could ask why, a sensation of freezing struck her body with such intensity that for a moment she thought she had fallen into a frozen river. The temperature in that cave was so low that it seemed as though this was where Winter itself was born. She looked closer at the walls and ceiling and realized that like the ground, they were covered in a layer of shining white ice. Frost had taken possession of every boulder and rock from floor to ceiling, nothing escaped the piercing cold. 
 
    “What’s wrong with this place?” said Iruki, her teeth chattering from cold and fear. “How is it possible for this cavern to be completely frozen? It’s hard to believe, it defies every law of Mother Nature. I don’t like it one little bit, my people’s legends are true after all. This is an accursed place.”  
 
    The Assassin pointed at new golden symbols above the entrance they had just crossed. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s accursed,” he said, “although it’s true that something against Nature is going on here. See? There are more strange markings here and at the bottom of the cave, down there by the way out.” 
 
    “So what are we going to do? Go back? We won’t be able to stay here for long in cold like this.” 
 
    “That’s just what the Norghanian tracker and his men will think if they follow our trail here.” The Assassin began to cross the slippery ice floor. “Follow me, Iruki Wind of the Steppes. Don’t be afraid, we’ll survive, I promise!” 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti. —Ocorum, Kingdom of Rogdon Territory— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Komir, crouching on the second floor landing, could hear cries of alarm coming from the guards below. Downstairs, Hartz had acted with his usual stealth and finesse. Komir grinned at the thought. He hoped his big friend would be able to sort out the situation on the ground floor. He was not happy at parting from his companions, but there was no choice. He had to go after Guzmik, and leaving Kayti and Lindaro was not an option so he sent Hartz to help them. The plan had not gone as well as the smart redhead had predicted, but it would have to do. 
 
    He heard running footsteps and hid, sword and knife in his hands, ready to attack whoever came down from the third floor. Four guards were answering the call for help. Komir let them pass, flattening himself against the wall of the second floor corridor. When the last man had gone past him, he moved. Without a sound, he jumped down the stairs onto the back of the guards, launching a pair of savage thrusts with sword and knife. He hit the two stragglers, then landed on the stairs and with much effort and a dash of luck managed to keep his balance as the two men, caught by surprise, rolled down the stairs. 
 
    The other two guards turned around, and avoiding their falling comrades went straight for Komir. He ran back upstairs. They came at him with short sword and dagger. He warded off the attack with his long sword in one hand and hunting knife in the other. One stab scratched his arm, and he felt a touch of alarm. 
 
    Concentrate, stay calm and don’t lose your concentration, he said to himself. 
 
    He deflected a thrust to his head and counter-attacked with a stroke which caught one of his opponents in the shoulder, forcing him to go back down a couple of steps. 
 
    Komir breathed deeply and managed to focus. Calmly, his feelings at rest, he began to perform the lethal dance, many times rehearsed, of sword and knife. With the skill gained from years of training and a natural ability, his weapons soon began to take control of the situation. He blocked or deflected every attack his two opponents launched at him. But Komir, within that absolute inner calm, knew he had to end that mortal dance, since each instant of confrontation was a risk: one slip or stumble and it might mean his end. The guard on the left tripped, and Komir took advantage of it. With a swift circular thrust as he took a step forward he slit the guard’s throat as the man was getting up. Blood spattered part of the wooden railing with red. The other guard aimed a powerful thrust at Komir’s stomach, which he deflected with his hunting knife. He risked a mighty forward leap, surprising the guard, and pierced the man’s heart from the air. He landed on the stairs with the ease of a cat as his victim fell backwards, clutching his chest. Fearing the arrival of reinforcements, Komir went back to his position on the second floor and crouched, sword and knife at the ready, like a hawk awaiting its prey. 
 
    Hartz lifted the heavy library table with a grunt and raised it high above his head. Around him a dozen soldiers were staring, half-astonished, half-undecided. This is going to be fun, he thought, oblivious to the danger. I’m going to have a great time! Without giving the matter any further thought he threw the oak table at the perplexed guards with all his might, like a giant or demigod playing with frail humans. The brutal impact of the table hurled half a dozen of the armed men out into the courtyard. Only two of them managed to stand up again. Hartz could not restrain a hearty laugh. Sometimes the strength Mother Earth had given him enabled him to do some really amusing things. 
 
    “Will you please stop playing silly games?” Kayti chided him. “If you don’t take this seriously you’ll get us killed!” She sounded genuinely annoyed. 
 
    “I don’t see what you’re grumbling about, carrot-top,” the giant replied with a grin. “I just got rid of half the guards! There’s no law that says you can’t have a bit of fun at the same time.” 
 
    Kayti rolled her eyes at him. “Ugh! You great brainless troll!” With a grimace of desperation, she turned to face the two attackers who were coming at her. 
 
    Hartz was well aware of the seriousness of the situation, but he could not let the opportunity of teasing the red-headed warrior pass. Carrot-top, he chuckled to himself. Throwing that table against the group of palace defenders had seemed the best way of solving the problem. Infuriating the girl had been an added bonus. Inside him, a whirlwind of emotions began to rage every time she got annoyed with him. He did not clearly understand what was happening to him, why those emotions should trouble his quiet nature like that, but he was beginning to notice that his feelings for her went deeper than he was willing to admit. Seeing Kayti fighting, in danger, risking her life, he had to repress an irresistible urge to go and help her, leaving everything else to one side. If anything should happen to her as she was fighting beside him, he would rue it eternally. 
 
    He raised his hands behind him and with a swift move took hold of his precious, bewitched sword. Two guards attacked simultaneously. He blocked the first man’s thrust and aimed a powerful kick at the stomach of the second man, who fell to his knees, breathless. With a flick of his arm like a whiplash he cut the face of the first attacker, who was trying to reach him with his sword held high. The wretched man’s blood spattered Hartz’s chest. With a downward stroke he hit the kneeling man’s head with the pommel of his sword, and with a loud crack he fell to the floor senseless. 
 
    At the other end of the room Hartz could see Lotas defending himself skillfully. That sewer-rat was crafty, which did not surprise him: no one lived so long, or still more became king of the port city’s low-life, without knowing his weapons. Not only that, he was an expert in the kind of street fighting where anything is allowed, particularly backstabbing. He would have to keep a watchful eye on Lotas. That crawling worm was dangerous, and his loyalty was solely to himself. 
 
    He heard Lindaro trip behind him. Hartz turned his head and saw that he was white as flour. He had come up against a dead body and nearly fallen over it. The color had drained from his face. The poor man of faith was not at his best when it came to battles and bloodshed. Hartz winked at him and smiled, hoping to calm him a little. The priest gave a weak smile in return and signaled with much arm-waving that danger was at hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the guards appeared to be busy downstairs, Komir ran up to find Guzmik and resolve the situation, or else his companions would be caught. He was not going to let anything stop him. The echo of boots on the wooden floor behind him told him help had arrived from the floor below. He was anxious to go and help Hartz and Kayti, to fight with them and make sure no harm came to them, but he was aware that this was his only chance to get right to the brain which had put a price on their heads, and to get some answers. 
 
    And answers he was going to get, whatever the cost. Nothing would stop him. Today he would find out who had given the order that led eventually to the murder of his parents. Guzmik had paid Lotas to kill them, and very probably someone else had ordered Guzmik to do it. He had to get that name, the sinister figure who stalked them from the shadows. Not only that, he had to find out the reason why someone had made several attempts to kill him. That reason would lead him, to an understanding of why his parents had died. Once he had his answers, he could concentrate... 
 
    My revenge is close…I can almost touch it with the tips of my fingers. Guzmik has the answers I need and he’s going to give them to me, one way or the other, even if I have to get them out of him with a red-hot iron rod. Nothing will stop me. Nothing! 
 
    He reached the third floor. A wide corridor awaited him, lit with oil lamps, with eight doors along the sides and one double, embossed, at the end of it. The elegance of the door and its location suggested that this was the room where he would find Guzmik. He set off down the corridor swiftly and vigilantly, ignoring the first two doors, aware of the risk involved. He went on with the utmost caution, his senses on edge and his weapons ready for action. He was concentrated and calm, moving stealthily. He was almost savoring the end of his mission. 
 
    I will have my revenge! 
 
    With the lethal coldness of some amoral assassin, he went on past the second pair of doors. Nothing happened. He was aware that behind the ornamented double door at the end of the corridor danger awaited, even death, but he did not care. Nothing mattered except finding the answers. 
 
    A faint sound behind alarmed him. 
 
    He stopped at once in an instinctive reflex, cursing to himself. He turned his head in time to see two guards coming out of two of the rooms he had left behind, lunging at him, weapons in hand. 
 
    A trap! 
 
    With no time to react, he crossed sword and knife at his back to block the attack. He stopped the first thrust, aimed at his back. The second attacker, coming from the left, penetrated his defense, piercing his coat of mail and cutting through his shoulder. Intense pain filled Komir’s senses, so that he flinched involuntarily. But at the same time he took advantage of the movement to turn the pommel of his sword and launch a backwards thrust at the leg of the nearest assailant. 
 
    A cry of pain filled the corridor, and the wounded man stumbled backwards. The stroke had been both sure and deep. The other guard, far from being discouraged, launched a powerful cut towards his head. Komir, propelling his body forward, rolled over his weapons, enabling himself to get out of his adversary’s range and recover his balance. With a whirlwind turn he faced his enemy, who now attempted a knife-stroke together with a sword-thrust to Komir’s belly. The Norriel deflected both attacks with two instinctive blocking moves. 
 
    His attacker took a hesitant step back. Fear began to show in his eyes, the fear of someone who realizes his opponent is more skilled than himself. Komir, reading the guard’s hesitation, attacked with two circular strokes: one to the groin, which the guard blocked, and the other to the throat, which he had no time to avoid. A jet of blood spattered the wall of the corridor. The wretched man fell to the floor choking on his own blood, terror in his eyes. 
 
    The other guard, wounded in the leg, got to one knee, raised his right arm and clumsily thrust a short dagger at Komir’s chest. The young Norriel deflected it swiftly with his hunting knife. Seeing the failure of his desperate attempt, the guard began to crawl toward the stairs, leaving a trail of blood from his leg wound on the exotic carpet. Komir reached the man in two strides and raised his sword to finish him off. There was a cold thirst for revenge animating him, and anger blinded his judgment. 
 
    The man turned over, despair in his eyes. He raised his hand in a protective gesture. 
 
    “No, please, don’t kill me!” he sobbed. 
 
    Komir hesitated. This man was his enemy, he had to die, he knew that. Both the training he had received and the hate which burned in his soul required it. There is no room for pity among Norriel warriors. Once they unsheathed their swords, the confrontation had to end with the enemy dead. That was the law of combat. That was what he had been taught. 
 
    He prepared to finish him off. 
 
    The guard closed his eyes, knowing death was coming. 
 
    But Komir stopped. 
 
    This man did not pose any threat. The wound in his leg was deep, he had crippled him and he was losing a lot of blood. Komir let out his breath and with a wave of his sword motioned the man to leave. A mistake, he knew, but his conscience would not let him kill the man. I’m an idiot, and what’s even worse, a softy, he chided himself bitterly. 
 
    He focused his attention once again on the embossed double door. He was about to discover what dangers awaited him behind it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hartz looked at the apocalyptic state of the great library. All those books stored on their shelves, all that knowledge, spattered now with red blood. Dead bodies were strewn around the polished grey marble floor. He raised his gaze and saw two more guards running towards him, their swords high, confident on their own terrain. Hartz shook his head. Poor fools, tonight you’ll be sleeping with your ancestors. With an unexpected move, amazingly fast for a man his size, he stepped forward and launched a two-handed blow at the first attacker without letting go of his weapon. The unfortunate man impaled himself without intending to, unable to break his run in time. The second launched a thrust at Hartz’s right leg, which he could not altogether avoid. A pang of pain told the big man he had been wounded, and he did not like it one bit. In fact it infuriated him. With a savage circular stroke, he decapitated the daring assailant, whose surprise lingered on the face which was now rolling on the floor and leaving a trail of blood behind it. 
 
    Despite his wound, Hartz was possessed by an unbreakable certainty: nothing could stop him. With that splendid sword in his hands he was totally invincible. Neither pain nor exhaustion existed, only a feeling of absolute command and excitement. Nothing could stop him, he would deal with all his enemies and come out triumphant. There was no trace of doubt about it. Hartz recognized the magic of the sword and accepted it gladly, not looking for more explanations or reasons, or trying to understand mysteries he found unfathomable. He had feared that magic at first; he was a Norriel, and his people did not trust the mystic or arcane. The only companions of magic are suffering and pain. But he had experienced this power in battle, and no matter how scared he might be of it, the results were undeniable and he had come to accept them. The link with the sword was growing, and he no longer resisted its influence. He now embraced it, knowing the advantages it gave him. The more blood it shed the stronger this link became, and Hartz was very much aware of it. More aware with each life he took. 
 
    And he did not care. 
 
    Once more he heard that sinister voice coming from the sword, whispering in his ear: Glory is ours, young warrior! Let the blood of the enemy quench my thirst, I promise you that victory will be ours today! 
 
    Hartz was filled with spirited energy. He watched Kayti dispatch her second attacker with a powerful sword-thrust straight to the heart. In her white armor, with her long fiery hair dancing to the sound of battle, she looked like a being out of mythology, a goddess of war: pure, lethal and filled with passion. 
 
    A spear aimed at his chest brought Hartz abruptly back to reality. With a strong whip of his wrist he deflected the blow with his sword, and the sharp point just grazed his right shoulder. With his left hand he grabbed the stem of the spear as the attacker was drawing it back. Hartz tugged hard, bringing the guard forward, and hit him hard with the pommel of the sword in his other hand. The guard dropped to the floor with his nose broken. 
 
    He looked around; all the guards were lying on the floor either dead or wounded. He could see three more in the outer courtyard, fleeing as if they were being chased by the hounds of hell. 
 
    “Looks as though the entertainment’s over,” Hartz said jokingly to Kayti, and waited for her furious reaction. 
 
    The redhead’s irate reply was immediate. “Only you could be uglier and more brainless than a Troll!” she said as she wiped the blood off her armor. “Only a Cave-Troll would call this entertainment!” 
 
    The giant laughed heartily in his enormous voice, the echoes sounded all over the ground floor of the building. 
 
    Kayti, realizing she had swallowed the bait, calmed down. Suddenly her cheeks went red. She looked at the big man and could not help but laugh herself, releasing all the tension which had built up during the fight. 
 
    Lindaro appeared behind Hartz. “I’ll never understand your fascination for fighting,” he said. “I was so afraid… There were moments when I feared the worst. I don’t understand how the two of you can be so cool after this blood-bath. I thank the Light for the protection it’s given us throughout this whole dangerous business.” 
 
    Lotas, who was bandaging his wounded arm with a scarf, came up to the group. “Well, I’ve carried out my side of the bargain. I haven’t betrayed you. I’ve fought beside you, and let me remind you that I could’ve change sides very easily, and if I had, the outcome would have been very different. Now I’m asking you to honor your side of the bargain and let me go.” 
 
    “What do you think, Lindaro, do we let this sewer-rat leave, or shall I finish him right here?” Hartz asked the man of faith, with the pretended indifference of a consummate assassin. 
 
    “If you ask me, we’d better kill him,” Kayti said. “It seems to me if we let him leave, we’ll regret it someday. This kind of vermin has a habit of resurfacing sooner or later, and they’re always bad news.” 
 
    Lindaro came to stand between Hartz and Lotas. “No, wait! You can’t kill him in cold blood like that! He’s carried out his side of the bargain, and now we should do the same. Let him leave, don’t harm him.”  
 
    The Norriel looked at the smuggler thoughtfully. 
 
    Kayti crossed her arms and waited for Hartz’s decision. 
 
    “All right, I’ll respect your wishes, Lindaro. You may go, Lotas.” He turned to the bandit and poked his finger at him. “Just make sure our paths don’t cross again. If I ever see your ugly face again, I’ll put an end to your filthy life without even needing to stop and think.” 
 
    Lotas gave a slight bow, grinned malevolently and ran off. 
 
    “I know I’ll regret this decision,” Hartz said, watching him go. 
 
    “Very likely,” agreed Kayti. 
 
    “You did the right thing, Hartz. Don’t have any doubts. The Light will reward you for it.” 
 
    “Now I know why you insisted on coming…” Hartz said, his eyes on the man of faith. “You wanted to make sure we didn’t kill him.” 
 
    Lindaro shrugged and went outside without another word. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Komir placed his body sideways against the frame of the double door. With great care he turned the knob and gently pushed the door so that it opened inwards, moving his body away from the opening as he did so. 
 
    A treacherous arrow flew out into the corridor. 
 
    I was afraid of that, a trap! 
 
    Komir gathered momentum and rolled into the room. Another arrow whistled two finger-breadths from his head. On one knee, he unsheathed sword and hunting knife and looked at his attacker. 
 
    It was the old servant! 
 
    Surprise made him hesitate. What was the old man doing there? Why was he hiding in his lord’s office? 
 
    Then he understood. 
 
    Gaining time! That’s what he was trying to do. 
 
    He went across to the servant, who was hastily nocking a small bow with silver decorations. With a twist of his sword he disarmed the old man, who stared at him with eyes full of anger. 
 
    “What are you doing here? Where’s your master?” Komir asked, raising his sword to the old man’s face threateningly. 
 
    “I’m not saying anything to you, you filthy Norriel.”  
 
    Komir studied the luxurious room: fine silks of different shades decorated a magnificent hall, presided over by a carved oak table at the end. It was the office of the lord of the palace, he had no doubt about that. But if the man was not there, then where was he? He could not waste any more time. 
 
    “Get out of here, old man, before I cut your throat!” 
 
    “You’ll pay for this effrontery,” the old man said as he left the room hastily. 
 
    Komir hurried to the balcony and drew apart its long red velvet curtains. From the oval granite space at that height he could make out the complete structure of the palace. There were three major wings to the spacious rectangular building, together with one central courtyard of polished flagstones in black and white, like a chessboard. Lit by several oil lamps, an impressive round fountain decorated it. More than ten feet high, in the shape of a waterfall, it filled the courtyard with life. 
 
    Komir could make out three figures dressed in purple and black leaving the west wing through a side door. He strained his eyes and made out a smaller building to the north, not far from the palace. 
 
    The stables. 
 
    Guzmik was fleeing! 
 
    He was not going to let this happen. 
 
    He jumped back into the room and tore down the curtains, of rich foreign material. He tied them together with a double knot, then pulled hard to check that it would hold his weight. It looked as if it would, although he hesitated for an instant. There was no guarantee, after all. He might jump into the void and crack his skull. 
 
    He went back on to the balcony and tied the curtain to the railing, making sure the knot was firm. He looked down. 
 
    You’re crazy, you’re going to kill yourself, he thought. It was more than twenty-five feet to the ground. He breathed deeply and saw the three figures approaching the central fountain. He would not let them escape. He needed answers, and he was going to get them. He would cut them off; he had to climb down fast and block their escape to the stables. 
 
    He threw the curtain out, but it was too short. He leapt over the rail and prepared to climb down, choosing to ignore the danger completely. His arms were doing all the work while his legs guided him down the vertical wall. He came to the end of the curtain, wondering how far it still was to the ground. Should he leap or not? 
 
    The decision was taken out of his hands. 
 
    Up on the balcony the old servant cut the knot, laughing evilly as he did so. 
 
    Komir fell. 
 
    A dull, sullen blow brought the fall to an end. 
 
    Pain. Komir felt an intense pang of pain. 
 
    He tried to get up, but there was such a stabbing pain in his right side that he was forced to lie still. I’ve broken something, a rib most likely. Just my damned luck! he thought. He looked at the fountain. The three men were looking at him from a few paces away. He had cut them off, he had made it in time. They would not escape. He just needed to stand up. He tried again, slowly, leaning on his other side. He managed to get on one knee and draw his weapon. 
 
    “Stop!” he ordered, threatening them with his sword, pointing at the closest of the three. 
 
    They wore violet masks over their faces decorated with a silver fringe down the middle. Their purple tunics were covered by black breastplates and black hooded cloaks. The furthest one wore a showy breastplate in silver, trimmed with gold. This had to be Guzmik! 
 
    Komir thought he recognized the masks and purple tunics… he had seen them before… but where?” 
 
    Then he remembered. 
 
    The Sorcerer! The attack on Kayti’s group! 
 
    Fear kicked him in the pit of his stomach. He remembered with crystalline clarity the wicked power of the Sorcerer and how he had almost killed them with his maleficent spells. Things were going to get worse any moment. He had to get ready. 
 
    The three enemies unsheathed their swords almost simultaneously, like synchronized dancers. The swords were short and curved, with rich gold pommels. In fact they looked more like ceremonial swords than combat ones, and they were foreign. 
 
    Komir tried to stand, but the pain would not let him, so that he had to stay there on one knee. The closest of the three foreigners aimed his sword at him and murmured a few unintelligible words. A violet flash ran down the weapon.  
 
    Hell! That was a spell! 
 
    One instant later he began to feel a pain in his chest. 
 
    Sorcerers! he thought apprehensively. The three must be Sorcerers. I’m finished, there’s no chance for me against three of their kind. The pain increased in an instant until it was absolutely unbearable, expanding from his chest to every inch of his body. He felt as if an invisible hand were pulling his heart out of his chest, he could almost swear he had seen a spectral purple hand extending from the Sorcerer’s sword to his body. Such was the pain that he dropped his weapon. Fighting it with all his will, he reached behind him and grabbed one of the throwing daggers from his belt. The foreigner chanted more words, and another violet flash came from the sword. Komir could make out a sinister purple claw flying towards his chest and piercing it. As it did so, the pain multiplied. It was killing him. In a moment his life would end in a sea of torment. He tried to throw his dagger, but the pain was so overwhelming that he could do nothing. He remained writhing on the ground, his thoughts useless, their place taken by abysmal pain. 
 
    “Leave him alone, you scum!” a powerful voice thundered from the other side of the courtyard. 
 
    Komir turned his head with an inhuman effort and saw his giant friend running determinedly towards him with his sword in his hand, followed closely by Kayti and Lindaro. 
 
    The three foreigners turned to the new threat and readied themselves to face it. Komir felt a slight reprieve in the pain which was killing him, most likely because his torturer was distracted. Without thinking, he reached for the mystical Ilenian medallion which hung around his neck. 
 
    Hartz was advancing on the nearest enemy, the one with the ornamented silver breastplate. There was only one thought in the mind of the big Norriel: he had to help his friend, rescue him. He would not let them kill Komir. He had sensed what was happening: those vermin were casting some kind of spell on Komir, and if he did not stop them immediately his friend would die. He fixed his gaze on his target and went faster, racing across the courtyard. He was sure Kayti would follow close behind him. 
 
    The Sorcerer pointed his sword in his direction and spoke a series of words. A spell was coming at him, he knew it! Hartz clenched his teeth and felt something strange happening to him. His legs began to feel as though they were made of granite. He lost speed immediately, and two steps later found himself firmly fixed in the middle of the courtyard. Concentrating all his immense strength on his legs and pulling with all his furious will, he managed to walk slowly in the direction of the enemy. The Sorcerer cast another spell and the weight of an entire mountain fell on Hartz’s back, crushing him like an insect. 
 
    He lay there with dust from the cold floor in his mouth, feeling all that weight crushing his bones and leaving him in agony. He could not move. 
 
    He looked at Kayti, searching for help. She passed beside him like lightning, on her way towards the third purple-clad enemy. 
 
    When Kayti overtook Hartz, she realized something was wrong with him. The daring Norriel was lying on the ground a few steps away from the enemy. She leapt at the third assailant. When he saw her he raised his sword and spoke a few rhythmical words in an unknown language. Kayti realized this man too was a Sorcerer and was casting a spell on her. But to her surprise nothing happened, or at least she did not feel anything strange. She reached him and launched a blow to his throat. No spell could save him now. 
 
    She missed! 
 
    Unheard-of! She had missed, just one step away from an enemy! 
 
    Unflinching and defiant, the Sorcerer cast another spell, which filled her with unease. What had he done to her? What perverse magic was he using against her? She tensed her arm and thrust her sword at his groin, where the enemy was least protected. 
 
    Once again she missed, and a frightful pain ran up her right arm and spread through her side. What on earth was going on? She was missing all the attacks with infinite clumsiness. Her opponent was not even bothering to defend himself. Infuriated, she tried again, but her thrust at his face fell short of its target. The intense pain returned, and she almost dropped her sword. The bastard has turned me into pure clumsiness! Every failure hurts me, and it’s getting worse. I’m killing myself! 
 
    She stepped back to examine her arm; the pain was so intense that she could barely hold her sword. Another miss and she would be at the mercy of her enemy. She glanced quickly towards Hartz, who was struggling with all his will and yet was unable to stand up and get close to his enemy. Komir was still lying on the ground, helpless, and the Sorcerer who had him in his spell was approaching him, sword in hand. Kayti had to help him. What could she do? What? 
 
    Her opponent rebuked her in a voice whose accent revealed his foreign origin. 
 
    “So the great soldier of Irinel is unable to withstand a simple opponent? So many years of training in the Brotherhood, and all in order to die like this? Show us your worth, bitch of the Custodial Brotherhood!” he spat in her direction. 
 
    Fury overcame Kayti. That milksop would pay dearly for his insolence. He would pay with his life for those insults. In a surge of fury, she lunged at her opponent and launched a lethal stroke at his neck. He moved away easily and hit her cheekbone, hard. The pain stunned her. As she fell to the ground Kayti realized her mistake. Her fury had blinded her. She fell on her arm with a stab of pain, it forced her to drop her sword. She had missed again, and the spell had increased the pain. Her right arm was now useless and the pain had spread unbearably throughout her side. Her enemy was moving towards her, sword in hand, ready to finish her off. 
 
    Komir closed his hand over the Ilenian medallion which had helped him before in desperate situations. This was another one of them, and it could not be more critical. Only the help of the medallion could give them the chance to save themselves from those Dominators. Komir knew it, and he understood that he must use it. He searched for his inner energy, the sky-blue power he so feared and hated, that energy which turned him into an aberration of nature, but which at that moment was the only thing that would save him from death. 
 
    His opponent concentrated his attention on him once more and the pain multiplied, spreading throughout his body as if thousands of red-hot nails were being driven deep into his flesh. 
 
    He was going to die horribly, and so were his friends. 
 
    The pain and anxiety he felt turned into unexpected allies. They awoke the blue energy Komir was searching for. He closed his eyes and concentrated, trying to momentarily ignore the pain in his mind, and he was able to feel the medallion drawing from his energy, beginning to glow an intense, almost translucent, white. Arcane symbols in gold, bursting out from the symbiosis between his energy and the medallion, began to shape strange words in his mind. A spell of power was put together by the Ilenian medallion, a spell totally unknown to Komir. With an immense effort, in mortal pain, he reached out his hand towards his torturer. 
 
    Thunder erupted in the courtyard with a deafening boom. Next, a spectacular bolt of lightning appeared suddenly over their heads and zigzagged down onto his assailant, striking him with devastating power. The foreign Sorcerer fell in a cloud of smoke. Komir smelt burning flesh. He could not believe what had just happened! With astonished eyes he looked down at the jewel in the center of the medallion, which shone with a sharp white glow. 
 
    The searing pain stopped suddenly and vanished from his body. Komir understood that when the Sorcerer died, the spell had died with him. 
 
    The other two attackers turned to the Norriel. 
 
    “Impossible! How did you do that?” said the enemy Sorcerer with the silver breast-plate. There was amazement in his voice, which sounded foreign. “You’re no Mage. How could you have cast a spell like that? It’s impossible! Only a Mage of great power and many years of study could command such a powerful spell. What’s going on here? Who are you?” 
 
    Komir ignored the comments and prepared to attack. 
 
    “Norriel vermin! You’ll pay with your life for this!” said the other Sorcerer, and raised his sword towards him. 
 
    A new flash of the maleficent purple light told Komir that a new spell had been cast at him. This time he could make out huge, sharp jaws coming at him and entering his stomach. At once the pain returned to his battered body. It was different, concentrated in his belly, as if wild dogs were gnawing his insides. He doubled over, unable to bear more punishment. He tried to use the medallion, but his body would not respond. 
 
    A horrible scream made Komir look up. His attacker was howling in pain, with a dagger in his foot. Kayti was still on the ground, but her left hand was holding the dagger and twisting the sharp metal in the wound with a grimace of effort. The Sorcerer gathered himself together and raised his sword to kill the brave redhead who would not give up. 
 
    Hartz, gathering strength from his desperation, dragged himself step by step towards Kayti, shouting impotently: “Leave her alone! Get away from her!” 
 
    But the Norriel was too slow. He would not be able to stop the fateful blow. 
 
    A new spell from the leader flattened Hartz against the ground. Helpless tears ran down his cheeks. 
 
    The Sorcerer’s curved sword came down in an arc towards Kayti’s neck.  
 
    Hartz closed his eyes so as not to see her inevitable death. 
 
    Suddenly a slight figure flew over Kayti and with the momentum of that unorthodox leap brought down the enemy. 
 
    Komir watched in awe as Lindaro rolled on the ground and lay there winded.  
 
    When the lead Sorcerer saw his comrade in trouble he cast a spell on the priest. 
 
    At once Lindaro fell into an unbearable lethargy, and his eyes began to close. He shook his head in an attempt to come to his senses, but his mind was helpless under the influence of that treacherous spell. He fell asleep on the ground, unaware of everything around him. 
 
    Komir grabbed the medallion in his left hand and his throwing dagger in his right. Ignoring the terrible pain which was gnawing at his stomach, although somewhat less intensely now thanks to the courageous priest’s interruption, he managed to get to his knees. He waited for his enemy to get back to his feet. Then he threw the dagger with calculated precision, driving it through the Sorcerer’s neck, taking him by surprise. While the Sorcerer writhed, choking on his own blood, Komir felt the pain beginning to leave his body. The effect of the spell was fading. With a final spasm, the Sorcerer died and Komir was free again. 
 
    The leader of the foreigners bellowed in a strange language. 
 
    Kayti stood up and took back her sword, free at last from the spell. 
 
    The leader took a step towards the redhead. “So you’re the one sent by the Custodial Brotherhood. You managed to hide it from me. You played your cards well, you’re smart. First you escaped the attack on the fortress of your order in the Lost Mountains. You fled in the middle of the night. Very astute of your order’s superiors, and a major setback for me. I still don’t know how they managed to fool me.” 
 
    “I have nothing to say to you, you pig,” Kayti said. “Don’t you dare soil the name of the Custodial Brotherhood with your viper’s words!”  
 
    The masked man laughed and went on: 
 
    “And then you managed to survive the ambush we prepared for you, thanks to the help of these two highland savages. I thought I’d finished you off in that clearing, but it was just a decoy I killed, wasn’t it? That was a serious error on my part. I underestimated your ability, your instinct to survive. Unfortunately for you it was all for nothing. You’re going to die here today, and all the efforts and maneuvers of your order will have been of no avail. In the end my mission will be crowned with success.” 
 
    “Save your threats, Guzmik,” she yelled, unable to control her anger. “You’ll be the one that dies here today. You’ll pay for the death of my Brothers!” 
 
    “So you know my name… There are few who have that privilege. I see your Brotherhood is well informed. A pity that all your people’s efforts are going to be useless.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare mention my Brothers again, you foreign snake!” she threatened. 
 
    Guzmik walked across to where Lindaro was sleeping peacefully under the effect of the spell, unaware of what was happening. 
 
    “Do your new comrades know the real reason why I’m chasing you? Have you told them what your real mission is? The sacred mission you’ve sworn to carry out for the Custodial Brotherhood, the mission for which I must kill you and for which they will also die?” He took one step forward, defiantly. “You haven’t? Of course not. They’ll die in this cold courtyard without knowing the reason, without understanding what lies behind their fate, knowing you haven’t told them the whole truth…” 
 
    “Silence, you misbegotten scum!” Kayti shouted. 
 
    “So much fury! What a shame to have to cut your young life short,” Guzmik replied with bitter irony. 
 
    Kayti launched her attack, impelled by her hate and rage. Guzmik raised his sword and Komir saw the flash of the new spell he was casting. An illusory rope coiled around Kayti’s neck. She dropped her sword and fell to her knees with her hands at her throat. 
 
    “I… can’t breathe…no air…” she managed to stammer. 
 
    “That’s right, little one. Death by asphyxiation is a truly horrible thing. But don’t worry, it’ll soon be over. I’m going to enjoy killing you all slowly, one by one. You’re going to pay dearly for the death of my two faithful disciples and for all the trouble you’ve caused. Don’t try to speak, you can’t. Enjoy your last agonizing moments. Oh, but how rude of me! Let me provide you with a vision that will accompany you for all eternity.” 
 
    The powerful Sorcerer rose over Lindaro. Without a sound he looked at Kayti, gave the trace of a bow and drove his curved sword into the helpless man’s stomach. 
 
    “Nooooo!” Komir shouted. There was pure despair in his voice. 
 
    “You damned assassin! I’ll kill you!” yelled Hartz with all the might of his lungs. 
 
    The Sorcerer looked at them and laughed, sure of his victory. 
 
    Instinctively Komir closed his hand over the medallion. Guided by visceral anger, he searched his inner energy to annihilate that despicable being. He found it. And prepared to use it as he had done before. Strange symbols began to take shape in his mind. He did not know their meaning or what would happen next, but he was hoping it would be deadly. You’ll see now, you swine! You’ll pay with your life for this! Komir thought as he saw his medallion beginning to cast a spell for him. 
 
    There was a sudden painful explosion in his mind. 
 
    The symbols disappeared, shattered into a thousand pieces. Komir stepped back, aching and confused. His mind seemed to have collapsed for some reason, and the spell had failed. This mental collapse left Komir with a terrible headache, unable to use the magic of the medallion. He looked at Guzmik with bloodshot eyes. 
 
    Guzmik laughed with pure evil. 
 
    “You didn’t expect me to stop your spell, did you?” he said sarcastically, pointing at his curved sword. “You’re slow and clumsy, little Mage apprentice. You have no knowledge of the Art, no training. Interrupting your attempts at conjuring is child’s play for someone with my power. All the same, that object I see around your neck is more valuable than any riches a simpleton like you could imagine. Now I see how you were able to kill my acolyte. It’s the medallion, I can feel its enormous, profoundly ancient magic… It gives you the ability to use the immense power within it, without the need for years of training and studying to command it. Who knows what spells are held inside it, and what their power might be? It’s something unique and exceptional…It has to be mine. Its value is incalculable. Give me the medallion!” 
 
    Komir shook his head with a stubbornness born of the hatred he felt. Tears of impotence welled in his eyes as he stared at Lindaro, under whose body, where it lay on the cold floor of the courtyard, a circle of red blood was forming. Komir felt shattered, his tortured body stretched beyond human limits. But he was not going to give the medallion to that murderous sorcerer. 
 
    He would die before that. 
 
    Guzmik came towards him. 
 
    Komir could feel the torture of Kayti’s death by asphyxiation, and Hartz’s agony with an illusory weight on his back flattening him against the ground. 
 
    Guzmik cast a spell as he advanced. Komir’s arms turned into heavy slabs he could no longer hold up beside him. Komir knew it was an illusion, that the spell was making his mind believe his arms were enormously heavy, that they were encased in rock. It was not real! But he could not lift them, it was impossible. 
 
    Guzmik approached him and tore off the medallion with a jerk. Triumphant laughter echoed across the courtyard. He placed the ceremonial sword on Komir’s neck and prepared to cut off his head. 
 
    With all the strength remaining to him Komir tried to raise his arms, but in vain. He was finished. This is the end, I’m going to die. We’re all going to die here! he thought, while desperation took hold of his soul. He raised his eyes to look at his big friend who with a gigantic effort was trying to struggle to his knees, sword in hand. I’m sorry about this ending, my friend. Truly sorry. You should never have come with me. I’ve brought you to your ruin. To your death. I’m sorry, I really am, Hartz. Forgive me. Komir closed his eyes and waited for the fatal blow. 
 
    The big Norriel got to his knees, bearing the weight —illusory and yet real— of a whole mountain. With a titanic effort he arched his body to lift the huge sword above his head. 
 
    A thunderous howl of pure Norriel rage erupted in the courtyard. 
 
    Guzmik, with his arm raised to kill Komir, grunted and looked down at his chest, wide-eyed with pure incredulity. Part of the great Ilenian sword’s blade was protruding from his chest. He had been skewered, impossible…With a jet of blood coming out of his mouth he fell to the ground. 
 
    “Die, you swine!” Hartz yelled, and fell, drained and unconscious, to the ground. 
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    Aliana. —Usik Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    The days went by at dizzying speed for Aliana, prisoner of the Red Usik in the village at the top of the giant thousand-year-old trees. She felt like a bird caged among the clouds. The first few days had been truly horrible: on the one hand not knowing what those savages had in store for her, and on the other the unbearable vertigo which assailed her constantly. 
 
    They kept her locked in a gloomy building of wood and steel, one of the few in which metal had been used. Seeing other wretched souls in there with her, she guessed it was a prison, hence the metal reinforcements. The prisoners belonged for the most part to races she did not know; she could only manage to recognize some red-skinned Masig, and several Noceans by their brown complexion. Unfortunately no one in the gloomy hall spoke the Unified Language of the West, so she could not communicate with them. This left her nerves on edge, because she was full of unanswered questions. In all there were more than thirty prisoners locked up with her in a very small dark space, like animals. The stench almost made her vomit. 
 
    On the third day of incarceration, Scar appeared with the hateful rope and dragged her out by the neck. The Usik walked nonchalantly along the platforms and swaying catwalks between branches and giant lianas as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Aliana on the other hand had to throw herself down on the floor every couple of steps as a result of the paralyzing attacks of vertigo she suffered. She felt dizzy and helpless all the time. She could not understand how the Usik could walk unaffected by the dizzying height. 
 
    With characteristic Usik kindness Scar pulled, pushed and kicked her along catwalks and structures which circled the giant trees. The children insulted her, hit her and pulled her hair. All the women and children had straight black hair, and the warriors’ heads were clean-shaven. The women’s clothes had surprised her: they wore tanned leather garments, in reality no more than loincloths. But on their backs, like birds, they bore great wings made with the huge feathers of the giant eagles. Although decorative, they gave the impression that these women could take flight at any moment; it was an extraordinary costume. 
 
    The culture of this tribe seemed to revolve around the huge birds and their villages among the clouds. Aliana guessed their religion probably did too. Scar dragged her to a great round building in the shape of a fig, supported by several enormous branches which belonged to two trees facing each other. Seen from above, the building seemed to float in the air between both trees as if by magic. 
 
    I’ve no idea what’s waiting for me in there, but the building is truly exceptional, she thought in astonishment. 
 
    Scar led her inside. As she went in, Aliana was assailed by an onslaught of nerves as if she had received an invisible whip-lash. The interior looked like a ritual or ceremonial hall. Numerous wooden poles supported the ceiling, and on them were painted strange symbols and quaint representations of birds, which she imagined must be Usik gods. 
 
    A great wooden totem with a bird’s head rose in the center of the hall. The orange beak was clearly recognizable, and the plumage had been carved on the pole with great care. Somewhat to the rear, three other similar effigies seemed to watch the first, like guardians. In the shade of each totem was a Usik dressed in a long tunic completely lined with feathers from the giant birds. They also wore masks with great beaks hiding their faces. Shamans or priests, thought Aliana, and they’re waiting for me. She was scared. It did not bode well.  
 
    Around the hall the tribal elders stared at her from where they sat on the floor, colorful blankets beneath them. Their long white hair framed dry, wrinkled faces; eyes with the brightness of wisdom watched her attentively. Brusquely, Scar made her kneel before the shaman at the first totem. 
 
    From her kneeling position, with Scar beside her pulling on the rope, Aliana raised her eyes to see something that petrified her. Two Usik warriors were carrying away another prisoner, a Masig, from a table of volcanic rock behind the totem. From the extensive blood stain she could make out, she had no doubt the man had been sacrificed. She realized the table was really a sacrificial altar. She was in deep trouble. The building must be a ritual chamber where they sacrificed humans. She began to tremble with fear. 
 
    The shaman in front of her wore the claw of a giant bird hanging around his neck. He probably was the religious leader of this community. He began to talk in the characteristic Usik singsong, but she understood nothing. Her anxiety increased. She was in real danger, and she had a feeling something terrible was going to happen to her. 
 
    The shaman turned to Scar, and both held a short but intense conversation. Aliana could not catch anything of what they were saying, but she had the distinct impression that her life was at stake. When the conversation ended, two warriors came from the far end of the hall with a young woman. Like Aliana, she had a rope around her neck. 
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    Another unfortunate victim, like me.  
 
    But when she came and stood beside her, Aliana noticed that the young woman was not a prisoner from another tribe as she had thought, but a Usik. She was thin, and her straight black hair fell to her shoulders. Aliana could not see her face as she walked with her eyes on the floor. Then the shaman spoke to her and she looked up, revealing her face. Her eyes were a soft green and her features, despite the greenish shade of her skin, had a delicate beauty. They were gentle, and made her look very young. Aliana was surprised by the delicate beauty of this girl, who seemed to be the same age as herself. 
 
    What could this girl have done if even though she’s one of their own, they have her guarded? And by two warriors no less! 
 
    The shaman turned to the young Usik once again. Without replying, she turned to address Aliana: 
 
    “Great Shaman want to know why you on sacred mountain.” 
 
    With the shock of hearing her own language, Aliana almost lost her balance. She recovered and looked at the girl, who was watching her with a melancholy expression on her face. 
 
    “Someone who speaks my language! I can hardly believe it!” She smiled nervously. “Hi, my name is Aliana.”  
 
    “I Asti,” the Usik replied with a slight bow. 
 
    The shaman said something at this point, clearly impatient. 
 
    “Better answer, Great Shaman no patience,” the girl said. 
 
    “Oh… all right… Tell him we were looking for… one of ours.” 
 
    The girl translated Aliana’s words into the singsong language. The shaman became agitated, so that his feather suit shimmered as he spoke to the group of elders. After listening to him they began to nod and whisper gravely. The shaman spoke again, looking towards Aliana. 
 
    “Great Shaman ask what man, he important?” 
 
    “Tell him yes… he was… a very important ma— I mean shaman of our tribe…” 
 
    Asti translated and the Shaman gave some kind of explanation to the elders. He turned to Aliana again, and the odd interrogation continued. 
 
    “Great Shaman say foreigner important, many blue soldiers, good soldiers. What he want in Mountain of Ancestors?” 
 
    Aliana puzzled over her answer. She did not wish to offend this man and end up on the sacrificial altar. Lying would not be a good idea, but telling the whole truth might be even more dangerous. Something in between would be best. 
 
    “Tell him our shaman went in search of the spirit.” 
 
    When Asti translated this, a flutter went through the hall. All the elders began to whisper, while the Shaman and his three acolytes gestured angrily, their feather suits glittering. This scared her. Had she made a mistake and said the wrong thing? 
 
    The reply was not long in coming. The Shaman barked a sentence and pointed at her with the claw which hung from his neck. 
 
    “How dare disturb rest of sacred spirit?” translated Asti. 
 
    “Tell him that… our shaman… wanted to learn from the spirit, gain knowledge.” 
 
    The Shaman came closer to Aliana and asked a question with an accusing finger raised. 
 
    “What happen sacred cave?” Asti said. 
 
    “We found our shaman there… and we left.” 
 
    “And spirit?” Asti translated. 
 
    Aliana thought before answering. These superstitious savages were not going to go up to the cavern to see for themselves, she could lie. She tried to take control of the situation. 
 
    “We didn’t see it... it didn’t appear before us,” she said. 
 
    Once again the reply gave rise to endless murmuring and separate conversations among the elders. 
 
    “You lie, sacred spirit watch cavern always,” Asti translated, lowering her gaze. 
 
    “Tell him we found our shaman injured, and we left without disturbing the spirit’s eternal rest.” 
 
    The Usik did not seem convinced by the explanation. He argued with his three acolytes, then explained his conclusions to the elders who once again agreed unanimously. 
 
    “You step on sacred mountain, punishment: death. You come with blue soldiers, punishment: death. You disturb rest sacred spirit, punishment...” 
 
    Aliana finished Asti’s sentence for her. “Death…” 
 
    “Yes, death.”  
 
    “Can’t you help me, stop them from sacrificing me somehow?” Aliana pleaded, knowing she was in a desperately dangerous situation. 
 
    “No. I sorry… shaman cruel…” Asti said. 
 
    “Here, on the sacrificial altar?” Aliana asked in terror, looking at the bloodstains on the black shape. 
 
    “No, worse, much worse…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 









Freezing Pursuit 
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    Iruki, Yakumo, Lasgol —Masig Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol raised his right fist to the side of his head in a sharp gesture. The twenty veteran soldiers following him stood still and silent at once. He crouched before the rough oval entrance to the cavern and stared at the opening in front of him, which revealed a discouraging carpet of ice. Freezing cold hit Lasgol’s face with the strength of a right-hand punch in a canteen brawl. For the second time that day he was experiencing something unheard-of: the cavern he was looking at was completely frozen, as if winter itself had been trapped within those walls without being able to escape. Ice and frost covered every inch of the rock walls. It was as unexpected as the cave with the crystalline dome they had left behind a few hours ago. He still found it hard to accept that from there he had been able to wonder at the spectacle of a majestic lake above his head, with all its flora and fauna. It had been so unbelievable that for a moment he had thought sanity had left him in the darkness of the cavern, never to return. 
 
    For a long while he had stared in astonishment at that incredible waterscape in the ceiling of the cavern, unsure whether he was awake or dreaming, sane or crazy. This pursuit was rapidly becoming an almost other-worldly task. What they had seen was completely outside the normal everyday world, and Lasgol did not like it one bit. The experienced tracker was no friend of things he could not explain rationally, and the situation was getting more complicated with each step. 
 
    He breathed deeply and calmed down. He had been tracking the two fugitives for hours through the endless tunnels and caves around them. They were playing a dangerous game in the midst of that underground labyrinth of pure granite. The Assassin had done a wonderful job of erasing and confusing their tracks. He was smart, skillful and crafty. Lasgol had had to use his Gift, not to mention all his knowledge and experience, so as not to lose the elusive trail in that web of rock. His rival was a worthy adversary. 
 
    Once more he made use of his talent: a brief flash of green light enveloped him and he used his skill to sense Life, but he could not perceive any form of life in the cavern, either human or animal. Where had the fugitives gone? 
 
    A wave of unrest washed over him from top to toe. 
 
    Lasgol closed his eyes and allowed his body to absorb the humidity, calming his unrest … Down there, all around, impregnating everything, was something else… something occult…I feel an ancestral power in this place, something that permeates it with an ancient spirit, one that reaches back thousands of years. A quality that’s not only ancient but also very powerful, a power of such magnitude that it makes my heart shrink. We’re in danger, I feel a great danger, there’s a lot of power trapped down here in the deep, watching, stalking. I don’t like this at all… he thought, letting himself be driven by the feelings he picked up from his surroundings. A danger I can’t see, but which is so close it touches my skin, an imminent danger which doesn’t come from either the assassin or the Masig…No… It comes from some other source I can’t identify, but it’s here, somewhere. 
 
    He turned his head to check on the soldiers who had joined him in this manhunt. They were from a mounted patrol which had been combing the steppes, also in search of the two fugitives. Luckily he had reached them a few hours after running away from the Masig, having been forced to let his prisoners escape. He had requested twenty of the hardiest soldiers from the commander, and he had got what he wanted; they were all veterans of many battles, tough, strong and trustworthy.  
 
    They wore the cavalry uniform in vivid red and white, the Norghanian colors. Their bodies were protected by scaled chain-mail, with a red tunic over it which bore the Norghanian coat of arms: the open wings of the majestic Snow Eagle, the bird-emblem of the kingdom, in radiant white. On their backs they carried a round studded oaken shield. On their limbs, arm-pieces of tanned leather reinforced with metal rings, with high riding-boots of the same material. Red helmets covered heads, cheeks and nose. The helmets were crowned with a rampant horse, identifying them as cavalry, and bore open wings on the sides, as was the ancient tradition. They all carried a sword, and as a second weapon many carried a battleaxe on their back. This was a favorite among the Norghanians. 
 
    The men had performed admirably during the harsh ascent. None had shown signs of weakness or lagged behind. Lasgol was perfectly aware that the climb had been very hard, particularly because of the pace he himself had set, and even more so because of the armor and swords they carried. Luckily the cavalry rode light. It was intended for swift attacks and did not use heavy armor, but even so what they carried was far from weightless. Lasgol knew the men were tired after being on the hunt for several days, but they would endure. They were Norghanian soldiers, they would not fail. 
 
    He looked at Toral, the captain of the group, who was waiting expectantly at his back. A long scar ran down the right-hand side of his face from his temple to his mouth, partially hidden by the winged helmet and the long blond hair which fell to his shoulders. His eyes, blue as the sea, looked back questioningly at Lasgol. His hardened face was the mirror of the man’s strength and stoicism. Broad-shouldered, with sturdy legs, the man seemed molded for battle. He was not particularly tall, which made him look still stronger and more compact, like a brown bear.  
 
    Lasgol looked thoughtfully at the rest of the crouching soldiers. They all looked as if they had been cut from the same original pattern, so that in the dark it was difficult to tell them apart. The image comforted him: with those men beside him he could face the freezing devils and come out victorious. He had no doubt of it. 
 
    He gestured to the Captain to wait, then advanced warily into the frozen cavern. He immediately saw the hieroglyphs, strange signs carved on the inside wall above the entrance to the cavern. He did not need to understand them to know they throbbed with power. This was part of the talent the Gods of Ice had granted him. He could sense an ancestral power, an elemental one, deeply earthy, which he could almost taste even though he could not identify it. The feeling startled him. Because of the character of his Gift, which was connected to Nature itself, Lasgol was very sensitive to the presence of other talents and powers. But he could not decipher this unknown and profoundly ancient magic. He studied the symbols carefully. They had been carved into the rock in some earlier epoch, in an era already forgotten by the men who now inhabited the lands of Tremia. 
 
    The Tracker hurried to the opening on the other side of the cavern and concentrated once more. Using his Gift, he tried to find out whether there was any animal or human nearby. Nothing, there was nobody near. Or at least nobody he could feel. He crouched down and weighed up the situation. Keep on or turn around? No sense in going further this way with the temperature as low as this. It’s dangerous, we could all be frozen to death in there in no time. The logical thing to do would be to find another way, less harsh… where the temperature isn’t a problem. But that’s just what the Assassin and the Masig want me to think… Right? Yes, that’s what they want, but they won’t get their way, no sir! He gave the trace of a grin. 
 
    He made a sign to Toral to follow him into the frozen cave. 
 
    They crossed it at a trot and found a tunnel at the far end. It was not more than two paces wide, with a strange bluish mist that reached up to their knees. Lasgol could not see any footprints clearly in this unexpected mist, leaving him no choice but to go on. A deep unrest settled both on him and on the men; a metallic taste, almost mineral, clung to his tongue. They went on cautiously with their weapons out and ready, two by two, in the deepest silence. On his left Captain Toral walked on without a sign of hesitation.  
 
    Where were the fugitives? Had they gone into that narrow tunnel? There was no other way, so they must have passed through there. 
 
    A metallic sound came from the Captain’s foot. 
 
    Lasgol instinctively looked towards the sound. The Captain stood still and the line of soldiers stopped immediately. Some basic survival instinct warned Lasgol there was danger: imminent and lethal. He focused on his skill to make his eyes like those of an eagle so that he could see the Captain’s foot through the mist. To the left of the boot he could make out a spring the officer had set off, and a little further back something red… Damn! A bloodstain! He looked up and ahead, and his attention was caught by a brief flash which was rapidly heading in his direction. 
 
    “Down!” he shouted, grabbing Toral and pulling him to the ground. 
 
    Two arrows of ice passed over the Tracker’s head and hit one of the men behind him, who had not been able to react quickly enough. The soldier fell to the ground, pierced by one of the long solidified-water missiles. 
 
    “To the ground, soldiers! Down!” he yelled again, realizing that the last two men were still standing there hesitating. 
 
    They dropped, but one of them was hit by another ice stake before he had time to take cover. 
 
    “Nobody get up!” Captain Toral ordered. At the same time two more frozen missiles flew low along the tunnel. The Captain looked at Lasgol with fury in his eyes.  
 
    “That tunnel is a trap, they’re decimating us!” he howled. “By all the Frozen Devils of the Mahuro!” 
 
    “It looks as if the whole place is designed so as not to let intruders in. It’s an infernal labyrinth. We’ll have to be incredibly careful, or else we won’t survive.” Lasgol breathed out noisily and looked into the captain’s eyes. “We’ll crawl on to the end of this tunnel. I’ll go first and try to find any other trap that might be in store for us. If anything should happen to me… the mission must be completed, do you understand, Toral?” 
 
    “You have my word, Royal Forest Ranger, we’ll catch the fugitives or die in this freezing underground hell. I promise you this Norghanian won’t let his country down.” 
 
    Lasgol began to crawl very slowly, almost flat on the ground, through the treacherous mist. His life was at stake. He found four more traps along the narrow passage and marked their location to avoid setting them off. With a sigh of relief he reached the end of the tunnel. He breathed out all the accumulated tension. He had made it safely, thanks to his Gift and the extraordinary skills it granted him. He had always felt unworthy of that gift from the gods, but perhaps today it would help those brave men to survive. He hoped he was right, and prayed that it might be so.  
 
    He made a sign, and the soldiers began to crawl on in his direction. As they made their way, he went into the cave the tunnel opened into. The temperature there was even lower; they would have to go quickly so as not to freeze as they went. He noticed a trail of blood on the frozen ground. One of the fugitives was wounded! They had fallen into one of the tunnel traps! This makes things a lot easier. No matter how hard they try, they can’t hide their trail now. The wound might even be fatal… The question is: is it the assassin or the Masig who got caught in the trap?  
 
    They kept on at a steady pace because of the low temperature, whatever the risk that implied. The first symptoms of frostbite began to appear in the group. Purple faces exhaled great quantities of thick white vapor with each breath of iced air that filled their lungs. There was frost on the beards and clothes of the hardened warriors. The metal components of their scaled armor would bring them down if they did not reach some shelter soon. Luckily those men were accustomed to freezing weather, since they were all people of the snow and ice and would stand up to what no other mortal could in those extreme conditions. Lasgol guided them along the passages as he followed the unmistakable trail of blood. 
 
    At last they reached a cavern whose entrance was blocked by a great rectangular slab of polished jet-black stone. The slab was taller and slightly wider than the most battle-hardened of his men. This is utterly unexpected. What’s this perfectly rectangular slab doing in such a formless kind of place? It makes no sense. This is no work of Nature. It has to have been built by man. Lasgol studied it carefully, perplexed, trying to decipher the thing which reared before them. The men formed a circle behind him and looked on without understanding. 
 
    “It looks as though that marble slab …” said Toral, pointing at it, “…or whatever it is, seems to have been put there for a purpose.” 
 
    “Yes, it has. To block some small passage in the rock wall which must lead to another cavern, I guess.” 
 
    “Shall we move it?” offered the Captain. 
 
    “Go ahead. Try to shift it, although I have the feeling that we won’t be able to…” 
 
    “It’s not so big, surely we can manage…” said Toral. 
 
    Six men took their places around the slab. On the count of three they began to push to the right with all their strength; six strong able soldiers capable of bringing down doors, walls and more or less anything in their way. 
 
    They could not move the slab at all. 
 
    “Leave it, leave it…” said Lasgol, seeing their faces turning red with the effort. “Don’t go on, you won’t be able to move it.”  
 
    “I just can’t believe it,” said Toral. “It can’t weigh that much!” 
 
    “It’s not that, Toral, this slab has been sealed… with Magic. Brute force will get us nowhere with it. No matter how much we push, we won’t move it.” 
 
    Toral unsheathed his sword and struck the slab furiously. Sparks leapt as metal met rock, but there was not even a scratch on the surface. He attacked the slab again, this time hitting with the pommel: same result. He unsheathed his battle axe and hit the surface again and again with the back of it, which was shaped like a hammer. Not a scratch. 
 
    “This is unbelievable!” he said as he put away his weapons. 
 
    “Yes, and it’s terrifying… A lot of power has been used to seal this slab.” 
 
    “Shall we try another tunnel, then?” 
 
    The Ranger smiled at the hardened officer, “On the contrary, my good Captain, this is exactly where we have to go through. That’s why it’s sealed.” 
 
    “But if we can’t pass, surely the two fugitives won’t have either…” Toral reasoned. 
 
    “Are you sure? I bet they have. And if not, we still have to make sure. Whichever way, we have to open this sealed door and find out. I don’t know what’s behind it, but it must be something important.” 
 
    “I see… if we go on we won’t know for sure whether they got in there or not, even though it seems unlikely…” 
 
    “Exactly, Toral,” said Lasgol, patting the officer’s shoulder. 
 
    The Tracker stood in front of the slab, his nose an inch away from the shining black surface, practically trying to smell that rock and the Magic which sealed it. How on earth did they manage to anchor you against the rock? You clearly haven’t been built by man, nor by nature or the elements. You’ve been created and fixed here by arcane means. We can’t move you, but if I’m not mistaken you’re a door, that’s your purpose, therefore somehow your creators used to open and close you. I just have to find out how… He touched the rock wall around the perfectly rectangular structure in search of some spring or mechanism that would activate it. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He sat in front of the square shape, thinking. Something has to trigger it, even though there doesn’t seem to be any hidden spring. Lasgol breathed deeply, summoned his inner energy and used his power. Focusing on the black surface, he tried to sense the Magic which resided in it. Suddenly a primeval, elemental, mineral sense reached him, as if that slab were imbued by a power whose root, whose origin, were the earth itself. He went on using his inner energy, grasping, feeling with all his senses that strange, perfectly formed rectangle, but his power was ebbing… 
 
    No, it’s not earth I sense. It’s something elemental, something very basic, it’s liquid… The image of the lake over their heads came into his mind. Of course! Why didn’t I think of it before? It’s…Water!  
 
    Lasgol scratched his chin thoughtfully. Water. The element of Water. What does that mean? Why do I perceive a power based on the element of life emanating from a still surface? And then, as if someone were whispering in his ear, an idea took shape in the depths of his mind. 
 
    “Captain, a flask of water! Quick!” 
 
    Toral, bewildered, handed one to the Tracker, and Lasgol immediately poured some of its contents over the surface of the enigmatic stone. 
 
    They all looked on, expectantly. 
 
    With a loud snap the slab slid two paces to the left, revealing an opening in the rock wall and a mysterious cavern behind. 
 
    “I…I don’t know what to say…” mumbled Toral. 
 
    Lasgol smiled at the discovery in delight. He had deciphered the ancient enigma those caves held: a powerful magic based on the primeval element, Water, which flowed throughout that underground labyrinth of rock. Without more delay, deeply satisfied, he went into the cave. 
 
    It was huge, with a round lake of indigo blue filling it almost completely. A ring of clay surrounded the peaceful lagoon. In the center of it a gigantic geyser rose to the ceiling of the cavern. The jet was so strong and rose so high that they all stood staring at it as they entered the hall. They could not see the top of it, so high and majestic that it melted into the blackness of the lofty vault. What is this huge geyser doing inside that cave? From the roof, the liquid which was forced upwards showered down again, feeding the lagoon in an endless circle, as if an eternal dew rained down inside the cave.  
 
     Lasgol looked at the ceiling, searching for an explanation of this unlikely phenomenon of nature. An impenetrable grey mist covered the upper part of the chamber. Its thickness was impossible to determine. 
 
    Using his Gift the Tracker tried to feel for any living thing in that enormous cave, but could only sense something liquid and earthy. 
 
    Water. I feel water born out of the depths of the earth. That’s what I haven’t been able to identify… An ancient magic lives in this strange place which imbues everything, and whose power comes from Water. 
 
    “It’s unbelievable, a geyser like that in here. What’s it doing inside a cave?” Toral whispered in Lasgol’s ear. 
 
    The Tracker looked at him. The veteran’s cold eyes showed fear, a fear of the unknown, of the irrational. He turned to the rest of the men, who were staring at the unearthly scene in awe. Lasgol could feel the incredulity of those hardy warriors. He could almost touch the fear in their hearts. He shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t like this at all, Lasgol. I have a bad feeling. Nothing is as it should be in here. I’m sure there are White Demons of the Mahuro in this accursed place. I can feel them.” 
 
    “Don’t be superstitious, Toral.” Lasgol said with a smile. “The Demons of Mahuro are nothing more than a legend to scare the children. Let me remind you that we aren’t in the snowy mountains of our own land, and you stopped being a child many years ago.” He was trying to calm the Captain, but without obvious success. 
 
    As they neared the shore of the lagoon, the Tracker noticed various hieroglyphs carved on the great boulders at the foot of the geyser. A message or a warning? thought Lasgol as he studied them. The geyser was alive in the midst of that frozen place, it beat with its own life. He looked thoughtfully at the great lake at his feet and something caught his attention, something which did not fit into the scene. 
 
    The waters of the lagoon did not move at all, they were completely inert; the surface was smooth as a mirror, apparently frozen in liquid form, as if lacking life, in eternal repose. For some unnatural reason not even the jet from the geyser created any impact on the surface of the lagoon. Before he could finish his reasoning, out of the corner of his eye he saw one of the soldiers inadvertently stepping into the water at the edge of the lake. 
 
    He held out his hand. “Stop!” he warned. The soldiers looked at him in surprise. Instinctively most of them reached for their weapons. They all stood still, waiting. 
 
    A wave spread from the soldier’s foot, crossing the lake surface at incredible speed until it reached the boulders at the foot of the geyser. The strange carved symbols began to shine, changing color and turning to an intense gold. The brightness increased and a strong golden light emanated from the geyser, lighting up the walls of the enormous chamber and filling the shadows with its golden radiance. 
 
    Absolute silence filled the cavern. 
 
    Lasgol’s brow wrinkled with worry. 
 
    Nothing happened. He looked around. All the men were at the ready, tense, prepared for an attack. Several moments went by and nothing happened. Lasgol tried to use his Gift to seek out hidden presences, but nothing was revealed. The magic of that underground place intervened, not allowing him to use his skills. After a few moments of hesitation, seeing there was no apparent danger, they decided to go around the lagoon and keep on in the same direction. They divided: Lasgol and ten men on one side, Toral with the rest on the other. They walked warily, alert to any movement, following the edge of the ring of clay. When both groups were half-way around, there came a splash in the stagnant water. 
 
    And suddenly terrifying scaly jaws, revealing rows of sharp fangs, came out of the water at lightning speed. Enormous reptiles with horrendous jaws of long saber-like fangs attacked the group. 
 
    Before Lasgol could react, three soldiers had been trapped in those lethal jaws. In the blink of an eye they were dragged to the bottom of the lagoon, violently shaken all the way, by gigantic crocodiles with murderous golden eyes. 
 
    “Beware! Giant crocs!” Lasgol shouted as he nocked his bow. 
 
    Another enormous greenish crocodile surged out of the lagoon, advancing rapidly, dragging its belly above its four short strong legs. The soldier who was its victim took a step back, taken by surprise, and this allowed the monster to sink its deadly fangs in the leg of the wretched man. He yelled in agony and hit the beast’s head hard with his sword in a vain attempt to free himself. The cuts barely penetrated the tough scales of the reptile. With a sudden thrust the beast spun around and dragged the man back to the water. Two other soldiers tried to block its way, but their attacks merely wounded it. Bleeding, it disappeared under water once again, taking the desperate soldier with it amid deafening screams. 
 
    “Giant reptiles! Beware!” Lasgol shouted, seeing the fierce fight the group on the other side of the lagoon was waging against the creatures. 
 
    Lasgol made his group retreat to a safer position and ran around the lagoon, keeping his aim on any new attack from the water. Behind him, less than two paces away was the rock wall; ahead was the great lagoon, seething with those lethal giant crocodiles. They were trapped. Suddenly another beast launched itself out of the water at great speed, its jaws wide open to show the huge, menacing rows of teeth. Lasgol fired an arrow which hit the beast in the heart, but it kept going in spite of the mortal wound, the arrow had not penetrated deeply enough. Lasgol nocked another one and let it fly, and this one hit the animal in its thick neck. The enraged beast looked at the Tracker and headed quickly towards him.  
 
    It’s just an animal, I must relax and trust my talent and my training, he told himself determinedly. He tried to calm his nerves. He needed something more powerful he could fire, something which could pierce the tough scaly skin of the beast. He needed a powerful shot. His talent would provide him with an extreme potency, capable of piercing steel plates. He focused, and a green light flashed through his wiry body. Without taking his eyes off the appalling reptile, he tensed the bow, breathed and aimed. The beast was almost on top of him, the huge maw searching for its prey. Lasgol aimed at the animal’s right eye, calmly, then an instant before the beast reached him he let the arrow fly. It went into the right eye with such brutal strength that it pierced the skull and made the beast vault over itself in a grotesque pirouette. The gigantic animal fell down dead just a hand-span away from Lasgol’s face. 
 
    “Phew!” he snorted... “By a hair.” 
 
    He nocked another arrow and used his skill again for another powerful shot. He aimed at a new beast which was coming out of the water. While three soldiers distracted it with thrusts and sword strokes, he hit it squarely in the heart, piercing it. This time the beast dropped dead.  
 
    The shouts of combat from the other shore made him look in that direction to see the soldiers fighting three enormous beasts. Several men lay dismembered on the ground, their torn limbs lying grotesquely amid a sea of blood. The reptiles launched themselves against the remaining soldiers, to be repelled repeatedly with shields and swords. The fight was furious and brutal. Screams echoed, wild and rending, blood splashed both men and animals. Beasts and men fell, hacked by swords, axes and jaws. The veteran soldiers, once recovered from the initial surprise of the attack, were holding back the fierce assault of the enormous crocodiles without losing ground, but they were suffering losses in the face of the strength and brutality of those monsters. Captain Toral shouted orders to his men and encouraged them on, all the time covering their flanks with one of his men. His face was covered in blood and his left arm hung inert. 
 
    Lasgol kept shooting at the beasts in a desperate attempt to prevent them reaching the soldiers. He could feel his source of inner energy running out inexorably. The battle flared up, with new crocodiles issuing from the depths of the lagoon in a frenzy to kill the intruders. The ground was stained red with the blood of men and beasts. On the opposite shore the group was barely holding up against the enraged reptiles, with only Captain Toral and one other man standing. The rest had perished, most of them torn to pieces. Lasgol looked around him. His group had sustained fewer losses; there were still five men standing and fending off two of the reptiles, their swords hacking furiously at the monsters. 
 
    The last three crocodiles of the abyss succumbed, hacked to pieces by the brave soldiers. 
 
    A disturbing silence filled the chamber. 
 
    The reptiles vanished. 
 
    Tense, the survivors waited. 
 
    What’s lying in wait for us now? wondered Lasgol uneasily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a few long moments of doubt the surviving soldiers, absolutely exhausted, fell back against the wall beside Lasgol. The Ranger, overwhelmed with sadness, contemplated the desolate scene after the battle. Mutilated corpses, torn horribly to pieces by those giant crocodiles, were strewn all over the shore in a sea of blood. They had lost practically the whole of Captain Toral’s group, with only the officer and one of his men still standing. Of Lasgol’s group, five men had survived. 
 
    The Ranger slung his bow across his back and went over to the soldiers to try to use his talent in the healing of the wounded, although he barely had any energy left to draw on. Unfortunately, not being a Healer, his skill as such was very limited, so that there was little he could do with wounds so severe. They all tried to recover from the horror of the brutal fight. Lasgol did whatever he could, but without much success. The veteran soldiers were used to sewing up battle wounds and appreciated his effort, since they were aware of the complications ugly wounds like that could lead to. When they had recovered somewhat, the few survivors were unable to follow the Norghanian tradition as they would have wished by building a pyre and burning the bodies of their fallen comrades. All they could do was leave them in that cold cavern. 
 
    “Let’s honor the fallen, comrades,” Captain Toral said solemnly. “Today brave men of the white mountains have given their lives for the motherland, fighting against ferocious beasts. But nothing can defeat the Norghanian soldiers, sons of the snow!” 
 
    “Nothing!” responded the remaining men as one. 
 
    “Today Jorac the Bloodthirsty will be satisfied. Many brave men have died in combat, and soon they will arrive in his kingdom to serve at his side and enjoy the well-deserved afterlife of the warrior.” 
 
    The survivors chanted the solemn ode of the Voyage of the Snow Warrior, with deep voices and heartfelt intonation, taking their leave of the brave fallen. 
 
    As the tribute ended, Toral came close to Lasgol. He took him aside into a corner and whispered: “We’ve lost most of the men. Do you really believe the fugitives are still alive? Is there any sense in going on? They can’t have survived these devilish beasts.” 
 
    “They might have got through without attracting the attention of these monsters. The Assassin is very skillful. We have to go on and find out if that’s what happened. I must make sure, those are the King’s orders. The two fugitives are to be captured and taken into His Majesty’s presence alive. It’s imperative that we catch them, and that we do it urgently.” 
 
    “Well then, so it shall be. I’ll follow my orders, Ranger. Have no doubt on that score.” 
 
    “They’re responsible for the death of Great Duke Orten, King Thoran’s brother,” explained Lasgol. “The war with Rogdon is about to start for that very reason. His Majesty believes the murder was planned and carried out by agents from Rogdon, and he’s mobilized the army to take action in reprisal. A great invasion force is on its way to the border with Rogdon at this very moment.” 
 
    “Capturing these two enemy agents will only justify this coming war…” Toral said, not fully understanding. 
 
    “On the contrary, Captain. I’m convinced that the murder wasn’t carried out on Rogdon’s orders. And only these two can corroborate the fact. We need this information in order to avoid the war and the atrocities men will commit in its name. A war with Rogdon will bring thousands of deaths and years of suffering to both kingdoms. I’m trying to prevent that by all means possible. That’s the other side of my mission: not just capturing two fugitives, but avoiding this war at all costs.” 
 
    “Laudable intentions,” replied the Captain, bowing his head, “but I don’t think war can be averted at this point. Once the sons of the snow get going, only death can stop them.”  
 
    “I know that, but at least I have to try. My duty and my conscience demand it.” 
 
    “Let’s hope your efforts and the lives of these brave soldiers may not be spent in vain,” the officer said, with a touch of reproach in his voice. 
 
    “So be it,” Lasgol replied serenely. He was fully aware of the enormous difficulty of the enterprise.  
 
    After the sober funeral, the survivors continued advancing through the labyrinth of caves with extreme caution, wary of falling into another trap. Lasgol picked up the fugitives’ trail leading into a narrow tunnel, confirmation that somehow they had evaded the giant crocodiles. The temperature was still low, although not as piercing as before. He crouched to check the trail; there was no room for doubt, it was theirs. How they had managed to pass by those horrible beasts and still be alive was something beyond his understanding, but those tracks clearly indicated that the two fugitives had gone into that narrow passage. 
 
    They went along the corridor, fearful of falling into some new trap. The group reached an enormous hall, long and rectangular. Lasgol guessed it was man-made. He signaled to the group to stop. Wide stone steps carved out of the ice led down to a lake of dark water, with a small round island in the center. Four enormous statues of ice rose menacingly from it. They represented giant sea serpents, monsters from the bottom of the deepest seas, the worst nightmare of any sailor. They stood more than twelve feet tall, and their mouths were frozen in an eternally threatening gesture. On the other side of the lake, at the far end of the hall, another group of stairs led up to a portal of ice guarded by two small waterfalls, phosphorescent and greenish. They all reached for their weapons and prepared themselves, expecting some new danger awaiting them ahead. 
 
    Suddenly a figure wearing a long white tunic appeared under the ice arch. A snow-white cowl covered its head, so that only its shining golden eyes could be seen. The tunic was decorated with gold thread. In its right hand it held a staff with flashing golden symbols, and in its left a book with covers of the same color. 
 
    Lasgol watched it intently. He called upon his Gift to perceive the nature of this being, but without success, as if a magic shield had deflected the attempt. Before he could stop him, Toral gave the order to attack. 
 
    “Soldiers! Get rid of this demon with golden eyes!” 
 
    His men, without hesitation, charged down the stairs. 
 
    Lasgol tried to stop them. “Wait! We don’t know what we’re up against!” 
 
    Toral was beside himself. “That demon has to pay for the death of my men!” he raged. 
 
    The first two soldiers reached the final step of the ice stairway. As they set foot on it, there came an ominous metallic sound. At once two streams of whitish liquid jetted out from both sides of the stairs at amazing speed. The two men, caught by the liquid, were frozen in the same instant. The icy bodies held the horrified expression of the two soldiers preserved for ever. When their comrades saw what happened they stumbled to a halt. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head, saddened by their terrible fate. 
 
    The sinister figure in white raised its staff and began to intone a chant, filling the hall with unintelligible words. At the sound, the ice statues of sea snakes began to melt. The ice which covered them fell away, turning into water which fell into the gloomy lake, and the huge sea monsters were revealed. 
 
    The horrendous beasts began to come to life! 
 
    As the ice which had held them prisoner melted away, they began to move their upper bodies. At the same time they emitted a series of deafening, ear-splitting hisses. The four surviving soldiers retreated immediately towards Lasgol and Toral. The last of the ice fell with a loud crash, freeing the scaly bodies of the four monsters. 
 
    “Get ready! Now they’ll come for us!” Lasgol warned, trying to keep his voice from shaking at the sight of those nightmares from the deepest abysses of the ocean. 
 
    “Soldiers, for Norghana!” Toral yelled. 
 
    They formed a line with shield and sword, ready to fend off the attack. There was no more thought of the freezing cold as adrenalin galloped through their bodies at the sight of the four serpents, which dived into the lake with deadly speed. 
 
    The first two beasts lunged ferociously at the soldiers, surging out of the lake with their scales shining like polished armor. Lasgol, using his Gift, prepared poison. He shot four poisoned arrows in a row from behind the defensive line formed by the men on the stairs. He intended to weaken the beasts, aware that the poison probably would not kill the monsters. The first animal reared up on its scaly body, nearly nine feet tall. With its hindquarters it thrashed at one of the soldiers, breaking his shield in two and sending him flying backwards.  
 
    The brave veteran fell on to the steps with a dull crack, his neck broken like a twig. His comrades, enraged, thrust their swords right and left at the silvery sea serpent. Lasgol, calling on his Gift for a powerful shot, pierced the skull of the snake so that it fell dead. Two other serpents attacked simultaneously, coiling around the bodies of two soldiers and suffocating them by constriction. The men tried in vain to fight back with fury, as if trying to wake up from this doomed nightmare. The monsters sank their fangs in the heads of the trapped soldiers, ending their lives amid horrendous hissing. 
 
    Toral and the last surviving soldier managed to finish off one of the beasts, while Lasgol, with swift movements shot arrow after arrow as he dodged the attacks of the other. The lethal maw, its sharp fangs ready to tear his head off, brushed his face as he leapt to one side. As the monster turned, Lasgol concentrated his power and let fly a shot that caught it in the eye. Enraged, the monstrous serpent attacked with its body rearing high, chasing the Tracker, but with a nimble leap he dodged the thrust at the last moment. The snake recoiled to attack again. Lasgol glanced at his companions, who were fighting the other beast. A whiplash from its tail sent the last soldier flying to the ground with his spine broken in two.  
 
    Captain Toral threw himself against the monster and sank his sword frantically into the scaly body, but the snake caught him. Coiling around his body, it began to strangle him. Raging and desperate, Toral yelled: 
 
    “Die, you foul beast! Die!” 
 
    Lasgol shot at the beast in an attempt to help Toral. With a final hiss the snake dug its fangs into the Captain’s head, piercing the winged helmet and penetrating the brain. Both beast and brave officer fell to the ground, locked in a mortal embrace. 
 
    “Toral! Nooooo!” cried Lasgol in despair.  
 
    Filled with anger and pain, he focused on the other sea serpent that was heading for him and shot it in the other eye, blinding it for good. The monster snaked down the stairs, disoriented. Lasgol finished it before it could reach the black water of the lake and escape. 
 
    He lowered his bow and looked upon the heartbreaking scene. The lifeless bodies of the brave soldiers lay on the stairs among the repulsive creatures from the deep sea. 
 
    “Toral…!” 
 
    He ran to the fallen officer. 
 
    From the ground, with the fangs of the beast still in his head, Toral whispered: “Here… we fall… like brave Norghanians… sword in hand…”  
 
    The Captain died like the brave and honorable officer he was. Lasgol, kneeling beside him, could not help his eyes getting moist. 
 
    A sudden feeling of danger ran down his spine like a warning. 
 
    The Mage! 
 
    He turned around and located him. The strange being was standing under the ice arch at the other side of the great hall. He nocked an arrow and aimed. He concentrated and prepared to let fly: an arrow straight to the heart would finish him. A wise warning of his father’s came to his mind from a distant past: Before a Mage, shoot immediately, without hesitation. Don’t use your power, or you’ll give him time to use his and you’ll perish, as his will be far greater. As he recalled these words the sinister Mage intoned and incantation and aimed at Lasgol with his staff from the far side of the hall. 
 
    Hell! Too late! 
 
    At his feet he felt dampness and the clear freshness of running water penetrating his boots. He looked down and discovered that a thin stream of water from the lake had reached him without his noticing. A whirlpool began to form around his feet, rising swiftly up his body and ensnaring him like a liquid sea serpent. In a moment his body had become engulfed in a spiral of liquid with a life of its own. He tried to get rid of it, but there was no way of shaking off the spell. He began to drown. He could not breathe, his mouth and nose were covered by this whirlpool of living water that was swallowing him. It was beginning to fill his lungs. He started to cough convulsively. The water invaded his body. He was drowning.  
 
    He dropped his bow and arrow and sank to his knees clutching his throat, feeling his end had come, enveloped in the deadly spiral of that magic whirlpool. 
 
    I’m drowning! I’m dying! 
 
    In his final moment of awareness, an instant before he yielded to eternal night, he saw a shadow passing his side at a lightning pace. 
 
    It was his prey. The Dark Assassin. 
 
    And night fell over Lasgol. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 For a woman 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti. —Ocorum, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
      
 
      
 
    The last rays of the evening crept in through the small square window of the room, warming the bleak space. On a hard bed in his humble room in the Temple of Light Lindaro lay unconscious, struggling between life and death. The Black Lady of eternal oblivion spread her shadow over the priest’s bed, awaiting the end like a fateful carrion bird. The plain grey robe with its insignia of the Order of the Light hung from a chair, covered in blood. 
 
    Beside the bed, sitting on a low stool, Komir watched him. Gena, one of the Sister Healers of the Order of Tirsar, was tending to his own wounds with gentle hands. His body was healing fast under the talent and powers of the Healer. He could feel the effects of the Healing running through his system, repairing the damaged done. The pain gradually receded. But nothing could mitigate the horrible anxiety that gripped him at the sight of his friend on the brink of death. 
 
    They had moved Lindaro as fast as possible to the Temple of Light in the hope of saving his life, despite knowing that the wound was lethal and that the kind man of faith had lost a great deal of blood. Abbot Dian had summoned the Healers of the Temple of Tirsar as soon as he realized how serious the wound was, hoping for the kind of miracle which was only within the reach of a Healer. The city surgeons had been able to do little for Lindaro, nor had the priests’ prayers to the all-powerful Light been fruitful. As a personal favor to the Abbot, remembering the fondness which had bonded them for years, Sorundi, the Mother Healer of the order, had come to the Temple of Light in Ocorum as soon as she heard, and was now attending to Lindaro personally. Luckily the peninsula where the Healers had their base was just a short distance away from the port city. 
 
    Komir did not take his eyes off her, hoping for her to perform a miracle. He could perceive the bluish energy penetrating his friend’s fragile body wherever the Mother Healer placed her magical hands. She had already been at work for some time, and this worried Komir. It was not the first time he had seen that type of knife-stab in the stomach. All the warriors in his tribe knew that once the stomach was pierced or deeply cut, death was slow and painful. The image of Uline came to his mind. A year before, pirates from the northwest seas had landed on the territory of the Arabaios, a minor tribe of the Norriel. Answering the sister tribe’s request for help, Auburu, matriarch and leader of the Bikia, sent her warriors to repel the pirate incursion. Komir had fought beside Hartz and Uline. The three were companions of Udag, the same age. The pirates, bloodthirsty and ferocious, fought with the certainty of past victories in their vicious eyes and the lust for plunder and rape in their hearts.  
 
    Unfortunately for the invaders, the Norriel were not as easy a prey as those other tribes the pirates had attacked without mercy. At sundown on the second day of fighting, most of the pirates were dead, lit by the intense light of the flames given out by their burning ships. They called for retreat with strident horns, and a few ships escaped out to sea without looking back. 
 
    Komir remembered with sharp clarity the moan which made him turn around to find Uline lying on the ground among several dead attackers. When he crouched to help him, he realized the seriousness of his friend’s wound. He had been savagely stabbed in the belly, and his death was inevitable. Uline, holding his stomach with both hands as he tried to stop the bleeding, looked up at him with enormous begging eyes. Komir would never forget that look, a look which searched for hope in the midst of abysmal fear. Komir checked his wound, and once he had confirmed the inevitable end he shook his head at his friend. The look on Uline’s face grew cold and hope fled his heart, to be replaced by the cold horror of imminent death.  
 
    An hour later, surrounded by his comrades in arms, who honored him by forming the Circle of Life and Death, Uline died a sweet death. Master Warrior Gudin had given him the coup de grace to end his agony, whispering words of affection and praise. His comrades gave him a last farewell, singing the Song of the Brave. Komir would never forget that day… that begging look. Unfortunately, his friend Lindaro was now in the same terrible situation. 
 
    “Will he come out of this?” Komir asked, unable to wait any longer. One of the Healer Sisters helping Sorundi turned from her place by the bed and put her finger to her lips, motioning him to be quiet. 
 
    Gena whispered in his ear, “Silence, Norriel, the Mother Healer needs to concentrate in order to do the healing. It’s very important not to distract her or break the intensity of her power.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered back, downcast, “I didn’t intend to disturb her… I just wanted to know whether he has any chance… “ 
 
    “In cases like this little can be done, not even the best of our Healers can manage a cure. I’m sorry to be so harsh, but honesty is one of the rules of our order.” 
 
    Komir felt a pang of dismay he could not hide. 
 
    “I’m sorry if my words cause you pain,” Gena whispered, “but I must tell you the truth as it is. I can only tell you he’s in the best possible hands. Sorundi, the Mother of our order, is a gifted and experienced healer. If anybody can do anything for your friend it’s her. Be patient and trust, perhaps today a good man may not die.” 
 
    “I hope it’s so, or I’ll never forgive myself,” Komir said, feeling absolutely miserable. 
 
    Gena put her hand on Komir’s shoulder meaning to comfort him, but at that moment nothing could ease the worry he felt in his soul. 
 
    “Where are your two other friends in need of care?” 
 
    “They’re waiting outside, in the outer courtyard. You can’t miss them, a giant warrior and a redheaded girl in white armor.” 
 
    “I’ll go to them, I’m done with you. A little rest and the wounds will heal well. Avoid exertion for about a week, rest and recover. You’ve got two bruised ribs, and the sword wound on your shoulder will be sore for quite a while yet.” 
 
    “How rude of me,” Komir said. “I haven’t even thanked you for your wonderful healing, it’s unpardonable. Thank you very much.” He tried to bow, but he had to hold his side because of the pain. 
 
    “You don’t need to thank me, warrior, it’s my duty, my calling. I’m going to see to your comrades. Be strong, and if you have faith, pray for him.” 
 
    “Thank you again,” Komir whispered as Gena left the room. For the first time in his life he wished he had faith, like the Rogdonians. But the Norriel only believed in natural, tangible things: the Sun, the Moon and the Earth. 
 
    He waited expectantly and hopefully, watching the magic of the Healers in action, something he knew nothing about and which impressed him greatly. Never before had he heard about these women who devoted their lives to helping others. What they were capable of doing with their magic was amazing. At first he had doubted the truth of their power, as there were so many charlatans who took advantage of people’s need to believe, but when he experienced it in his own body all doubts had been dispelled. Those Healers had impressed him with both their skill and their goodness, which was something the world stood in great need of.  
 
    Another thing had changed inside him as well: his loathing for magic, for the occult. Since he had been very young, following the beliefs and superstitions of the Norriel, he had feared and hated magic, even more so taking into account the incident at the river in his youth. But as he saw what went on here and learned about the benevolence of the Healers, he was no longer sure what he believed. If magic could do such good to people and be used to heal, then perhaps his own inner power, his own magic, which he loathed, was not something to be hated after all. This made him think, and he sank into an inner debate of contradictory reasoning. 
 
    Finally, after several long hours, Sorundi got up from the bed with unmistakable signs of great fatigue and weakness. With Abbot Dian supporting her she sat down in a chair, completely drained.  
 
    “Will he live?” Komir asked, unable to stay quiet. 
 
    Sorundi looked up. “The Light has blessed this humble servant of hers. I think I’ve managed to save him. It’s something I’m rarely allowed to do in cases as serious as this. He’s undoubtedly protected by the Light.” 
 
    “Then Brother Lindaro is going to live?” Abbot Dian asked hopefully. 
 
    The old Healer nodded. “Yes, he’ll live,” she said. “He’ll live. He’ll need a long time of rest and care, but I think we can get him to win through. Now if you’ll excuse me, I must go and rest.” 
 
    “Blessed be the Light which protects the innocent and defends her servants! It’s a miracle!” the Abbot said gratefully. “Thank you so much, Mother Healer. I don’t know how I’m ever going to be able to compensate you for this miracle!”  
 
    “It won’t be necessary, Dian. Our friendship of half a century is payment enough. And now, if you’ll forgive me, I’ll leave before I faint.” 
 
    Komir waited for the Healers to take Sorundi to another room, then went up to Lindaro. He looked down at the ashen face of the restless, lively priest and smiled. 
 
    “You’re going to be all right, Lindaro. It’s a miracle on the part of the Healer Sisters. You’ve no idea what fears you’ve made me go through. When you recover I’m going to give you the biggest hug you’ve ever had. You’re brave, my friend. Keep fighting, don’t give up, live!” 
 
    He left the room with a lighter heart after the good news. From the moment of the fateful wound he had feared the worst, in fact had been convinced there was no possible solution, and had been preparing himself for the death of the scholarly man of faith. During the last few weeks a sincere fondness had developed between them, forged by the powerful events they had lived through together. He scratched his head thoughtfully. These Healers worked true miracles, and he could never thank them enough. 
 
    He went out to the courtyard and saw Gena using her gift on the wounds of his giant friend. Hartz, feeling the beneficial effects of the healing on his flesh, was looking at her with absolute incredulity. A few moments later this turned into gratitude and joy. The big man lifted Gena off her feet in one of his bear-hugs. The Healer, blushing at the giant’s excitement, did not know what to do to make him put her back down and let her finish the cure. 
 
    Komir could not believe his good fortune: Lindaro, given time, would recover, and Hartz too was well. They had been very close to perishing, but they had come out victorious ‒ and what was even more important, they were alive. Thanks to the amazing courage of the man of faith and Hartz’s immense fortitude, they had come out alive from Guzmik’s palace. He could not find words to thank them both for what they had done, but he would find some way of letting them know. As for Hartz in particular, nobody could wish for a better friend, good and loyal to the core. And now he owed him his life, so that he would have to find a way of paying back his debt. The big Norriel deserved it. 
 
    Kayti appeared from behind one of the arched columns of the courtyard, carrying an earthenware pitcher of water and some clean cloths which she gave Gena to help with the washing of the wounds. At once Komir’s joy was engulfed by rage. Instinctively he reached for the sword he wore on his left side. He waited patiently until Gena finished healing his friend, while anger steadily blackened his heart. He could not help himself, so that every instant his rage grew against that woman who had lied to them, and on whose account they had almost died. He clenched his jaw, and images of the past crossed his mind. They were images filled with pain and suffering of the death of his parents that fateful night. The white warrior had lied to them. She knew a lot more than she had told them, and she would pay for that betrayal. Komir tightened his grip on the pommel of his sword, Kayti had better answer him honestly and clearly, or her life would be forfeited. He would finish her off there and then without hesitation. 
 
    Gena finished healing Hartz, and passed by Komir on her way to the room where Lindaro was resting. Hartz had not noticed his friend was there. As soon as he saw him he asked: 
 
    “How’s Lindaro? Tell me they managed to save him, please…” Worry cast a shadow over his usually jovial manner. 
 
    “It’s hard to believe, but they did manage to save him. I don’t really understand how, but their Healing magic is truly impressive. He’s going to live.” 
 
    “Are you serious? He’s in the clear?” asked the big Norriel. 
 
    “I’m absolutely serious. They healed a deadly wound. It’s truly unbelievable.”  
 
    “That’s wonderful news!” Kayti cried. 
 
    When he heard her gentle voice and saw her, all Komir’s concentrated anger exploded. In a single breath he leapt down to the courtyard. With his sword drawn, he came to stand two paces from the redhead. 
 
    “Listen to me carefully, Kayti, if you want to stay alive,” Komir said in a cold, threatening voice. “I’m going to ask you some questions, and if I’m not satisfied with the answers I feel you owe us all, I swear I’ll kill you right here and now.” 
 
    Kayti took a step back in the face of this threat. She too drew her sword and stood ready. 
 
    “Who’s that Guzmik, and what did he have to do with you?” he asked, ignoring her weapon. 
 
    “You’d better calm down, Komir. I don’t want this to go any further, but I won’t allow you to threaten me. Neither you nor anyone else,” she replied defensively. 
 
    “Answer my question! I’ve reached the limit of my patience!” he cried, and raised his sword threateningly towards her. 
 
    “Calm down, Komir!” Hartz pleaded, getting to his feet. “Don’t do anything rash. Control yourself! Let’s talk calmly, for goodness’ sake. Be reasonable, this isn’t the way of Igrali! Don’t dishonor the wise Moon Goddess by doing anything crazy.” 
 
    Rage blinded him, he took no notice of his friend’s plea. “I’ll ask you for the last time, Kayti. Who’s Guzmik, and what has he got to do with you?” he repeated. 
 
    At the imminent possibility of attack, Kayti fell into a defensive position with her legs slightly flexed.  
 
    “As you yourself realized, Guzmik was a powerful sorcerer, a mage with his own retinue of disciples and armed men. A ruthless and evil being, who richly deserved the end that fate and Hartz’s hand meted out to him.” 
 
    “How did you know him? What’s the nature of your relationship? Why was he looking for you?” Komir was not satisfied with the young woman’s answers. 
 
    “Calm down, Komir, threats won’t get you anywhere. I’m sure Kayti will answer all your questions without needing to be threatened. Lower your sword, please,” Hartz begged. His hands were raised in a pacifying gesture. 
 
    “I’ll lower it when I’m satisfied with the answers I want. Lindaro nearly lost his life, in fact we all nearly died because we trusted her. She hasn’t told us everything she knows, and her secrets nearly cost us our lives!” 
 
    “My order, knew this dangerous foreigner had arrived in Tremia. His suspicious movements, and the kind of covert searches he was making into our Brotherhood, worried our hierarchy. We discovered that this individual had been compiling information about our affairs for two years. My superiors were unable to identify this Sorcerer’s ultimate aim, but they did find out what he was after: a particular person. Someone in the Brotherhood …” 
 
    Komir did not let her finish. “You!” 
 
    “Yes. My superiors informed me that the sorcerer’s investigations into the Brotherhood, and all the inquiries his agents were making, were aimed at finding out who I was.” 
 
    “But why? What are you worth, to make such a powerful sorcerer look for you and try to kill you? Could you be a King’s daughter? Or is it revenge of some sort? Had you harmed this sorcerer in any way?” 
 
    “This is where I have no answers for you, Komir… I’d like to be able to give them to you, honestly, but I don’t know. I have no idea of the sorcerer’s motivation, or why he wanted me dead, or why he’d been looking for me for so long. We’ve never been able to find out why. The Brotherhood protected me from him while it tried to find out the reason. Before they could find anything out, Guzmik’s men, masses of them, attacked the fortress of our Order in the Lost Mountains. It was something that surprised us completely. The daring of it was unthinkable, and they almost finished us off. Guzmik had a small army at his disposal! They suffered many losses in the first wave, but they continued the attack undaunted. Men dressed in violet assaulted the walls for two days on end, attacking day and night in surprise raids, short but intense. The garrison, three hundred devoted soldiers of the Brotherhood, fought them off, but the fact that they outnumbered us four to one, plus the magic from their various sorcerers, nearly tilted the battle in their favor. Because of this, at the most critical moment and fearing the fortress might fall into enemy hands, Jonas, Captain General of the Brotherhood and Commander of the fortress, thought of a plan to let a small group escape in the dead of night. That’s how I got away, and that’s how six months later, when we were near the port city of Ocorum, our paths crossed.” 
 
    “That means the same ones who attacked the fortress hunted you down with no rest for more than six months?” Hartz asked, his jaw dropping. 
 
    “That’s right. We believed we’d covered our tracks well and that salvation was at our fingertips, then they caught up with us. And if it hadn’t been for you I’d be dead now.” 
 
    “And the decoy?” Komir asked. 
 
    “That was Jonas’ idea. He thought if the enemy caught us they’d go for the leader of the group, which would give me a small chance to escape. And it worked.” 
 
    “But you still haven’t told me why. Why you? What makes you so special that Guzmik, a powerful foreign sorcerer, would want you dead at all costs, even attacking a well-garrisoned fortress? It doesn’t make sense!” 
 
    “I don’t have the answer. I don’t know the reason. I can only tell you it’s nothing I might have done. My whole life has been dedicated to the Brotherhood. I’ve lived for and by the Order. I don’t know this sorcerer, or what led him to hunt me down. You must believe me, Komir, I’m telling you the truth. I’d like to give you the answer you want, but I don’t have it.” 
 
    Komir thought for a moment, trying to quench his rage. Kayti was hiding something, she knew more than she was telling. He turned on her again. 
 
    “What are you hiding? What part of the story are you keeping back? What is it you don’t want to share? I’m warning you for the last time. You tell me the whole truth, or else you’ll pay with your life.” 
 
    “I’m not hiding anything! I’ve told you everything I know. I don’t know why Guzmik was looking for me. I have no answer for that.” 
 
    “Then you’d better start commending yourself to your gods because today you’re going to join them. With a sudden move Komir attacked, launching a well-aimed thrust at Kayti’s shoulder. Surprised by the swift attack, she could not completely block the Norriel sword, which penetrated the layers of steel protecting her shoulder, piercing her armor and meeting flesh. 
 
    “Stop it, Komir! Don’t lose your head!” cried Hartz from the side. “Think what you’re doing, by Iram our Earth mother!” 
 
    But Komir was not acting rationally. The volcano of rage inside him had exploded, and his bloodshot eyes sought revenge. Revenge for an abysmal pain, buried in his blood in the depths of his soul, beyond the limits of reason. With the skill of a Norriel champion Komir attacked his adversary, reading and measuring her defenses in every feint, in each sword-thrust. Kayti was well-versed in military arts and had great dexterity with the sword, but she could not compare with the young Norriel’s natural talent, and he was able to read that. Hartz threw himself on to Komir to stop him, but his friend surprised him with a blow from the pommel of his sword. The giant stepped back in astonishment, his mouth bleeding, unsure what to do. 
 
    Komir renewed his attack, and his lethal dance began to take shape. The sweet music of the sword dance found the opportunity he was looking for to penetrate his opponent’s defense. With lightning speed, he disarmed Kayti, and her sword fell to the ground with the ring of steel on stone. Komir placed the deadly tip of his sword on the soft neck of the woman in white armor. 
 
    Hartz, dumbfounded, reacted to the mortal danger of the situation by placing himself between his two friends, protecting the warrior by squeezing his body between her and the end of the sword. 
 
    Komir placed the tip on the thick neck of the great Norriel. 
 
    “If you’re going to kill her,” Hartz said with the coldness of absolute conviction, “you’ll have to kill me first.” 
 
    “Don’t get in the way, my friend. I’ve a mission to accomplish, and nothing and no one will stop me, not even you,” Komir threatened. 
 
    “I understand the meaning of your mission and I share it. We’ll find your family’s murderers. We’ll rip all those responsible apart one by one, and their death will be slow and painful. You have my word as a Norriel. We’ll search for them without rest until we find them, no matter how long it takes. I’ll go with you on that search, no matter how dangerous, even if it means dying in the process. But not like this, Komir. This isn’t the way. This isn’t our path. What would Mother Iram say of this vile act? Or her daughters Igrali and Ikzuge, our protectors? They’d be ashamed beyond any hope of forgiveness in their eyes.” 
 
    “Don’t come to me with your superstitions, Hartz! The goddesses didn’t move a finger to save my parents, they let them be murdered while Igrali, the Moon, shone nearly full that night as the pure blood of honest Norriel bathed Mother Iram’s sacred earth. The goddesses did nothing for us, and when I woke up and Ikzuge touched me with her rays of power and wellbeing, all I felt was agony. The Sun goddess had no effect on my soul. So don’t speak to me of soiling our goddesses when they did nothing for their devout children!” 
 
    “It might have been so, friend, but it might have been that it was you they decided to save. Have you thought of that? We don’t know the goddesses’ designs. In any case I won’t let you kill her, for your own good. You won’t be rejected by them for an act of such evil, not while I’m with you. If you’re wrong, and in this case you are very wrong, I’ll always let you know. Always.” 
 
    “I’ll decide my own good, no one but me! That woman you defend with your life has lied to us, betrayed us, and even now, a step away from death, she’s hiding the truth. You might not see it, but for me it’s clear!” Komir shouted, keeping the tip of his sword on his friend’s neck, shaking from sheer fury. 
 
    “Control that inner rage, friend. You’re not like this, I know you better than anyone. The fury in your heart is going to eat you away until it consumes you. You’re on the point of killing someone, blinded by hate. Can’t you see? Are you going to kill me too, Komir? What’s the point? What will you get out of it in the end?” 
 
    Komir looked into the eyes of his friend and as if they were a kind of balm, they calmed him. The big man’s words sank into Komir, and he began to doubt his own convictions. The volcano inside him was going out, the eruption was over. There were still anger and impotence latent deep within him, but he looked into his friend’s eyes, full of worry and concern. Once more Hartz was right, this was not the way. Hatred had overcome him, and he had to keep it at bay or it would be his ruin.  
 
    Yet he was still furious with Kayti and did not trust her, not one little bit. Even on the edge of death the clever redhead had not flinched. She would not open up, he was sure of it. 
 
    “You’re right, once again, you’re right…” he said more calmly, taking the sword away and attempting a timid smile. “I won’t kill her, that path would take me down to an abyss I don’t want to explore. Thank you for stopping my hate, my friend. Thank you for not letting me succumb to my anger.” 
 
    “I’m glad to have brought you to your senses,” Hartz said, breathing out with relief. “For a moment I thought you were going to kill us both.” 
 
    Komir looked defiantly at Kayti. His eyes shone like emeralds. 
 
    “I won’t kill her, even though I don’t trust her. Get her out of here. Take her to the Flying Pony Inn. If I see her again, it’ll be the end for her.” 
 
    “I’ll do that, Komir,” Hartz said. 
 
    Kayti lowered her head slightly and looked at him with subdued eyes. 
 
    “I’m truly sorry you don’t believe me, Komir, I’m an honorable woman, my life and my honor belong to the Brotherhood,” she said with her hand on the wound in her shoulder. 
 
    Komir ignored her words, sheathed his sword and grabbed his friend’s shoulders. 
 
    “One more thing, my friend. Just as you’ve helped me, let me return the favor. Get away from her, she doesn’t deserve your devotion. She’ll do whatever it takes for her Brotherhood, for her ideals, she’ll follow her superiors’ orders blindly. She’s not trustworthy. Listen to me well, friend. Don’t lose your life for someone who hides her motives, someone who’ll put the interests of that Brotherhood of hers before your wellbeing. There’ll be other women, the seas are filled with beautiful mermaids and you’ve always been a good fisherman, so get rid of this one or you’ll come to regret it for the rest of your life.” 
 
    Hartz nodded, hugged his friend briefly but intensely and left, taking Kayti with him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, Hartz and Kayti arrived at the Flying Pony Inn. They banged on the door, waking Bandor, the rotund innkeeper, who opened the door when he recognized them even though it was late at night. Hartz apologized to the good fellow for the ungodly hour and gave him a handsome tip, then they went up to Kayti’s room. Hartz was tired and not in a good mood. The confrontation with Komir had left a bitter taste in his mouth and a great unease in his body that refused to go away. 
 
    “I’d better go to my room, I need to rest. All this adventure has worn me out. To be honest, I’m exhausted,” he told Kayti, who was beginning to take off her white armor. 
 
    “Wait…” she said, holding his arm, “I need to talk to you. Would you mind helping me get this off? The wound is just a small cut, but the weight is killing me.” 
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    With the skill of experienced soldiers they both loosened the inner ties of the armor, freeing Kayti from her metal cage. In a few moments the separate pieces lay on top of the old trunk in the room. 
 
    Kayti remained standing, in a short tight white tunic and woolen pants of the same color. Hartz could not help staring at her lithe figure; never before had he seen her without her armor, and the discovery was going rapidly to his head. In the soft light of the oil lamp Kayti’s hair shone like a lion’s mane, making her look radiant. The bloodstain on her shoulder emphasized the vividness of the scene. From the first moment, the beauty of her pale freckled face and the wild red of her hair had inexorably trapped the Norriel. Now he realized he was her prisoner. Lovingly gazing at the sensuality of the young woman, a confusion of feelings surged up within him. He wanted to hold her, caress her, make her his. He fought to banish them from his gut. He knew he should leave. She had an inebriating effect on his soul, she awoke in him a burning passion that was growing by the moment. He turned on his heels to leave the room, when she whispered: 
 
    “Why did you risk your life for me?”  
 
    Hartz turned and looked into her eyes, 
 
    “I couldn’t let him hurt you. Not him, not anyone, ever,” 
 
    “Even though it meant losing your own life?” 
 
    “That’s right. I’d give my life for you. You’ve seen it, you know it,” he replied with such frank honesty that Kayti blushed. 
 
    “Why?” she asked in a lower whisper, coming up to the big Norriel. 
 
    “Not sure. It’s what I feel. I’ll never let anyone hurt you, never. I’ll always protect you.” 
 
    Kayti laid her hands on the giant’s broad chest, looked into his eyes and asked in a murmur: 
 
    “Do you trust me?” 
 
    Hartz could feel her warm young body against his, her soft breasts against his torso. He swallowed with difficulty and said: 
 
    “That’s a hard question to answer. My mind tells me not to, but my heart says I should.” 
 
    “Which of the two would you follow?” 
 
    “Both,” he replied. 
 
    The tension grew between them, heightened by the warmth of their bodies, the scent of their skin and the soft tone of her voice. 
 
    “Why do you ask? What do you want from me, Kayti?” Hartz was now confused. 
 
    “I want to know what your feelings are for me,” she said. 
 
    Hartz looked into her eyes. 
 
    “I want you. I want to be with you. From the very first time we met in that clearing.” 
 
    Kayti put her arms around him and kissed him with a passion fed by all the accumulated tension of a long wait. At the touch of those delicate lips Hartz utterly lost all sense of reality. He sank into a dream, and the material world around him disappeared. Only he and Kayti dwelled in that pleasant dream, nothing else existed. The soft scent of her skin filled the big Norriel’s senses. He felt a passion that almost hurt. 
 
    He brought her closer still, holding her within his arms, and kissed her back with the intensity of a cyclone. Kayti sighed with delight. 
 
    “Will you stay the night?” she asked him. Love sparkling in her eyes. 
 
    “This night is all yours.” 
 
    Hartz lifted her in his strong arms as if she were a feather and carried her gently to the bed. There he took her with the vigor of a demigod, while she moaned with pleasure. 
 
      
 
   
  
 




Great Bird 
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    Aliana. —Usik Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Night in the Usik prison had been a calvary for Aliana. Explicit scenes of unbearable torture had filled her mind, preventing her from getting the rest she so much longed for. She had barely slept.  
 
    The chants and drums arrived with the dawn, filling the atmosphere with gloom. When they heard, the prisoners with her all pressed themselves back against the farthest end of the prison fully aware that death was looming. They were horrified. Those poor unfortunates knew all about the sacrificial rites.  
 
    The door opened abruptly and three Usik warriors walked in threateningly, with weapons in their hands. After them came two women dressed in wings made of giant eagle feathers, carrying trays of food and fresh fruit. They placed them on the floor and left. Aliana’s mouth watered at the sight of the food, but nobody moved towards the trays. Fear was obvious in the eyes of the prisoners who surrounded her. The three warriors left, closing the door behind them, but still nobody touched the food. All remained at the far end of the prison, huddled together, some of them even trembling. 
 
    The drums sounded again, and chanting filled the heights with female voices, piercing and well-tuned. 
 
    Aliana stared at the delicious-looking food. I’m condemned to death, what do I care what these poor wretches fear? I’d better eat and get my strength back for what could be on its way. I’m too weak to face any danger… 
 
    Without wasting any more time on thinking, she rushed to the food and began to eat like a hungry wild animal. The rich flavors and penetrating smells filled her senses. Nobody followed suit. All the prisoners were watching her in silence. When she was full, she sat with her back against the wall and gave herself up to the sleep the night had refused her. When she woke up, she saw another prisoner eating beside her. He belonged to a race she did not know, with tightly curled blond hair and pure ebony skin. The contrast was both attractive and shocking. 
 
    I see you couldn’t resist either, eh? 
 
    As if he had read her thoughts, the prisoner looked at her pleadingly and went on eating. When he finished he sat down beside her, resignation visible in his face, which surprised Aliana. The door opened suddenly and the three warriors came in with brutal determination. They stood in front of the two of them and without a word, dragged them out by their hair. 
 
    Then Aliana realized what she had done. 
 
    Argh! The food was a trap! That’s why nobody would touch it. I was a fool, now I’ll pay dearly for this… What an idiot I was! 
 
    She screamed with pain, but the Usik who was dragging her showed no compassion. Both prisoners were shoved and dragged to the other end of the tree-top village. Aliana had to stop several times, above all on the swaying catwalks where vertigo took over her body and it was impossible for her to go on. The warriors kept on dragging her by the hair without any compunction. They would not tolerate any pause. 
 
    When they reached the other end an immense platform opened before her eyes, supported on the branches of six of the giant trees. It was as big as the great square of the Temple of Tirsar in her longed-for home, and it rested on the crisscrossing branches as lightly as a leaf. On the platform a great multitude awaited them. There were at least a thousand there, probably more, and she could not understand how the platform did not sink with the weight of so many people. 
 
    On the outer rim stood a huge bird-totem, painted red and decorated with black feathers. Beside it waited the sinister shaman with the huge claw around his neck, wearing ceremonial garb. He was escorted by his three acolytes. On the uneven branches of the six trees, at different heights, were more spectators. Judging by the number of people gathered there, Aliana had the impression that the whole village had come to witness some kind of ceremony. 
 
    While they dragged her on and she struggled to break free, fear overcame her body. She could feel it rising through her stomach, clawing at her throat, throbbing anxiously, leaving her short of breath. 
 
    They were taken to the men who were attired as birds, amid drumbeats and chanting from the crowd. She tried to calm her nerves, which were gnawing at her insides like a hungry wolf. 
 
    She recognized Asti in the first row, guarded by two warriors, looking at her with eyes filled with sadness. 
 
    Several warriors grabbed her unfortunate partner. The poor man struggled, but he was brought under control with brutal speed. They tied him to the totem with strong ropes, accompanied by the shamans’ prayers and the ritual chants of the crowd. Two corpulent, strongly-muscled Usik held Aliana by the arms, not taking their eyes off her for one moment. The man with the claw went across to the prisoner, then amid prayers and wide gestures poured some substance over his whole body. It was reddish, had a strong bitter smell, and drenched him completely. Then the Shaman took an unusual whistle and lifted the beaked mask to uncover his mouth. With it he played the same note several times, long and steady, towards the North, in the direction of the endless forest. 
 
    The people moved back, away from the totem. The warriors who were holding her dragged her back, while the prisoner struggled uselessly against the ropes, screaming desperately. A great human circle, keeping a safe distance, formed behind the totem. 
 
    The Shaman whistled again, this time three short notes, and then moved back. 
 
    In the distance, above the evergreen forest, a shadow appeared. Aliana tried to identify it without success. It was coming swiftly towards them. As it came near, the blurred shadow took the shape of a monstrous bird of immense proportions, with black feathers on its body and red on its neck and head. The chanting stopped, and a foreboding silence filled the air. The great bird glided in front of the totem and with a chilling croak landed on the edge of the platform in front of the wretched prisoner, who was screaming his head off in a madness of terror. The size of the bird was nightmarish, even greater than that of the giant eagle Aliana had ridden. 
 
    Suddenly it straightened and spread two colossal wings, black as night. The red feathered head and the enormous beak, long and yellow, scared Aliana. The prisoner seemed no more than a doll beside a bird as huge as that. The great creature croaked again, shaking its wings. 
 
    And attacked the man. 
 
    While the audience, overawed, sighed and exclaimed at the macabre scene, the bird dismembered the prisoner in the blink of an eye. Aliana was forced to look away. The powerful beak and sharp claws tore the body and spattered blood and guts on the totem and the floor around it. Nobody moved to prevent the creature as it fed on the human flesh and organs. Once satisfied, it took off with part of the poor wretch’s mutilated body. 
 
    Horrified, Aliana watched it fly away. 
 
    The chants and drumbeats sounded again; the sadistic ritual was continuing. The man in command moved his arms frantically in imitation of the great bird, and the crowd went wild. He made signs for Aliana to be brought to the totem. 
 
    My time has come.  
 
    While she was being tied to the totem, panic drove her mind to the verge of madness. The crowd went on with its ritual chanting and the drumming grew louder. Aliana was shaking like a leaf. 
 
    The Shaman repeated his triple call, and the killer bird appeared gliding above the tree tops, seeking more flesh to feed on. 
 
    Her mind grasped at the one thing which could keep her calm: her Gift. She summoned her inner energy, seeking to ease her nerves with her healing skill as she watched the monstrous bird descend. 
 
    It landed in front of her, raising a whirlwind of dust and air which hit her like a furnace blast. 
 
    Panic overwhelmed her. 
 
    Raising itself on its claws, the creature extended its black wings. The ruthless eyes in the sinister red head fixed themselves on her. It opened its long yellow beak and gave a deafening croak. 
 
    A terrified silence filled the air. 
 
    Aliana knew she was on the verge of being torn to pieces. She closed her eyes and in the midst of her terror felt something unexpected. The medallion which hung hidden under her corselet, which she had completely forgotten, sent forth a flash, as if waking up with the desperate situation its wearer found herself in. Suddenly she felt the precious jewel charging itself with the strength and power of her own inner energy 
 
    The great bird croaked again, chilling Aliana’s blood. It was preparing to attack! 
 
    The medallion showed her mind unknown golden symbols, which slowly formed words. The secret words were rearranged by the medallion until they formed an incomprehensible utterance of power. The gem in the medallion was conjuring as if it possessed an intellect of its own, without Aliana being able to take any part in what was happening. Her body, her inner energy and her mind were being used by the medallion. 
 
    The monstrous bird launched itself at Aliana with a chilling sound of death. 
 
    At this final moment, when everything seemed lost, the medallion cast a virulent spell of Earth Magic. She watched in astonishment as a brutal avalanche of stones and rocks hurled itself on the creature with unusual violence. Hundreds of rocks issued from Aliana’s chest with enormous speed and brutal power, striking the killer bird. Horribly battered and injured by that controlled storm of stones, the great bird moved back and attempted to take off, but fell to the floor instead. Its injuries were too severe. It gave a final squawk of pain and then, before the stunned crowd, it died. 
 
    Aliana could not believe her eyes. She was alive! The Ilenian medallion had saved her at the last instant with that amazing spell. Her inner energy, which until then had only been used to heal, had been employed by the medallion to perform that spell of Earth Magic. It was something both amazing and overwhelming. 
 
    A graveyard silence settled on the platform. The Usik could no more believe what they had just witnessed than she could herself. 
 
    The evil Shaman, walked up to the fallen bird. He took off his mask, and she could see that he was overwhelmed with sadness. She saw tears running down his cheeks, as though the great bird had been deeply important to him. With eyes filled with rage he stared at her, then fell into a fit. His face was red, and he was shouting and gesturing like a madman. Aliana feared he was going to cut her throat there and then for what she had done. 
 
    All the Usik ran away, abandoning the platform, fleeing from the anger of the possessed Shaman. 
 
    He came close to Aliana, spat on her face and slapped her frantically, all the time yelling insults she could not understand. Pain exploded in her face, but she bore it in silence, holding on to the fact that she was still alive, at least for a little longer. 
 
    The Shaman hit her again and again. 
 
    Aliana turned her face away from the blows and saw Asti looking at her. The sadness in her face had vanished. Its place had been taken by a wide smile and a sparkle of pride in her eyes. 
 
      
 
   
  
 




Temple of Water 
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    Iruki, Yakumo, Lasgol —Masig Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    I have to do something! I can’t stay here any longer! Iruki felt worry eating at her chest. From where she had been hiding she could not see the outcome of the situation. Thanks to the Assassin’s power they had been able to remain hidden in the shadows, undetected by the Norghanians. He had used one of his skills, blending in with the shadows so that he disappeared from human sight. Iruki had no idea how he could do this, it was plain sorcery as far as she was concerned. A magic like that of the world of the prairie spirits, but called up by her companion in flight: a magic she did not understand, but which she welcomed. 
 
    At first the Assassin had been unable to call upon his skills, since some other and far more powerful magic prevented him from using his talent. Repeated attempts to do so had proved useless, infuriating him. Seeing their pursuers closing up on them, Iruki had feared the worst. The damned Tracker was an unparalleled bloodhound. Once he had detected a trail he would follow it to the bitter end. Every attempt the Assassin had made to hide their track had been in vain. The Norghanian explorer had been able to find it again every time and continue the chase. The Assassin had used cunning and deceit to keep out of reach of their pursuers. When they arrived at the great frozen hall, seeing them so close, he had made one last desperate attempt to free his power. 
 
    “I’m going to try one last time,” he had whispered to her, worry in his eyes. 
 
    “Come on, I’m sure you’ll be able to,” Iruki had said, trying to cheer him, keeping her own fear hidden. 
 
    Mustering all his concentration, together with what Iruki guessed had been many years of harsh training, he managed to break the magical interference that was preventing him from using his arcane abilities. 
 
    “I did it! he exclaimed. “I managed to break the lock that stopped me using my power!”  
 
    Iruki smiled. “I knew you would, I didn’t doubt you for a moment!” she lied, while with some surprise she admired the triumphant glee on his normally serious face. 
 
    And then something totally unexpected had happened. 
 
    Taking her wholly by surprise, the Assassin hugged her, putting his arms around her and pulling her close to him. Iruki felt strange within his arms: frightened and excited at the same time. She knew they were in deadly danger, but the contact of his body against hers had filled her with a throbbing sensation which was undeniably pleasant. She felt the stranger’s strong chest pressing lightly on her breasts. An unexpected joy ran through her body in a warm wave of pleasure. A blush came to her cheeks. For a moment she lost herself in the delight of the embrace. 
 
    The Assassin had looked into her eyes. Iruki had looked back in silence. His foreign, strong, masculine face captivated her, she found him more and more attractive. She thought of hiding the feelings that were awakening inside her, a little ashamed in case he noticed. But before his deep enigmatic gaze Iruki had not been able to restrain herself and had embraced him passionately, pressing her body against his and laying her cheek on his chest. 
 
    “Iruki…” he murmured, fully aware now of what was going on. 
 
    Iruki raised her head, and as her gaze met his black eyes, she kissed him. Briefly but intensely, passionately, spurred by the danger that surrounded them. 
 
    Without wasting another moment, the Assassin had conjured one of his skills and they had both blended in with the shadows around them, disappearing completely in the darkness. 
 
    Instants later the pursuing group of Norghanians had burst into the frozen hall. 
 
    Iruki had clung to the Assassin’s body. They kept up the embrace, feeling warmth flowing from the physical contact. They were both thankful for each other’s touch, in more ways than one. 
 
    They remained hidden, in silence, watching the fight between the Norghanians and the monstrous sea snakes. In the midst of the carnage and despite herself, Iruki could not repress a feeling of gladness as she watched them fall, one after the other. That race of looters and rapists…. not one of them deserved to live, they were all bastards, pigs, and if it had been in her power to bring about the annihilation of the whole race she would not have hesitated. Not only for what had been done to her, but for the uncountable atrocities they had committed, and continued committing, against the Masig people and other weaker races within their reach. She knew it would not cure the deep wound they had opened in the bottom of her soul, but it would certainly help mitigate the pain of the despicable rape she had suffered and which she would always carry with her. 
 
    Finally only the accursed Tracker remained alive. And his end was near. From their hiding place she could not see the figure that was ending the life of their enemy and pursuer, but she was sure it was some kind of ancestral spirit with arcane power. The Tracker appeared to be drowning, as if the sea were swallowing him, filling his lungs with salt water. He was doomed, his death was only instants away. Iruki’s heart smiled. One Norghanian less, and this one represented her own personal nightmare. 
 
    And at that moment the unthinkable happened. For some reason she could not grasp, the Assassin abandoned the safety of their hiding place in the shadows, launching himself at an incredible speed in the direction of the sinister figure. Iruki found it hard to believe, it was on the point of taking the life of the Tracker! 
 
    “Let him die! Don’t save him!” was what Iruki wanted to yell, but she kept silent in case the sinister spirit noticed the Assassin approaching, stealthily and at great speed. Nervously, she took a step forward and watched the Tracker fall to the ground, clutching his throat. He was dying. Iruki’s gaze followed the distortion in space in which the Assassin’s silhouette was barely visible. Using one of his dark skills, one which Iruki had already seen in action, he disappeared from her sight completely in a phenomenal leap that took him to the middle of the island in the lake, where moments before the horrifying sea serpents had reposed in the shape of statues of ice. He moved again at that supernatural speed and disappeared once more, to cross the lagoon and reappear at the other end in front of the spirit.  
 
    Before the Assassin could deal a lethal blow with his daggers, the figure waved his staff while he uttered several words. As a result the Assassin was thrown back violently and fell backwards onto the rock floor several paces away. Stretched out on the ground, he clutched at his chest with obvious pain. His black robes were white with frost. Iruki’s heart sank, and unconsciously she took a couple of steps towards the edge of the lagoon, driven by tension and danger. Her heart was in her throat. 
 
    With a nimble leap, the Assassin recovered and was once again ready to attack. Iruki felt a pang of pure anxiety at the imminent combat; this spirit was clearly very powerful, and the Assassin’s life was in serious danger. Suddenly a cone of ice issued forth from the mage’s staff in the direction of the Assassin. Using his cat-like skill he rolled across the ground and at the last moment avoided the impact of the frozen missile. 
 
    Iruki, realizing the kind of spells the spirit was using, cried out a warning to the Assassin. 
 
    “Watch out! He uses water as the element for his spells” 
 
    Her words attracted the attention of the sinister being. Pointing his staff at her, he murmured a few words and threw a spell in her direction. Iruki imitated her companion by instinct and leapt aside as a bluish javelin of pure ice rushed past her. It grazed her, and she felt an intense icy pain. She held her right arm to look at the cut, which was deep and bleeding. It was the second time she had been wounded in those caves, and she was frightened. The trap in the foggy corridor had almost killed her. Thanks to the prodigious reflexes of the Assassin, who had pushed her away from the trajectory of the projectile at the last moment, she had been saved, but the ice pike had given her a deep cut in her shoulder. With her basic knowledge of healing she had cleaned and bandaged the wound, but it was still painful. She tore a piece from her shirt and bandaged the cut so that she would not lose more blood. 
 
    A crimson flash enveloped the Assassin, who with a whip-like movement of his right wrist hurled a small projectile towards the spirit, hitting him in the arm he had raised to protect his face. This made him retreat a few steps hesitantly. The attack had apparently surprised him. 
 
    The Tracker, lying on the ground behind Iruki, began to cough compulsively, freed from the evil spell which had been drowning him. Iruki guessed that the Assassin’s attack had momentarily broken the concentration of the malign spirit. The Tracker tried to stand immediately but was forced to stay on his knees, deprived of air, finding it seriously difficult to breathe. The spirit concentrated his attention on the Assassin, who rolled quickly across the floor and advanced on him with his daggers ready for the final blow. A series of strange words came from the spirit, and his body began to shine with great intensity. The Assassin leapt in the air towards his victim and in an unlikely pirouette thrust both daggers into the mage’s heart. 
 
    He’s got him! With that tunic he’s wearing, without protection or armor, he’s a dead man! Iruki rejoiced as she watched the scene, full of optimism, convinced it meant the end of the spirit. But to her dismay, the daggers struck against a thick layer of ice which now covered the figure of the fighting mage. 
 
    “The bastard’s created an armor of ice all around his body!” cried Iruki in disbelief. 
 
    A powerful projectile from the spirit’s staff hit the Assassin, throwing him to one side with brutal violence. Iruki turned to the Tracker for help. 
 
    “Help him!” she yelled. “Get up and help him, he just saved your life. You owe it to him!” 
 
    A frozen projectile caught Iruki unexpectedly in the side, throwing her against the floor with tremendous force. She felt a searing pain from the impact, which almost broke her spine in two. It left her lying face down in agony. 
 
    The Tracker looked at her for an instant. He breathed deeply through his nose, and as he inhaled his eyes shone with a spark of hope. Immediately he lunged for his bow, nocked it at amazing speed and aimed at the powerful Spirit of Water. A cone of ice flew past him, grazing his head, but he did not flinch. With extraordinary skill the Tracker loosed three shots, they hit the mage’s ice armor which cracked under the impact. 
 
    The Assassin, still not fully recovered from the blow he had received, charged again with an inhuman leap which ended with him driving both daggers in two of the points where the Tracker’s arrows had already found their mark. Frosty fragments fell to the floor as the ice armor began to break 
 
    Iruki, still lying where she had fallen, sore all over, strained her eyes to see the end of the epic battle. Her heart cringed with the knowledge of the danger the Assassin was facing. Placing his hand, on his rival’s chest, the spirit cast a spell on the Assassin before he could strike again and succeed in destroying the armor completely. A freezing torrent burst from the evil Spirit of Water, freezing everything before him. To Iruki’s horror, the Assassin turned into an ice statue before her eyes. 
 
    “Noooooo! Nooooo!” cried Iruki in despair. 
 
    Ignoring the pain and the injuries she had sustained, she stood up and began to make her way around the lagoon in a desperate attempt to reach him. She prayed to the benign spirits of the steppes to pardon the life of one who had done so much for one of their daughters. 
 
    The Tracker continued shooting precisely-aimed arrows which bit into the frozen armor protecting the mage. He loosed another volley of three which struck with precision; the armor was on the point of collapse. But then a cloud of dense white vapor surged from the frozen ground in front of the mage, creating a dense defensive curtain. 
 
    “I can’t see him! Where is he? I can’t aim!” the blond Norghanian cried anxiously. “He’s creating water vapor, I can’t see where he’s gone!” 
 
    “Keep attacking!” Iruki urged him as she continued on her way around the lagoon towards the Assassin. “Use your power, your skills! Isn’t there one of them that can help you?” 
 
    “I can’t count on them down here,” he said. “There’s some spell in this horrible place that won’t let me use them!”  
 
    Iruki then realized that, even though the Assassin had managed to break the spell with his own kind of power, the Tracker’s was completely different and he could not do the same. The two men’s Gifts were of very different natures. 
 
    A whirl of icy wind hit Iruki unexpectedly. It began to gain intensity, rotating and moving rapidly across the hall. The temperature dropped abruptly, and a winter storm surged in the center of the chamber. Winds of extreme force hit the Tracker, sending him rolling on the ground. Snow, ice and stinging, freezing wind took over the cavern with the brutal violence of a killer storm. 
 
    “Come back! We’ve got to get out of here!” the Tracker shouted, trying to protect himself from the wind by holding on to a boulder so as not to be swept off his feet. 
 
    “I’m not leaving without him!” Iruki replied as she crawled towards the frozen Assassin, who stood like a statue in the middle of the storm. She was sure he was dying. 
 
    The storm was worsening by the moment. 
 
    “You won’t be able to save him. Go back to the entrance or you’ll both die!” the Tracker warned her. He was already crawling back towards the entrance. 
 
    “I’m not leaving him!” Iruki shouted as she finally reached her unfortunate companion, fighting against the elements. She looked around for the spirit, but fortunately he had vanished; probably he had fled after conjuring up the lethal tempest, certain that it would kill his victims. 
 
    Iruki looked towards the entrance with her heart in her throat. It was too far, she would not make it. They would die frozen in the midst of the storm before they could cross the lagoon. She looked in the opposite direction, and on the wall she noticed an ice-covered crack, big enough to crawl into.  
 
    Making a tremendous effort, she dragged the Assassin amid hurricane-force winds, summoning up a strength she did not even know she had. With a stone and all her might she began to hit the ice that covered the crack. But her strength was waning, she would not hold out much longer. She hit the ice once more and it broke in a thousand pieces, revealing the opening in the rock wall.  
 
    Iruki’s, limbs were beginning to stiffen, she was on the point of losing consciousness. In a final desperate effort she pushed the Assassin through the opening and went in after him. Both of them rolled down the uneven terrain. 
 
    Iruki tried to stand up, but fainted. 
 
    She came to after a while, without knowing where she was or why. Slowly, with the utmost difficulty, she stood up. Her whole body had been punished, and she ached all over. She looked around her. She was in a huge rectangular hall of polished white rock. The walls were decorated with strange golden symbols. This hall was no natural cavern but one fashioned by man. In the center of it a small lake with an island in the middle made the scene look unreal. A great altar presided over the island. On it was an enormous sea-blue sarcophagus covered with golden inscriptions, seeming to remain aloof from everything around it. It looked like the hall of a temple where the spirit of someone profoundly important rested in its final sleep. Iruki could not guess who it might be, but she felt the sarcophagus must belong to a king. 
 
    The strange place left Iruki speechless. She felt completely lost and her body was stabbed through with pain. She did not understand the meaning of the place, nor the reason why the evil Spirit of Water had attacked them.  
 
    A sudden movement at her feet brought her back to reality. 
 
    The Assassin had moved a hand. 
 
    He was alive! 
 
    She knelt, overcome by worry, and looked at him tenderly. A touch of color was returning to his face, but his body was still stiff, showing clear signs of frostbite. He tried to speak, but no sound came from his purplish lips. Iruki could see the desperate effort in the Assassin’s eyes as he tried to move his limbs, without success. She stroked his face tenderly, trying to calm his pain. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll recover… don’t exert yourself in vain,” she said, trying to reassure him. 
 
    Suddenly something struck against her mind, a fierce mental blow which nearly made her reel. She shook her head in an attempt to recover, but another blow hit her as though a migraine out of all proportions had just exploded in her head. A distant voice sounded inside her: 
 
    Leave… 
 
    Now… 
 
    Or die… 
 
    Without understanding, she looked around frantically, scared. On the island, in front of the blue sarcophagus, she saw the demonic spirit with the golden eyes and white tunic. Iruki realized that no sound was coming from his mouth. The sinister figure was sending the messages directly into her mind. 
 
    Me, Guardian of Temple… 
 
    Sacred Temple of Water… 
 
    Great King rest… 
 
    Do not bother Lord of the Water… 
 
    Iruki glanced at the prostrate Assassin, but he was still helpless, unable to aid her against the sinister guardian of this Temple of Water. 
 
    “We’ll leave! We want nothing from this place, please don’t hurt us!” Iruki shouted at him. 
 
    Leave… 
 
    Go… 
 
    Now… 
 
    She pointed at the helpless Assassin. “He can’t move, he’s frozen! Let him recover and then we’ll leave!” 
 
    Death… 
 
    Die… 
 
    The sinister spirit raised the staff over his head. A whitish, pulsating light began to form. Seeing it, Iruki feared the worst. The spirit was preparing to deliver his final blow. The light grew in intensity, and a sphere formed and levitated beside him. Desperately, Iruki began to drag the Assassin along the floor in an attempt to escape certain death. The last of her energy vanished and she fell to her knees in tears, certain she was about to die. 
 
    She held the Assassin close. She would die with him. 
 
    Suddenly a figure came in through the crack in the wall behind her. In a fluid movement, the man went down on one knee, bent his bow and loosed an arrow with the skill of a master hunter. It all happened in the space of a single breath. 
 
    Iruki followed the trajectory of the arrow with her eyes. 
 
    It hit the guardian spirit of that temple squarely in the heart. He took a step back, teetering, and hurled the sphere of intense light at the archer. It was then that Iruki recognized the Tracker. He had come back. The Norghanian sidestepped as the sphere crashed against the floor, exploding in a thousand fragments of crystallized water in the shape of sharp stars with cutting edges. 
 
    Iruki fell into a swoon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    An impertinent drip of cold water on her head awoke the aching Masig. She sat up and looked around, sore and bewildered. Where am I? What happened? She held her head in her hands and tried to remember, to puzzle out where she was: the image of a silhouette in white with golden eyes came into her mind. The guardian spirit of the temple! She leapt to her feet and looked around, afraid. All she saw was the Assassin beside her, unconscious and still half-frozen, although his color seemed more normal. She checked his pulse, found it strong and sighed in relief.  
 
    But then another memory came to her mind: the Tracker! She looked around the chamber, but he had disappeared. How strange, he was right here, he killed the Spirit of Water. Where could he have gone? Hastily she turned back to the Assassin, who was recovering his body warmth little by little, melting away the unlikely cloak of ice which still covered him. Iruki was convinced the Assassin was still alive, thanks most surely to his Gift. An ordinary man would not have survived. 
 
    “Keep fighting, don’t give up, you’ll soon be free of this ice prison and your body will move again. It’s Iruki, I’m here with you! I’ll take care of you! Fight! Don’t give up! Fight!” she kept murmuring. 
 
    On the little island the sinister spirit lay stretched out on the ground. Iruki knew he must be dead, but curiosity was eating at her. She needed to see for herself. She wanted to make sure the nightmare was over and that they were free from any other evil tricks from that being. Let it be, she said to herself, he’s dead, you don’t need any more proof. But curiosity got the better of her, and armed with her hunting knife, she went over to the lagoon and waded across to where the fallen guardian lay. Surprisingly, the water was no more than ankle-deep, although it created the optical illusion of being much deeper. She crossed warily and looked down at the lifeless body of the guardian spirit. He was dead, there was no doubt about it, with the arrow driven deep into his chest. Iruki looked at him and wondered at how dry and shriveled his body appeared, as if the last drop of liquid had left that body a thousand years ago. He was dead, there was no doubt about it. They were free! Iruki felt an enormous sense of relief. She knelt and released all her pent-up anxiety in a fit of uncontrollable sobbing. 
 
    She soon recovered, though. She was about to go back to the Assassin when a blue flash from the unusual sarcophagus caught her attention. She stepped up to it warily; the strange beauty of the sarcophagus with its polished surface of impenetrable blue entranced her. Without stopping to think, she pushed at the half-opened lid and saw the mummified body of the late King of the Water resting inside. The vision scared her. She took a step back, nearly falling off the altar. She lost her knife in her efforts to stay upright. She recovered her balance and looked inside once again. That being had been dead for a long time. The thought quieted her. Lord of the Water or not, he would never reign again, of that she was sure. Another, similar, blue flash reached her eyes. What was the origin of that mysterious radiance? 
 
    And then she saw it: around the King’s neck there hung a long silver chain with a round silver medallion attached. An enormous gem in its center, as intense a blue as that of the sacred lake of her people, shone vividly. That medallion was the most beautiful thing Iruki had ever seen, an unbelievable treasure, the size of her palm. She could not resist its splendor, and on a sudden impulse she took it and put it around her own neck. 
 
    I must go back to the Assassin and get out of this accursed place, she thought. But before leaving the island she looked into the sarcophagus again, and on one side discovered a silver short-sword of exceptional beauty. The blade was engraved with golden symbols all along the edge, which must be runes of some kind. The pommel, intensely silver, bore an oval gem, the same blue as the one in the medallion. This will help me defend myself, she thought. She grabbed the magnificent weapon and went back to the Assassin. 
 
    As she was beginning to cross the lagoon, a voice made her jump. 
 
    “I see I was right to doubt the wisdom of checking whether any of my comrades was still alive. I can’t let you out of my sight even one moment. I guess you’ll be happy to know they’re all dead. Good Norghanian soldiers, all dead in this misbegotten chase, a real tragedy. You’d better sheath that sword. You won’t need it on the long journey back to Norghania.” 
 
    Iruki looked in the direction of the voice. It was coming from the opening they had fallen through into this chamber. The Tracker was aiming at her with his bow. 
 
    “Damn you! Damn you!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first beams of morning light fell vigorously on the plateau, slanting through the thick darkness of night, which seemed jealously reluctant to leave. The rays of the Sun-King scattered the wide expanse with life, announcing the arrival of a new dawn. The sunrise was beginning to bathe the landscape in delicate light, revealing the silhouette of three solitary riders ascending the undulating hill. A man in dark clothes led the way. His slanting eyes revealed his faraway origin, while his hands, tied behind his back with strong cords and expert knots, betrayed the fact that he was a prisoner. Behind him rode a young woman with red skin and Masig clothing, her hands tied in the same way. A rope joined both riders by the waist, making sure neither could escape without dragging the other. Bringing up the rear, a bow ready in his hands, rode a blond rider who never took his eye off his two prisoners.  
 
    The strong light forced Lasgol to shade his blue eyes with his hand. That early morning was so beautiful it had surprised the experienced Tracker, who was not in the habit of allowing his feelings to get the better of him, accustomed as he was to seeing splendid landscapes in his life outdoors. But that morning on the plains had impressed him with its unusual splendor. It helped dispel from his memory the horrible images of death and despair from that underground chase through the Temple of Water. 
 
    He shook his head, annoyed at letting those thoughts back into his mind, at not being able to forget the death of his comrades, and concentrated on watching his prisoners. The Assassin was in a state close to death, his life hanging from a thread, surviving only thanks to an inner strength which was immense, almost superhuman. He was simply, flatly, refusing to die. Lasgol could not understand how the foreigner had managed to survive the journey down the mountain from the Fountain of Life in the pitiful state he was in. After the fight with the Guardian Mage of the temple, the Assassin had been left in such a frozen state that not even his healing powers or the care of the Masig had been able to restore him. The foreigner’s limbs barely responded, and all strength had left his body. When Lasgol tried to heal him, he realized that his limited curative powers could not help him, and what was even worse, it seemed that the spell had caused terrible injury to that body. Any other man would have been dead already, but this was no ordinary man, far from it. He was refusing to die with all his soul, and for now he was winning the battle against the ruthless lady of Far Beyond. The combativeness and inner strength of the Assassin had truly impressed Lasgol. 
 
    Iruki had begged him with wrenching sobs to help her save the Assassin. Lasgol knew he had to take this man to his King, since otherwise he would not be able to prevent the dreadful war which with its pestilent breath was hovering above thousands of innocents. He meditated on the problem, then suggested a deal to his prisoners. He would help the Assassin and get him away from that mountain, where he would no doubt perish, on the condition that he handed himself over, giving his word that he would not try to escape. He would surrender to the Norghanian Army at once, without resisting or trying to get away. Carried away by her wild Masig temperament, Iruki had refused amid insults and curses, but to his surprise the Assassin had accepted. He had given his word. His slanting eyes showed absolute resignation. 
 
    A week of long, arduous descent later they were now very near the Half Moon Pass, where Lasgol knew he would find a detachment of the Norghanian army watching the border with Rogdon and the fortress there: the Fortress of the Half Moon. He had not been able to head straight for Norghana, for the road and points of access to the great river Utla were watched by Masig warriors who were trying to rescue Iruki. Lasgol had found the trail of several groups fanning out across the plain, as well as a sizeable contingent of Masig warriors heading towards the great river and cutting off their escape route. He had no doubt that these were from Iruki’s tribe, The Blue Cloud, and that they were looking for her. Under no circumstance would he risk contact with them. Trying to reach the shores of the Utla River was too dangerous, since that was exactly what the Masig expected him to do: to try to board a ship and head northeast to Norghana, up-river. So he had to do the opposite: head south toward the border with Rogdon and look for the Norghanian detachment posted there. 
 
    He glanced at the head of the group. The Assassin was still holding on to the saddle of his mount as intensely as he held on to his own life. Some color had returned to his ghostly cheeks, a sure sign of a slight improvement in his condition. He had not tried to flee, although Lasgol was sure he would not get far in that state. He could barely stay in the saddle, and his limbs seemed not to be responding to him yet, or at least not normally enough. But even so, Lasgol did not trust him in the least, and nor did he let him out of his sight. He knew that if he did not stay on his guard at all times, it could easily cost him his life. This man, even in the pitiful state he was in, was still a lethal assassin. 
 
    He stroked the mane of his beloved horse Trotter. He was tired, and Lasgol knew it. 
 
    “Just a little way more, my brave one, we’re almost there,” he whispered into the horse’s ear. He used his power to communicate with him, making use of one of the skills the Gift granted him. Trotter shook his mane, so the Tracker would know he understood. Lasgol smiled. How he loved that horse! 
 
    Something unusual in the Masig’s bearing caught his attention. Iruki began to lean drowsily to her right, sliding from her mount as though she had lost consciousness. Caught by surprise, Lasgol reached out his hand in a vain attempt to stop her falling. 
 
    “Iruki, be careful! Hold on to your horse!” he cried. 
 
    But Iruki did not react. 
 
    When the Assassin noticed the pull of the rope which joined him to the Masig he tried to hold on to his horse so as not to be dragged to one side, but the weight of the girl pulled him down. Both prisoners fell off their horses. Iruki hit the ground hard, while the Assassin, making use of his cat-like flexibility, managed to land on his legs and roll out of the fall. Lasgol dismounted hastily and went to check on Iruki, who was lying face down on the grass. 
 
    “Iruki, are you all right?” he asked, worried, at the same time checking on the Assassin out of the corner of his eye in case he tried anything. He knew that he was still very weak, but even so… 
 
    Bending over the Masig, he turned her over very carefully, hoping she had not hurt herself badly in the fall. 
 
    “How are you? What happened?” he asked. 
 
    With her hands still tied behind her, Iruki flexed both knees to her chest and before Lasgol could guess what she meant to do, launched a mighty kick to his genitals with both feet. 
 
    “What the…? Argh!” he cried. 
 
    Taken by surprise and in terrible pain, he could only bend double instinctively, cursing the clever Masig’s trick. She got me… ooh it hurts… 
 
    Iruki, seeing her chance, launched another lateral kick, which caught him at ankle level and swept him off his feet. Lasgol fell like a log. The Masig, like a contortionist, brought her knees up to her chest and passed her hands under her backside and brought them up in front of her. With the Ranger on the ground and the Assassin carefully watching her, Iruki lunged for the Northerner’s mount, with her hands reaching for the sword hanging from it. 
 
    Lasgol writhed on the ground, crippled by the intense pain in his nether region, but guessed her intention. He made an effort to concentrate so that he could use his power, but the pain was so strong that the attempt failed. He had to communicate with his horse. 
 
    Trotter, run away! Don’t let them get close! he wanted to say with the help of his Gift. But pain frustrated the attempt, and his skill never materialized. 
 
    When Trotter saw Iruki approach, he glanced at his master lying on the ground and after a moment’s hesitation moved uphill away from the Masig, who was trying to grab the short sword of the Temple of Water which hung from one of the saddlebags. In a desperate attempt, she leapt to the saddle, and with both hands still tied, managed to grab the sword’s pommel and fall back to the ground as the horse trotted away. 
 
    “Damned Norghanian, I’ll kill you! I swear by this steppe I love so much and which we’re now standing on that I’ll take your life if you try to stop us!” she yelled furiously as she got to her feet and brandished the sword she was holding with both hands. 
 
    Lasgol, who was beginning to recover from the paralyzing blow, got to one knee and drew out his short sword, which he pointed at the Masig. He was still unable to utter a single word; he needed time to get his breath back. He took a deep one and felt a trace of relief, the ghost of well-being, which made him feel a little calmer. The pain was receding. What would the Masig do now? Would she be capable of trying to kill him? His guess was she would, she was scared and desperate, and any reaction was possible in that situation. I don’t want to kill her, I really don’t, but if she attacks me I might have no other choice. 
 
    “Stop! Both of you!” the Assassin said in a broken voice. “There’s no need for any more bloodshed.” He looked at Iruki with imploring eyes. “I gave him my word. I’ll turn myself in, it’s what I must do. Drop your weapon, don’t risk your life for me.” 
 
    “Never! I’m not going to let you turn yourself in so those bastards can torture you mercilessly for days and days on end, causing you inhuman pain, drowning you in a sea of suffering. Don’t you understand? They’ll kill you! They’ll kill you after breaking your spirit in a nightmare of pain which will last for days. Weeks, even. I know. I’ve seen it. Our tribe has to suffer it. The few of them these pigs have ever left alive have completely lost their minds, or their will to live. If he turns you in, you’ll suffer so much it’ll make you long for death to come to your rescue.” 
 
    The Assassin looked at her gently, grateful that she should wish to protect him from the horrible destiny which awaited him. 
 
    “I know, Iruki, but I must hand myself over. I’m infinitely thankful for what you’re trying to do for me, but there’s no need. I gave him my word at the Temple of Water, and my word is the only thing I have left. I’m a man without a soul, as you know, empty. My life is worth nothing, I’ve only spread death and desolation with my past actions. But in the midst of the evil and darkness in me there’s still something left, a spark of the man I once wanted to be. I can’t let that die, Iruki. You lit that spark the night our paths crossed on the Norghanian fortress. That’s all I have left, and I must hold on to it. It’s the only thing that lets me go on day after day, the only thing that stops me from taking my own life. No, I won’t break my word, I’ll accept my destiny, otherwise the faint light of hope I still feel inside me will go out and I’ll never be able to look you in the face again. Iruki Wind of the Steppes, I need that spark to go on burning, to survive, I want to be able to look into your eyes without shame.” 
 
    “But don’t you see that if you turn yourself in, you’ll disappear forever?” 
 
    “I don’t wish to kill you, Iruki, but if you attack me with that sword I’ll have no choice but to defend myself,” Lasgol threatened her, still on his knees, trying to get his breath back. Things were getting complicated, and could easily end tragically. He had no intention of killing Iruki, but he could not let them escape, still less now that they were so close to the end of that mad hunt. 
 
    “Let’s go, and then no one will be hurt,” Iruki said, coming closer to him with fierce determination. 
 
    “I can’t let you go. You killed the Grand Duke, and it’s my mission to bring the assassin to justice. Those are my orders. Direct orders from King Thoran. I have to carry them out, it’s my duty. I serve the crown, and that’s why I can’t let you go.” 
 
    “Don’t talk to me about duty, you Norghanian jackal! Your despicable people bear the mark of shame, of those who rape defenseless women, those who kill and torture innocents, those who pillage and destroy anything their greedy eyes look upon. How many children and innocent elders have you killed in the service of your crown? How many Masig villages have you plundered and destroyed?” 
 
    Lasgol lowered his eyes, suddenly overwhelmed with shame. Deep down, he knew the truth of her words. The Norghanians were a race forged by war and conquest, plunder and pillage. They were a warrior people, born out of the frozen mountains to dominate warmer lands. 
 
    Many were the heroes and men of honor who had shaped the brilliant history of victory and conquest for their country. But he was also aware of a weakness in certain men, of the evil that violence engendered in their hearts. Lasgol was aware of the despicable actions they were capable of, and could neither defend them nor condone them. It was true there were rotten apples among them, but the Norghanians were a great people, a proud people with a history and culture as rich as it was noble. 
 
    He looked up and met the Masig’s penetrating ruby eyes. 
 
    “I have to hand you over and prevent the war with Rogdon. As soon as I do that everything will be cleared up, the mistake of blaming the blue and silver kingdom will be brought to an end and war will be avoided, thousands of innocent lives will be saved, tides of red suffering will be averted.” 
 
    “Nothing will prevent the war, and deep down you know it. Your people want bloodshed, they yearn for conquest and they’ll use any excuse for it. Tell me it’s not so, that you don’t believe my words are true,” cried the Masig. 
 
    “I don’t know whether it’s so or not, but that doesn’t change the situation. I must do my duty and try to stop the barbarity…” 
 
    With a cry of pure fury which took the Tracker by complete surprise, Iruki sprung at him with a savage thrust to his head. Lasgol blocked it from his kneeling position, deflecting the impulse to his left. 
 
    “Stop!” the Assassin cried desperately. “Don’t kill her!” he begged Lasgol, and tried to put himself between the two, but his legs would not hold him, and he fell to the ground like a broken puppet. 
 
    Iruki attacked again with all the fury of her desperation. Lasgol blocked her with some difficulty, which alarmed him. He took a deep breath and prepared for the next onslaught. But he realized he was recovering. 
 
    The Masig hit with astonishing speed, right and left, using both hands with her wrists still tied together. Her blows seemed to have the force of a storm at sea. Lasgol blocked the blows, at the same time retreating several steps before the frenzy of her attack. The blows might have been savage and swift, but they were clumsy, lacking the years of training needed to master the subtle techniques of swordsmanship. 
 
    Lasgol looked at his opponent. The attack was dangerous, he could not allow it to continue. One slip might be lethal. Iruki, panting from the effort, did not take her eyes off him. 
 
    She attacked again, but her impetus was decreasing. This time Lasgol waited for the right moment, and blocking her sword he delivered a dull blow with his left fist that hit Iruki squarely on the chin. The courageous Masig fell backwards. Without waiting for a second chance, Lasgol leapt forward and stepped on her sword, then pressed the tip of his own against the neck of the defeated Iruki. She looked at him with visceral loathing and raised her neck in defiance. 
 
    “Finish me off, you Norghanian dog!” she said without the least sign of fear. 
 
    “No, no, please! Let her live, she had nothing to do with the attack on the Grand Duke Orten. It was I who was ordered to kill him. I was the one picked for that mission. You have to believe me, it’s the truth!” 
 
    Lasgol, with great interest looked at the Assassin, who was trying clumsily to sit up.  
 
    “Will you surrender peacefully and tell me who is behind this attack?” 
 
    “Let her go and I’ll tell you everything you want to know. I’ll tell you who’s behind the attack, who hired me to end Duke Orten’s life. You have my word. I swear it. I’ll come with you to your camp and turn myself in, I won’t try to escape. I’ve kept my word until now. I’ve given you no reason to doubt my honor. In return all I ask you is to let her go instead. She’s a wild Masig, she has nothing to do with this and you know it. The murder was arranged by someone with plenty of resources, power and information. Why risk such an elaborate plan by bringing in a savage from the steppes? What sense is there in it? None, and you know it.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at the struggling Masig. Defiant, proud, beautiful to the last, a worthy daughter of the prairies. He admired her for it. Inwardly he was certain that this young woman was no part of the plan to kill the Grand Duke. There was nothing to indicate otherwise. 
 
    “Tell me this, and I’ll consider your request. Is Rogdon the one behind the murder?” 
 
    The Assassin looked at him for a moment, trying to weigh up the truthfulness of his intentions. 
 
    The Tracker waited restlessly for an answer. Many lives were at stake, beginning with the young Masig’s own. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t Rogdon,” said the foreigner, with such sincerity that Lasgol never doubted his response for a moment. 
 
    The Tracker sighed, greatly relieved. The weight of a mountain vanished from his shoulders. He had been right. 
 
    There’s hope. I can avert this senseless war! 
 
    He looked at the Assassin. “Do I have your word?” 
 
    “You have it,” he replied coldly, with a nod. 
 
    Lasgol took his sword off Iruki’s neck, picked up the other weapon from the ground. Staring at the Masig’s eyes, he said: “I’ll respect the foreigner’s wishes. Take a horse and go, get back to your tribe.” 
 
    Iruki stared back at him incredulously, unsure of his true intentions. 
 
    “Go back to your home and your people,” Lasgol said, helping her up, as he cut the cords around her wrists. 
 
    The Assassin came to Iruki’s side, smiling, with his own hands still tied behind his back. 
 
    “Go back to your family. Be happy! Live a long, prosperous life in these steppes you love so much.” 
 
    “I don’t want to leave you, they’ll kill you!” she said, and began to cry disconsolately, covering her eyes with her hands. 
 
    “Iruki, you must live, I won’t allow anything bad to happen to you for my sake. You must go now.” 
 
    Composing herself a little and trying to hold back her tears, Iruki placed both hands on the Assassin’s pale cheeks. Looking into his slanted eyes, she said: 
 
    “Promise me you’ll live, promise me you’ll survive and that we’ll meet again.” 
 
    He looked at her tenderly. “There’s not much chance of that, you know that very well, Iruki,”  
 
    “I don’t care, I don’t want to lose hope,” she replied, sobbing anew. “Promise me. Promise me you’ll stay alive and that one day you’ll return to the steppes for me…” 
 
    The Assassin smiled, nodded and promised, looking into her eyes. 
 
    “One day I’ll come back for you. You have my word on it.” 
 
    Iruki kissed his lips tenderly, as if she were trying to seal that promise and join their destinies forever with an unbreakable vow. 
 
    “Once I asked for your name and you said it wasn’t worthy to be spoken. Before we part I must know. Please tell me.” 
 
    The Assassin sighed. Looking into her eyes, he said: 
 
    “Yakumo. My name is Yakumo.” 
 
    “Yakumo…” she said, smiling, and kissed him again, this time with overwhelming passion. Those were their last moments together, and all her feelings came to the surface. Her yearning, her burning desire, were made tangible in that kiss. 
 
    “I only wish that someday my name will be worthy of being spoken in your presence, in the sight of the strength and light that you inspire and guide me with. My one and deepest wish is to redeem all the evil I’ve caused, and be worthy one day to stand before you.” 
 
    “You’ll do that, I’m sure,” Iruki said, and kissed him again so tenderly that Lasgol, who was watching them from a few steps away, had to look elsewhere. 
 
    “And now ride, my brave Masig,” Yakumo told her. 
 
    Iruki mounted the horse. Tears were running down her cheeks. 
 
    Lasgol came to her side and offered her the short sword from the Temple of Water. 
 
    Iruki accepted it. Her eyes on Yakumo. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting for you, Yakumo. Day after day, I’ll wait. No matter how long you take.” 
 
    “Ride free across your prairies, Iruki Wind of the Steppes, ride,” was Yakumo’s farewell to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few hours after Iruki had left, Lasgol and Yakumo reached the summit of the lookout. From here they could see a meandering river flowing towards the western plain. When they reached the edge, they stopped to look at the impressive martial display the sun’s rays shone down on. Thousands of tents with Norghanian banners in their vivid red and white filled the great plain, coming to an end at an imaginary line less than five hundred paces from the Fortress of the Half Moon. Splashed by the river and protected on both sides by the great mountain range, the fortress jealously guarded the pass: the entrance to the kingdom of Rogdon. 
 
    Its walls showed no signs of battle as yet. The siege had not begun, and with it the vile monster of war which would forever, insatiably, mark with the stench of suffering and agony all those it touched. 
 
    There was still hope. 
 
    “Do you still think the war can be avoided, Tracker?” Yakumo asked as he considered the desolate scene. 
 
    Lasgol, his soul filled with immense unease at what he saw, replied: 
 
    “I have to believe it can, even though everything suggests the opposite. Even so, I have to go on.”  
 
    I must stop this madness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Acceptance and musings 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti. —Ocorum, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Komir walked into the Flying Pony Inn feeling very low. The argument with Kayti had made him lose his temper and nearly led him into doing something terrible, and this had affected him deeply. He felt terrible with himself, truly ashamed and angry at having lost control. The fight had unhinged him, but what had really shaken him was that he had been on the point of injuring Hartz: the best person on the face of the earth, the best partner and friend anyone could imagine and want at his side. That had been unpardonable, as he realized now, and it hurt him. 
 
    He had nearly struck his dear friend. 
 
    Unthinkable! Unpardonable! 
 
    All because of that woman… 
 
    Big, kind Bandor smiled broadly when he saw him. 
 
    “By the Light! Blessed be the eyes that see you! You’re alive, young Norriel!” the innkeeper exclaimed. His tone was penetrating, so that everyone in the inn looked at Komir. 
 
    The young man felt a hundred curious stares stabbing at his back. 
 
    “Hello, Bandor. Yes, as you can see I’m still in one piece, a little bruised but in one piece…” 
 
    “You Norriel are hard as stone, I’m glad to see you’re safe and sound. Hartz and Kayti have come back, but they didn’t offer any explanation about what was happening to you. As I hadn’t heard from you since you left the Inn so urgently, armed to the teeth, I feared the worst…” 
 
    “We met with a few misfortunes, my innkeeper friend, but we’re all still alive, which is no small thing.” 
 
    “Great news, it gladdens my soul. You know I like the Norriel, although I must be the only innkeeper with that particular weakness in the whole city. While you were away I’ve been taking care of the belongings you left in your room.” 
 
    “Thank you for looking after them.” 
 
    “I haven’t many virtues, beauty and personal charm aren’t among them, but at least I’m honest to the bone.” 
 
    Komir could not help but laugh. 
 
    “And that’s why you have us staying here, with no intention of moving somewhere more luxurious, no matter how tempting the offer. The trust you inspire in us is beyond price.” 
 
    “I’m honored by your trust,” Bandor said, taking a step back and making a quaint bow. 
 
    Komir smiled once again. The truth was that Bandor was a lovable fellow of a none-too-common kind. Rogdonians in general were reasonably honest, at least as far as Komir had been able to tell, but they were not noted for being likeable. Besides, an honest trader in a big city was something as rare as water in a desert. Komir might not know much about life yet, but in his homeland he had learnt the hard way not to trust merchants, peddlers and people of that kind. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’ll go up to my room to rest.” 
 
    “I’ll tell Norma to fix your room right away. Well, that’s if my dear wife is in a good mood,” joked the innkeeper. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Bandor, there’s no need. What I really want now is a jug of good local wine and something to eat. Yes, I think that’s something I could really do with.” 
 
    “Of course. Norma will bring you up something hot and some wine.” 
 
    “Thank you, it’s always comforting to come back to the Flying Pony Inn. It’s like my second home.” 
 
    “It gladdens my heart that you think that of my humble establishment. Even more so now that we all need security of some kind to hold on to.” 
 
    “Why do you say that, Bandor?” 
 
    “Haven’t you heard the bad news?” 
 
    “Well no, I haven’t… I’ve been very… busy. What’s happened?” 
 
     “War, Komir! War’s what’s happened!” 
 
    “Has it been declared already? I thought it was only rumors and that it wouldn’t come to bloodshed.” 
 
    “Luckily it hasn’t yet been declared. But everyone’s saying it’s a fact. The whole city is convulsed. They fear the worst, what we prayed to the Light would never happen. War seems to be completely unavoidable now. The Norghanians have set siege to the Fortress of the Half Moon. The city is in uproar, the soldiers are arming and re-grouping. Rumors of all kinds are spreading….” 
 
    “That’s very bad news, I can see that.” 
 
    “The worst kind. Many of the customers are beginning to pack, leaving the city to go back to their families or seek refuge in the capital, in Rilentor.” 
 
    “That’s understandable.” 
 
    “Will you go back to the highlands with your tribe?” 
 
    “No, Bandor, I’m staying, war or no war. I have a quest to fulfill and I won’t go back to my homeland until I’ve seen it through. If war breaks out, it’ll just be one more difficulty in my way, nothing more than that.” 
 
    “War’s something rather more than a difficulty, Komir. If the Norghanians take the Fortress of the Half Moon and invade Rogdon, all the east of the kingdom will be razed to the ground. There’ll be nothing left of farms and villages after the army of the men of the snow has passed through, and worse still, I don’t want to think of what they’ll do to our captured women… War is the worst of beasts, lad, bloodthirsty and cruel.” 
 
    “There’s a lot in what you say, and for the good of Rogdon I hope the fortress holds and the invasion is averted.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so. Although the rumors arriving from the South are just as bad, or even worse.” 
 
    “What’s going on in the South?” 
 
    “There’s a rumor that the Nocean Empire will take advantage of the Norghanian invasion to launch an attack on Silanda. A merchant from that sweet southern city told me that less than an hour ago.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re just unfounded rumors, the product of people’s fears.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that’s it, Komir. If not, it would mean the end of the kingdom.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. The situation is worrying, but things will get better. The Rogdonian Army is strong, and if I’m not mistaken, your King is a good leader.” 
 
    “That’s why I pray to the Light. It would be a good idea for you to pray too, to your Norriel Goddesses.” 
 
    “I will, Bandor, don’t worry, I will.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later Komir was sitting on the simple bed, finishing the delicious food which Norma with her strange sense of humor, or rather lack of it, had prepared and brought for him. It was striking to see the difference in character of the couple who ran the inn. There was truth in the old saying that opposites attract each other. 
 
    He poured himself a little wine from a jug and tasted it, letting his palate fill with the strong flavor, savoring the body of the wine. The Norriel preferred beer to wine, but Komir liked the taste of the grape and drank it whenever he could do so in peace. To savor it gave him a pleasant feeling of wellbeing and took his mind away from the troubles which haunted it. He took another long draught and leaned back, stretching his legs. He was comfortable, and even though the news of war had upset him, he saw it from a distance, as someone else’s problem. One more difficulty to deal with in the course of his quest. The war was a Rogdonian problem, and he had more than enough of his own. 
 
    As he relaxed his mind began to wander, turning over the strange things which had happened since he had left Orrio, his native village in the Norriel highlands. He recalled one particular incident: the manner in which the Ilenian King’s medallion had acted with his own energy, the curse of Igrali. If he had already been worried about carrying that curse within him, for all that it had saved his life, then this new connection between the medallion around his neck and that inner power irked him no end more. 
 
    Back in his homeland, he reflected, that arcane energy, the curse which had made him Marked and repudiated by the members of his tribe, had manifested itself on two occasions, and had saved his life in both. The power had activated by itself, without Komir being aware of what was going on. The first time, as a boy, when he was being beaten in the river where he nearly drowned. On that first traumatic occasion the power had burst out, presumably born out of the fear of drowning.  
 
    The second time was different, although it had also been completely involuntary. That time it was something much more instinctive, a defensive reflex which had saved his life from Alkog’s treacherous attack during the sword tournament in the Ceremony of the Bear. That incident, together with the previous one, had made him Marked before his people, a scorned witch-man. That was why he had loathed with all his heart that curse he had been punished with by the Moon Goddess. He did not understand why it had happened to him when the only thing he had ever wanted was simply to become a warrior of his tribe, to be accepted by them, by his people. 
 
    Komir had buried that power deep inside him, crushing it, hating it, ignoring Amtoko’s advice. The old Witch of the tribe had advised him to study his power and the possibilities of using it. But he had not wanted to know anything about it. He remembered painfully how the power had saved him on that fateful night when his parents were murdered by the slant-eyed foreign warriors in their tiger-skins. Then, as before, the power had surged up spontaneously, out of the desperate situation he was in. Remembering that moment brought tears to his eyes, for the pain made his heart shrivel up inside him. 
 
    But during the ambush in the streets of the city, when those mercenaries were about to end his life, everything had changed. This time Komir had looked for it on purpose, he himself had invoked the cursed power, since otherwise he knew he was going to die. 
 
    He had summoned it intentionally. 
 
    It had been the first time. 
 
    He thought about it. Something of great significance had been revealed to him, something Komir was not expecting and which had surprised him greatly. The medallion of the Ilenian King had interacted with his own energy. It was an Object of Power, a potent weapon capable of calling up spells. Komir was aware that this was deeply significant, and although he was still unable to understand the implications, he knew they were important. 
 
    So Komir asked himself openly: was this so bad? Was using the power the Goddesses had cursed him with, to save his own life at a moment when everything was lost, really so bad? Somehow there in the city, far from the Norriel highlands, from the tribe and their superstitions, from those ancient beliefs, it did not seem so serious, rather the opposite. Did it matter at all? After all, he was already the Marked, that would never change in the eyes of the tribe. So that being the case, why not use that power for his own benefit? It might not be a curse after all. 
 
    He took another sip of wine and went on pondering. It was something he did not do often… ponder… he rather seldom did it… practically never, he admitted, smiling to himself. He was no great thinker. He was impulsive by nature, he mainly followed his heart, with the help of his mind, but always in this order, very rarely the other way around. He was aware that it was not a good quality. His beloved father Ulis had told him more than once: A good heart may kill you as fast as an enemy arrow. Komir had tried to change his behavior, putting reasoning before heart, but it had rarely worked. 
 
    His mind wandered to the most recent time when his power had manifested itself. He recalled the Dominator, Guzmik, and everything that had happened at his mansion. On that occasion he had deliberately searched for the power within him. And although he had not been able to kill Guzmik, it had helped him to get rid of one of the two acolytes of the Dominator. This time, like the one before, he had witnessed the connection between the Ilenian medallion and his own power. This connection had become sealed and the medallion had used his energy to create a powerful spell. 
 
    Something that was surely extraordinary and intriguing. 
 
    Something was changing within him, and he noticed it. Now he no longer loathed the power which had marginalized him among his people. He was beginning to realize that Amtoko had been right: Who knows what we might come to find inside you? The power you may possess, the skills this power might offer you.  
 
    Amtoko had spoken about developing unthinkable skills, of controlling the elements: Fire, Earth, Water, Air, and of creating magic based on them with crushing power. Developing skills to control other people’s minds, to connect with nature and the animals, or use the power to improve his own battle skills, perhaps even see the threads of destiny, the dangers around him. He remembered perfectly. At that moment, when the witch had told him all this, he had refused it with all his being, but he remembered what Amtoko had tried to explain to him. 
 
    He took a deep breath, aware that something was indeed changing within him. 
 
    Positive nervousness took hold of him. 
 
    And gradually he realized. What was making him feel good was accepting the fact that what was inside him and had tortured him so much was in truth something good. Not only that, it was a blessing, for the simple reason that without that power, he would now be dead. 
 
    He let out a long breath. 
 
    Now I see it clearly, I understand, I know what I have to do. 
 
    He looked into the red liquid in the jug, losing himself in it. 
 
    I must learn to use my power, my Gift. 
 
    And he felt encouraged. 
 
    He got up from the bed and a playful unrest ran through his body, concentrating itself in his stomach, rippling up and down without any control. Of course he had to learn how to use the power instead of burying it and despising it. How mistaken he had been! 
 
    I’ve been a fool. I behaved toward myself the same way my neighbors did toward me, guided by fear and superstition. Committing the same fault, I always held against the others of my tribe.  
 
    He inhaled deeply.  
 
    I’m different. 
 
    I’m the Marked. 
 
    He let the air out of his lungs. 
 
    So what? I don’t care anymore. I’m what I am and I embrace it. No more denial or rejection. I’m different and I always will be. 
 
    He stretched his arms and walked around the small room with a mixture of happiness and nervousness. It was a crucial moment in his life, he knew that. New paths, new experiences, were opening up before him. And what was more important, accepting himself and his power was revealing itself little by little as deeply important for his ultimate goal: to avenge the death of his parents. That inner power, if he managed to control it, if he learnt to call upon it at will, would give him a tremendous advantage over his enemies. And the medallion could even amplify that power, as he now knew. 
 
    He put his hand on his chest, where the medallion was hanging, and stroked it. That medallion made magic, he had witnessed it at first hand. The matter now was to understand the mechanism by which the power was activated and the way the artifact worked. This was a problem which completely eluded him. He could only think of one way to learn, and that was by trial and error. Holding the medallion in his right hand, he closed his eyes and focused on finding his inner energy so as to summon it. But nothing happened, he did not feel anything, either from within himself or from the medallion. He went on doing it several times more, without success. He began to feel disappointed. He was no mage, he had not received any training in the magical arts, he had no idea of how to invoke or control his own energy, much less cast spells. He felt foolish. Trying to do this without the least knowledge seemed absolutely vain. 
 
    Upset by his failure and by the feeling that he was being silly, he poured himself another glass of wine. It doesn’t matter, he said to himself. He had decided to learn to use his power and use it he would, whatever it took. That was another of his most notable qualities: he was as stubborn as a mule. When an idea came into his mind he would not let go of it. He had to admit he was full of virtues. He smiled. You have to laugh at yourself, at your qualities and defects, or else you’re lost. Humor returned to his spirit. At least he could recognize his weak points. He shrugged and tried to think of a strategy that would allow him to learn to use his Gift. He could not go to a real mage, since he had heard in the city that the only Rogdonian mages were in Rilentor, at the King’s Court. He would have to fend for himself. 
 
    What had the common theme been each and every time the medallion had activated itself? He lay back on the bed and pondered about this as he stared at the wooden ceiling. 
 
    Think, Komir… think… 
 
    In every one of those cases he had found himself in imminent danger of death. That was what all the incidents had in common. His power appeared in extreme situations, where it was a matter of life or death. The first thing that came to mind was to force one of those situations and see if the power was truly activated. 
 
    How stupid I am… the ideas I have sometimes! he chided himself. Really… in the end I’ll kill myself with my own foolishness…how can I take such a risk? It must be the wine affecting my judgment. 
 
    The idea, though, was not so farfetched. Going to the extreme of putting his life in danger was definitely not acceptable. But it might not be necessary to go as far as that in order to kindle the spark of power. If desperation and anguish were capable of summoning the power, perhaps other feelings might do it too. 
 
    What could it be? Mmmmm… pain, perhaps? That’s it! Pain should be capable of calling upon the power. It’s the closest to anguish, isn’t it? It’s practically a physical representation of it! It might work. Why not? In any case I lose nothing by trying, surely? 
 
    For a moment he had doubts, he was on the point of causing himself pain on purpose. Had he had too much of the inebriating red liquid, so that his mind was not thinking straight? Maybe. But he would do it anyway. He looked at the candle burning on the bedside table, and with a mixture of fear and excitement held the palm of his hand over the flame. He closed his eyes. The burning sensation turned to pain almost at once and Komir bore it, and bore it, suffering the torture, waiting for something to happen inside him. 
 
    It burnt, it hurt… 
 
    A lot! 
 
    But nothing happened. 
 
    With a cry of pain, he withdrew his hand and began to curse, at the same time shaking it energetically, trying to dissipate the pain, but without success. 
 
    I must be a moron! Who else would think of something like that! Only me! I’m losing my wits, I’m worse than Hartz! 
 
    The experiment had left him with a bad taste in his mouth and he did not know what else to do. He took a draught which helped mitigate the pain in his hand slightly. Yet the more he thought of it, the more he believed he was on the right track. There was nothing else he could think of. It had to work! He drank some more, and with renewed courage faced the candle again. It seemed to be waiting for him, defiant, stiff, burning. 
 
    I don’t fear you, I’ll beat you, you’ll see. 
 
    He made a fist with the unhurt hand and placed it over the candle flame. Once again, he bore the pain, clenching his fist, suffering the agonizing torture. He shut his eyes, as if by doing so he could make the pain less. But nothing could stop the agony, his flesh was burning and the smell was disgusting. Still Komir held his hand over the flame out of sheer stubbornness. A tear of mingled pain and rage ran down his cheek. He had to stop the pain, put out the candle, by whatever means. 
 
    And then it happened. A flash came out of his chest, a blue gleam. 
 
    And he discovered it, his magical energy, accumulated in his chest, resting as though in a peaceful lake of sky-blue water. He could clearly see it inside himself. He had done it, and there it was! A feeling of triumph replaced the intense pain for a brief instant. But... now what? How could he make that energy cast a spell? He had not the slightest clue. He put his other hand on the medallion and wished with all his might for the pain to cease and the flame to go out. He begged the medallion to stop the torture, like a chastised child weeping at the blows inflicted on it. 
 
    Suddenly, as if the medallion had heard him, he felt the great Ilenian jewel fill with his energy and begin to shine with a dull whitish gleam. Arcane symbols, golden signs, began to shape words in his mind. The symbols seemed to flow from the jewel itself towards his brain, dancing and reorganizing themselves until finally they formed an incomprehensible phrase. The medallion, that Object of Power, seemed to have a mind of its own, casting a spell without his being able to understand it. 
 
    From the hand which had been wounded over the flame there came an icy gust of the purest winter cold, which put out the candle. 
 
    It had all happened in an instant. 
 
    Komir stepped back in awe. 
 
    The candle, the bedside table and part of the bed were now completely frozen, covered by a layer of ice and frost. 
 
    Amazing! Wonderful! 
 
    I… froze the candle… and part of the furniture… unbelievable… Awesome! 
 
    He looked at his battered hand, where an ugly burn was evident and hurt terribly, but he was very happy ‒ more than that, he was exultant ‒ he had worked magic, his idea had worked, he had managed it by himself, without any help. 
 
    This is great! I’ve worked magic! Incredible! 
 
    He was so happy he skipped all over the room like a little boy with new boots on, capering and dancing, forgetting for a moment how much his hand hurt. He could only think of what he had achieved.  
 
    The medallion emitted a whitish flash. 
 
    Huh, what’s it doing now? What’s going on? 
 
    He held the medallion on his chest with his good hand and looked at it, half-fearful, half-excited. 
 
    A new white flash filled the room. 
 
    Something was happening, he did not know what but he had no control over it. The medallion ruled with its own intelligence. A dense, mysterious mist began to take shape around Komir. For a moment restlessness and nerves enveloped him, but they were soon replaced by a feeling of gladness: he was causing the phenomenon, even if involuntarily. 
 
    The ancient, powerful energy issuing from the medallion became mixed with his own, creating a link of enormous strength, like braided rope. He could actually feel the power of the medallion united with his own, pulling on it, forming the link. It was a curious and ominous feeling. He felt he was being used. 
 
    The strange mist rose around him, forming an esoteric circle. 
 
    Everything around him vanished, the room was no longer there, he was in a different reality. All vanished in the enigmatic mist summoned by the medallion. Komir reached out with his hand, tearing the mist apart with his outstretched fingers, but there was nothing to be seen on the other side. 
 
    Gradually a figure began to take shape in front of him, before his very eyes. He could almost touch it, but for some reason he was aware that this image was not there but in some other place, very far away. At once he thought of the beautiful girl he had seen coming out of the mist once before. This made his heart beat faster in anticipation. A knot gripped the pit of his stomach as he was held by the female image forming before his eyes. He wished it was her, the young woman who had enchanted him. 
 
    But it was not the girl with great eyes the color of the sea and curly golden hair. His heart grew calmer, and the knot in his stomach, erased by disappointment, vanished quickly. 
 
    A young woman began to take shape before his eyes. Little by little the image became real, and Komir watched her with great interest. He was looking at a pretty brunette with two long braids which fell over her thin shoulders. She wore pants and a tunic of tanned leather in a style Komir had never seen before. Her mahogany eyes were almost the color of rubies, and in them he saw alarm. But what impressed Komir most was the color of her skin, which was red. He had never seen such a shade on the skin of any human being. It gave her a wild, exotic look. He wondered, surprised, where she might be from. 
 
    Seeing that she was looking at him with obvious fear in her eyes, Komir raised his hand in a greeting which tried to be friendly and reassuring. 
 
    The girl drew a short sword. 
 
    Komir, taken aback, retreated a couple of steps. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hundreds of leagues from the Flying Pony Inn, in the shade of the Fountain of Life, a young Masig was experiencing a strange event she could not understand and which filled her with fear. 
 
    Why is this happening to me, oh Mother Steppe? Is this a dream, or could it be a vision of the spirits? Iruki asked herself, her heart beating furiously with unease. 
 
    Who’s this man? And what does he want of me? 
 
    She tried to ask the apparition what it wanted, but no sound came out of her throat. She was mute. This alarmed her even more, she could not speak, she could not cry for help. What was going on? 
 
    She looked around, but everything had disappeared, swallowed up in this enigmatic mist which had treacherously enveloped her moments before. She was aware that she was inside the Masig tent of her father Kaune Warrior Eagle, but she could see nothing. Had she traveled to the spirit world without realizing it? Was the young man a spirit? Was this spirit a good or an evil one? 
 
    She remembered the stories of Ilua Hidden Path, the Healer of the tribe. The spirits visited them in times of need and happiness, some were bearers of good news and blessings for the tribe, but others were bearers of evil and would try to trick them into their treacherous purposes. She had to remain alert and protect herself. She brandished the sword she had found in the Temple of Water, although she had no idea how to wield it. She was really using it like another tool, to help in the quartering and preparation of the carcasses the men of the tribe brought back with them. As it was extremely sharp it allowed her to cut and prepare the meat very quickly. 
 
    The young man before her did not make any threatening gesture, but instead was simply looking at her and making calming gestures with his hands to persuade her to put her sword down. 
 
    In your dreams, evil spirit! The sword stays in my hands. What do you want of me? What are you looking for? 
 
    Iruki struck the air twice, trying to intimidate the spirit. 
 
    Have I offended the spirits of the prairies in any way? Is it because I intruded into the Cave of No Return? No, I don’t think so. The Spirit of the Water which lived there is dead. So why is this new spirit coming to haunt me? Is it because I’m the new Healer’s apprentice? But I have no powers, I’m no shaman, I’m not in touch with the spirit world. I just want to help my people, my beloved tribe, by learning to treat wounds and cure illnesses. That’s what really fulfills me and inspires my soul. I want to study medicinal plants and learn to brew tisanes and prepare ointments to help the children when they fall ill, and our warriors when they’re wounded by enemy weapons. But I’m not interested in the world of spirits, I never was, I fear it and greatly respect it. 
 
    Since her return from her ordeal with the Assassin, after he had given himself up to the Norghanians, Iruki had spent all her time doing women’s chores, the thousand and one tasks necessary for the life of the tribe. This kept her busy and unable to think about what pained her heart so deeply: Yakumo, the Assassin. 
 
    Her father, the tribal Chief, had given her permission to learn from the Healer woman, since she had long been alone and childless and was the sole possessor of knowledge which was crucial for the whole tribe, and in danger of dying out. 
 
    This had made Iruki happy, for she had always wanted to become a Healer. Unfortunately, as the Chief’s daughter and because of her beauty, many had been the young warriors who had sought to wed her, and her father viewed this development favorably. Already several suitors had come to her father’s tent with gifts of horses and other possessions. Each time, with a heavy heart, after long arguments with her, her father had had to come out of the tent and turn them all down. 
 
    Iruki now knew that her heart belonged to Yakumo, whether he was alive or already dead by the blade of a Norghanian sword. Her mind told her rationally that he must be dead, but her heart kept the flame of hope alive, a flame she would never allow to go out. She had told her father this, and he, after many discussions, had come to understand that his daughter’s heart was broken and that she would never marry any of the brave warriors who came to his door, no matter what great warriors they were or how many horses they brought. Iruki was grateful to the winds of the steppes for having such a good and understanding father. He could make her marry any of the warriors, that was the tribe’s law, but he would never do so. 
 
    Since the unfortunate death of her mother more than five years ago, father and daughter had become very close. It had not always been so. Iruki’s passionate, rebellious character clashed with her father’s severity. Besides, Iruki had had trouble accepting that she was not of the same blood as her parents. Her mother had found her floating in a basket on the river when she was no more than a baby. It had taken Iruki years to accept that among the Masig blood was everything. After the tragedy of her mother’s loss, the hearts of father and daughter had become one and now their souls walked side by side, each in the care of the other. Kaune Warrior Eagle had finally allowed Iruki to study to be a Healer. 
 
    The young spirit from the far beyond made a sign, and she came back from her reverie. He showed her a singular medallion which hung around his neck, one with a great round translucent gem. A medallion very similar to hers, the one she had found at the tomb of the King of the Temple of Water and then kept. This surprised Iruki greatly. She brought hers out from inside her leather tunic and showed it to the spirit. Both medallions were very similar, but the gems were of different colors: hers blue and his translucent. 
 
    Suddenly the medallion the spirit held gave out a white flash, and as if answering a call, the medallion around her own neck flashed back with a gleam of sea-blue. Frightened, Iruki nearly fell backwards. She composed herself and looked at her medallion with awe, the blue light was beautiful. Never before had it shone in any way. 
 
    The two medallions began to shine intermittently, and Iruki wondered whether they might be communicating. It seemed impossible, but… was the spirit somehow trying to speak to her? He did not look evil… although she did not like the pale spirit’s emerald green eyes at all. She lowered her sword and watched the spectacular exchange of light. 
 
    All of a sudden a powerful beam of blue light shot from her medallion to meet another, of white light, from the spirit’s medallion. Both beams met halfway, intertwining and melting as if they had fused into one. 
 
    Iruki felt very strange, for the beam of blue light did not only come from her medallion but drew on something within her, in her chest. Something very strange was taking place and it alarmed her, she felt as if the beam was tugging at her own spirit, at her soul. She saw how it dragged at her whole body. She resisted the pull that was dragging her forward, towards the spirit. She did not allow the strength of the beam to push her, but leaned back with her whole weight. An intense pain ran through her body. 
 
    Before her the visiting spirit was resisting too. He seemed to be trying to keep his balance in the face of the force which was impelling both of them. 
 
    Her body was burning from head to toe as if the prairie fever had infected her, spreading throughout her whole being and bringing unbearable pain with it. Iruki could not understand what was happening. What was that beam of light which issued from her chest? Why was she experiencing such unbearable pain? 
 
    The spirit must be evil, it’s punishing me! Why? What have I done to offend the spirits? The pain is terrible. He’s come to take my soul from me and carry it with him to the spirit world! But he won’t! I’ll fight him with all my might, with all my strength. 
 
    She resisted the pressure of the beam with all the weight of her body, frightened but determined. 
 
    The link between the medallions finally completed itself. 
 
    And suddenly both beams went out simultaneously. When the force which was tugging at her vanished, Iruki fell to the ground with a mighty thump. Cowed by the experience and convinced that this evil spirit had come to take away her soul, she got to her feet, grabbed the sword with both hands and looked at him fearfully. 
 
    The evil spirit grasped his medallion and pointed at her, indicating something with his hands which she could not understand. But Iruki wanted nothing to do with this being. She would not let him take her soul. There were many legends in her tribe which spoke of ghosts from the Beyond who visited their victims in dreams, to gain possession of their souls. Some came in human form, some in the form of animals, but most were evil. Oni Black Cloud, the shaman of his father’s tribe, always warned them about the dangerous world of ghosts, apparitions and visions. Only through prayers and rituals could they obtain blessings from the good spirits and keep the evil ones at bay, like the one before her with his great emerald eyes. 
 
    The mist which surrounded her, eclipsing everything else, began to fade slowly, as if a breeze were helping it disperse. The spirit also began to fade, his image turned transparent and a few moments later vanished completely. Iruki sighed with relief. When she looked around she realized she was in the middle of her father’s tent once again, holding her sword high. 
 
    “Are you all right, my daughter?” Kaune Warrior Eagle asked with great concern. 
 
    Iruki looked at her father, then at her uncle, Unco Owl of the Lake, who was standing beside him, with an equally worried look on his face. 
 
    “Lower your sword, please, before you hurt anybody with it, or yourself,” her uncle said. 
 
    Ashamed, Iruki glanced at the sword and then lowered it. 
 
    “What happened to you, my daughter? You were here, or at least your body was, but it was as if your mind were somewhere far away. You did not listen to us or see us. You seemed to be having a nightmare, only with your eyes wide open, you weren’t sleeping.” 
 
    “Did you have a vision? A premonition perhaps?” her uncle asked. 
 
    “A spirit has visited me…” 
 
    “You say a spirit, daughter?” her father said. “That is a great honor, one reserved for the shamans.”  
 
    “Why the sword then, Iruki Wind of the Steppes?” said her uncle. 
 
    “It was… an evil spirit.” 
 
    “Let us call Oni Black Cloud,” said Unco Owl of the Lake.” The shaman must know of this at once. It might be of great significance for you, Iruki, or even for the tribe. We must always show great respect to the world of the spirits.” 
 
    “Evil? How do you know it was evil?” her father asked. “Was it a great Black Bear? A giant crow perhaps, or a vulture?”  
 
    “No, it was a young man with intense green eyes.” 
 
    “A man, you say, so how do you know he was evil?” asked her uncle. 
 
    Iruki looked towards the entrance of the tent, then at the sky, then turned to her family and said: 
 
    “Because he tried to take my soul.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Flight among the clouds 
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    Aliana, Asti. —Usik Territory, Central Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    A dull sound, a murmur in the night, woke her up. Frightened, Aliana looked around. Everything was dark. Where was she? What had happened? Her eyes tried to adjust to the darkness, gradually making out details of bodies, grimy and malnourished, lying asleep around her. A stench assailed her nostrils and she woke up fully, with her mind clear. 
 
    I’m in the Usik prison…still alive… 
 
    Her face hurt terribly, she touched her lip and knew it was split. It was the result of having provoked the rage of the Shaman. She heard the disturbing whisper again and this time managed to make out her name, Aliana, penetrating the prison like a breath of air through a high skylight behind her. Puzzled, she stood up, and taking the greatest care not to wake the other poor wretches who shared the prison with her, went across to the skylight. The night was clear and the light of the stars reached her, there were practically no clouds to cover the sky above the branches of those giant trees. 
 
    She looked out, searching for the whispering voice, but saw no one. She was about to move away from the skylight when the whisper came again. 
 
    “Aliana…” 
 
    “Yes, I’m here. Who are you?” she said, a little more loudly than she had intended. 
 
    “Shhhh,” came the answer. 
 
    “What do you want?” Aliana said, modulating her voice. 
 
    “You listen, no time, guard distracted,” the voice explained. 
 
    Aliana recognized it at once, it was Asti’s. 
 
    “You, escape now,” it murmured with authority. 
 
    “Escape? I can’t escape from here, and even if I could get out of this prison I couldn’t get down from these immense trees you live in.” 
 
    “I help, you escape, tonight.” 
 
    “Wait a moment, why should I trust you? You’re one of them.” 
 
    “I prisoner, be like you.” 
 
    “No, not like me, you’re not locked up in the prison like me,” Aliana said. 
 
    “I daughter of Tribe Chief. Princess. Shaman kill father, take power.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that… even so, I can’t trust you.” 
 
    “Not all Usik like Shaman. Not all Usik sacrifice people. Father not sacrifice people. Shaman cruel. Shaman want fear of people.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, but it’s very risky, I’ve already made a couple of bad decisions since I came here, and they almost cost me my life. In fact if I’m not dead it’s a sheer miracle… an Ilenian miracle…” she said, thinking of the medallion. 
 
    “You not dead, you powerful magic. Shaman want your magic.” 
 
    “So that’s why he’s let me live. He seemed very upset about losing that gigantic butchering bird.” 
 
    “Bird sacred. You kill sacred bird of Shaman. Punishment…” 
 
    “Yes, I know, death…” 
 
    “Yes, death. Shaman steal magic, if not can, death.” 
 
    “Every time I see you, you have some more good news for me,” Aliana said ironically, rather upset, not at Asti but at the terrible predicament she was in. 
 
    “Shhh, guard! I come later, escape, you prepare.” 
 
    Aliana heard the heavy footsteps of the returning guard on the platform. When he reached the prison, he made sure the door was well locked. 
 
    Aliana sat down on the ground again, uncertain and fearful. Could she trust Asti? She too was constantly watched by two guards, and it did not seem she had lied. But how could she know for sure? There was no way, and she was a Usik. On the other hand, she did not have many alternatives. Her hours were numbered, that was absolutely certain. To stay in that prison meant to die. The option of escaping with Asti, though it might be very risky, at least offered some hope, as opposed to simply staying there waiting for certain death. 
 
    I have to try to escape, no matter how risky the option might be, there’s no other way. It’s all set then, I’ll take my chances, I hope this time it’s the right choice. If it’s not and I’m mistaken again, I’ll pay for it with my life. 
 
    Aliana waited and waited. Night went by slowly, and nothing happened. 
 
    Suddenly there came a hollow sound from outside, near the door. It woke her abruptly from the lethargy she had half-sunk into. 
 
    Something’s going on. It must be Asti. 
 
    The door opened a hand-span with hardly a sound. Without thinking twice, Aliana went to it with determination. Now or never! As she went out of the door she glanced back once. One of the other scared-looking prisoners looked at her pleadingly. Aliana, unable to resist, made a sign for him to come too. But the poor boy shook his head; his fear was too deep-rooted. Aliana felt an enormous pity for him, for all of them, but she knew they were too afraid to try to escape. 
 
    She turned and left the prison quickly. 
 
    Asti was waiting for her with two leather bags of supplies beside the unconscious guard. She gave one to the Healer and they set off. They went quickly over several platforms and catwalks. Luckily her vertigo did not cause Aliana too much trouble at night. The Healer could not see much in the dark, but followed Asti, who seemed to know the wooden complex like the back of her hand. After covering a fair distance going through the wooden houses where the Usik rested peacefully, they reached an enormous round platform. 
 
    On it were three of the giant eagles domesticated by the Usik, with their regal white necks and huge bodies covered with beautiful dark plumage. Two Usik warriors were on guard beside them, leaning on spears. 
 
    Aliana hesitated; if they went on they would be discovered. But Asti advanced nonchalantly towards the two warriors. 
 
    One of them hailed her to stop, and she did so. Aliana followed her example. 
 
    The warrior walked over to the Usik girl. When he recognized her, he immediately threatened her with his spear. The other warrior did the same with Aliana. 
 
    Why has she come so near them? As if there was nothing amiss, we could have hidden, gone the other way. I don’t understand. They’re going to catch us! Fear that she might have made yet another mistake by being too trusting overcame her, and her stomach lurched. 
 
    Asti began to talk to the two warriors in that singsong language, and they listened attentively to every word, every gesture. They were nervous, threatening to spear them. 
 
    While Asti spoke, a liana came down like a snake from the sky behind the two guards. A Usik warrior slid down it in absolute silence without being seen. Aliana stared at the scene as if hypnotized. The warrior stood on the platform, brought out two long knives and crept up silently behind the guards. In the blink of an eye, while Asti went on talking, the warrior stabbed the two guards with no more than a muffled cry from them. 
 
    Asti greeted the warrior with a nod. When he came forward with the bloody knives in his hands, Aliana recognized him. 
 
    Scar! I don’t understand a thing! 
 
    Aliana looked at him in astonishment. This Usik was her enemy. He had treated her like a mangy dog, why was he helping her now? She was utterly confused. 
 
    As if she could read her thoughts, Asti said: 
 
    “He with me, loyal to father.” 
 
    Aliana could not believe it. 
 
    Scar made signs for them to hurry, and the three jumped on one of the giant eagles. Scar rode on the neck to guide the great bird, while Aliana and Asti held on to the harness. The huge bird took off just when a patrol doing its rounds discovered the bodies of the two guards. 
 
    Cries of alarm broke out behind them as the great eagle rose in flight. 
 
    Scar guided the giant bird with what seemed to Aliana the skill of a master. Flying on that majestic animal, above the gigantic trees of the forest, in the darkness of the night, made a tremendous impression on Aliana. Never in her young life had she experienced such a sense of elation, of total and absolute freedom. It was wonderful. They were flying over the unfathomable forest at an unimaginable height, through the night dotted with the light of the stars. They were flying towards freedom on the wings of a celestial bird. 
 
    Suddenly an arrow swished by Scar’s head. 
 
    Aliana was terrified, and the Usik warrior abruptly changed the course of the great bird’s flight. Aliana turned and saw another great eagle further back with several Usik on it brandishing short bows. They were chasing after them, coming to hunt them down! Fear and frustration took hold of her spirit. They were so close to freedom, and at the same time so far from it … 
 
    The chase turned vertiginously violent. Scar guided the bird in spirals, forcing it into swift turns to avoid being hit by the enemy arrows. But the pursuers stayed close to the tail of the great eagle. Aliana gripped the ropes with all her strength, trying by all means not to fall. The speed of their flight and the sudden twists and turns Scar was forcing the bird to take made her completely dizzy. But she held on to the harness. 
 
    The chase went on for an eternity above the apparently endless forest. Aliana clung to the hope of getting out of that nightmare by coursing the skies. 
 
    An enemy arrow hit the great bird on the back. It croaked in pain and began to lose height. The pursuers dived after them. The wounded bird flew on in search of the shelter of solid ground. 
 
    Two more arrows struck the fleeing eagle. 
 
    The bird began to descend faster and changed course, returning to the Usik village in search of the safety it instinctively knew it would find there. Scar tried to dissuade the animal, to make it change course again, but found it was impossible. The eagle was looking for the safety of what it knew: its home. 
 
    With the village in sight on the horizon, the eagle, wounded and exhausted, unable to reach the longed-for shelter, crashed against the ground in a leafy clearing covered with jungle vegetation. Scar, Aliana and Asti were thrown against the ground by the brutal impact. The violence of the blow made Aliana lose consciousness. 
 
    When she came to, in great pain, she saw five Usik dismounting from a giant eagle which had landed about twenty paces away. Asti, still unconscious, was lying a few steps away from her. There was no sign of Scar. The noble eagle which had carried them in their flight had died, which saddened her deeply. It upset her to see such a beautiful animal dead, but soon the feeling turned to terror when she saw the Usik. 
 
    The five of them reached Aliana, and fear overwhelmed her. Two of them lifted her up from the ground by her hair. She felt a pang in her right side, the result of the brutal blow against the ground. The other three Usik went over to Asti and brought her round by slapping her. Aliana did not understand what they were saying to the poor Usik girl, but the tone and the jeering laughter of those three warriors boded nothing good. 
 
    Suddenly there came a sound behind Aliana. 
 
    The two Usik holding her turned around. Scar appeared from among the undergrowth brandishing his two knives. Before the closest of the warriors could react, Scar had cut his throat neatly as he ran. He immediately launched himself against the second Usik, who defended himself fiercely. The two men rolled on the ground, but after a brief struggle Scar got to his feet. His chest was bloody. Aliana held her breath. 
 
    It was the blood of his dead opponent. 
 
    The other three Usik let Asti fall and faced Scar. Two of them used their short bows to shoot at the warrior, but he threw himself to one side with amazing agility, managing to avoid the arrows. The three Usik wielded their war axes and knives and attacked Scar. Showing heroic valor, he took them on without hesitation. Cuts and slashes spattered the vegetation with blood. Scar fought ferociously, demonstrating coolness and an impressive skill with his knives. The fight was intense. Two of the enemy Usik fell under Scar’s knives, but the third finally caught him fully in the chest with his axe. 
 
    Scar took two steps back. 
 
    “Noooooooo!” Asti cried in despair. 
 
    Scar looked at her, fell to his knees, bowed his head and fell dead to one side. 
 
    Rage consumed Aliana at the sight of the brave Usik dying in her defense. She looked for a weapon around her, something to finish off the Usik murderer. She found the war-axe of one of the dead warriors and picked it up. She did not know how to use it, but if that Usik dared to come over to her she would attack him with it, she would make him pay. 
 
    The man walked over to Asti, who was kneeling, weeping for the loss of Scar. He stood behind her and pulled her hair back, then put his knife on her neck and laughed cruelly. 
 
    Aliana understood what was going to happen, and her heart missed a beat. Impelled by the need to prevent that death at all costs, she stood up and came forward, in spite of the pain in her side, towards the savage brandishing the axe. Asti was about to die. She yelled at the Usik with all the strength of her lungs, trying to catch his attention, but the warrior ignored her, sure that she did not represent any danger. 
 
    Asti looked at Aliana, resignation in her eyes. 
 
    The warrior laughed again and prepared to cut Asti’s throat. 
 
    An arrow hit the Usik in the forehead. 
 
    The warrior fell backwards like a felled tree. 
 
    Not understanding, Aliana turned in the direction the arrow had come from. She saw a Red Usik standing there, bow in hand. She was scared. Then she looked at him more carefully and realized that something did not fit, although she could not say what it was. She took a closer look and realized what was wrong: his skin was too pale, without the characteristic green of the Usik. 
 
    A familiar voice reached her. 
 
    “It looks as if I got here just in time.” 
 
    When she heard him her heart burst with joy. 
 
    “Kendas! I can’t believe it! Kendas! You came to my rescue!” 
 
    The Royal Lancer smiled and said: 
 
    “Of course, Aliana, you didn’t expect me to abandon you in these forests.” 
 
    “I knew you’d come for me, I knew!” 
 
    “Did you ever doubt me? I’ve been on your trail since you fell in the river.” 
 
    The Lancer walked over to her. Aliana hugged him so hard he dropped his bow. 
 
    “Thank you, Kendas. Thank you, you can’t imagine how grateful I am.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet, we have to get out of here first. Let’s get on the move quickly, soon there’ll be other patrols pursuing us.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “What shall we do with the Usik girl?” the Royal Lancer asked. 
 
    “She’s a friend. She’s coming with us.” 
 
    “Really? Interesting. What’s her name?” 
 
    “My name Asti. I give you thanks. Not forget you save me.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Asti. And now let’s run, I can already make out those big eagles searching for us from the sky. We’d better hide where they can’t see us, hidden under the thickest trees.” 
 
    “Will we get out of this alive, Kendas?” Aliana asked, looking for some trace of hope. 
 
    “We will, Aliana, I promise!” 
 
    The three fugitives went deeper into the forest, running northwards, into the heart of the giant forest which swallowed all traces of their presence. 
 
      
 
   
  
 



 
 
    Men of the snow 
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    Lasgol, Yakumo. —Half-Moon Fortress, West Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    _______________________________ 
 
      
 
    Lasgol and Yakumo rode into the giant military camp of the Norghanian invasion army. It had been set up to the East of the Fortress of the Half Moon, eight hundred paces from the Rogdonian walls, inside the wide pass of the same name. They had chosen that spot, in clear sight of the defenders, with the unequivocal intention of driving fear into them. Thousands of Norghanian soldiers milled around in the valley like a tide of red water and white foam, completely blocking the way out of the pass to the East. The host was so huge it was breathtaking. 
 
    Lasgol and the Assassin had been intercepted by a mounted patrol as they approached the camp, and now they were being escorted into it by a dozen blond riders with winged helmets. As they made their way through the camp, Lasgol became more and more worried by the enormous military power concentrated there. He was leading the horse which bore his prisoner, well tied and gagged. He had even blindfolded him, as much to avoid trouble as to prevent his slanting eyes arousing the curiosity of those they met on their way. 
 
    There were thousands of tents all around, decorated with the colors and emblems of the Norghanian armies. They seemed to be entering a maze with no way out. From the flags waving proudly in the wind he could see that at least three of the five armies were gathered there. Looking at the number of tents raised along the plain in front of the pass, he calculated that there must be something like thirty thousand fierce men of the snow. 
 
    To the East he could see the banners of the Thunder Army. The plain had been completely taken over by hundreds of round red tents with white diagonal stripes, presumably General Olagson’s men. The daring and ferocious officer was well known and respected for taking part in battles alongside his men as one of them. It was said that only a respected few were as good as he was with a sword. The men of the Thunder Army were renowned for their savage charges. When they marched, the echo of their footsteps was so loud that their enemies lost courage as fear filled their hearts, and when they attacked they did so with such furious energy that the enemy defenses collapsed. It was said that there was no charge which that infantry had not won, no city they had failed to take.  
 
    Lasgol stopped Trotter and looked at the officers giving orders and organizing tasks: the coming and going of soldiers carrying weapons from one place to another might look chaotic, but he knew how well organized this army was. The hierarchy was well established, and orders always went to the right destination. An endless caravan of big carts pulled by enormous draft horses slowly passed him, carrying vast quantities of supplies: mainly food and drink, he guessed, to sustain the troops. If they were getting ready to lay siege to the fortress, the whole army would need to be well fed and the lines of carts would soon multiply. King Thoran’s administrators in Norghana must already be organizing the delivery of more supply caravans from all the main cities and villages of the kingdom. 
 
    Looking westwards, Lasgol could make out the banners of the Snow Army, Norghana’s heavy infantry. Their rectangular tents were snow-white, in keeping with their name. These men were the most powerful infantry of the whole continent. They had no rival in one-to-one combat. The rough soldiers of the snow destroyed their enemies without pity, with axe or sword, protected by their round shields of wood and iron. They crushed anything that got in their way. Only the Cavalry could stop them, and unfortunately for them and as they were all well aware, Rogdon had the best in Tremia. The Rogdonian Lancers were unequaled. The ferocity and skill of the men of the snow were well known and Cavalry aside, there was no army that did not fear them. The winged helmets which distinguished them, also snow-white, woke terror in their enemies. They would be led by General Rangulfsen, an intelligent man, a good strategist and a great leader. Rarely had he been forced to retreat in past campaigns, and since he had assumed command of the Snow Army he had never been defeated. 
 
    Trotter neighed restlessly. 
 
    “You don’t like all this fuss, do you?” said Lasgol, patting his neck to quiet him down. “Don’t you worry, you’ll soon be fed and taken care of, my dear old traveling companion.” 
 
    He went on towards the more easterly area of the camp. 
 
    “More spirit, more energy!” a veteran one-eyed soldier on his left shouted to an infantry squad who were practicing with sword and shield. 
 
    “You’re just like a bunch of weaklings from the rich cities of the east! Isn’t there any Norghanian blood in your veins?” a younger officer shouted to the practicing soldiers. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. He himself had suffered those terms of endearment during his training in the Royal Army, something he remembered nostalgically but not fondly. He was no soldier, he had never wanted to be one. But in order to become a Royal Forest Ranger he had had to go through military boot camp. 
 
    “They like to keep the soldiers with their swords well honed, don’t they, Trotter?” He looked back to check that the lethal Assassin had not disappeared. The thought seemed absurd the moment it came into his mind. How could he disappear when he’s surrounded by the whole Norghanian Army? He shook his head and went on. 
 
    Right and left he saw several squads exercising, some practicing in pairs with swords, others carrying out maneuvers of attack and defense in small groups, still more trying their marksmanship, shooting arrows at large targets set a range of different distances apart. Lasgol felt like joining the archers, but he resisted the impulse. He had important matters to attend to. He looked at his fellow countrymen: tall, strong and powerful. True beasts of war, brutal men born and trained to kill. They were truly terrifying. One soldier broke his partner’s shield with a brutal axe stroke and burst out laughing. Lasgol stared at him: blond, almost albino, with a beard of the same color, he had the build of a white mountain bear. No matter how brave the enemy, in the face of these warriors there was little they could do, they would be destroyed and trampled. 
 
    There were soldiers on guard-watch all over the camp. Their bodies tensed involuntarily at the sight of the Assassin passing, escorted by the riders. 
 
    The kitchen section impressed the Tracker, who had never in his life seen so many butchers, cooks, apprentices and kitchen hands together. They busied themselves cooking in countless pots of enormous size, which were placed along an empty space filled with other similar fires. Nearby, in various pens put up for that purpose, hundreds of cows, pigs, sheep, goats, hens and other farm animals were safely kept. A little further back several barns had been built to store wheat, oats, fodder, salted meat, cheese and many other foods. 
 
    The sheer scale of the logistics overwhelmed the Ranger. 
 
    They arrived at the eastern zone of the great camp, and after clearing two squares where the officers rested, Lasgol saw several command tents. They were easily identifiable, much bigger, more luxurious and elegant than those of the soldiers. Behind them, forming an endless cloth barrier which closed the rearguard of the camp, were hundreds of round red-and-white tents, with the banners of the Blizzard Army flying in the wind. This was the mixed army, the least known of the three gathered there, but fundamental when it came to facing enemy armies. It was made up of a mixed, multifunctional group. On one hand was the light cavalry of the south of the kingdom, for scouting, rearguard and flank attacks, as well as raiding missions to destroy supply lines. On the other hand, were the essential archers of the snowy forests of the northeast, without whom it was not possible to gain positions, take fortresses or punish the enemy infantry and cavalry. And finally the foot lancers, whose job was to face the cavalry with their long spears, and also to carry ladders and battering rams during assaults on enemy fortresses. 
 
    This supporting army was led by General Odir, a man with an explosive character, short–tempered and extremely abusive manners. He was capable of yelling an officer’s head off. His men feared the surliness and malice of his character; he commanded on the basis of terror, and with success. He was a clear example of how brutality and savagery could triumph in the Norghanian army. He was a man to be avoided at all costs. 
 
    The small group of riders reached the Guard of Honor, who formed a protective rectangle around the commanders’ tents, day and night. The escort of light cavalry withdrew, leaving Lasgol and the Assassin with the Guard. Both dismounted. Immediately a young officer appeared and looked at the Royal Ranger suspiciously, arching one brow. 
 
    “Who goes there?” he demanded. 
 
    “Lasgol, Royal Forest Ranger and Tracker of Norghana,” 
 
    The young captain stared at him incredulously. 
 
    “I know I don’t look like one at the moment, but I assure you that I’m here on an official mission of his Majesty King Thoran.” 
 
    The officer looked Lasgol up and down, then turned his attention to the Assassin. Finally, he said: “Wait here, don’t move.” 
 
    He turned and addressed his men. 
 
    “Guards, don’t let them try anything.” 
 
    Without another word, he walked away to the tents. 
 
    The Guards of Honor surrounded them at once, swords and shields at the ready. 
 
    Lasgol waited calmly. He knew his people well: frugal in words and with the manners of a mountain bear. On the other hand, manners were not so highly regarded among his race. 
 
    After a short while the officer returned. Coming up to Lasgol, he said: “Follow me.” 
 
    “My horse…” 
 
    “Of course.” The officer turned to two of his men. “Tend to the horses immediately.” 
 
    The men saluted and took away both horses. 
 
    Lasgol followed the Captain of the Guard of Honor toward the commanders’ tents, with the Assassin behind. Six guards escorted them attentively. 
 
    They passed several spacious, luxuriously-made tents: high-ranking officers and court dignitaries, obviously, he thought. Finally they reached one that was somewhat smaller and more discreet. The Captain saluted the four guards at the door and walked in. 
 
    Lasgol followed, with the Assassin following him and the escort beside them. 
 
    “Well, well, well, look what the frozen winds of the North have brought us…” said a hissing voice. 
 
    Lasgol stopped and found himself in front of General Odir. He had briefly known the man at court, and could find nothing positive to say about him. He was tall and strong, middle-aged, with copper-colored hair and a thick beard. His light eyes sparkled with a light that hinted at a touch of madness, a danger of dementia, expectant and threatening. 
 
    “Good morning, General Odir,” Lasgol said with a slight bow. 
 
    “There’s nothing good about the morning, nothing at all, Ranger,” he replied roughly, with his eyes fixed on the Assassin. 
 
    Another voice came from behind a large round table with several maps spread out on it: “I see you’ve brought us a surprise, Royal Ranger.” 
 
    It was General Rangulfsen. Beside him General Olagson was rolling up a thick map. 
 
    “My Generals,” said Lasgol, and bowed. 
 
    “Tell me Ranger, is this who I think it is?” General Rangulfsen asked. He was small compared with the average Norghanian, and his features were more like those of a westerner than of someone from the freezing North, with brown hair and eyes and an aquiline nose. His eyes and expression hinted at sharp judgment and high intelligence. 
 
    “Yes Sir. It’s the Assassin. I’ve captured him as I was ordered and I’m bringing him to be interrogated.” 
 
    Lasgol stood behind the Assassin and took off the blindfold, letting it fall on the floor. 
 
    The surprise of the three generals was great. Their jaws dropped as they tried to understand what they were looking at: a man with slanting eyes! 
 
    Suddenly General Odir drew his sword and lunged at the Assassin like a wild animal, ready to skewer him. 
 
    “No!” shouted Lasgol, and tried to stop the General, but he was an instant too late. 
 
    The Assassin, who was standing with his hands tied at his back and gagged, slipped sideways with unimaginable agility and coordination. 
 
    General Odir, borne along by his own momentum, went past him and collided with the six Guards at the entrance of the tent. 
 
    “What on earth do you think you’re doing, you idiot?” General Rangulfsen said, outraged. 
 
    “Ha ha ha! What a beast!” sneered General Olagson, revealing his toothless mouth and the big scar that ran down his right cheek. This man was strong as an ox and nearly seven feet tall, with a prominent belly and scars on arms and face which told anybody who dared look at them that he was a true Norghanian warrior. 
 
    Lasgol came between the Assassin and General Odir, who was recovering his balance and cursing all the frozen ice gods with mad rage. 
 
    “Don’t you dare touch him!” shouted General Rangulfsen. 
 
    “I’ll kill him!” yelled Odir, brandishing his sword once again and lunging at Lasgol and the Assassin. 
 
    The sword came down towards the Tracker. 
 
    Another one flew swiftly through the air and blocked the stroke. 
 
    Lasgol looked to his right and saw General Olagson blocking Odir’s sword with his own. 
 
    “Don’t even think of it!” he told Odir. “I’ll cut your throat before you strike again.” 
 
    Odir looked at him, his eyes filled with rage and staring out of their sockets. 
 
    “You’ll pay me for this, fatso. Mark my words.” 
 
    “If you call me fatso again, you’ll have nothing to remember.” 
 
    “You’re an unhinged fool!” General Rangulfsen said angrily. “We need to interrogate this man. Move away from him!”  
 
    “Stop it!” came a sharp voice at the entrance to the tent. 
 
    Lasgol turned around and saw with relief that it was Count Volgren, First General of the Army. 
 
    “Can’t I leave you for one moment without you trying to kill each other? I’m wondering what will become of this campaign with such exceptional leadership.” 
 
    “He’s Orten’s murderer, I want justice!” demanded General Odir. 
 
    “What you want is revenge, which is something totally different,” said Count Volgren, “but you won’t have it. I forbid anybody to touch this man, and if anyone disobeys me I’ll cut off his ears, then his tongue and lastly his balls. Is that clear?” 
 
    The two struggling generals looked at each other and put away their swords. The tension decreased, but remained floating heavily in the air. 
 
    Count Volgren went up to Lasgol and said, more calmly: “It’s good to see you back safe and sound, young Ranger. I understand your predecessors in this hunt weren’t so lucky.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir. Unfortunately they didn’t survive the mission.” 
 
    “But you did, and not only that, you’ve brought us back the Assassin alive for us to question him and find out whatever really happened that fateful night.” 
 
    “This snow leopard cub looks thirsty,” Olagson said. “Have them bring some good Nocean wine, quick!” he ordered, and a servant who had been standing in a corner hastened to carry out the order. 
 
    “Yes, we ought to celebrate this moment,” Volgren said. He walked to the Assassin and studied him carefully. “Is he a Chosen?” he asked Lasgol, raising one eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, he’s a Chosen, Sir.” 
 
    “That’s dangerous, very dangerous,” General Rangulfsen said. “He must be chained.”  
 
    “Yes, feet, arms and head. Tightly, and make it hurt,” added Odir. 
 
    “I don’t think it’ll be necessary, but if you wish…” said Lasgol. 
 
    “We must take precautions with him here. Bring me shackles!” Count Volgren ordered. 
 
    In a few moments the Assassin was completely chained, sitting on the floor on a rough bearskin rug. 
 
    The three Generals and the Count were watching him, visibly intrigued. 
 
    The Assassin closed his eyes as if he were meditating, impervious to their scrutiny. 
 
    “Where the devil is he from?” General Odir asked. 
 
    “Hanged if I know!” replied Olagson. 
 
    “He’s certainly not from this continent,” General Rangulfsen said. “There’s no race like this foreigner’s on the face of Tremia.”  
 
    “A foreigner from a distant country, another continent… curious… very curious…” Count Volgren mused. 
 
    “Has anybody else ever seen or heard of this race we have in front of us?” Olagson asked. 
 
    They all shook their heads. 
 
    “Lasgol, you’ve given us a nice surprise,” Count Volgren said. “This is something we weren’t expecting at all. Would you mind telling us the whole story of how the murderer of the King’s brother was captured? I’m sure it’ll be a fascinating one.”  
 
    “Of course, as you wish, Sir.” 
 
    The Generals sat back in robust wooden armchairs lined with bear-skins and drank the Nocean wine the servant diligently offered them. Odir asked for a horn of beer, spurning the wine of the men of the desert, and Olagson joined him after downing a glass of the sweet wine in one gulp. 
 
    Lasgol told them concisely about the chase, from the day the mission had been entrusted to him up to the present moment. He changed only one thing: the Masig had escaped after hitting the Tracker, and he had not been able to catch her. Deep down he knew that a lie would be the only way of justifying his weakness before those implacable men from the ice. 
 
    “Hah! What sort of a Royal Tracker is this, knocked out by a Masig! A woman!” Odir laughed at Lasgol, the beer-foam covering his blond moustache. 
 
    “The truth is that the prairie wildling made a fool of you, Tracker,” Olagson teased. 
 
    “Let him be, it’s been a real ordeal in Masig territory no less!” Rangulfsen said. “But what’s important is that he’s brought us the Assassin alive.”  
 
    “True. He’s managed to capture an enemy agent, and one with the Gift at that, it’s a real feat,” said Count Volgren. 
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” said Lasgol. “If you’ll allow me, I’d like to reveal the fact that this Assassin isn’t an agent from Rogdon. I’m absolutely sure, my Generals. Therefore, the attack on the western kingdom mustn’t take place, it’s not justified…” 
 
    The Generals burst into protests and exclamations. 
 
    Count Volgren ordered: “Silence!” 
 
    Odir and Olagson were arguing on their feet amid insults and accusations, clearly unhappy with the news. Rangulfsen complained of the lack of information needed to reach a valid conclusion. As was the habit in Norghanian arguments, everything was said amid shouts, insults and colorful language, at a steadily increasing volume level. 
 
    “I said silence!” the Count demanded. 
 
    The three Generals quieted down. 
 
    Looking first at the Assassin, then at Lasgol, he asked: “How certain are you about this, Ranger?” 
 
    “I’m totally convinced, Sir. He confessed to it himself. He doesn’t work for Rogdon. Another agent ordered the murder of the King’s brother, but it wasn’t the blue and silver kingdom. I guess the murder was looking precisely to provoke an armed conflict between the two kingdoms. We must prevent this war, Sir, it’s unjustified. The Assassin is the proof.” 
 
    “Bah, humbug! We can’t trust this vermin. He’d say anything to save his skin,” said Odir, spitting on the floor. “It was the Rogdonians, and nothing will convince me otherwise.” 
 
    “Although I don’t like to admit it, I agree with Odir,” cried Olagson. “This foreigner would sell his own mother to save his neck. Where there’s smoke, there’s fire…It was Rogdon. They must pay for it in blood.” 
 
    “The thing is,” Rangulfsen mused, “that if we consider it carefully, it’s too obvious an attack, with clues that are far too incriminating, pointing in one direction only: west. I’d say it’s possible that there’s more to this plot than meets the eye.”  
 
    “I can assure you it wasn’t Rogdon. Someone wants us to believe it was, in order to start a war that will cost both our kingdoms thousands of lives, a war without any reason.” 
 
    “If what you say is true, Ranger, and I’m not saying it is, then everything would point at the Nocean Empire,” said the Count. “They are the clear beneficiaries of a war between Rogdon and Norghana.” 
 
    “Or the Confederation of Free Cities of the East,” suggested Rangulfsen. “They’re a new power, and they might be looking to strengthen their position.” 
 
    “Rogdonian mount, Rogdonian gold, Rogdonian ring,” said Odir. “What other proofs do we need?” 
 
    “There’s no indication from the South, from the Noceans,” Olagson concluded, “and the Confederation wouldn’t dare try anything like this, so I too think it’s Rogdon.” 
 
    “But perhaps that’s exactly why we should look there, precisely because there’s no indication from the South,” said Rangulfsen. 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out, my Generals,” said Count Volgren. “We’ll interrogate the subject until we get at the truth.” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that!” Olagson exclaimed. He levered his big body out of the chair and raised his beer horn. 
 
    “I accept the toast!” Odir said, lifting his horn and knocking it against Olagson’s. “What’s more, I volunteer to direct the interrogation.” 
 
    Lasgol’s blood froze as he imagined the horrors this madman might inflict upon the prisoner. 
 
    The Assassin remained impassive. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” the Count said, “Rangulfsen will be in charge. Prisoners under your care, Odir, tend to die before they talk.” 
 
    “Humph! In that case they must be guilty, then!” the sadistic general said, with a sinister grin. 
 
    “I doubt it, it’s rather that your methods are too bloodthirsty,” the Count said. “He’ll be in your charge, Rangulfsen. I hope you get the truth one way or another, but he must remain alive. We have to send him back to Norghana. King Thoran has ordered us to keep him alive, he himself wishes to be his executioner. His death must come from his own Royal hand.” 
 
    “I’ll extract the information you want, Count, don’t worry,” said the General of the Snow Army. 
 
    Odir stood before the Count and asked him directly: 
 
    “When do we attack? My men are ready, the fortress is in sight, all we need is the order.” 
 
    “We’ll hold our position until further notice,” the Count said, concluding the discussion. 
 
    “As you wish,” Olagson said, and left the command tent. 
 
    “Guards, with me. Escort the prisoner to my camp,” said General Rangulfsen, and left the tent. 
 
    Odir seemed to be on the point of protesting, but turned on his heels and left as well. 
 
    Lasgol watched them take Yakumo away. He knew he was going to be tortured, they would make him go through a nightmare of pain, but he could do nothing for him. He had finally completed his mission, one that was unlike any other he had known. He should have been relieved, happy, but all he felt was remorse. It was a remorse that corroded his soul at the thought of leaving that man to such punishment. He knew the foreigner was a murderer who had killed Duke Orten, and he had caught him and brought him to justice as was his duty. But I don’t feel good about it, I feel like a coward. I know they’re going to torture him ruthlessly until he either confesses or dies. There’s no honor in that, and no matter how many times I tell myself he’s a murderer and that I’ve just done what I set out to do, this bitter taste in my mouth is never going to disappear. I could ignore what they’re going to do to him, go to the canteen and get drunk, but I’m part of the problem, and alcohol isn’t going to change that. 
 
    Count Volgren looked at him, 
 
    “You’re very thoughtful, Tracker. Is something bothering you?” 
 
    “No, Sir, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You did a great job, and you’ll be generously rewarded for this hunt. His Majesty King Thoran will be deeply grateful for the capture of the murderer.” 
 
    “Thank you Sir. There’s just one question I’d like to ask …” 
 
    “Go ahead, Lasgol, feel free to ask.” 
 
    “Will this prevent the war with Rogdon?” 
 
    “Let’s hope it does” 
 
    “Will the King withdraw the troops?” 
 
    “That’s a different story, Lasgol. Kings are willful, their wishes inscrutable…” 
 
    “Then you believe war is inevitable?” 
 
    “We’ll know soon enough…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was beginning to hide behind the Fortress of the Half Moon, where the Rogdonians, expectant and under great pressure, awaited the next move of the threatening invading army. Lasgol, downhearted, his footsteps heavy, was moving through the camp towards the soldiers’ tents of the Snow Army. As he walked past the different groups of men he could feel the tension in them as they sat around hundreds of small camp fires, eating their rations and drinking their beer. Their faces were joyless, with a prevailing sternness everywhere, as if some contagious sickness had spread through the whole camp. Only a few seemed to want to dispel the gloom with songs and ballads of great heroes from the epic Norghanian folklore. 
 
    Lasgol knew it was the nerves that come before battle. The hardened soldiers were impatient to know whether or not they would be fighting. The waiting only served to increase the already tangible tension. He walked past a picturesque cart decorated in crimson. A woman came up to him, swaying her hips provocatively. Lasgol stopped uncertainly and the woman came up to him and pressed her body to his, placing her hand in his groin. Surprised, he took a step back. 
 
    “Don’t be shy, handsome, come and have a good time with Olsa …” she said, moving back a little to reveal her generous bosom. 
 
    “No thank you… I’m already taken care of…” he replied hastily so as to get out of the embarrassing situation. 
 
    “Well, handsome,” she said with a wink, “I’ll give you a good price, and you’ll have nothing to complain about.”  
 
    “I’ve no doubt of that, but my duty awaits me.” 
 
    “As you wish… maybe later, then? Come back and ask for Olsa, you won’t regret it.” 
 
    Lasgol went on with a smile on his face. 
 
    Fortunately, and in the process preventing worse evils, all the fears and tensions of the soldiers were released by the great number of “ladies of easy virtue” who accompanied the army on campaign. As with any army worthy of the name, that service was indispensable; if the basic needs of the men were not satisfied, a dangerous fire might break out in the camp. 
 
    It always surprised him, the crowd that trailed an army on the march. From the very necessary prostitutes to blacksmiths, carpenters, butchers, shepherds, cooks, messengers and any number of people with different professions and specialized functions. They were all necessary for the good functioning of the massive army. 
 
    He reached the distinctive white rectangular tents of the Snow Army. He looked avidly for the command ones and identified them by their banners. They were well protected by guards, watching like hawks. These were tall strong men, wearing white winged helmets on their blond heads. They wore heavy scaled armor down to their knees for protection, in the lighter and more flexible Norghanian style, although they were not as tough as the plated Rogdonian kind. Blood-red capes hung from their shoulders. He picked out General Rangulfsen’s tent and went to it. At once four guards intercepted him. He identified himself and waited for the officer on duty. A veteran captain saluted him, and after a brief exchange of explanations gave him the signal to follow. 
 
    The General’s command tent was luxurious, full of rich decoration. Tapestries and paintings in golden frames covered the white cloth walls, while marble statues, great vases and golden flags decorated the room. The General was sitting behind a big table with elaborate decorations, flanked by two guards. Behind him, thick beige and white curtains gave way to the bedroom, which a single glimpse told Lasgol was even more elaborately decorated. He was surprised by this, since Norghanians were not very fond of superfluous adornment and the army officers even less so. 
 
    “Did you wish to see me, Forest Ranger? Lasgol, isn’t it?” the General asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “The Kingdom is grateful to you. You’ve done a great service to your country. This exploit will soon be known throughout the camp. You know how rumors run through the army, worse than sexually transmitted diseases.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir, I just did my duty.” 
 
    “Nonsense! You went far beyond duty to capture this assassin. Very few would have gone after an escaped murderer into the very depths of the sacred mountain of the Masig. Correct me if I’m wrong, but I guess you did it to prevent war with Rogdon.” 
 
    “You guess correctly, General.” 
 
    “Well. We’ll see whether it’s possible after all. Is there anything you need, or that you want to ask me for? Gold, women, both perhaps? You only have to ask and it’ll be yours.” 
 
    “You honor me, General, but no. What I would like is to be allowed to speak to the prisoner.” 
 
    “Strange request. The prisoner is no longer your concern. You delivered him, you are no longer responsible for him. Now he’s mine, I’ll take care of him.” 
 
    “I know, sir, but I’d still like to see him, with your permission. Perhaps I might convince him to talk.” 
 
    “Hmm…that’s not such a farfetched idea after all. I like that. We lose nothing trying a bit of … less aggressive persuasion… All right, let’s go and see if your presence has an effect on him or not.” 
 
    They left the command tent and turned towards one end of the camp, under the shadow of the enormous mountain gorge, where metal cages had been built to lock up captured prisoners. On either side, two huge rectangular tents of intense red made Lasgol’s hair stand on end. That was where they delivered unparalleled suffering. They went to the closest and walked in. It was indeed a torture chamber. The tent was filled with tools and machinery for torture, waiting to cause all the pain imaginable. Just seeing those instruments turned Lasgol’s stomach. 
 
    Yakumo was hanging unconscious, upside-down, his feet in two black rings anchored to a wooden beam. He was bare from the waist up, and Lasgol noticed that his torso and back were crisscrossed with wounds. They had poured salt onto the open cuts of the whip to inflict more pain. Cuts and burns from red-hot-irons were clear on his chest. Four soldiers were on guard inside the tent. Lasgol walked up to Yakumo, passing close to the expert in torture, who grinned at him, showing teeth as black as coal, with two of the front ones missing. 
 
    When he reached Yakumo, he looked at his hands tied behind his back and saw with horror that two fingers in each hand had been broken and left in impossibly grotesque positions. A feeling of utter guilt assailed him as a shark assails its prey. He felt so mean he had to look away in shame. 
 
    “As you can see, we haven’t wasted any time,” the General explained. “But we haven’t been able to get a single word out of him.”  
 
    “Not a single cry of pain,” the torturer said in some surprise. “Never in all my long years in this trade have I seen anything like this. He didn’t cry out even when we burnt him with a hot iron. He’s a very unusual man, nothing seems to make a dent in him. But sooner or later he’ll talk, they all do. Where’s he from? Do you know?” 
 
    Lasgol looked at the man, trying to hide his loathing. He was aware that men of such base instincts were necessary when it came to dealing with certain matters that the kingdom found uncomfortable, but seeing the results of his work only made him despise this sewer rat absolutely. 
 
    “I don’t know where he’s from, it must be some other continent,” Lasgol replied icily. 
 
    “Those slanting eyes intrigue me,” the General said. “I’m not aware of anybody of this race in our continent, which worries me…”  
 
    “He’s never told me anything about his origin, sir, but it’s clear he’s no Rogdonian…” 
 
    “I see… He might not be Rogdonian, but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t paid with Rogdonian gold.” 
 
    “He told me that wasn’t the case.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” said General Rangulfsen. “In the end he’ll confess. But in all honesty, he’s a remarkable man, this Assassin. I’ve never witnessed this before, his endurance of pain, his mental discipline, something truly unbelievable.”  
 
    “Do you wish me to wake him up, sir?” the torturer asked. 
 
    “Yes, go ahead, we’ll ask him some questions.” 
 
    “Very well, sir. I have a bucket of vinegar, you’ll see how he screams when it hits the open wounds.” 
 
    He threw the bucket of water at the unconscious Assassin. 
 
    He reacted by shaking his body violently, swinging in the air from the intense pain he must be experiencing. 
 
    But he did not utter a single sound. 
 
    “Impressive,” General Rangulfsen admitted. “I have with me the Tracker who captured you, he wishes to speak to you.” 
 
    The Assassin lifted his head from where he was hanging there upside-down and looked at Lasgol. 
 
    “Tell them you don’t work for Rogdon, tell them, or they’ll go on torturing you without stopping.” 
 
    Yakumo shook his head. 
 
    “At least he’s communicating, which is something,” said the General. 
 
    “Tell them the whole truth! There’s no need for all this. Tell us who sent you. Tell me!” 
 
    Yakumo gave Lasgol a long glance. 
 
    And then shook his head once again. 
 
    The torturer cracked his whip on the prisoner’s back.  
 
    “Answer when you’re spoken to, you foreign crap!” 
 
    The Assassin received the whip-lash without even a grunt of pain. 
 
    “Come on, Yakumo. You have to tell the General who sent you to kill Duke Orten. Tell him! It will stop the war, you have to tell him,” pleaded Lasgol. 
 
    But there was no answer. 
 
    The whip cracked again, over and over. The torture went on until the General raised a hand for the executioner to stop. 
 
    “Have you got anything to tell us, Assassin?” the General asked him, affording him the chance to talk. 
 
    A tense silence filled the room. 
 
    “Come on, Yakumo, speak!” 
 
     The Assassin looked at Lasgol and at last, in a heavily accented whisper, he said: 
 
    “You are a man of honor, Lasgol, but they aren’t. If I speak, they’ll torture me to death to make sure my last words don’t contradict me. If I don’t, they’ll kill me just the same. Either way I’m going to die, but how I do it is in my hands. In the second case I’ll live a little longer, and the suffering might help redeem some of the many evil things I’ve done. That’s the choice I’ve made. Now go, follow your path, Tracker, there’s nothing here for you.” 
 
    “Well, it seems the murderer won’t speak to you either, Lasgol,” said the General. “It’s time to leave him in the hands of the torturer. We’ll see whether he’s capable of bearing the hell he’s going to burn in.” 
 
    Looking at the executioner, he added: “He mustn’t die until he’s confessed in detail.” 
 
    “As you say, sir.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Yakumo for one final time, and his spirit was crushed by a feeling of guilt as overwhelming as an entire mountain. He was going to allow this man to be killed. He felt like a coward for allowing it, even though there was nothing he could do to help him. He had done his duty, he had to turn away and go back to Norghana, forget the whole business. It was no longer his concern. He could not turn against his own people. But none of this calmed his conscience. 
 
    “Come on, Lasgol, I’ll treat you to a comforting glass of strong liquor. I’d like to know some of the details of your adventure,” said the General. 
 
    Lasgol turned around and went out with him. 
 
    And that act, that abandonment, soiled him and blackened his soul, perhaps forever, perhaps without hope of redemption.  
 
    A shadow of sadness brought on by his weakness came upon Lasgol and he felt cold, not with the cold of the evening but that of his own weakness, which chilled his soul.  
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti. —Ocorum, Kingdom of Rogdon Territory— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Komir was sitting on the moth-eaten trunk at the foot of his bed, waiting. He was lost in his own thoughts, looking at the warm morning light creeping into his small room at the inn. That particular morning had not begun at all well. Komir had gone in search of Hartz, intending to talk to him, to sort things out…He had opened the door and walked into the room, excited by the good news that he had been able to activate the medallion and work magic… He was looking forward to sharing the news with the giant. It was fantastic news, deeply important. 
 
    He walked in without knocking and was faced with something totally unexpected. Kayti was lying on the bed, completely naked! Her young, snow-white body rested there seductively; her firm round breasts were uncovered, her sensuous hips rested on the sheet and her fiery hair fell around her shoulders. The sight momentarily blinded Komir. 
 
    It was a shocking surprise. Not for a moment had it crossed Komir’s mind that Hartz might not be alone. Much less that he would find himself in such an embarrassing situation. 
 
    Komir reddened to the roots of his hair, and his face burnt with self-consciousness. 
 
    “Hi, Komir,” she greeted him nonchalantly. 
 
    Komir did not know what to do, what to say or where to look. He managed to mumble an apology, looking away from the girl. 
 
    “So…. so sorry… I need to speak to Hartz… will you please tell him to come see me as soon as he comes back?” 
 
    “He went down for some breakfast, he was starving. I don’t think he’ll be long,” Kayti said calmly, looking him in the eye. 
 
    “Thank you…” he mumbled again, looking down at the floor, trying at all costs not to stare at the redhead’s curvaceous nakedness. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll give him your message," Kayti said without making the slightest move to cover her body, as if the situation did not bother her in the least. 
 
    Komir nodded and left the room without looking back, totally confused, flushed by a mixture of self-consciousness and rage. 
 
    What had surprised him was not finding that the giant had spent the night with Kayti; in fact, he had suspected something of the sort. But the way he had discovered it was certainly embarrassing. He had more or less known it would end up happening sooner or later, that was the nature of things like that. But, it had troubled him deeply, even though he would never show it in front of Hartz. They were friends, the best of friends, he would bear with the giant’s mistakes, and this was a very big one. Kayti was no good, and although Hartz could not see it because of the love spell she had cast on him, he could certainly see it himself and would protect his friend against tide and storm, even if that meant fighting against the woman who was clouding his friend’s reason. 
 
    He had already tried unsuccessfully to remove the silk bandage over the eyes of the big Norriel. The fact that Hartz did not realize infuriated him, for he could not understand how he did not see that Kayti was playing with him. After thinking long and hard about it, Komir had reached the conclusion that the best way to help his friend was to stay with him and try to unmask the treacherous redhead. Getting angry with Hartz would be no good. He had to catch her in the act, he needed undeniable proof that she was lying to them, that she was only following her own plan. 
 
    It would not be an easy task, particularly now that she had the giant under her spell. Komir could only begin to imagine the pleasures that Kayti might be giving his friend. He recalled the sensual body, firm breasts, long soft legs… Knowing Hartz’s generous heart it was more than likely that he was totally ensnared by the charms of that harpy. He imagined him in her arms, like a fascinated child, obeying that deceitful woman’s every wish. He had to stop his friend becoming a puppet and turning against him, which would be sure to happen unless he did something to set things right. On the other hand, he would have to tread carefully, since if he pressed too hard Hartz would turn against him, leaving him at Kayti’s mercy. That must not happen, so he would bite his tongue no matter how agonizing it was. 
 
    A couple of knocks on the door brought him back to reality. 
 
    “Come in!” he said. 
 
    Hartz walked into the room and closed the door behind him. When Komir saw the happiness reflected on his friend’s face and the look of pure ecstasy he could not hide, all his fears were confirmed. She already had him, he was tied up in her net. Komir was on the point of saying something bitter, but he stopped himself in time, calmed his urge to lash out at his friend and instead said ironically: 
 
    “I see you had a good night…” 
 
    Hartz looked at him, sighed deeply and said: 
 
    “Absolutely right, a very good night…” 
 
    “I see… just what a warrior needs after the battle.” 
 
    “That’s right, just what I needed.” 
 
    They both remained silent, looking each other in the eye, both aware of the delicate situation and of the tension which was growing between them. 
 
    It’s not the moment for arguing, Komir reasoned with himself as he looked into his friend’s eyes. I’ll just have to go on looking for ways to make him see how mistaken he is. But I mustn’t press him too much or the situation will explode.  
 
    “I need to talk to you,” Komir said. 
 
    “It had better not be about Kayti, I’ve told you…” 
 
    “No, it’s not about Kayti,” Komir replied at once. 
 
    “Oh, right then, tell me, what’s up?” Hartz said. He walked over to the window and looked outside. 
 
    “Well, there’s something I want to share with you, something that’s been eating away inside me for a long time, something I’ve decided to face up to once and for all.” 
 
    “I gather it’s something serious. Go on, my friend, I’m listening,” said the giant, taking a seat on a small pine stool. 
 
    “Do you remember… what happened at the Bear Ceremony…?” 
 
    “Yes, I remember… there’s no need to talk about it if you don’t want to…you know I respect your privacy…” 
 
    “I know, my friend, and I really appreciate it. You’ve never asked me anything about this power I’ve been marked with, or rather cursed with, by our goddesses.” 
 
    “If you don’t want to talk about it it’s okay with me, there’s no need.” 
 
    “I think the time has come to talk about it…” 
 
    “Ah well, in that case, let’s talk.” 
 
    “There’s something inside me, a power, which has shown itself several times already. The first was when Alkog and his pals gave me that beating in the river, you remember?” 
 
    “How could I forget it! We almost had bloodshed between families. Luckily, our leader Auburu intervened in time. Besides, the village talked about nothing else for several seasons.” 
 
    “That was the first time the power manifested itself in me. The second was at the Bear Ceremony, and as you know, it cost Alkog his life.” 
 
    “But that was self-defense! Nobody blamed you for his death. He brought it on himself by attacking you from behind in such a vile, treacherous way.” 
 
    “However it was, from that day on I was marked by the tribe as a witch, a heretic. Forever.” 
 
    “People are very superstitious… we Norriel are very wary of omens, you know… it’s not that they have anything against you, it’s that they fear you, they fear your power, magic…” 
 
    “I know, and I understand. I was aware long before that they were wary of me for being different.” 
 
    “I don’t fear you, my friend, although you have that strange power within you, whether you’re a sorcerer or not. To me you are and always will be Komir, son of Ulis, of the Bikia Tribe, of the Norriel.” 
 
    “It means a lot to me to hear you say these words. Thank you, my friend, thank you from the bottom of my heart.” 
 
    “I say what I mean. You know me well, you know that.” 
 
    Komir nodded, proud to have such a friend. 
 
    “The first times the power manifested by itself, because of what was happening, because I was in danger. But lately it’s been me that has called upon the power. Consciously, calling for its help. And it saved my life.” 
 
    “What are you trying to tell me…? That you’re capable of working magic? The bolt that killed Guzmik’s acolyte… that was you, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, it was me, and I also used it to escape alive from the ambush of Lotas’ men. I hadn’t mentioned it before, although I thought you’d guess. Both times I searched inside myself for the energy, the power, and it helped me. But no, I can’t work magic on my own apart from making my inner energy burst forth uncontrollably. That’s what happened at the village, both times.” 
 
    “I don’t follow, you just told me that you killed Lotas’ men and Guzmik’s Dominator with the power.” 
 
    “Well, let me try to explain… it’s complicated, and even I don’t fully understand… You see, the energy used for the spells is mine, it lives inside me, it’s my power. But I don’t know the first thing about magic, I’ve never even opened an arcane volume to study it. No Mage has ever instructed me.” 
 
    “But I was there, I saw the bolt burn up that Dominator, I saw it with my own eyes, it had to be you.” 
 
    “Yes, it came from me, but I didn’t conjure the bolt…” 
 
    “This is getting harder and harder to understand. If it came from you, then you cast the spell, surely?” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t me. It was this.” Komir showed him the Ilenian medallion he wore around his neck. 
 
    Hartz looked at the jewel, brows raised, eyes wide in surprise. 
 
    “It was the medallion that cast the spell? Are you serious?” Hartz exclaimed. There was confusion and amazement on his face. 
 
    “Yes, the medallion has a mind of its own. It can work magic using my inner energy. It’s an object of great power. It was the medallion which cast the bolt against the Dominator, drawing on my own energy.” 
 
    “Unbelievable!” Hartz said, slapping his thighs. “If you’d told me this a few months ago in our highlands, I would’ve burst out laughing, thinking you’d hit your head or something. But what with all we’ve been through lately, I’m going to have to believe you… In fact there’s something I want to share with you as well. The great Ilenian sword is bewitched too and it speaks to me in battle, it whispers in my ear… With it in my hands there’s no tiredness, no defeat, I’m invincible, or at least the sword makes me believe so.” 
 
    “That’s it, these Ilenian objects are bewitched with some kind of very powerful magic.” 
 
    “I’m with you there, my friend.” 
 
    “Well, now you know there’s power within me and the medallion can cast spells using it, I have one more surprise for you, big guy.” 
 
    “Come on, spill it, I’m waiting,” Hartz said, smiling. “But I’d better not fall on my back with the shock, or I’ll give you what for!” 
 
    Komir smiled. “I’ve decided to use my Gift, this power I have, the inner energy I’ve been cursed and marked with. I’ll embrace it, use it for my revenge. I’m done with suppressing it and denying it and being ashamed of it for making me different. Amtoko had already told me to follow the path of learning and find out the skills I could develop with a power like this. And that’s exactly what I’m going to do. After all, if it weren’t for my power I’d already be dead.” 
 
    Hartz looked at him for a moment with worry, his forehead furrowed and his lips tense. 
 
    “In a way I’m glad you’ve decided to follow that path, my friend. I think it’s a good thing that you accept who and what you are. No matter how different you may be. That’s what all of us should do. Denying it has only brought you pain and eaten away at your heart, blackening your soul. That’s been making me lose sleep, I have to admit. But on the other hand I’m worried, it’s a dangerous path you’re starting on, the path of magic and sorcery. That’s a twisting one, very dangerous and treacherous. And yes, I’m superstitious and hate anything magical and arcane, so I’m not impartial on this subject, but even so the danger is real. Even worse, the reasons why you’re doing this are wrong, my friend. You should do it because your spirit wants to be freed from a heavy burden you’ve been carrying with you for a long time, not because of revenge, no matter how justified and permissible it might be.” 
 
    Komir stretched his arms in annoyance. His friend’s sermon had troubled him. He was aware that in part, his anger was due to the fact that the big Norriel was right, and that upset him even more. 
 
    “You’re mostly right, Hartz, I admit it. Yet despite everything, although you might not completely agree with my reasons, they are mine, and I’m asking you to respect them. I need your help in this, because I’m afraid I can’t do it by myself.” 
 
    “Are you asking me to help you with your magic? No, no, no!” the giant said, raising his hands in the air in denial. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m asking you to do! Please?” 
 
    “Not for all of Bandor’s ale! I support you, you know that. But keep me a long way away from all that damned magic! I don’t want to die yet, I’m too young. Besides, I haven’t seen a troll yet!” 
 
    Komir laughed, shaking his head. 
 
    “And what do you want to see a troll for?” 
 
    “A troll and the other monstrous creatures Lindaro says exist in unexplored places of Tremia. We should forget all about magic and go and explore the continent, to search out those abominable beasts and hunt them. I’d a thousand times rather do that than magic! Come on, Komir, let’s go exploring, go adventuring! Forget all this tangle of the medallion and its damned magic!” 
 
    “You have to help me. If you don’t, I won’t be able to manage it alone. I’ve no idea what I’m doing, I’m not in command of my power and I can’t control the medallion at all. You have to help me!” 
 
    “As if I was a sorcerer! How can I help you if all this stuff gives me the creeps and makes the hair stand up on the back of my neck?”  
 
    “Between the two of us we’ll think of a way. We’ve always managed, help me once more, I beg you. For the sake of our friendship…” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you really prefer to go exploring, looking for incredible creatures to hunt?” Hartz asked. 
 
    Komir shook his head. His eyes were pleading. 
 
    The giant took a few steps in a circle, mumbling all kind of refusals, cursing his bad luck, until he finally yielded to the weight of his great heart. 
 
    “All right, damn it, I’ll help you. But you’d better not set me on fire or leave me petrified for a week, or else you’ll get a good thump on the head.” 
 
    Komir laughed heartily. “In fact you just nailed it, that’s exactly what I need you for. You must keep me under control so I don’t lose myself. If the experiment goes wrong, you have to stop me however you can, and I’m sure a good blow to the head would work,” Komir said with a big smile. 
 
    “Experiments? Uh-oh, not sure I like that at all!” 
 
    “Easy, big guy, everything’ll turn out right, you’ll see. I’ve already been trying by myself and it worked, although the system was a pretty painful one. I have no control over what I invoke, but I can make my energy and the medallion react as one.” 
 
    “Well… that’s a big step in itself, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, it is, and that’s why I’m so happy. Who knows what I might end up doing with my power and the medallion? All the wonders waiting around the corner…We have to discover them!” 
 
    “If it’s to do with magic, I have a nasty feeling that there are accidents and mishaps waiting around the corner, not wonders…” grumbled the giant. 
 
    “Trust me, my friend, we have a lot to discover, skills and powers which will help us on our way, you’ll see. Be positive!” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be better to go in search of a real mage to teach you? Surely that would be a lot less dangerous.”  
 
    “Do you know any mage?” 
 
    “Well… mage as such… I just know Amtoko, the Witch of our village, but I don’t know that she qualifies. To tell the truth I’ve never come across one. Not that there are so many of them according to what I’ve heard… and you don’t see them very often.” 
 
    “I don’t know one either, and you’re right, there aren’t many…” 
 
    “Perhaps Kayti might know…” 
 
    Komir tensed the moment he heard the name. 
 
    “Let’s leave your girl out of this for now. Promise me that this stays between us and no one else. Give me your word as a Norriel.” 
 
    “I don’t see why we can’t tell her, she’s with us… “ 
 
    “This has to stay between you and me, between two friends, between two Norriel.” 
 
    “All right then, for the sake of good relations and because I don’t want any more altercations, I promise. You have my word as a Norriel.” 
 
    Komir smiled, satisfied. 
 
    “Thank you, my friend, and I mean that. Now let’s get started.” 
 
    Komir stood in the middle of the small room and held the medallion in his right hand. As he did so he felt the same sweet tingling as always, that ethereal feeling which enveloped him from head to foot like a great cloak. He felt a strange sense of disembodiment, Ether, Spirit…The medallion was showing him. 
 
    “What’s going on? What’s happening?” Hartz asked, suddenly uneasy. 
 
    “Nothing, Hartz. Relax. The medallion is telling me about its origin, I think, or the source of its power, I’m not sure. It’s conveying a feeling of being bodiless, of ether…” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain, you have to experience it. I’m telling you what I feel…” 
 
    “Fine, but now you’d better explain more calmly.” 
 
    “I’ll try again, you’d better be alert. If anything out of the ordinary should happen, or if you sense danger, I want you to stop me.” 
 
    “All right, but be very careful. I’ve heard that magic is treacherous, it turns against the unwary who invoke it without knowing what they’re exposing themselves to.” 
 
    Komir smiled at his worried, fearful friend. He took the burning candle he kept on the side table and put his good hand over the flame. Hartz stared at him, wide-eyed. Komir held his hand over the flame and the intense pain reached his mind an instant later. Now, how long? he wondered uneasily. How long will I have to bear this torture before my inner energy activates itself? 
 
    The answer was not long in coming, and completely surprised Komir. The last time he had had to endure a long torture, whereas this time the sky-blue shining on his chest appeared as soon as he felt the first pang of pain. He saw in his mind the arcane energy accumulated in his chest, at rest, forming a lake of quiet blue water. A flash indicated that it was active, as if someone had thrown a pebble on the quiet lake and disturbed it. He moved his hand away from the flame, he did not need the suffering any more. He left the candle on the table and closed his eyes, concentrating on the lake of energy within him. He put his hand on the medallion and wished to work magic, to cast a spell. But he really did not know how to do it, he had not thought of it beforehand, thrilled as he was by all the possibilities. Once again he was acting on instinct instead of thinking things out at leisure, as was his bad habit. Before he could decide one way or another arcane symbols, golden runes, began to dance in his mind. It was a dance that was working towards the shaping of words of power. The Ilenian medallion of Ether was activated and it was casting a spell, a magic which he was not controlling or guiding at all. 
 
    He could only wait and see what would happen. Perhaps he was creating light, or fire, or perhaps even some other greater wonder. How thrilling! 
 
    A mist began to surround him, enveloping him completely, making everything around him vanish, even Hartz who was watching without missing the slightest detail, blinking rapidly so that his big eyes would not miss a thing, tense as a bowstring. Komir was already familiar with this strange mist, he recognized it immediately and felt at ease. 
 
    As on those previous occasions the mist enveloped him completely as if to abstract him from that particular reality, making the context and the situation disappear. Very probably even time had stopped, although he could not be sure. It was as though he were on another plane of reality. 
 
    Before him a figure began to take shape, translucent at first, then gradually gathering form and color. Komir waited expectantly. A woman appeared before him, a woman with a medallion like his own. 
 
    As he made out the medallion even before the woman was clearly defined, an idea took shape in his mind. This was the unifying link! This was what he and the two women the mist had shown him had in common: an Ilenian medallion. Both he and the two women he had seen in the mist wore it around their neck. How come he had not thought of this before? This was deeply significant, and anybody sharp-witted would have realized the importance of that singular fact. Kayti would have thought of it immediately. Lately events had begun to overwhelm him, he was not even thinking clearly. He was annoyed, almost ashamed that he had not realized before. 
 
    The three of us wear an Ilenian medallion, that’s why we can see each other. Mine calls on theirs, searches for them to form a link with them for some reason I don’t know yet but that I plan on finding out. 
 
    He shook his head, trying to clear away the negative thoughts and focus on the positive ones. He had just activated his inner energy with little pain, which was no small feat in itself. His right hand would take longer than a month to recover from the wounds of those first attempts. He felt the medallion drawing on his energy and it did not bother him; far from it, he felt pleased. He was the one who was initiating the process now, the medallion, although he was still far from mastering or controlling it, at least required his energy to cast spells. He still did not know how, but it seemed very likely that if he stopped the flow of energy to the medallion it would be unable to conjure anything. This gave him a brief, misleading sense of control. 
 
    He remained looking at the shadow, which was beginning to take the form of a female silhouette in front of him. Who would appear? The golden beauty with curly hair and eyes like the ocean? Or the wild girl with red skin and long jet-black tresses? A pleasant sense of apprehension ran through his stomach. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hundreds of leagues away, Aliana stopped and leaned against one of the enormous trees. She looked towards young Asti, the Usik she was fleeing with through that immense forest of giant trees. The girl returned her gaze, disconcerted. 
 
    “Something happen? You well?” the Usik asked. 
 
    “Call Kendas, quickly!” the Healer urged. 
 
    A moment later the Royal Lancer, still camouflaged as a Usik, came to her. 
 
    “What’s the matter? Do you feel ill?” he asked when he saw her leaning against the tree. 
 
    “You don’t see the mist around me, Kendas, do you?” 
 
    The Lancer looked all around without seeing any mist or haze. It was broad day in the Usik forest, and it was not possible that there could be any mist at that time of year, not in that environment. 
 
    “No Aliana, I don’t see any mist…” he said, alarmed. 
 
    “That’s natural. It’s a magical kind. I have no time to explain, but I’m going to be out of it for a while. Nothing’s going to happen to me, but it’s very likely that I’ll fall into some kind of trance that I won’t be able to come out of. If the Usik arrive, you’ll have to carry me. I won’t be able to wake up.” 
 
    “Not a very good time for something like that… they’re very close…” 
 
    “I know, Kendas, and I’m very sorry, it’s not me that chooses when it happens. Let’s just say I’ve been summoned by a great arcane power and I can’t resist it. It takes me with it. I don’t know how long I’ll be in the trance, but I’ll try to make it as brief as possible.” 
 
    “All right, don’t worry, I’ll protect you. And if the situation gets complicated I’ll carry you, rest assured.” 
 
    “I know it’s just what we don’t need right now, with all the trouble we already have. Kendas, I’m sorry.” 
 
    And with those words still on her lips, Aliana was absorbed by the mist before the shocked eyes of both Kendas and Asti. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The medallion around Komir’s neck was beginning to emit the whitish flashes he knew already. He was aware that the medallion was showing him the young woman, consuming part of his inner energy. The girl who had just materialized before him was the one he had already seen that first time. A serene young woman of great beauty, who wore a similar medallion around her neck. But it was brown flashes that hers emitted, as if it were made of earth. 
 
    Komir greeted her with a wave of his hand as an unintended surge of happiness and apprehension stirred in the pit of his stomach at her presence. Aware that he could not communicate with her in words he smiled, trying to project calm, since he did not wish to startle her and he did not want her to go. Most probably this woman was somewhere far, far away. But for all that, Komir wanted to reach her, to talk to her and get to know her. He yearned for it. 
 
    The girl greeted him and smiled in return. It was an honest smile but not a whole-hearted one. She was worried about something. 
 
    Her face showed exhaustion and worry. Komir would have given anything to be able to communicate with this breathtaking being, but he could think of nothing. He tried to talk, but as on those other occasions nothing came out of his mouth. 
 
    While he was wondering what he could do to make contact with her, his medallion began to flash anew, more rapidly and steadily. A new translucent shape began to form between Komir and the woman. Someone else was beginning to materialize beside them, summoned by Komir’s medallion. This had not happened before. Komir gave all his attention to what was taking place before his eyes, deeply intrigued… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the foot of the Fountain of Life on the faraway Masig steppes, Ilua Hidden Path, the Healer of the Blue Clouds, was looking at her pupil apprehensively; something was happening to her, and it did not look like anything good. Leaving the heavy granite mortar on the ground where she was crushing medicinal seeds, she went over to Iruki Wind of the Steppes and put her hand on the girl’s forehead. Her temperature seemed normal, there was no fever. But her face had lost all color, she looked as if she had seen a ghost, a bad spirit, and she had spilt the potion she had prepared with so much care. 
 
    “What’s wrong, my girl?” the Medicine Woman asked in concern. 
 
    “It’s… it’s… happening again…” Iruki said without looking at her, her eyes fixed on the far end of the conical cloth and leather tent which was the old Healer’s home. 
 
    “I don’t understand, little one. What’s happening again?” 
 
    “The evil spirit, he’s visiting me again…” 
 
    “Are you having a vision, my girl?” 
 
    “Yes, Healer, the spirit with the emerald eyes, he’s back…” 
 
    “I’m going to get Oni Black Cloud the Shaman, he’ll know what to do, he knows how to communicate with the spirit world.” 
 
    “Hurry, please. I can already see him, and this time he’s not alone. There’s another spirit with him, a woman…” 
 
    “Hold on, little one, fight, don’t let the spirits of evil drag you to their mystical, evil world,” said the old woman as she blessed Iruki with her good luck charm. She murmured a prayer to the good spirits so that they would protect the girl. 
 
    “He’s coming for my soul, he wants to take it away from me, I’m sure!” 
 
    “Don’t let him, resist. I’ll be back with Oni Black Cloud in a moment. Hold fast!” Ilua Hidden Path left her tent and hurried in search of the Shaman of the tribe with her heart in her mouth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Komir’s eyes lingered on the red-skinned savage, with her long jet-black hair falling loose around her shoulders, as she looked at him with eyes full of hate. It was the same woman the medallion had summoned the time before. That look of hatred worried Komir. How could he make her understand that he did not wish her harm? Komir showed her his open hands in a sign of peace, but she crouched in fear. 
 
    Perhaps if he could make her understand that it was really the medallion which was calling her and not him. He took the jewel around his neck with one hand and showed it to both women. Pointing at the medallion with his other hand, he tried to make them see that this arcane object was the one responsible for their meeting. The girl with golden hair seemed to understand and showed him her own medallion, pointing at it with her finger. But the red-skinned girl remained crouching, looking at both with fear and distrust. 
 
    Trying to make her understand that he meant her no harm at all, Komir smiled. To emphasize his peaceful intentions, he sat on the floor with his legs crossed, keeping the medallion in view in his right hand. He looked at the blonde girl and she did the same, sitting on the floor in the same position and holding up her own medallion. They remained like this for a long while, until the red girl seemed to relax somewhat. Finally she imitated them and sat down in the same way, showing her medallion, although her expression still showed fear and distrust. 
 
    Komir looked at the curious triangle they formed, each holding up his or her mysterious medallion. And now what? he wondered. Almost as if in answer to the question, the jewel around his neck began to emit the familiar white, almost transparent, flashes. Immediately the pale girl’s jewel began to emit brown flashes, the color of earth, while the red-skinned girl’s medallion began to emit flashes the color of the sea. The three watched the show of flashes and sparkles as if hypnotized. It looked as though the three medallions were having an animated conversation, as if this were a friendly gathering. Komir had no idea what was going on, but he was beginning to have the impression that this was precisely what the medallion wanted: to communicate with the other two, to find its lost brothers. 
 
    Suddenly two beams of light shot out of his medallion towards the two girls. At the same time the women’s medallions burst into beams of light which reached out to the other two. Each beam met the one issuing from the other medallion and fused together, and the three united in a triangle of light which gradually turned golden. 
 
    Komir made an effort to understand what he was experiencing. He felt a change in his inner energy. Another arcane energy, more powerful, more profoundly ancient, was issuing from the medallion itself and mixing with his own to create a unifying link. The Ilenian medallion was drawing on his power to create the golden beam of light which joined them. That must mean that these two women have inner energy as well, the Gift, just like me. Otherwise the medallions wouldn’t react. The fact seemed to him supremely important, a discovery that had to be taken fully into account. If these two women had already caught Komir’s attention, particularly the one with golden hair, they now fascinated him much more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The golden triangle formed by the three young people began to shine more strongly, drawing the medallions, physically pulling at their chests. Komir felt the pull and saw the fear in the eyes of the red-skinned girl, who had her hands firmly placed on the ground behind her and was trying not to be dragged by the strength of the link. He looked to his right, where the girl who intrigued him most was also resisting the pull, but there was no fear in her blue eyes. As he witnessed what was happening Komir had no doubt: the three of them were forming a bond, an unbreakable bond, as if after a very long time they were meeting again and sealing their reunion. 
 
    Three blindingly intense golden flashes emphasized the link with a flourish. 
 
    The three medallions and their bearers were joined unalterably, for good or ill. 
 
    The three looked at each other for an instant, unsure. But now there was no fear in the eyes of the red-skinned brunette, and the blond girl was smiling. 
 
    Komir smiled too and bowed his head to the women, who bowed their heads in return. 
 
    All of a sudden the outlines of the two women began to vanish, and Komir was horrified to realize that they were leaving. He wanted to stop them, wanted them to stay and talk. He had to find out who they were and why they too had Ilenian medallions like his own. He had so many things to ask them! He needed so many answers! 
 
    A very familiar voice boomed out behind him. 
 
    “That’s enough! You’ve been at your damned magic far too long. I know what you need!” 
 
    Komir felt a sharp pain in his head, then darkness enveloped him. 
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    The eternal murmur of the flowing river and the singing of the crickets were the only sounds to be heard on that clear night. The moon shone high and elegant and the infinite sky showed a scattering of shining stars. Sumal gazed at the beauty of the prairies in awe. The air was warm and the lazy Autumn was still far from touching those rolling lands. 
 
    The mission he had in hand was both very dangerous and terribly important. This meeting in the middle of the steppes would unleash events of great significance for all Tremia, although there was also the distinct possibility that he might die there that same night. That was the risk in the ever-dangerous world of spying, still more if you were a spy of the Nocean Empire where the risks, in general, were extreme. 
 
    Without risk there’s no reward really worth the effort, no victory sweet enough. 
 
    Yet that night he was filled with worry. He was about to break the first sacred rule of the spying profession, the one all knew and followed without reservation: 
 
    Never show yourself to the enemy. 
 
    Always remain in the shadows. 
 
    And that upset him beyond measure. 
 
    It had been the only way to guarantee that the mission would prosper, and that mission had to go forward whatever the cost, even that of his own life. That was what his master Zecly, that powerful Sorcerer and master of spies, had told him. When the First Counselor of Mulko, Regent of the Northern Nocean Empire, gave an order, you could only obey or else die a horrendous death. He had to fulfill his purpose that night, it was vitally important. 
 
    The contacts and exchanges of information with the agents of the interested party had been extremely difficult and laborious. Caution bordering on paranoia and total secrecy had surrounded them from the beginning. But at last, after hard work, there had been progress, and that night the deal would be made. 
 
    A deal which would change the destiny of a continent. 
 
    Or on the other hand, if things went wrong, it would be the end for him. 
 
    Sumal took his mount to the river, and the magnificent courser drank water to cool himself down. Behind him, five of his most lethal agents rode in silence. The Motuli, those sinister sons of the desert, were protecting him. A hiss reached his ears, frightening the horse. The animal reared and neighed in fear. Sumal held on to the saddle as best he could so as not to fall on his back, and before he could think what was happening, two arrows and a silver knife struck right at the horse’s feet. At last, with difficulty, he managed to quiet the noble beast. He looked down at the ground. 
 
    “Rat snake of the prairies,” one of the Motuli behind him explained nonchalantly, holding his bow at the ready. 
 
    Sumal could barely make out anything in the dark night, still less the dead snake beside his mount. How those men had seen it and skewered it was remarkable. But Sumal knew that those men were not merely warriors. They belonged to a sect of lethal assassins from the deepest South: masters of the dagger, sword and short bow. They lived for and by death. They were dressed in the style of the desert, with head and mouth covered by a black scarf, long blue tunic, and over it, black leather breastplates reinforced with darkened metal, baggy black pants, armbands of reinforced leather and riding boots of the same material. 
 
    Those expert fighters with their brown skin and eyes black as a moonless night had an agility and a set of reflexes bordering on the inhuman. The sect they belonged to was led by a shadowy and highly intelligent individual from the South of the Empire. Sumal had seen them in action, and they were utterly lethal. All had an enormous scorpion tattooed on their forearm which identified them as belonging to the Motuli sect. For a considerable sum of money he had secured their services. For two years they would serve him faithfully, then at the end of the prescribed time, if they survived, the five would return to the leader of the mysterious sect. They cost a small fortune, but they were worth every gold coin of it. 
 
    He usually employed them as assassins and they had never failed him, but that night he needed them as a bodyguard. The meeting would be very dangerous and it was reasonable to foresee some bloodshed. Sumal, for his part, was an excellent swordsman, trained from childhood in the art of the sword, and few could defeat him in combat. But he had better remove these ominous thoughts from his mind and concentrate on his mission. His goal was to reach an agreement. Not to shed blood. 
 
    The noise of hooves galloping over the steppe brought him to sudden alertness. 
 
    He looked to the right, and the nearest Motuli signaled with a gesture that the retinue was coming. 
 
    A dozen riders approached at a gallop until they were opposite them, on the far side of the river. They stopped there without crossing. 
 
    There was silence. Both groups studied each other tensely. 
 
    Sumal quickly realized that the dozen Norghanians were undoubtedly an elite force. They were all more than six feet tall, and strongly built. They wore winged helmets, long scaled armor and round wooden shields reinforced with metal, and carried short two-faced war-axes. With their long blond hair and thick beards they gave the impression of being northern giants, something out of folklore itself. For a moment it seemed to Sumal that some Norghanian troubadour had summoned them out of an ancient lay. 
 
    The sight made him nervous. Yet the five Motuli returned the gaze of the enemy with the confidence of those who know themselves to be victorious. Let’s hope there’s no need for us to find out who’d come out the winner in this night-time encounter in the midst of the steppes if steel should be unsheathed. Those enormous white bears of the snow look pretty ominous. 
 
    A rider came up to the river’s edge from the rearguard of the group. 
 
    He wore the same attire as the others, but something in his posture, in the way he rode, told Sumal this was no ordinary soldier. This rider was a nobleman. 
 
    “Good evening, traveler,” the rider said in greeting. The voice from under the helmet was powerful. 
 
    “Good evening to you,” Sumal replied. He used the Common Language of the North with perfect pronunciation, so that it was impossible to guess his Nocean origin. 
 
    “What’s a man of the North doing accompanied by five desert dogs?” 
 
    “Oh, you mean because of my white skin and blond hair?” replied Sumal. “My traveling companions don’t mind. They know that my blood is of the land of the eternal sun and the great deserts, the same as theirs, even though you can’t tell by my skin.” 
 
    “True, they say appearances can be deceptive. Nobody would think you’re from as far away as that, judging by your features and your clothing.” 
 
    “The same way that nobody would think you’re a Norghanian nobleman and not just a simple infantry soldier, regardless of the fact that you’re dressed like one.” 
 
    “An interesting observation.” 
 
    “And accurate.” 
 
    Sumal watched the other carefully. He had to make sure this man was the right one. Under the winged helmet, at night, lit only by the faint light of the moon and stars, he could not guarantee that this was the man he was expecting. 
 
    “Perhaps we should take our masks off. After all, there’s nobody else here in all this expanse of steppes but us,” suggested Sumal. 
 
    “That’s true, unless we come across some Masig.” 
 
    “As a gesture of good will, let me introduce myself: in my country I’m known by the name of Sumal, and I’m a humble servant of the Nocean Empire.” 
 
    “Slippery rather than humble, I’d say.” 
 
    “A very necessary quality in the business I earn my living by.” 
 
    “True. The profession of spy requires many skills, well-mastered, in order to lengthen one’s life-expectancy…” 
 
    “I’ve managed pretty well until now.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you may continue to enjoy a long and healthy life,” the Norghanian said ironically. 
 
    “And you are…?” asked Sumal. 
 
    “Let’s say I’m a Norghanian patriot who wishes to see his kingdom regain the greatness of yore. To take on the role it deserves in Tremia as the economic and military power it is.” 
 
    “Very well, I see you prefer to remain anonymous,” said Sumal. “As you wish.”  
 
    “If you don’t mind, I prefer it this way. You never know what ears the wind can carry words to.” 
 
    “Wise call.” 
 
    “Good. So let’s deal with the business that’s brought us here tonight. Your agent, the Dark Assassin, has been captured, and that puts me in a very delicate position…”  
 
    “Yes, the news of the capture of such a magnificent agent has been a total surprise, a very unpleasant surprise,” Sumal said, shaking his head. 
 
    “I must admit the stroke was unusually daring. Success was unthinkable.” 
 
    “Yes, a masterpiece of Nocean audacity: to kill Grand Duke Orten in his impenetrable fortress, surrounded by all his army. A remarkable show of reach and power, if I may dare to say so…” 
 
    “Exactly, and that’s why we’re here tonight. Otherwise I’d have never accepted this little reunion.” 
 
    “What course do you recommend we follow regarding my captured agent?” asked Sumal, a little uneasily. 
 
    “He represents a risk. He might talk, in fact in the end he will. They all do. Whatever he’s got to tell will be dangerous, or at least not helpful as far as my plans are concerned.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t worry, he knows nothing of the reasons behind the murder or whose hand it is that pulls the strings. There’s no trail that can be traced back to me.” 
 
    “A surprising statement, seeing he’s an agent in your service,” the Norghanian said skeptically. 
 
    “Well, you see, noble sir, he really is no agent in my service. He was hired through an intermediary. Therefore he can’t be linked with the Nocean Empire. It’s all been very well planned and arranged.” 
 
    “That may be so, but through the Assassin the connection might be made to the intermediary, and from him to the spy who hired him.”  
 
    “I understand your line of thought,” Sumal said. “It’s a logical assumption, except for the fact that the intermediary doesn’t know either this humble spy or who he is leagued with.” He smiled broadly, showing perfect ivory teeth. 
 
    “I see… Your skill in the subtle art of intrigue is enviable, just as I’d been told.” 
 
    “Thank you, noble sir, it’s very good of you to say so.” 
 
    “Whatever the case, the Assassin represents a threat, and it must be dealt with. He might talk and deflect the guilt from Rogdon, and that’s not good for either of us.” 
 
    “That’s right. The goal of that daring act was to provoke the war with Rogdon. It wouldn’t do to have anything get in the way of this.” 
 
    “Well, then, we’re agreed. The Assassin must die.” 
 
    “I don’t see anything against it,” said Sumal. “As he’s a prisoner in your camp, surrounded by thousands of Norghanians, I assume you’ll take care of this inconvenience.”  
 
    “You assume correctly, spy,”  
 
    “Then we agree,” said Sumal. 
 
    An untimely owl flew over the river between the two groups, and several men reached for their weapons. Their nerves were on edge. 
 
    “Steady!” the Norghanian ordered his men. 
 
    Sumal raised his fist, to calm his own. 
 
    A tense quiet reigned once again over both groups of armed men. 
 
    “Very well, Nocean, let’s move on to the critical point in this little clandestine meeting.” 
 
    Sumal grinned. “I’d be happy to.” 
 
    “Our interests run in parallel,” said the Norghanian, “so the most logical thing would be to join forces to reach the final goal.”  
 
    “That being… the destruction of Rogdon.”  
 
    “Exactly, and to be more precise: the destruction and appropriation of their vast kingdom.” 
 
    “The division of the kingdom will be a matter for long and complicated discussion,” Sumal pointed out. 
 
    “A discussion which we won’t get into now. We must decide on the next steps to take and commit our separate interests.” 
 
    “We’re agreed on that.” 
 
    “Right. Can you guarantee that the Nocean Empire will support me in a war with Rogdon if Norghana invades Rogdon?”  
 
    “Guarantee is a term not often used in my kind of business, but I can assure you that the Empire would look upon a war between Rogdon and Norghana very favorably.” 
 
    “Would it support Norghana?” 
 
    “In the present situation, with the Rogdonians accusing the Empire of the attack on their prince, it’s more than likely that the Empire would support Norghana.” 
 
    “Would it be willing to do more? Would it invade from the South?” the nobleman wanted to be assured. 
 
    “Given such a chance, it’s highly likely that the Empire would invade the blue and silver kingdom.” 
 
    “You really are an out-and-out spy. You haven’t assured me of anything, you haven’t committed yourself to anything.” 
 
    “I can only assure you that the scenarios you’ve mentioned are the most logical, and therefore what you’re asking me is the most likely result.” 
 
    “I need more than that to commit myself, spy. I won’t risk my neck without firm backing from the Nocean Empire.” 
 
    “What you request can be obtained,” Sumal said. 
 
    “Good. Speak to your superiors and tell them what I propose. Come back to me with proof of commitment, otherwise I won’t support this course of action and I’ll go back into the shadows.” 
 
    “I understand. You want confirmation of the Empire’s degree of involvement.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “In that case, you’ll have it.” 
 
    Sumal nodded at the Norghanian and motioned his five Motuli to follow him. They left as they had come, riding in the night over the prairies, towards the South. The Norghanian group did the same towards the West, heading for the camp of their army in front of the Great Fortress of the Half Moon. 
 
    While he rode, Sumal thought back on the meeting. Curious character, this Norghanian, he surprised me. He wants some action on our part, to seal the deal. I’ll have to study this carefully. It has to be something shocking, to dispel any doubt the Norghanians might have, and it must be done soon and successfully. There’s too much at stake to fail now. 
 
    He looked up at the sky, contemplated the moon and the stars and smiled. Rogdon’s ruling days in the west of Tremia were coming to an end. Very soon the proud Rogdonians would be conquered. The breath of night hit his face and made his spirit rise. Times of great change were coming, turbulent times, of war, blood and conquest. Soon the Nocean Empire would rule in the West and its power would be incontestable. He must play his cards carefully. The Norghanian was wary, intelligent, very intelligent and skillful, which made him very dangerous. 
 
    The mysterious negotiator had pleasantly surprised him. There was no doubt that Count Volgren was beginning to show his game. 
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    Hanging from his chained hands, with a heavy stone slab tied to his feet, Yakumo was resisting torture. He had closed his mind to pain in order to bear the suffering and not lose his reason. He had been mercilessly tortured for a week, day and night, without respite. Now there were three men taking turns to inflict as much pain on him as they could. 
 
    But he had not spoken. 
 
    Not a single word. 
 
    Trying to avoid the agony, he pondered the words of Lasgol. It was true that he could have spoken, but that would sentence him to death: whether they believed him or not. Silence was the only way to survive. He felt a trace of pity for the Tracker; he had recognized the dull gleam of guilt in his eyes. Yakumo knew that feeling very well, and how it ate at the soul little by little. He was aware that the Tracker could do nothing for him, for though he was a man of honor his duty ended with the delivery of the captured prisoner. Although Yakumo had read remorse in Lasgol’s eyes, and guilt, he would not betray Norghana to save him.  
 
    Yakumo thought about guilt, and how his own soul, empty, completely blackened by now, had been eaten away by it. So many murders, so many years of vile acts… guilt had eroded his spirit day after day as a worm eats a rotten apple. 
 
    An Assassin with a conscience… what an irony! An unsolvable conflict in itself. The air, the wind, the river, the flower, they all perceive it, they all know my spirit is dead and that I’m a doomed man and always will be. 
 
    Each victim had emptied his soul a little more until it had left it like a dry well in the desert. He had reached his limit a very long time ago and he was now looking for Death, longing for it. A death he was sure he would have met with this last murder, of that loathsome Norghanian pig. He would have embraced it gladly, it would have let him rest at last from his evil existence. 
 
    But death had not arrived as he had expected it. 
 
    In its place the unthinkable had happened, something he would not have thought he would find even in his wildest dreams: love. 
 
    He, a despicable man, empty, amoral, with nothing to offer. He had saved that Masig girl without really knowing why, something contrary to all his teachings and instinct. And in their flight he had fallen head over heels in love with the pretty wildling of the steppes, for her kindness, her fury, her tenderness and her enormous heart. 
 
    He had made her a promise when they parted, a promise he was determined to fulfill. 
 
    I’ll come for you, Iruki Wind of the Steppes, I promise. 
 
    The pain he felt was unbearable, but Yakumo had been trained to bear it. Just as he had been trained to kill, so he had been trained to survive, and that he would do. He concentrated and shut his mind hermetically to pain. Yet pain seeped through cracks, he could not manage to seal his mind completely. He half-opened one eye and saw his torturers commenting on ways to inflict more suffering on him, yet being careful to prolong his life as they did so. They must not kill him, and that was what Yakumo had to take advantage of. 
 
    It seemed they wanted him alive, for the moment. 
 
    You haven’t got a word out of me, and that’s why you don’t want to kill me. 
 
    He searched for his Gift and used some of his inner power to fortify his mind and stop the pain from seeping through the cracks. He had not much inner energy left, and without rest he could not recharge it. Those men knew their trade and did not allow him to sleep for longer than three hours. This made it impossible for him to regenerate his power, so that he tried to minimize its use, consuming minimal amounts even though the pain was unspeakable. 
 
    What his torturers did not know was that Yakumo had been trained thoroughly by a master without equal, and that as a result they would never break his spirit. This was not the first time Yakumo had been tortured, for days on end, without rest … 
 
    That had been part of his training… 
 
    And he had survived. 
 
    This knowledge, the conviction of having already overcome the suffering of torture before, brought him self-confidence. His lord and master’s face came to his mind, clear and perfect. The enmity, the heartless hate which those small slanting eyes emanated would never leave Yakumo, not even in the infernal otherworld which would be his final destination. His lord and master had guided him along the Discipline of Pain from a very early age, showing him the path of suffering, of torture and finally of agonizing pleasure. He remembered the first time, at the age of eight, when the path of suffering was revealed to him in the gardens of the Hidden Temple. 
 
    He remembered that day in the distant past which would forever mark his soul. 
 
    “My lord and master,” Yakumo said in greeting, kneeling before his lord. 
 
    “My young apprentice of the shadows,” his mentor replied in a toneless voice. 
 
    “What do you command, master?” 
 
    “Who am I?” 
 
    “Life and Death, master.” 
 
    “What destiny do you wish for, today, young apprentice?” 
 
    “Life, master.” 
 
    “Today we shall begin a long journey, a journey along a path of pain and suffering. A journey that will make you want to change your destiny.” 
 
    “I’ll never choose Death, master.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that, my young apprentice.” 
 
    “As you command, master.” 
 
    “Today we shall begin the Discipline of Pain.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “We shall follow the path of suffering.” 
 
    “How will I bear pain and suffering, master?” 
 
    “By learning to shield your mind from agony.” 
 
    “What will I gain, my lord?” 
 
    “You’ll learn to bear prolonged suffering.” 
 
    “Prolonged suffering and pain can be borne?” 
 
    “They can, young apprentice, by liberating the mind from the physical torture of the body.” 
 
    “I don’t understand… master.” 
 
    “The Discipline of Pain will one day allow you to reach the pure pleasure which is born out of the deepest pain.” 
 
    “Pleasure from pain, master? Is that possible?” 
 
    “Yes, not only possible, but the very technique which will allow you to bear prolonged torture.” 
 
    “Will I bear torture, master?” 
 
    “You will avoid death itself.” 
 
    “The Lady of the Otherworld?” 
 
    “Yes, but for that you have to train and suffer greatly. The Discipline of Pain demands an extreme physical sacrifice.” 
 
    “I shall bear it, master.” 
 
    “So I hope. There are very few who don’t give up, who don’t disappoint me begging for the Destiny of Death.” 
 
    “I shan’t disappoint you, master. I’ll never ask for Death.” 
 
    “We shall see, young apprentice, we shall see.” 
 
    “How long will we train in suffering, master?” 
 
    “Until you have complete command of the Discipline of Pain.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “Do you see that furnace filled with live coals beside me?” 
 
    “Yes master.” 
 
    “Put your hand in and take a live coal, then present it to me.” 
 
    Yakumo came up to the coals. He could still remember the fear in the pit of his stomach, but he did what his master had ordered. He knew full well that a refusal to any of his orders meant immediate death. He had already watched several of his colleagues die and he did not want to end up like them, not for anything in the world. He put his hand in and closed it over a live coal. The pain was insufferable, tears were streaming from his eyes. He brought his hand out open, to minimize contact with the red-hot surface. He raised his trembling arm and presented it to his master. 
 
    “Painful, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes… yes, master.” 
 
    His lord and master took his hand and closed it on the burning coal. 
 
    Yakumo fell to his knees while the pain burned his soul. Tears were running down his cheeks. His master kept his hand closed firmly over his, and the smell of burning flesh became nauseating. 
 
    “Now I ask you once again, young apprentice. Who am I?” 
 
    “Life… and Death…” 
 
    “What destiny do you wish for today, young apprentice?” 
 
    “Life…my lord.” 
 
    His master smiled with a cynical grimace. 
 
    The torture went on for what seemed an eternity to Yakumo. Finally the coal went out and the suffering ceased, although it was replaced by the excruciating pain of the burn. The master let go of his hand. 
 
    “Today we have begun the path of pain, and we’ve learnt a valuable lesson. What is it, young apprentice?” 
 
    “I…I’m not…sure, master…” 
 
    “Are you still alive?” 
 
    “Yes, master…” 
 
    “Did the pain kill you?” 
 
    “No master. 
 
    “That’s today’s lesson. Tomorrow we shall repeat the lesson with the other hand, the day after with one foot and the day after that with the other. When the wounds heal we’ll begin again. Every day I shall ask you what destiny you wish for, and as long as you choose Life, we’ll keep to the path of suffering, a path which will become more and more tortuous and difficult, until one day either you’ll ask me for Death or else you’ll have mastered the Discipline of Pain.” 
 
    The path turned out to be insufferably long and brutally painful. 
 
    But Yakumo had become a Master of the Discipline of Pain. 
 
    And today he was still alive. 
 
    Many years had passed, but the memory was indelible. That and many others marked with fire and blood in the Hidden Temple by his ruthless lord and master. All that suffering experienced for years on end, luckily, would serve today to save his life. 
 
    He looked at his torturer. At least today they had not hung him upside down, which he appreciated. It must be midnight, he had lost the notion of time but he knew this was when the torturers changed shift. The four soldiers on guard duty, stationed at the corners inside the tent, were nodding off at their posts. 
 
    The torturer came up to him defiantly, a big burly man, shaven-headed and ugly as a sewer rat. And he most certainly enjoyed inflicting pain on others. It drove him crazy, he delighted in every session. 
 
    “Well, well, well, let’s see what we can start today with…the whip, perhaps? The tongs? The red-hot iron? So much to choose from and so little time…” he joked, trying to intimidate Yakumo. 
 
    Two soldiers came in from outside and closed the white curtain which acted as a door. They were enormous, nearly seven feet tall, and their backs were as strong as a bull’s. They were dressed like soldiers from the Snow Army, but something in their manner raised Yakumo’s suspicions. 
 
    The torturer had selected the hot iron and was crouched feeding the fire, so that he did not see the two giants whose hair and beards were almost albino-white. Without a word they separated, one going to the right and the other to the left of the tent. Yakumo was tied hanging in the center, further back, with the torturer in front of him. 
 
    One of the guards, the one in the corner closest to the entrance, noticed the giant coming towards him and stepped forward to stop him. The Norghanian giant reached behind his back and brought out two short throwing axes. An expression of utter surprise silenced the guard. Before he could say a word the giant threw one of the axes with amazing strength. It hit him in the face and buried itself up to the hilt in his skull. The guard fell backwards with the brutal impact. 
 
    The giant turned, took one step and threw the other axe at the guard in the lower corner, who was still nodding off, completely unaware of what had just happened. He fell sideways, with the axe buried in his forehead. 
 
    On the right-hand side, the guard in the upper corner had already fallen from a well-aimed throw to the neck from the other Norghanian giant. The guard in the opposite corner realized and drew his sword, but before he could do anything with it another axe caught him full in the chest. With a moan he took two steps back and slumped to the ground. The giant went to make sure he would not give the alarm. 
 
    “What the hell…?” the torturer blurted out as he turned and saw what was going on. The giant on the left brandished a long two-headed axe he had been carrying at his side, like a sword. The torturer stood up nervously and held out the hot iron menacingly. 
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”  
 
    Without a word the giant launched a powerful thrust of his axe, which the burly torturer avoided with unexpected agility. Immediately he thrust the hot iron in the face of his assailant. 
 
    The giant was stunned by the blow, and the torturer hit him on the head once again, so that his helmet flew off as the giant collapsed. 
 
    “Damned traitor!” he muttered, and looked toward the entrance of the tent. 
 
    “Guards, to m…!” he began. But the other giant came up behind him and hit him in the back of the neck with the wooden handle of his axe. The torturer fell to the ground. 
 
    The giant stepped over him and went to Yakumo. He looked at him with a sinister smile and raised his axe to deliver the blow. 
 
    At that moment Yakumo, who had remained on his guard, summoned his power and a ruby-colored flash ran through his body. He used his ability for murderous strength, which allowed him to substantially increase his physical strength for a brief period of time. Then he propelled the stone slab hanging from his feet in the direction of the giant who was coming at him. 
 
    The slab hit the man full in the face. 
 
    The axe fell to the ground. The giant took two unsteady steps backwards, tripped and fell.  
 
    Yakumo pulled with all his might on the chains which held his hands, but he could not free himself. He could not break them, even increasing his strength with his Gift. Not the chains, they were beyond the limit of his power, but the wooden structure in the shape of an inverted U which he was hanging from was something else… He began to swing from side to side, slowly at first, then gaining momentum. While he swung he used his talent once again, conjuring a dark whirlwind. He began to spin at great speed. The source of energy within him was almost spent. The structure began to creak, both side-posts began to gouge grooves in the ground and the upper joints began to loosen. 
 
    The second of the Norghanian giants got up and shook his head with a grunt, his long golden hair catching the dim light of the torches. He picked up his axe from the floor and went up to Yakumo, who was swinging with dizzying speed. The structure was beginning to fail under the pressure of the brute force of that movement. 
 
    But the giant was nearly upon him. 
 
    Yakumo would not have time to break loose. 
 
    In a desperate attempt, taking advantage of the inertia of his spinning, he launched his body, with all the kinetic force it had built up, to the right. 
 
    The Norghanian battle axe came down in a deadly arc toward Yakumo. 
 
    The upper fixtures of the wooden structure gave with a sharp crunch, then the crossbeam came free and flew off, dragging the Assassin with it. 
 
    It hit the giant at the same moment as the axe grazed Yakumo’s head. 
 
    The beam fell with a brutal impact on the enormous soldier. 
 
    The Norghanian stumbled back in confusion, tripped over the unconscious torturer and fell on his face, knocked out. 
 
    Yakumo too fell violently to one side. The blow was painful, but what really worried him was the noise it had made. He freed himself from the beam and crawled across to the torturer; in his belt he found the keys to the chains which kept his hands and feet tied. Swiftly he freed himself from them and tried to stand up. 
 
    His body failed him. 
 
    The punishment he had suffered had been too much for his legs, they would not obey him. It would take him time to get the use of them back again, time which he did not have. 
 
    The curtain at the entrance opened and a soldier walked in, alerted by the loud crash. 
 
    Yakumo, on the floor and unarmed, looked around desperately for something to fight with. 
 
    The soldier was taken aback by the grotesque death-scene before his eyes. After a moment of doubt, he reacted and unsheathed his sword. 
 
    Yakumo took advantage of his hesitation and threw the torturer’s sharp shears at him as if they were a dagger. 
 
    The soldier took the impact in the neck and fell to the floor with his hands to his throat, unable to shout for help. His Adam’s apple had been pierced and blood was streaming down his chest. He would die in a matter of moments. 
 
    Yakumo dragged himself across to the fallen soldier, unable to use his lower limbs. The man was going to die, but he could not risk his raising the alarm. He covered his mouth and nose with both hands and pressed hard until he had asphyxiated him. 
 
    Free! I must escape, but how? I’m in the midst of the whole Norghanian army, and my legs won’t respond. But, it’s now or never. I won’t have another chance like this. I must flee, I have to find a way. 
 
    Fearfully, he searched his inner energy. There was still a tiny blue remnant in the empty lake in his chest. 
 
    Enough to activate the Discipline of Shadows. It’s time to disappear in the night, to blend with the dark… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Royal swords 
 
      
 
    Mirkos the Erudite. —Rilentor, Kngdom of Rogdon— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    Mirkos the Erudite was thinking about the journey he was to take to Silanda. It would be a long and tiring one which would make considerable demands on his battered body. At his age he no longer enjoyed such things, even though when he had been young he had wanted nothing more than to go on adventures, to experience new worlds, to meet new peoples. But at last his years of glorious adventures were taking a toll on him. Now the old mage had to prepare thoroughly before every trip to protect himself from the rigors of the road. 
 
    But something else had him worried, more than that, upset and nervous. Something unthinkable had happened to him, something out of a terrible nightmare. 
 
    The night before, an assassin had tried to kill him in his sleep! 
 
    Now, he had to travel in the company of those six soldiers, so stern and grumpy. They never smiled, they inspected every shadow, every breath of air, always in a state of tension, alert all the time. They made Mirkos deeply nervous. King Solin had imposed on him a personal escort that did not leave him, day or night. Six elite soldiers of the Royal Swords protected him, the best of the best, from the King’s personal bodyguard. 
 
    Luckily that murderous traitor had not managed to bring his already long existence to an end, and the attempted murder had ended in just that: an attempt. But the perpetrator had managed to avoid the Royal Guard of Rilentor and infiltrate the Palace, which was a feat in itself. The Guard was made up of the best soldiers of the kingdom, loyal to the core, of unimpeachable behavior and with the best possible training. King Solin was angry: more than that, he was furious. No wonder: an enemy assassin had managed to violate the sanctity of his own home. 
 
    His Majesty had ordered a full inquiry. He needed to calm the doubts which plagued his mind. His fortress was not safe now; in it Solin, and what was even worse, his family, were vulnerable. Mirkos was aware that the incident had been deeply upsetting for his friend, the King. That unfortunate event was absolutely unacceptable as far as Solin was concerned because of its implications. The King needed to find the reasons behind it, resolve the gross error and reestablish safety in his most personal domain. Rilentor and the Royal Palace must once again go back to being safe and unbreakable. 
 
    Mirkos had survived the murder attempt by a hair’s breadth. Luckily he had woken up an instant before the poisoned dagger could pierce his heart. The attempt to end his life had been carried out while he slept peacefully in his rooms in the Royal Castle of Rilentor. The murderous dagger, unadorned and blackened so as to avoid any tell-tale gleam, had nearly finished him. It was true that Mirkos had been sleeping badly for weeks. He had attributed it to the change of bed and the humidity at night in the Capital. This was a very different environment to what he was used to in his beloved jet-black tower in the north of the kingdom, his home. 
 
    But on that crucial night that restlessness had surely saved his life. 
 
    Mirkos smiled, remembering the monumental fright he had had. I nearly had a heart attack! 
 
    The assassin had not survived the frantic, disproportionate response which Mirkos had conjured under the stress of the fright received. The powerful Mage had not measured the strength of the spell he had wielded, which had come out spontaneously, in a reflex act. In fact now that he came to think about it, he could not even remember having decided which spell to use to defend himself from the attack. It had all happened in the blink of an eye and he had let himself be carried away by the purest instinct, which apparently, in spite of his age, was as sharp as it had ever been. All he had been able to see was that black dagger. When he opened his eyes and saw it right above his head his fright was so great that without thinking he raised his arm and pronounced a spell. 
 
    He really scared me, that bastard. He nearly killed me just with fear. My heart almost leapt out of my mouth! 
 
    An outrageous flame had consumed the attacker in an instant, and with him nearly the entire room. The strength of the spell was such that for a moment Mirkos thought he would be caught up in it too. He had to flatten himself against the bed-head while the room blazed. 
 
    By pure good luck the fire did not spread to the neighboring rooms. He made use of the Water Magic to put out the spreading fire. He had been able to quench it by creating a small, localized rainstorm over the intense flames. 
 
    What a mess I caused, I almost burnt down half the fortress. Thank goodness I thought of making the rainstorm. Not bad for a crazy old man. Not bad at all. 
 
    But now he was regretting his disproportionate reaction in incinerating the attacker. He would have been useful to the King if he had been taken alive and questioned. Who had sent him? What did he wish to gain from the death of the King’s Mage? 
 
    At least I’m alive, I can consider myself very lucky. 
 
    If they had tried to kill him once and failed, who was to say they would not try again? Perhaps soon… The thought unsettled him even more. He was no alarmist, rather the opposite, since the experience which the years bring with them calms all insecurities of the spirit. But he had to admit it had been a daring act. To try and kill the Battle Mage of the Court at the Royal Fortress of Rilentor! That was an audacity! An inconceivable act! 
 
    It seemed the attack had been the work of the Nocean Empire, or at least so it would seem from the type of killer used. Mirkos had been able to recognize the murderer’s origin. 
 
    He was a Motuli. 
 
    The great scorpion tattooed on the arm which held the dagger was unmistakable and had given him away. 
 
    The assassin, his eyes black as a moonless night, was dressed like a man of the desert with head and mouth covered by a black scarf, together with a long dark blue tunic and over it a black breastplate. 
 
    Mirkos had only seen him for an instant, but he had no doubt: he was a Motuli, and by extension a Nocean. It was common knowledge that this perverse sect of assassins from the heart of the desert worked for the Great Malota, Emperor of the Noceans. Enemies of the Empire had the misfortune to receive inopportune visits from these expert brown-skinned assassins. That could only mean that Mirkos was considered an enemy of the Emperor. In fact the idea seemed ridiculous to him, almost absurd. 
 
    What danger can I pose, a scholar of magic and arcane arts like me? None at all. I don’t understand why they’ve sent an assassin from the far south to kill me… unless they were looking to provoke a war, or gain an advantage by eliminating the only Battle Mage the King of Rogdon has at his command. That may be the reason…to get the upper hand in a possible war, and that can only mean that the Noceans are getting ready to invade…What an ominous conclusion! 
 
    In fact King Solin had no doubt that the Noceans would invade Rogdon. They had first attacked the Prince, although they denied it. And now they had tried to eliminate the only Mage of power the Kingdom had, since surely they would be well informed of Haradin’s misfortune by their spies. And what was even worse, that attack meant that the Noceans took it for granted that the Norghanians would declare war on Rogdon, or else they had reached some kind of agreement with them to invade jointly. Otherwise they would not have dared attack, not in this isolated way; the risk was too great, and the Noceans were very crafty when it came to this type of action. 
 
    Things are getting more complicated, and it’s all beginning to look nasty. I fear evil days are coming, days of horror for all Rogdonians. 
 
    On the other hand they could still call on diplomacy, last card the King had left to play. The two ambassadors, Albust and Gelbin, must already be nearing their destinations. If they managed to dissuade one of the two powers, the other would not attack. 
 
    It would be better if Albust convinces the Norghanians to sign a treaty of cooperation, otherwise the greedy Noceans will surely invade us. I very much doubt that Gelbin will be able to get the Noceans to commit themselves to anything, it’s against their nature. Getting any commitment from a Nocean is like getting blood out of a stone.  
 
    Although all the evidence suggested that both the attack against Prince Gerart and his own attempted murder had been the work of Nocean agents in an attempt to destabilize the fragile balance of power in the continent, the old Mage was not totally convinced. Something did not fit, there was a dark gloom hovering over them which prevented them from seeing the true nature of what was unfolding. A very dangerous cover was being laid in front of them, and it would not let them see the real game being played, the true enemy behind those actions… 
 
    Drocus, First General of the Army, walked into the Mage’s room, waking him from his reverie. 
 
    “Everything ready for the journey, my good Mage?” he asked with his characteristic good humor and booming voice. 
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be,” the mage replied, not so happy at the thought of the journey in front of him. 
 
    “We’ll be there before you realize it, Mirkos, don’t you worry.” 
 
    “Thank you for your good wishes, but we both know it won’t be like that.” 
 
    “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather travel in a carriage? The Royal House has several, very comfortable and elegant, at your disposal.” 
 
    “By all the Ancient Gods!” burst out the Mage. “The day I can’t ride a horse will be the day I stop traveling!” 
 
    “It’s just an elegant carriage…” 
 
    “It’s for ladies and courtesans…” 
 
    “No more about it, then.” 
 
    “No more.” 
 
    The General went to the door of the room, where the escort of six Royal Swords was waiting, turned to Mirkos and said: 
 
    “These Royal Swords get uglier every day, but I see they’ve assigned you the nicest ones of all.” 
 
    Mirkos grunted between his teeth. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll have lots of fun in their happy company in the course of your pleasant journey,” the General said sarcastically, and roared with laughter. 
 
    The old Mage, laughing too, threw a tiny ball of fire at the wall just beside Drocus. Scared by the Mage’s spell, he ran out of the room as if the devil were after him. 
 
    These modern warriors, how much they still have to learn! 
 
    Mirkos laughed uproariously. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Threads of Destiny 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti. —Ocorum, Kigdom of Rogdon— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sleep was beginning to take over his mind. Komir could not understand why this feeling, which he was struggling unsuccessfully against, was overwhelming him. It was as if a heavy cloak of drowsiness was coming over him. It was the middle of the afternoon and Ikzuge, the Sun Goddess, was shining in all her summer splendor. Her comforting light bathed the busy streets of the city, as if smiling on the tiny ants that ran back and forth across the cobblestones. Komir was aware that he was not tired and that the modest meal he had just enjoyed could not be the reason for this irresistible drowsiness. For a moment he thought he was turning into a black mountain bear with the hibernating season approaching. 
 
    He shook his head, trying to drive away that annoying feeling; he did not want to sleep. On the contrary, he wanted to stay awake. He had not yearned for sleep for a long time, he had no desire to be caught up in nightmares. Not since that fateful day… Sleeping meant dreaming, and his dreams were plagued by nightmares. The last thing he wanted was to fall asleep and re-live the terrifying scenes of his parents’ murder. Time was going by, but those images of pain were still like a festering wound. The nightmares were so vivid that his soul died a little every troubled night. His spirit would never be the same; those events had marked his soul for life.  
 
    No, he did not want to sleep. Every night, in vain, he fought a battle to avoid falling into those horrifying dreams, but he failed, just as on that day when he had been unable to save his parents. This would go on tormenting him till the day he died. Komir tried to turn this pain into energy that would help drive him on, help him to face any dangerous situation he met on his way to his final goal: to find those responsible for the death of his parents and make them pay for that suffering a thousand times over 
 
    Cursed sleep! Leave me alone, I don’t want to sleep! 
 
    He tried to get up from the bed, but his body would not respond to his mind’s commands. He slumped back and his head came to rest on the cozy woolen blanket, so soft, so warm… And the sleep he wanted to avoid took him, enfolding him in darkness. A distant voice reached his ears, calling his name again and again from far away: Komir… Komir… Komir… The voice sounded so distant, and he was so tired. He tried to look in the direction of the voice, but all he could see was night, dark and impenetrable. Komir… Komir… Komir… the voice repeated tirelessly, but he could not identify it or place it. Little by little the distant voice became more audible. Now he could hear it more clearly, it was getting closer. Komir… Komir… Komir… 
 
    His body ached. He was feeling pain, intangible but real, as if he were being assailed by hundreds of shifting cramps. He could not find the reason for that intense, penetrating pain or where it was coming from. He tried to open his eyes again, but a powerful light blinded him. When he recovered, he began to make out the shape of a huge opening in the rock where the white light was shining through. The image was beginning to take shape. Komir knew that place, those mountains… that cave… 
 
    It was Amtoko’s cave! 
 
    He looked to his left and saw the great black panther watching him out of her cat’s eyes. 
 
    A rough voice he recognized at once said: 
 
    “You’re answering my call at last, young Norriel. I’ve been trying to communicate with you for several days now, but I couldn’t get our blood bond to make contact.” 
 
    Komir turned in the direction of the voice and found himself before the old Silver Witch. She was sitting beside the fire inside the gloomy cave that was her home. She was talking to him, but he was still dazed, unable to focus. He was there but he really was not, he could not see himself, his body. But it felt as if he were really in Amtoko’s cave at that moment. 
 
    “What’s going on, Amtoko, am I really here?” he asked her in confusion, with the pain he felt still tormenting his body. 
 
    “Yes and no, my dear young man. You’re here because I’ve summoned you, but only your spirit, your being, your consciousness, so to speak. Your body is in Ocorum, sleeping peacefully.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, what’s happening?” 
 
    “I needed to talk to you urgently, and I used our blood bond to communicate with you. But I can only do so through trance. If you don’t relax and open your mind, I can’t establish a link. But there’s something in your mind which eludes me when you sleep, blocks me. I should be able to make contact, but for some reason you reject me.” 
 
    “It’s the nightmares,” muttered Komir. 
 
    “Nightmares? What nightmares?” 
 
    “I don’t like talking about them, let it be. What do you want of me, Amtoko? What have you summoned me for?” 
 
    “It’s all right, Komir, if you don’t’ wish to tell me about what’s disturbing your rest and torturing your nights, I’ll respect that. But this is going to make our meetings more difficult. I summoned you because I detected some worrying movements in the spider’s-web being woven around your person. Dangerous movements that you must be aware of and be ready to face. That is, if you want to survive, of course…” 
 
    “Excuse my rudeness, Amtoko, I didn’t really mean it. This has caught me by surprise, and I didn’t know what to think. Can you make it disappear, this pain that’s killing me?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, my young Norriel, I understand. The blood bond isn’t something easy to assimilate, and the pain is intense. But let me assure you that the more often we’re in contact, the easier it’ll become. For now I can’t assuage the pain, it’s one of the adverse effects of this bond. Hold out against it, we won’t be long, then you’ll be able to go back to your rest and the pain will vanish without leaving any trace.” 
 
    “Very well, what’s happening?” Komir asked her, suffering the stinging pain in silence. 
 
    “I’ve traveled along the threads of your destiny and I’ve been able to glimpse movements of a number of ominous players in this game of fate. I’ve sensed moves being made and positions being taken up which seek your end. Your life is in serious danger once more, my dear boy, real and imminent danger.” 
 
    “Thanks for the warning, Amtoko, but you needn’t have bothered. I know they’re trying to kill me. I’ve already dealt with it. It’s solved.” 
 
    “Ah youth! Always so sure it knows the truth and all the answers!” the Witch replied sarcastically. “I don’t think you understand how serious the situation is.” 
 
    “That could well be. Can you explain to me what I don’t understand? And be quick, the pain is killing me.” 
 
    “That’s the price to pay for using the spell, my young friend,” she said with an almost malevolent grin. “The longer the link is used, the worse the unwanted effects. But one gets used to it with time… up to a point…You’re following one of the threads of the web, but you can’t see the others. There are more threads, woven by expert players who surround you, players you have to pay attention to. I can’t see all that’s woven, but I can tell you what I’ve come to glimpse, though it’s an incomplete image of the puzzle. Dangerous enemies are approaching, seeking your death. They come from very far off, their features are strange. I have no doubt that you are their target. They’ll soon be here, stalking you, searching for you, seeking to bring about your death.” 
 
    “Who is sending them?” Komir asked resolutely. 
 
    “My power doesn’t reach that far. I can only navigate the tiniest part of the sea of threads around you. That’s why I can only see what’s close to you, what’s imminent. I can’t identify what’s far from here, the hand of the hidden player who’s weaving and moving the threads which affect you.” 
 
    “The last time you warned me of danger you were right, and it was a fateful day for me. I don’t fear for my life, if I have to die I will: Norriel I am and as such I shall die. I swear I’ll take as many with me as I can. But what I couldn’t bear is for anything to happen to my comrades, especially Hartz. I’d never forgive myself. 
 
    “Easy, young warrior,” the Witch whispered. “Don’t you deem it wiser not to die, and to finish off your enemies using your head instead of your muscles? Let me help you, and use your intelligence. The world is full of brute muscle, intellect is what is required to survive and end up as a crazy old woman like me. You need to use your brain, not your muscles, or else you won’t survive.” 
 
    “I understand what you say. I won’t let anger get the better of me. What must I do? You helped me choose this path, and it’s led me here. What do you suggest now?” 
 
    “First, you must keep on your present course of action. That thread is important to the resolution of your fate. At the same time you must remain alert, the danger I perceive is lurking, crouching in the shadows, waiting. Soon it will let you see it and it will attack. You’d better be prepared.” 
 
    “Will this path lead me to the answers I’m looking for? Will I obtain the justice I’m searching for, or will it be denied to me?” 
 
    “Justice? Is that what your heart is really after? Or is it revenge? Whichever the case, it’s not my place to judge you. You must follow this thread, this part of the weave, to solve the mystery that torments you. To find answers to the questions which are consuming your soul.” 
 
    “If that brings me closer to my goal, then I’ll follow it.” 
 
    “One more thing, Komir, and this is very important: you must travel East, to the great forests beyond the endless steppes, to the land of the Usik.” 
 
    “The land of the Usik? I don’t know them. Who are they, and why must I travel there?” 
 
    “There’s a thread in play, a thread which my talent tells me is playing in your favor and not against. Or at least it seems so at first sight. This thread is of special importance in the Game of Destiny. Many lives, including yours, depend on it. Many more than your mind might imagine. It is vital that you follow this thread. It might be important for the future of this whole continent, and in determining your final destiny. You must go to the land of the Usik and find help.” 
 
    “What you say doesn’t make much sense. Are you sure, Amtoko? What would happen if I don’t go? If I decide not to follow this thread you’re talking about?” 
 
    “Then, my dear friend, thousands of people will die. A red tide of blood will flood all the continent of Tremia, and a devastating darkness will lie on the land for a hundred years. Pain and suffering, unequalled death and destruction, that’s what this cruel fate foretells. This is as much as I’ve been able to foresee. Insufferable agony will cover the earth from North to South and East to West, agony such as this land hasn’t suffered in three thousand years. That’s the terrible fate we must prevent, the fate against which you must fight relentlessly.” 
 
    “Why do you choose me as savior of this land?” Komir protested. “That’s not my destiny, that’s not what I’m after. You know my goal full well, and it has nothing to do with this.”  
 
    “Ah, my young friend! It’s not me who’s chosen you, it’s all-powerful Fate. Your future is special and of supreme importance, if you decide to follow the threads of the great game. The revenge you seek is an intrinsic part of that move. If you wish to gain your revenge, then you’ll play the great game.” 
 
    “And if I go to that faraway land, will fate change? Will I be able to avert those deaths? This suffering?” 
 
    “That, my dear, is the question. I don’t know. It can’t be known. Fate has not yet been written, it’s written with each and every tiniest act on every thread of the great spider’s-web. If you follow this thread, there are no guarantees. You might succeed, you might die, you might even win but not avert the holocaust. But if you don’t go, I’m convinced that what awaits us at the end of the weave are tides of suffering the like of which no man on this continent has ever seen. Nothing will be saved, we ourselves won’t be saved. The Norriel will perish in their mountains. They’ll be wiped out, and that I can’t allow. That’s why I’ll do whatever is in my power to save my people from the final destruction. This is what I feel, this is what I’ve come to understand with the power of our goddesses: Iram our Mother Earth and her daughters Igrali the Moon Goddess and Ikzuge the Sun. This I’ve been allowed to see, and this is what I’m passing on to you here today. You don’t have to go, you’re free to follow your own path, to choose your own destiny, to ignore this old witch and her crazy theories and conspiracies.” 
 
    “I don’t want my people to be wiped out either, Amtoko. I’ll think about what you’ve told me.” 
 
    “I ask for nothing more, young Norriel, think about it. May Mother Iram guide you and her daughters Igrali and Ikzuge grant you wisdom and protection. The decision is yours, Komir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 *** 
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    Isuzeni, Empress Yuzumi (The Dark Lady) —Toyomi Continent— 
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    Isuzeni went to his office in the Imperial palace. The Dark Lady required his services. From his private cupboard he brought out the fine velvet box where he kept the Skull of Destiny. He checked the contents, and when he saw the translucent object, the High Priest was overcome with nervousness. 
 
    How I wish I could master the magic that rules your designs! What I would give to know my future and have the power to change it! One day I’ll attain it, and that power will be mine. But for now I have to make do with learning from the Dark Lady’s achievements. 
 
    Aware that she awaited him, he closed the box and hurried to the Chamber of Destiny. The Moyuki guarding the door saluted the High Priest respectfully, and Isuzeni walked in. The design of the chamber was deeply ingenious, and building it had consumed great resources as well as taking a great deal of time. Resources were now unlimited as far as Yuzumi was concerned, since the entire continent belonged to her, every man, animal or raw material, without exception. Time, on the other hand, was something the Dark Lady did not have. If she did not stop the Marked, if the premonition was not altered, she would not live much longer. 
 
    My Empress must change the destiny which leads her to an unavoidable confrontation with the Marked, or else she will die. For years we have been trying in vain. Time marches on, the Marked is beginning to develop his potential. Soon the fated encounter will take place, and the Empress must come out victorious from the clash, or in some way prevent the encounter whatever the price. Let us see what the Skull of Destiny tells us today: that is, if the capricious object decides to show us anything. 
 
    “Ah, Isuzeni, you’re here already,” Yuzumi greeted him. 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty. I’ll place the Object of Power on the altar.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Counselor. The preparations are almost complete, and the slaves are being taken to the vault of the chamber as we speak.” 
 
    Isuzeni looked at the floor of the room, which was crystalline and glassy in appearance. Through its surface he could see soldiers pushing the terrified slaves into the round vault twelve feet below him. The whole floor of the radial chamber had been built in this same translucent pane, which resembled crystal in its appearance and finish, but whose properties were very different. This material was a rare precious mineral with the exceptional quality of conducting and amplifying magical energy. That floor had a single end: to allow the transport and amplification of the power which emanated from the Skull. 
 
    Isuzeni was amazed afresh at the sight of the magnificent hall. Thousands of artisans and slaves had worked in its construction, and most had died in the process. Many in the hazards of building it, others in the experiments and fine-tuning carried out by the Dark Lady once it was built. The screams of insane horror and abysmal suffering echoed through the corridors and walls of the palace for more than a year, until at last the chamber began to produce the fruit the Empress had planned for it. Korimuri, the architect and constructor of genius, famous in all the continent of Toyomi, had designed that chamber with infinite care and detail. The construction, and the direction of all the works, had fallen to the wise architect. As a reward for his genius and talent, Korimuri now lived amid riches. Unfortunately the Empress had forbidden him to leave his rooms at the palace for the rest of his life. The mysteries that chamber kept, as well as its enigmatic design and ultimate purpose, had to remain in absolute secret; so the Dark Lady had decreed. The old artist would live the rest of his life in a gilded cage, which he could never leave. Four Moyuki watched his door permanently to make sure he did not.  
 
    Isuzeni knew that the only reason the old genius was still alive was precisely because of his unequaled talent. The Empress might need his services again, and that was the only reason his head was not decorating the end of a pike. The thousands of slaves, workers and artists who had toiled on the construction had been isolated from all human contact during the making of the project, and at the end of that superb work, when they thought they would go back to their homes to join their families, the Dark Lady had them all, without exception, sacrificed. 
 
    That was how a secret was guaranteed. 
 
    Such was the magnitude of that woman’s cruelty. 
 
    Isuzeni moved over the bright transparent floor. In the center of the radial hall was a lectern of the same limpid, glassy material, its base surrounded by a ring of black marble. That dark ring on the floor was the only part which was not made of the crystalline material. Beside the altar on the ring, the Empress watched the approach of Isuzeni bearing the precious Skull. 
 
    “It is time to call upon the Skull and discern Destiny,” the Dark Lady said, reaching out with her hands to claim the fascinating object. 
 
    “Here you are, my Lady,” said Isuzeni. Humbly and submissively, he offered it to her. 
 
    The Dark Lady held the object in her hands. Her face remained impassive, a stoic mask of exceptional beauty with a veneer of absolute coldness, utterly lacking in any feeling. She placed the Skull on top of the profane lectern. When she took her hands away, its weight activated a spring which set in motion a hidden mechanism of pulleys. From the radial ceiling an enormous oval mirror began to descend, parallel to the floor. At exactly three feet above the Skull, the mechanism stopped. 
 
    Yuzumi looked at the vault through the transparent floor to check that the fifty slaves she had requested were already in their positions. Their crying, lamenting and pleading for life could find no way out of the soundproof vault. Even so, in the body language of those unfortunate slaves Isuzeni could read the useless pleas to a woman whose cruelty was only equaled by her beauty. 
 
    “Let us begin,” she ordered Isuzeni, and both stood on the black ring of marble which surrounded the lectern. 
 
    The Dark Lady intoned a mysterious chant to Imork, ancestral Lord of the Dead, asking for his grace and blessing for the premonitory ritual. Then she placed her snowy hands with their dark nails on the Skull, and invoked it. Isuzeni saw how the grey vital energy which fed the Skull began to flow from his Lady’s body. Then abruptly Yuzumi took her hands away. The Skull, activated but still lacking vital energy to feed on, searched for another source. The lectern acted as a catalyst for the hunger of the Skull, and sent its insatiable appetite questing along the entire crystalline floor of that rare mineral which allowed the arcane energy to move through it. 
 
    Spellbound, Isuzeni watched the way the chamber fed the Skull of Destiny. As if the floor were an extension of the object of power itself, a giant translucent hand began to suck the life of the wretched slaves in the vault under the transparent floor. The grey energy of those fifty slaves, absorbed through the floor, began to flow to the lectern, and from there to the Skull. 
 
    The Dark Lady watched the life being sucked from the hapless slaves, and a sadistic smile appeared on her mouth. Isuzeni rarely saw her smile, and on this occasion he was aware of the motive: she was enjoying the misfortune of those slaves who were dying at her command. Yuzumi’s smile broadened slightly as she saw how the bodies writhed in pain. She was feeling pure pleasure, the pleasure which unlimited power provides. Isuzeni watched her, filled with envy. He had an intense desire to reach that same pleasure himself someday. 
 
    Yuzumi put her hands on the Skull once again and cast a power-spell. The vital energy began to project itself from the Skull onto the oval mirror above their heads. The Dark Lady concentrated and manipulated the energy of the Skull, looking for a premonition, searching for the vision which Isuzeni knew had her totally obsessed: the Premonition of the Marked, of the one who someday was to destroy her. 
 
    A distorted image began to appear in the mirror, while the radiant Skull continued feeding off the vital essence of the hapless slaves under the sucking floor. The wretched suffering slaves, twisting, writhing, with no way of escape open to them, awaited their end. The Dark Lady, thanks to her unfathomable power and skill, managed to give shape to the distorted image in the mirror. Isuzeni’s envy was so great that he feared she might notice it even in the midst of the complex ritual. Some day he too would command the powerful object, and his greed would be satisfied. There was no point in being the most cunning man of all, the greatest strategist when it came to carrying out his Lady’s plans, if he did not attain what he so much yearned for: to see the future, to foresee it, and most of all, to change it. 
 
    The Dark Lady intoned another power-spell. The image in the mirror became clearer, taking on a concrete form. Isuzeni saw what he had seen many times before: the same image, one which appeared to show the Lady’s end, her last breath. In the mirror an already-familiar scene was beginning to take shape. The Dark Lady, lying on the ground in a green field spattered with blood, breathing with difficulty, her face clearly visible, unmistakable, blood on the side of her mouth. Her heart was still beating. The image became blurred and disappeared. Isuzeni waited calmly. He knew how the capricious premonitions of the Skull worked. He knew his Lady was trying to focus on them, and that the Skull was resisting her. 
 
    The image came back after a moment, showing an immense battlefield with thousands of dead. It vanished again and came back after a few moments, once again showing Yuzumi lying on the red grass; beside her, around her, the dead bodies of dozens of Moyuki. Many of them had been burnt, others frozen to the core. Her personal bodyguard seemed to have been defeated, decimated, by the elements. 
 
    Isuzeni waited, knowing that presently what his lady feared so much would appear. The image blurred once more for a tense instant, and when it came back two silhouettes appeared beside the defeated but still-living body of the Empress. This was the moment Isuzeni was waiting for. The two silhouettes were those of a man and a woman, both seen from behind, both beside Yuzumi. Their outlines were hazy. The female figure wore a helmet with a white plume covering her head and woman’s armor in radiant white. On her back, in fine relief, was an arcane rune: the rune of the Soul. 
 
    The White Soul, Isuzeni said to himself. 
 
    The image disappeared again. Isuzeni was aware of the enormous effort the Dark Lady was making, trying with all her power to bring back and reassemble all the images she had been able to reveal with great difficulty, one by one, during these last few years. Only one image remained to be shown. As if the Skull had heard her thought, it deigned to show it. Once again the Dark Lady was lying in the field, with only the young man remaining over her body. He knelt beside her and brought out a hunting knife, his long brown hair falling over his face and hiding his identity. With a firm hand he placed the knife on Yuzumi’s neck. On the back of his hand a great round mark could be seen, like a burn. The recognizable mark had the strangest color, like melted gold. It looked as though the sun itself had left its mark on the flesh of the young man. 
 
    The Marked! Isuzeni thought. 
 
    The Dark Lady went on projecting the image, studying every stroke, trying to find out some new, revealing detail. Isuzeni could only see the projected images, but he knew that his Lady, through the Skull, was also experiencing sensations of the premonition. Like the images, the sensations the Skull transmitted were incomplete and confused. With the exception of one: the Dark Lady had felt death clearly and bluntly, without any palliative, unmistakably. She had also been able to perceive the inner essence of the Marked very clearly, even though his features eluded her. Yuzumi knew well the power which emanated from within the Marked. It was familiar to her, and with every premonition it became more evident and easily identifiable. She was allowed to learn little more, though. Some feelings were disjointed and intangible; others, like the age of the Marked, the Empress had managed to establish with a great deal of time and effort. 
 
    Suddenly something happened which absorbed Isuzeni’s attention completely: the Premonition changed unexpectedly. A new event now took place, something never before shown by the Skull. Beside the kneeling Marked, at the fated moment when the knife lay on Yuzumi’s neck, a new silhouette came on to the scene for the first time. Isuzeni cried out in complete surprise. A blur, human but not yet completely outlined, gradually began to take shape. A hand reached out from the silhouette and was placed on the shoulder of the Marked. Isuzeni watched the scene in amazement, his eyes bulging, trying to catch every blurred detail of that new, mysterious presence. It was a woman. He could not be absolutely sure, but it had a feminine air, although the features were too fuzzy to let him come to any definite conclusion. He watched her with vivid interest. Unfortunately at that moment the last of the slaves still living gave up his final breath. 
 
    “Damn!” cried the Dark Lady. 
 
    Yuzumi was forced to move away from the Skull, which was now devouring her own vital energy. 
 
    Isuzeni remained silent. He knew his Lady would be very angry. The premonition had not varied substantially, it was still the same. The Marked lived, but a new woman was now part of the great puzzle. Another mystery to be solved, a new variable in play: a very significant variable, as it was now part of the Premonition. 
 
    “What now, Counselor?” the Empress said, sounding exhausted and troubled. 
 
    “He will die, your Majesty, you have my word.” 
 
    “It had better be so, Counselor. If not, I will have your head.” 
 
    The Empress left the chamber, her slanting black eyes glittering. 
 
    Isuzeni looked at the Skull. 
 
    The Marked must die, now! 
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    Narmos read his lord and master’s explicit orders carefully for a final time. Isuzeni, High Priest of the Cult of Imork, ancient Lord of the Dead, and personal Counselor to the all-powerful Dark Lady, commanded him to action. He had to carry out his plans. 
 
    As a priest of the Cult of Imork, Narmos never questioned either the High Priest’s purpose or his strategies. Isuzeni was the spiritual leader of the Cult, and his power was immense. Everybody, Narmos included, professed respect and reverence for him, even more so taking into account the fact that he was the personal Counselor of the Dark Lady, the new self-proclaimed Empress of all Toyomi. That fact alone represented more power than Narmos would ever dream of having, even if he were to live two long lifetimes. 
 
    But Narmos was free to dream, one of the few freedoms a Priest of Imork was allowed under the strict, punitive discipline of the Cult. The will of the higher echelons of the Cult was law, and the slightest contempt or error was punished by death. Terror was the doctrine which ruled the workings of the Cult, fear guided the priests, who blindly followed the established rules which no-one ever dared defy. A single inappropriate glance might mean having your heart drawn out of your chest while it was still beating. An incorrect phrase, a high-sounding word or the slightest reproach might bring on nightmarish torture. Everybody knew, that was the dogma of the Cult of Imork, and thus every wish on the part of the upper hierarchy was obeyed to the letter. 
 
    This was why Narmos dreamed that someday he would get to be as powerful as his master, the great Isuzeni. He had served him faithfully for fifteen years, since the day his Gift was discovered by a priest of the Cult in a small farming village when he was ten. Although his parents protested, he was taken to the temple to be indoctrinated, and Narmos never saw them again. The Priests of Imork traveled the continent combing the villages in search of sources of power, of people blessed with the Arcane Gift, so as to abduct them for the Cult, to mold them and teach them the dark arts of the ancient Lord of the Dead. 
 
    Narmos shivered. Just the thought of the word abduct, with its negative connotations, alarmed him. It’s this damned continent, it’s affecting me, changing my acquired behavior. My judgment is being contaminated by my environment. That kind of thought would be impossible in Toyomi, sheltered by the power of the Cult. But Narmos was in Tremia, very far from his home, carrying out clandestine and covert missions for his lord Isuzeni, just like many other agents dispersed throughout the immense continent of the men with round eyes and pointed noses. When his lord had selected him for such an important mission, Narmos had felt overwhelmingly delighted by the honor bestowed on him. The High Priest trusted him, he had been selected among many other priests of the Cult to carry out important errands for the Dark Lady in a faraway, hostile territory. 
 
    Narmos, after more than three years on this continent, was beginning to feel different, to have thoughts he would not even have dreamt before. Thoughts of freedom, of free will, of following one’s own path… Forbidden thoughts, punished by death. Those insidious ideas were unthinkable in his native continent, surrounded and watched by the power of the Cult, subject to its iron laws and asphyxiating claws. But here, far away, in the new continent, beyond the reach and control of the Cult of Imork, everything seemed more utopian, almost possible, even plausible. 
 
    But dreams are no more than that, dreams, and dawn arrives inexorably and confronts us with the harsh reality we find ourselves in. 
 
    He looked at the brief message on the tiny piece of parchment which the trained raven had brought. 
 
    He had to take action immediately, without delay. 
 
    Rogdon must be attacked. 
 
    The diplomatic negotiations must fail. 
 
    And fail they would. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ambassador Albust rode pensively in the center of the column of Rogdonian Royal Lancers. He let his mind lose itself in memories, to the rhythm of his trotting mount. He had been in the service of the Crown of Rogdon for more than thirty years. He had carried out endless functions for the Royal Family, beginning as a Royal Messenger in his youth, going on to being a spy, then after acting as a double agent for Norghana he had finally become Ambassador in the Northern Kingdom. King Solin of Rogdon trusted him, which was a high honor. Thoran King of Norghana, on the other hand, liked him. Albust did not know exactly why the irritable king of the frozen lands graced him with his friendship, but he supposed it might be because they both immensely enjoyed the same earthly pleasures: women and wine, both a-plenty and always mingled. 
 
    Many were the orgies he had attended as Rogdonian Ambassador to the Norghanian Royal House. Thoran was a monarch who knew how to have fun, there was no doubt of that. The lustful soirées at the Norghanian Court were notorious. All kinds of excess took place, and the fact was well-known. The feasts King Thoran organized for his powerful nobles and allies were famous. The Norghanian people knew how to enjoy themselves and have a good time. Albust was happy among those rough bon vivants of the frozen lands of the North. His own secret weaknesses, as he called them, went unnoticed in those lands, whereas at the Court of Rogdon his needs were not so well understood. This was the great difference between Norghanians and Rogdonians: the former lived life without restrictions, while the latter spent more time being moderate and correct than enjoying themselves. Albust was Rogdonian by birth but Norghanian by affinity. 
 
    Life had been kind to Albust; he was rich, far richer than he had ever dreamed he could be, and powerful. His connections in both royal houses and his direct access to both kings granted him a power shared by very few men in the continent. He spent most of the winter in Rogdon, away from the insufferable temperatures of the North with its snow-capped mountains and frozen cities. He spent the summer in Norghana, away from the humid Rogdonian weather. Life smiled at him, and the last fifteen years had been particularly splendid, ever since the peace had been agreed between both kingdoms. 
 
    Besides, to add the finishing touch to his good fortune, his faithful and somewhat naïve Rogdonian wife Lita had given him a male child the same year the peace treaty had been signed, just as his caustic Norghanian wife Olga had given him another son the following year. What else could a good man wish for? What? The answer was a very simple one: the thing you take for granted when you have it, then when you are on the point of losing it, shrivels up your heart to the size of a blackberry: 
 
    Peace. 
 
    The oh-so-necessary Peace. 
 
    And now, after so many years of good living, the situation had turned extremely complicated, at dizzying speed. The fateful events had caught the veteran diplomat unaware, and it was only by sheer luck that he had managed to save his head. When King Thoran’s brother the Great Duke Orten had been murdered, the King had thrown Albust out of the Royal Palace of Norghana. The friendship of the past fifteen years had evaporated in an instant, like a whiff of smoke. That was how volatile monarchs were! The words of the furious king, completely beside himself, were etched with fire on his mind: 
 
    “Tell that treacherous dog your King that I’ll raze every last Rogdonian house between here and Rilentor. I’ll kill every man, woman and child I come across, and when I arrive with my army of the snow in your capital, I’ll impale each and every one who defends the city!” 
 
    “But Your Majesty,” the diplomat had tried to reason, “there must be some misunderstanding… Rogdon, King Solin, would never attack the Norghanian Royal Family, never …”  
 
    “Shut up, you fool, before I tear your head off with my own hands!” Thoran shouted, drawing his sword Glacial, the sword of the King of the North. It was said of that sword that it had been forged before the time of men, and it was supposed to freeze the soul of whoever dared to oppose its blue steel. 
 
    Albust, terrified, thought his death was certain. 
 
    “Take the message to your King and tell him to prepare, I’ll gut him with my own hands! Tell him that before I kill him he’ll watch me rape his wife and cut the head off that blond weakling of a son he has! Tell him!” 
 
    Albust had been brutally beaten by Thoran’s guards, dragged through the Royal palace and thrown out to the street like a ragged beggar: he who knew them all by name, with whom he had drunk and feasted on so many occasions. They treated him like a mangy dog, but at least he had come out with his life. He did not hold it against them. He was a worldly man, and knew how these matters were handled. He had to get his wife Olga and son Octen out of Norghana urgently, for fear of retaliation. Those brutes would kill her without a second thought simply for being related by blood to a Rogdonian, a nobleman from Solin’s Court. Convincing Olga to leave everything had been difficult, very difficult, but in the end he had managed it. But his son Octen had been practically impossible to convince, he did not want to listen to reason. The young man was really more Norghanian than Rogdonian, having lived all his life in Norghania, the capital of the frozen kingdom, and he had spent practically the whole of it at King Thoran’s Court. After a heated and frantic argument Albust had finally managed to make him understand in no uncertain terms: 
 
    “My son, if we don’t escape tonight with whatever we can carry, King Thoran will cut our throats and watch us choke on our own blood.” 
 
    “But that’s not possible, father, I don’t believe you. The King’s a friend of our family, he’d never do anything like that.” 
 
    “Look at me, son. I’ve been beaten, dragged all over the floors of the palace and thrown out into the street. It was the King himself who gave the order.” 
 
    “It can’t be true, father, I don’t believe you. You’re deceiving us.” 
 
    “Thoran believes Rogdon has murdered his brother, he’s out of his mind.” 
 
    “But we have nothing to do with that, we’ve lived here all our lives, the king surely knows that.” 
 
    “Yes, my son, but you’re Rogdonian, don’t forget that.” 
 
    “I’m also Norghanian on my mother’s side.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, my son, in these feuds the father’s blood doesn’t usually go unnoticed. You’re my son, the son of the Rogdonian Ambassador in Norghana, the son of a Rogdonian noble.” 
 
    “Even so, I’ll take the risk. I’m staying.” 
 
    Albust drew his short sword, something he had not done for many years. 
 
    He offered it to his son and looking at Olga said: 
 
    “Then kill her yourself, my son, because if you don’t come she won’t either and you’ll doom her to a horrible death. She’ll be raped and tortured without mercy, then when they tire of it they’ll kill her, and in all likelihood they’ll make you watch. They’ll torture you in ways you can’t even begin to imagine before they kill you too. Is that what you want, my son? Is that what you wish for your mother?” 
 
    Octen shook his head, understanding at last the seriousness of the situation. 
 
    “All right, father, I’ll come. Let’s escape to Rogdon.” 
 
    He had sent them to Silanda, on the southern border. He could not take them to Rilentor, as his Rogdonian wife Lita lived there at Court with their son Loctun. He had to keep both wives separated, or else he would be in real trouble. Albust, like the consummate diplomat he was, had managed to keep his two wives unaware of each other’s existence. They did not even suspect, and so it had to continue. Bigamy was not legal in Rogdon, and what was even worse, King Solin would not be in the least amused if he found out. It was not the time to displease the King. He thought about the Priests of the Light and their never-ending sermons, and just thinking about what they would say if they found out gave him the shivers. 
 
    It was a few weeks since all that had happened, but now he was returning to the north and he was not happy about it at all. He was riding towards the Pass of the Half Moon, escorted by a column of fifty Lancers. They had been traveling for almost two weeks, and the rigors of the journey were taking their toll on his chubby body. The good life has a negative side as well. I’m no longer the muscular, robust man of yore. My muscles have lost their power, and this incipient belly tugging at my tunic is really something shameful I just try to conceal. They would soon reach the Pass and he would be able to rest quietly inside the Fortress. Perhaps the rigor of the journey would be good for him and he would lose some of his excess fat. 
 
    A knot in his stomach was a clear indicator that the mission he was entrusted with involved great risk. After those years of experience he was well qualified. This diplomatic mission might end very badly, and he needed to be alert. But he could do nothing about it, since these were direct orders from King Solin. His Majesty had called him and Gelbin, the Ambassador to the Nocean Empire. The King’s orders had been crystal clear. They had to leave immediately to negotiate with both kingdoms and try by all possible means to avert an attack on Rogdon, in particular a joint attack. Both Ambassadors had conferred with King Solin until the small hours about the different scenarios they might encounter in their approach to the two hostile kingdoms. Finally the Ambassadors had left with treaties of peace and cooperation to be delivered. 
 
    Albust very much doubted whether he would be allowed to see King Thoran even to deliver the treaty. But he had to try by any means, by order of King Solin, he had to exhaust all diplomatic pathways. Through his contacts Albust had managed to reach the Generals of the Norghanian Army, specifically Generals Olagson and Rangulfsen. For some unknown reason which he found deeply worrying, his friend and partner in dialogue Count Volgren, First General of the Norghanian armies, had refused his plea for a meeting. He had ignored him completely. 
 
    The Count’s refusal to help doesn’t bode well. He’s now the second most important man in the kingdom after His Majesty King Thoran. Why should he have ignored my request to meet him? After all, we’ve been friends for many years. Why keep his distance from me, from Rogdon, in this hour of need? I don’t like this at all, I can smell the stink of treachery, I can almost taste it in my mouth. 
 
    But his problems were nothing compared to the ones Gelbin was facing, the Ambassador to the Nocean Empire. He would have to deal with that slippery viper Zecly, the Sorcerer and Counselor to the Regent of the North. The possibilities of coming out alive from an encounter were very slim, and Gelbin was well aware of that. Unfortunately there was nothing he could do about it. King’s orders. He had set off in the direction of Silanda to meet up later with Zecly further south, on the border. 
 
    I don’t think we’ll ever see each other again, old friend. I’ll miss you. 
 
    They camped at the foot of the mountains, in a prairie crossed by a singing brook which came down from the high peaks. One more day of traveling and they would reach the Fortress of the Half Moon. Albust was happy, his spirit more cheerful. The Lancers had lit several fires and put up his elegant blue and silver tent with curtains of rich silk. He liked to travel as comfortably as he could, since after all he was a nobleman and very close to the King. 
 
    Night had already fallen over the camp. Having nothing to fear since they were in Rogdonian territory, Albust relaxed with a glass of sweet wine. He intended to sleep early to let his body recover from the journey. The next morning he would go to the Fortress with a hard day of work in front of him; he needed to be fresh for it. He could hear the Lancers chatting animatedly around the fires. 
 
    He leaned back, savoring the excellent wine, and let his mind drift pleasantly… 
 
    An untimely sound brought him back to reality, a metallic sound. 
 
    He got to his feet, disturbed by this interruption of his well-deserved rest, and was immediately overcome by unease. Restlessly, he reached for his sword. Suddenly screams sounded from the western side of the camp. 
 
    “Alarm! Alarm! We’re under attack!” shouted one of the Lancers on watch duty. 
 
    More screams followed the initial cry, and the sound of steel on steel filled the camp in the blink of an eye. Albust understood straight away that they were coming for him. An attack on a column of Lancers in Rogdonian territory was an almost unthinkable audacity, and one with a single goal: to put an end to his life. There was no room for doubt. Shouts broke out in the camp, armed men fought for their lives. Albust tried to calm himself, the Lancers were soldiers of great valor and honor, they would defend him to the death, they would not allow the enemy to get to him. 
 
    From the noise he could hear, Albust gathered that the fight had turned fierce. Muffled shouts of wounded men, the ring of metal on metal: it was clear that death was hovering over the camp with her sharp carrion nails. 
 
    Overwhelmed with nerves, he went to the entrance of the tent, sword in hand, and drew back the cloth slightly to see what was going on. The Lancers had formed a barrier in front of his tent and were repelling the attack of several men in purple clothing whose faces were covered by violet masks. They wore armor of reinforced leather and carried small round shields for protection. In their hands they brandished short swords. They outnumbered the Lancers who were protecting the tent, preventing them from reaching it. The brave Lancers fought with honor, more than half had already fallen but the rest held their ground. This worried the Ambassador: too many casualties. The men in purple charged against the Lancers again and again, yet the latter, forming an unbreakable defensive wall held as firmly as a breakwater in a storm. 
 
    After the last attack, he took a closer look at the assailants and saw with relief that there were very few left, around a dozen, and they were retreating in defeat. The Lancers, still with a score of them standing, did not move, but held their position. Albust breathed with relief; his men had repelled the attack. The enemy assailants had not been able to reach him and were stepping down. He calmed down and thanked the Light for those magnificent soldiers who protected him. 
 
    From among the shadows of the night there appeared a figure behind the dozen or so surviving attackers. A sinister figure that froze the Ambassador’s heart. This man oozed danger, Albust could almost smell it. He too was dressed in purple and wore a mask of the same color with a silver line at eye level. In the hand of that sinister individual shone a short axe decorated with silver. But what frightened Albust was the skull he carried under his arm. A skull with two red jewels set in the eye-sockets. The macabre sight made the Ambassador take a step back into his tent. 
 
    A lugubrious chant from the strange man sounded in the night. The attackers came to stand around him, protecting him as he intoned the eerie melody. Albust looked at the sinister figure once again: he saw his arms outstretched, his chest swollen; in one hand he carried the axe, in the other the skull with ruby eyes. Looking up at the sky of the black night he intoned that funereal chant. And then Albust realized what was going on. 
 
    He’s a mage, some kind of mage or sorcerer. He must be stopped! 
 
    “Attack that sorcerer! Charge! He’s casting some spell, dark magic!” 
 
    The Lancers looked at the Ambassador without understanding. 
 
    “Charge him!” he shouted. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    Before the astonished looks of the line of soldiers the bodies of the fallen fighters were covered by a dark mist coming from the Sorcerer. It penetrated the lifeless bodies on the ground. The brave Rogdonians watched, not understanding, as the dead began to shake their limbs convulsively. Lancers and attackers were being imbued with a dark arcane magic which was bringing them back to life, or rather to a state beyond life. 
 
    And before the astonished Rogdonians… 
 
    The dead rose. 
 
     They began to get to their feet, oblivious of the tremendous wounds which had caused their death, trying to keep their balance, with uncoordinated, clumsy movements. 
 
    Albust watched the scene in horror, his knees gave and he nearly fell to the ground. The dead were coming back to life! They were rising to fight for that evil sorcerer. But those men had not come back to life in reality. The sorcerer had raised them, yet it was not life he had imbued them with but death. They were living-dead, their eyes lost on the horizon, their hearts stopped, never to beat again, their unhinged mouths looking for flesh to feed a hunger they would never sate. 
 
    It was then that Albust became fully aware of what he was up against. 
 
    By all the heavens! A Necromancer! We’re lost! 
 
    Fear took hold of his soul. He had heard rumors about secret dark arts used by maleficent Necromancers from faraway lands, but he had always dismissed them as inventions of weak noblemen with little to do and too much imagination. 
 
    Until that dreadful moment. 
 
    A terrified Lancer, still in shock at what he was seeing, was caught by two living-dead who began to eat his flesh. The Lancer fell to the ground, screaming desperately, while other living-dead lunged at him with clumsy movements, seeking to join the feast. The Lancers yelled in horror, unable to believe the scene unfolding before their eyes. Fear overcame the faithful soldiers when they saw the dead rise and advance, searching for their flesh with an irrational voracity. Several Lancers fell in panic as fear of what they were seeing devoured their spirits. Chaos engulfed them. 
 
    The living-dead went on attacking with demented ferocity. Every time a Lancer died, the maleficent Sorcerer used his dark power and made him rise, transformed now into a voracious animated corpse. The surviving soldiers tried to hold the line, but the living-dead were growing more numerous. They fought bravely in the midst of the chaos and nightmare, but those abominations did not feel pain, or fear, they fell on the soldiers indifferent to the wounds they received, guided only by an avid hunger, trying to bite off chunks of the defenders’ flesh. The Lancers fought hard, but in the end they were outnumbered and the line broke. 
 
    Only two soldiers remained alive. 
 
    They ran into the tent. When Albust looked at them, he saw in their faces a mirror of the terror they felt. 
 
    “Let’s get away through the back, sir, quick!” 
 
    All three ran to the back of the tent. With their swords they cut the thick cloth and bolted out into the dark night. The living-dead went in pursuit of them, walking slowly with horrible panting breaths, their wounds open and their limbs mutilated. But they kept coming after the three fugitives, following the orders of the Necromancer who commanded them. 
 
    Albust ran as fast as his ill-treated body would allow, trying not to trip in the darkness of the night. As they ran for their lives they kept looking back to see how far it was between them and the abominations. They saw several farms behind a low hill and ran to them in search of help. There was light in the windows of the houses. They would find help! Hope began to grow inside Albust, like the flame of a candle being lit at night. Behind him the abominations kept coming, chasing after fresh meat. But they had nearly reached the farms and shelter. They came to the first house and ran to the door. 
 
    The soldier at the head of them stopped suddenly, and his partner stumbled against him. Albust, who was in the rear, stopped on the stairs of the porch, trying to get his breath back. His lungs were on the point of bursting from the effort. 
 
    “Oh no!” cried the first Lancer shrilly, and began to retreat. 
 
    “By the Light, what’s this nightmare!” the second one said, retreating in his turn. 
 
    Albust looked up and saw three living-dead coming out of the door of the house, dressed in simple peasant clothes, their eyes lost on the horizon. Their death-wounds were clearly visible, and their panting and grunting as they moved forward in search of flesh were terrifying. 
 
    They retreated in terror. Albust began to feel he was trapped in a horrible nightmare which would not let him escape. He turned to the left to start fleeing once again, but saw to his horror that more living-dead farmers were coming; he looked to the right and saw with overwhelming terror that from here too, more living-dead were coming after him. 
 
    They retreated helplessly, half-paralyzed with terror. 
 
    The living-dead advanced in a half-moon with outstretched arms. In panic, the three fugitives looked around for an escape route. 
 
    An appalling grunt from behind them made them start and turn. Their pursuers had caught up with them. 
 
    They were surrounded! 
 
    Seeing the Necromancer arrive, Albust shouted desperately: 
 
    “Stop them, Necromancer! I’ll give you more riches than you can dream of, I’ll give you whatever you want! But stop these abominations!” 
 
    The Necromancer lifted his ceremonial axe and pointed it in his direction. 
 
    “My name is Narmos, my dear Ambassador. I’m a Priest of the Cult of Imork. Your riches are nothing beside the power of my lord, beside the rage of the Dark Lady. My lord Isuzeni has ordered your death, and your death he shall have.” 
 
    “Who? My death? Why?” 
 
    The living-dead closed the circle around the three humans. 
 
    The Necromancer lifted his axe and spoke a word of power. 
 
    The living-dead lunged at the three Rogdonians. 
 
    Albust thought how unfair life was while they butchered his body and those of the Lancers amid screams of agony. Now that he finally had the riches he had dreamed of, now that he could enjoy them and give himself over to his innocent vices, the thing he had always defended had failed him: Peace. His last thought was for his beloved family: Lita and Loctun in Rilentor, and Olga and Octen in Silanda. 
 
    May the war not reach you. 
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    At that same moment, many leagues away at the other end of the Kingdom, less than a day from the walled city of Silanda, the second part of Isuzeni’s orders were being carried out, just as the cunning slant-eyed strategist had planned. Gelbin, Ambassador of Rogdon to the Nocean Empire, was running in terror in the middle of the darkness across the small camp the Lancers had put up for the night. 
 
    Gelbin ran past one of the fires where a copper pot was still hanging, with the dinner stew in it. A Lancer fell before him, run through by an enemy sword. Gelbin dodged him and tried to make his way to the west of the camp, where the horses were tethered in a corral. 
 
    I have to get away from this nightmare, get to the horses and flee. 
 
    Two Lancers fell behind him under the greater number of enemy swords. The Lancers could not stand, the superiority in numbers of the enemy was obvious and Gelbin knew it. 
 
    They’re coming for me, they’re coming to kill me. I must get away! 
 
    Gelbin ran without looking back, passing through the bloody fighting in the midst of the Lancers’ camp. Nobody got in his way; they were all caught up in fighting for their lives. He reached the horses, where two Lancers were fighting the enemy in an attempt to protect the mounts. The first one was run through by two enemies and crumpled to the ground, eyes open wide in disbelief which even death could not wipe away. The other Lancer finished off one enemy, then attacked his other two assailants. He fought with skill and energy and managed to finish off one of his enemies, but with a treacherous stroke the other skewered him through the back with his sword. He collapsed like a felled tree, and as he did so his eyes met Gelbin’s. 
 
    “What… are…those monstrosities?” 
 
    And he died. 
 
    Gelbin had asked himself the same question when the savage battle had begun. He looked at the victorious enemy, that ghoul from the underground that was looking at him with non-existent eyes. 
 
    It was a skeleton warrior. 
 
    A soldier, only the bones of whom remained. He carried sword and shield, and his armor and helmet were half-eaten away. It was unreal, as though a long-dead soldier had risen from his grave. To kill him. 
 
    But what are these things? Bewitched skeletons? Fleshless corpses come back to life to fight against men? This has to be a nightmare, it can’t be real! 
 
    The skeleton came at him. Gelbin watched it, still not believing what he saw. There was no flesh, muscle or tendon on it, only bones, bones of a corpse which had been well and truly dead for a very long time. What powerful magic had raised such a creature? Death Magic, forbidden magic? But no-one in Tremia practiced it now, and the last worshippers of the ancient Lords of the Dead had been hunted down and exterminated. Although it was said that a sect of the Nocean Sorcerers still practiced it in secret, but then those enemies were not Nocean. 
 
    The skeleton raised its arm to attack, and Gelbin tightened his grip on the hand in which his faithful Rogdonian sword waited in readiness to join fight. He blocked the skeleton-warrior’s blow and counterattacked. As a Court noble he was well versed in the use of the sword and had taken part in many training duels, even in tournaments. But this was not a duel, and his opponent was not alive. He struck the wraith in the rib-cage, piercing the ancient copper armor. The skeleton paid no heed and went on attacking, without a word or sound of any kind, without a breath, nothing. 
 
    That stroke would have killed any man, but this creature is already dead, there’s no life left in it. How do I finish it off? How? 
 
    A sweep of the skeleton’s shield struck him in the chest, and he felt a stab of pain. He stepped back, disconcerted. The enemy lunged at him, and by sheer instinct he crouched to protect himself from a horizontal stroke of the black sword. He looked at the enemy’s feet and saw the unprotected femurs above the worn-out boots. He hit with all his might at knee-level. The skeleton-soldier bent under the force of the hard kick. Gelbin hit it again on the side of its knee until it gave and the skeleton fell to one side. He stood over it and cut the head off with one powerful stroke. The skeleton warrior did not rise again. 
 
    Gelbin breathed with relief. 
 
    A sepulchral silence reached him from the camp at his back. There was no sound of fighting. The screams, the sound of metal against metal, had all stopped. Gelbin turned round slowly, fearing the worst. 
 
    Before him stood a score of skeleton soldiers. In the center, commanding them, was a man wrapped in a purple cloak. His face was covered by a violet mask decorated with a silver line at eye level. In his right hand he held an ornamented short axe decorated with silver and gold, with precious stones on the handle. In his left he carried a skull with two red opals for eyes. 
 
    “Well fought, Ambassador, it gladdens me to see you’re no court-dandy like most of the nobles of your kingdom.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare harm an Ambassador of Rogdon. King Solin will cut your head off if you lay a hand on me. I’m on an official mission, I have an audience with Mulko, Regent of the North of the Nocean Empire.” 
 
    “I have no fear of your petty King, and you’ll never get to speak to the Noceans. So my master has ordered, and so it shall be.” 
 
    “Don’t be a fool, if you kill a Rogdonian noble on an official mission for the King you won’t live to tell the tale.” 
 
    “That, little man, doesn’t worry me in the least…” 
 
    “But who are you? What’s this death magic? What do you want?” 
 
    “Very well, I’ll grant you this one last wish. My name is Cenem, I am a Priest of the Cult of Imork, and I am here because my master, the High Priest Isuzeni, has ordered your death.” 
 
    “But why? I don’t understand…Who’s Isuzeni?” 
 
    With a movement of his axe he ordered his skeletons to attack. 
 
    Gelbin fell, pierced by a dozen swords. 
 
    “There will be no peace for Rogdon. My master has so decreed.” 
 
   


  
 


 The Message 
 
      
 
    Mirkos the Erudite. —Silanda, Kngdom of Rogdon— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    _______________________________ 
 
      
 
    Mirkos the Erudite, escorted by the six Royal Swords which formed his personal guard, walked into the Audience Hall of the Duke’s Castle in Silanda. He was tired after the long journey. It had taken more than three weeks from Rilentor, the capital of the kingdom, to Silanda, the beautiful, fortified border city of the South, Rogdonian stronghold against the Nocean Empire. At his age these long trips were simply undeserved punishment for his battered body, something that saddened him deeply. Long ago traveling had been his favorite pastime. How many wonderful experiences he had enjoyed during those countless journeys and adventures of his happy youth! 
 
    As he passed a great window and caught a glimpse of the city, he thought the singular beauty of its architecture never ceased to amaze him. Influences from three rich and different cultures were clearly noticeable. The city mingled the curved and oval structures of the Nocean style with the square arches and rectangular forms of the sober Rogdonian tendencies. All of it was topped and decorated with symbols from Andú mythology. This was the local race of the region and the largest population group in Silanda. The strange mixture was striking, and lent the city an unusual beauty. Under the radiant noonday sun, Silanda shone with an almost heavenly aura which Mirkos could only admire in delight. 
 
    Leaning on his beloved staff of red Iridian oak, trimmed with gold and topped with a great translucent pearl, the old Mage walked towards the three men who were waiting for him in full dress armor. Mirkos recognized them at once, even though it had been some time since he had last seen them, on a much happier circumstance than this. 
 
    Duke Galen, Regent of the province and lord of the city, greeted him effusively. A man of great stature and physical strength, he was known to be a good Regent and military strategist. He could not have been more than fifty, one of the most respected men of the Kingdom and a close friend of His Majesty King Solin. He looked both tough and powerful, and this helped to emphasize his innate qualities of leadership. 
 
    “Mirkos, welcome to Silanda!” the Duke said. “I see time doesn’t affect you, my old friend. You look just the same as you did when we last met!” 
 
    “Thank you, I see the members of the nobility still lie as badly as ever,” the Mage replied with a friendly smile. 
 
    “Far from it, my dear Mage,” the Duke said with a laugh. “Are you losing your wits? I’ve always lied just as badly.”  
 
    On the Duke’s right was his younger brother Dolbar. He smiled and greeted the Mage with a small bow as a sign of respect. Smaller in size and strength than his older brother, he was known throughout the South for his lively intelligence. He was in charge of administering the region, managing business and the prosperous commercial routes of the enormous county with great shrewdness, all of which had helped the region to grow richer in the last few years. His long curly brown hair, together with his delicate features and large blue eyes, gave him the appearance of a handsome gentleman. His ability to elude marriage at the King’s court, in spite of the considerable interest which came his way, was also notorious. The marriageable ladies of the Court paid him constant attention, trying to catch him, but Dolbar —very politely— eluded them.  
 
    Mirkos liked the young man. He was intelligent as well as kind, courteous and educated and what was even better: kind-hearted. These were qualities not usually found together in one person, much less among the nobility. Mirkos returned the greeting with a nod and a sincere smile of appreciation. 
 
    “Welcome, Mirkos,” Dolbar said with a courteous gesture. “The city is in need of your presence.”  
 
    “It’s always a pleasure to come back to this magnificent city and enjoy your hospitality,” the Mage replied. 
 
    “I wish they were better times and that your reasons for being here were far more pleasant than the ones which concerns us,” the youngest of the two brothers said with a touch of sadness. 
 
    “You’re so right, my young friend… indeed, how I wish the circumstances were better. It’s not the best of times for a visit, and nor have I come to further my studies as I would wish to.” 
 
    Kilbar, Commander of the fortress and First Sword of Duke Galen, waited beside the two noblemen with an air of introspection. He was known throughout the Kingdom for having won the last two tournaments of swordsmanship organized by the King. This victory, besides being an honor, had made him a public figure, something which as it turned out did not entirely please the young sword-master. A man who was not very attractive physically, with brown hair cut military style, bulging eyes and eagle-nose, and a true master in sword-to-sword combat. His lethal instinct as a swordsman was absolutely at odds with his quiet, introverted character. Mirkos had met him at a banquet in honor of his victory in Rilentor two summers before and knew him to be a man of few words. 
 
    “And where is Drocus? How come he’s not joining us?” the Duke asked in some surprise. 
 
    “He told me he has to make a surprise visit to the officers’ barracks first. To impose order, is what he told me.” 
 
    Duke Galen burst out laughing. “Drocus is incorrigible. I wouldn’t like to be in those officers’ skins when he bursts in like a tornado.” 
 
    “That’s what he’s like, a force of nature,” Mirkos said. “He’ll join us presently. Meanwhile I’d like to have an idea of how things are going,”  
 
    “The situation is dire. But before we discuss it, can I offer you something to drink? Or eat, perhaps? Shall I order a good meal and a refreshing bath to alleviate the fatigue of such a long journey?” the Duke offered with a show of the famous southern hospitality. 
 
    “To be honest, my old bones would appreciate a refreshing rest. A light dinner after the bath would certainly revive body and soul. But if it’s no trouble, I’d rather have an idea of how serious the situation is before I rest. King Solin sent me urgently, and I understand the situation is critical.” 
 
    “Indeed it is,” the Duke said. He walked over to a big oval window, arms crossed behind his back in a thoughtful gesture. “The Noceans are about to attack. A huge army is gathering, less than two leagues south of the city. They’ve already crossed the border into our territory. They could attack at any moment.” 
 
    “They’ve crossed the border and now they’re at the doors of the city itself? I don’t understand, war hasn’t been officially declared. How is it possible? How come they dared without either reason or motive? Do they really want open war with Rogdon?” 
 
    “It’s what we gather from their movements,” Dolbar replied. “For the last four weeks several armies of the Nocean Empire have been gathering on the dry lands, without crossing the border. These movements began with the attack on Prince Gerart, which they were accused of, and which created a diplomatic incident between our nations. At first, the movements of their army were taken simply as a show of power, a strategic position taken up for the sake of intimidation. After the attack on your own person, my dear Mage, two new armies from the southwest have joined the ones already here.” 
 
    “But King Solin hasn’t formally accused them, the conversations haven’t stopped, the diplomatic effort to find a solution is still going on.” 
 
    “Perhaps I might shed some light on this point,” said a middle-aged, chubby man dressed in fine silk who was walking into the room with surprising energy, given his build. “Allow me to introduce myself, as I do not as yet have the honor of knowing such an illustrious Mage. My name is Abuleros, emissary for the Kingdom of Rogdon in the Nocean Empire, and no doubt you must be Mirkos, the great Battle Mage of the King.” He came up to Mirkos and made an extremely elaborate bow.  
 
    Mirkos returned the greeting with a mere nod. He had immediately recognized the slippery Rogdonian spy who carried out all manner of subterfuges in Nocean territory under the cover of Royal Emissary. 
 
    “Since the two attacks upon such notable persons of the Kingdom, relationships with the Nocean Empire have turned critical. At all times they have denied being involved in the murder attempts. Mulko, Regent of the North, has personally assured me they had nothing to do with the attacks. But after the second attack, the one directed against you personally, Mulko himself threw me out of Nocean lands and closed the border. Which is something truly suspicious, if the Noceans are as innocent as they claim to be. Even in such serious and suspicious circumstances as these, I’ve kept in contact with Zecly, his personal counselor and powerful Sorcerer, who I warrant is known to you all.” 
 
    Mirkos nodded. Fame, and not exactly the desirable kind, went before the great Nocean Sorcerer. 
 
    “But at all times he has denied any involvement in both attempts. A few days ago the messages stopped, unilaterally. And the army set off. I suspect it’s under direct orders of the Nocean Emperor: Malota the Ruthless, a man of insatiable ambition and widely-known perversion. His atrocities and genocides are infamous. He controls the southern Empire with an iron hand, crushing the slightest opposition to his tyranny, supported by dark Sorcerers and witch-men. He’s always had his sights on the northern kingdoms, but he hasn’t had the chance, that is until now…” 
 
    “Why now?” asked the Mage. “If they deny the attacks, and without any direct cause for intervention, they’d never dare to attack us. The King hasn’t given any order for punitive action.” 
 
    “The real problem is the critical situation with the Kingdom of Norghana to the northeast,” Duke Galen said, coming to stand beside the Mage. “War is about to break out with Norghana, and if it does, we’ll find ourselves divided between two fronts. This is what the Noceans are waiting for so that they can launch themselves against us.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said the chubby spy. “The Norghanians accuse us of killing King Thoran’s brother Duke Orten. They claim to have irrefutable proof, and they’re about to attack the Pass of the Half Moon. The reports we’re receiving say that an enormous army of at least thirty thousand Norghanians under Count Volgren’s command is getting ready to attack the fortress guarding the Pass. From what we know, the Norghanian King is beside himself with grief and anger at the loss of his only brother. His quick temper is well-known, and there’s been no way to bring him to reason. War with Norghana seems inevitable, and that’s just what Malota the Ruthless is waiting for. If war against Norghana is declared I have no doubt that the Noceans will attack, taking advantage of a unique opportunity.” 
 
    “I see… Now I can appreciate the situation and the reasons behind the Nocean movements with greater clarity,” the Mage said, deeply saddened. “The situation is truly critical. We’re on the brink of a war which could end the existence of our beloved Kingdom. It really is bad news. Many innocents are about to suffer the evil and perversity of men’s darkest side. We must use every possible means to prevent pain and suffering from reaching our people.” 
 
    “That’s our duty and that is what we’ll do,” Duke Galen said. “If war is declared, this city won’t fall. We won’t allow this Nocean rabble to gain access to the Kingdom of Rogdon. We’ll defend the city to the last man.”  
 
    “How big is the Nocean army?” 
 
    “As far as we’ve been able to gather, the Emperor has sent four of the armies at his disposal. Each one consists of ten thousand men, well-trained veterans, led by officers of proven valor. Mulko the Regent of the north has another ten thousand men at his fortress of Alaband, so that we calculate they’ll have about fifty thousand soldiers all in all.” 
 
    “Who will lead the army?” Mirkos asked. 
 
    “They’re under the leadership and standard of Mulko, Regent of the North of the Nocean Empire,” Dolbar replied. “He’s an intelligent and experienced leader.” 
 
    “In addition to that we must take into account that Zecly, the Sorcerer and personal Counselor of Mulko, is a man of great power, and our spies have reported the arrival of several Sorcerers of the South,” Abuleros said. “This poses a serious problem, and that is why we requested your presence, my dear Mirkos.”  
 
    “I see, you need my help to counteract the magic of his Sorcerers.” 
 
    “That’s right, my old friend, men’s hearts shrivel before the power of magic,” the Duke said. “Fear takes over the soldiers’ minds and is a terrible enemy for any general. We need your magic to be able to fight against those sorcerers and witch-men from the desert lands of the South.”  
 
    “I will do everything in my power to stop the evil and protect our own people. How many innocents are taking cover in the city? As I was arriving I saw an endless caravan of refugees coming in through the Gate of Hope.” 
 
    “Thousands of people are crowding the streets, and more are still arriving” said Dolbar. “We’re working hard to provide for and accommodate them. The army is in charge. They’re working day and night to prepare the city for what’s coming. The preparations for the siege started more than a month ago. The King sent supplies, which have been arriving during the past week.”  
 
    “How many men do we have to defend the city?” the Mage asked, with a trace of apprehension. 
 
    An uncomfortable silence fell on the room. Nobody said anything for a moment. 
 
    At last, Duke Galen replied: 
 
    “We have twenty thousand men at our disposal. The King has sent the other half of the army to defend the Pass of the Half Moon. Some fifteen thousand soldiers left two weeks ago for the fortress at the Pass. We weren’t expecting the Noceans to advance so fast. There are reinforcements in the form of five thousand Lancers on the way from Rilentor, but they won’t arrive for at least another week. Between the refugees and the inhabitants of the city we can put together a group of five thousand militia. Farmers and shepherds mostly, some with fighting experience, but not many. That means about twenty-five thousand men until reinforcements arrive. Enough to defend the city for months, unless the Ruthless sends more armies, which is possible. If war breaks out in the North, very probably Malota will strengthen the attackers. The Nocean Empire has an army without equal in number. Fortunately it’s needed to keep order in the vast south of the continent. We don’t think the armies of the deep South will be sent, at least not yet.” 
 
    Mirkos sighed deeply, trying to absorb all the information they had just bombarded him with. A feeling of sadness overwhelmed him, for the situation was critical and he did not doubt that there would be war. His old heart knew the signs of evil and greed which drove the destinies of kingdoms. There would be bloodshed, innocents would die before winter. A dark and painful period was beginning for his beloved Rogdon. With a deep pain in his chest, as if a sharp dagger had stabbed him, he looked at the Duke and said: 
 
    “I lay my power at the service of the defense of this city and of the Kingdom. We’ll stop the Noceans. They’ll pay with their lives if they dare to attack. For Rogdon!” the old Mage cried, with grief in his voice. 
 
    “For Rogdon!” all replied with fierce determination. 
 
    The unmistakable sound of a bugle, with its discordant melody, reached the Castle from the south of the city. 
 
    “The alarm on the southern wall!” said Galen, hurrying to the great balcony with the rest of the group close behind him. 
 
    When they went outside and looked towards the south, Mirkos saw the horizon darkening. A great shadow was advancing on the city from that direction, like a great ominous storm in the distance. Everything disappeared under its darkness, as if night itself in person was advancing, devouring everything in its way. The shadow swallowed up the landscape. It was as though a sea of darkness covered the plains, preparing to send its waves crashing against the strong walls of the city. 
 
    “There begins the Great Shadow,” Duke Galen said in a tone of resignation. 
 
    “But what on earth is this evil spell?” Mirkos asked, arching his bushy brows in surprise. 
 
    “We were hoping you might be able to tell us,” Count Galen replied. “For the last week, every day at noon, this ill-fated cloud has taken shape and engulfed the city in absolute darkness. Under its cover the enemy advances, yet it prevents us from going out to meet them with our cavalry. The darkness is so thick that not even the oil lamps can shed light more than a couple of feet. Torches are little use for walking around the city. Residents and refugees are absolutely terrified. This cursed shadow is devouring their spirits and sowing fear in their hearts. Even the spirits of the most veteran soldiers are beginning to weaken.”  
 
    “Does it happen every day?” Mirkos asked. 
 
    “That’s right, every day when the sun is at its highest. It doesn’t stop until dawn. The nights are so dark we can’t see a thing. If they attacked during the night it would be a real nightmare. The only thing we’ve managed to establish is that they use the cloud to cover the advance of their army and demoralize our troops.” 
 
    “But there’s more,” said Captain Kilbar. “During those hours when the darkness is at its height there are murders and disappearances. Several bodies have been found dead, soldiers on duty mostly. At first we suspected assassins seeking to kill the Duke. But something more horrible and sinister is going on. People disappear in the dark and are never seen again, mainly refugees. Several dozen have disappeared without trace.” 
 
    Mirkos remained silent and thoughtful. With his hands behind his back he finally explained in a whisper: 
 
    “Blood Magic… The Nocean Sorcerers have brought Blood Mages from the deep South, beyond the ocean of sand. They used the captives for human sacrifices, to increase their power.” 
 
    His eyes burning like embers, the Mage said: 
 
    “Take me to the South Wall immediately. It’s time to give this scum a lesson.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later Duke Galen, his brother Dolbar, Captain Kilbar, Mirkos and his personal guard were watching the advance of the great shadow over the fortified gate of the South Wall. The great shadow seemed to be imbued with a life of its own, engulfing everything in its way within an impenetrable darkness. Mirkos could no longer see the bright sun he knew was shining above their heads with the typical intensity of the region.  
 
    “It’s coming on to us,” the Duke said, as the shadow advanced towards the Wall like a giant wave of darkness. 
 
    “Prepare the torches and the lamps,” Captain Kilbar ordered his awaiting men. 
 
    Mirkos went to stand on top of the Wall, above the gate. The great door which gave access to the city was under his feet. All eyes were fixed on him. He raised his staff above his head, his long albino hair and beard flying in the wind. 
 
    One man against a sea of darkness. 
 
    But this was no ordinary man. He was a Chosen, he was Mirkos the Erudite, Battle Mage of the King of Rogdon. 
 
    He pronounced words of arcane power, and the great translucent pearl of his staff began to give out a white light of such brilliance that those present had to cover their eyes to protect them. The light increased in intensity as the dark tide devoured them. Like a star of immense power, the light produced by the pearl began to penetrate the great shadow, filling it with light, gradually destroying the dense darkness as it made its way on. 
 
    Mirkos recited a new spell and the intensity of the light increased even more, filling the landscape with a light of blinding purity and intensity. The great shadow was completely destroyed in a matter of moments. The Mage stopped the beam of celestial light. 
 
    Duke Galen, who was protecting his eyes with his forearm, opened them and looked around. The sea of darkness had vanished completely. The sun shone brightly in the sky, and under its warmth half a dozen Noceans were revealed beside the wall. 
 
    Mirkos stared at them. He recognized a Sorcerer at once by his dark robes and staff. When he identified the barbaric amulets which decorated his waist he realized this was a Sorcerer of Curse Magic. The other five were not soldiers, although they carried weapons and wore tanned leather armor in black. They were presumably his servants, the ones who carried out his commands. 
 
    The six looked up and fixed their gaze on the Rogdonian Mage. 
 
    “I want you to take a message to your lord, sacrilegious Noceans!” Mirkos shouted in a deep and powerful voice. 
 
    “Nothing you might say would interest our lord,” the Sorcerer replied threateningly, his fist raised. “Your days are numbered. Soon you’ll feel our curved swords slicing those proud, stiff necks of yours. Take your leave of life, you’ll be gutted and your beating hearts will be torn out of your bodies.”  
 
    “We’ll see about that!” was Mirkos’ answer. 
 
    With a swift movement he pointed his staff towards the enemy group. He cast a spell of great power as rapidly as he could. An amber light shone above the staff for a moment, then gathered intensity as if it were concentrating its power. The red radiance grew more intense, permeating the whole body of the Mage, who went on with his chant. The enemy Sorcerer raised his staff in turn and began to invoke a dark spell, but he was an instant too slow. A ball of fire shot out of Mirkos’ staff at great speed in the direction of the enemy group. When the Noceans saw it they tried to move away from its trajectory, but the ball burst out into an enormous flame as it hit the enemy Sorcerer, who had not yet finished his spell. The flame expanded into a circle and engulfed the whole group in fierce flames. They all perished in the explosion, screaming as the flames devoured their flesh. 
 
    Duke Galen, still in awe, turned to Mirkos and asked: 
 
    “And the message?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure they’ll understand it…” Mirkos replied, turning his back on the charred remains of the bodies. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Mercenaries 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti. —Silanda, Kimgdom of Rogdon— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mirkos was worried. There was no news of Ambassador Gelbin’s diplomatic mission, which could only mean he had not survived King Solin’s last desperate attempt to resolve the situation diplomatically. The Noceans must have killed him. But if this piece of news was horrendous, the next was even worse. Under the protection of the sinister cloak of darkness, the Noceans had advanced to a position eight hundred paces from the southern wall. That could only mean one thing: they were preparing for a siege. Panic ran through the city like a fire borne on the desert winds. 
 
    Duke Galen had ordered the immediate evacuation of the city in the face of the imminent confrontation. Columns of Lancers protected the massive exodus of refugees towards the north of the kingdom. The protests had been widespread, with the citizens refusing to leave the city, but the Duke had been adamant: 
 
    “By Ducal order, all civilians who are not serving as support to the army must leave the city at once.” 
 
    The army was clearing the streets, and not without opposition, in the face of a people who were hostile and offended by this decision which had been imposed on them. They did not want to leave their homes, they resisted leaving at such a critical moment, even with war at the gates. 
 
    Mirkos knew why the Duke was forcing the departure of the civilians: even if they did their utmost to prevent it, the Noceans would put them all to the sword if they took the city, and that possibility had to be taken into consideration. As long as the siege lasted, the refugees would have enough time to find safety. Four thousand Lancers had been mobilized to protect the endless column of citizens leaving through the great gate in the northern wall towards Rilentor and Ocorum. 
 
    Mirkos, Galen and Dolbar were on the tower, watching the darkness which loomed threateningly in the distance. It was not moving, it simply floated motionless on the horizon, hiding the great army which all predicted was getting ready to attack the city. 
 
    “They’re there, aren’t they?” Duke Galen asked his younger brother. 
 
    “It looks like it,” said Dolbar sadly. “Either that, or else it’s a deliberate distraction and they’re occupying some other position while we believe they’re right in front of us. Unfortunately the men we sent scouting haven’t returned, so at the moment we can’t be sure of anything.” 
 
    “Maintaining that magic comes at a high cost, I doubt whether it’s just a diversion. They’re there all right,” Mirkos said. 
 
    “Tell us, wise Mage, couldn’t you use your power to dissolve that darkness the way you did before, so that we can see the enemy?” the Duke asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I would love to, but it’s not possible. My powers can’t be used at such a distance. You must remember that all magical power is limited, finite. Spells and conjuring have a specific reach and duration, besides a high cost in inner energy. To make it clear to you, the range of my weapons is not as long as that.” 
 
    “And what would your range be, my friend?” Galen asked. 
 
    “Not farther than two hundred paces for most of my powers and skills, three hundred for a few, those being the exception. That’s why there’s no question that a Mage’s worst enemy is an archer with the eye of an eagle and a long yew bow. His reach is greater than that of our spells.” 
 
    “That’s a pity,” Dolbar said. “It would be very useful to know what they’re planning.”  
 
    “On the other hand, you have to bear in mind that the limitations of the Gift, of magic, are universal, so they would include the enemy’s Sorcerers and Mages.” 
 
    “That’s good to know. That being the case, how long do you think they’ll be able to keep up that black veil covering their movements?” 
 
    “By the coverage of the spell and its duration, they must be using several Sorcerers working in turns. Yes, I can’t think of any other explanation; such a spell would deplete the energy reserves of a powerful Sorcerer in less than a morning. But they might keep it active indefinitely if while some were casting the spell, others were resting so as to relieve them later. It would depend on how many Sorcerers they have. But of course that’s only a guess. My command of magic is very different from that of the Nocean Sorcerers. I command the magic of the four elements: the magic of Earth, Air, Water and above all Fire. On the other hand, as I’ve been able to learn throughout my long existence, and from what I know of the arcane arts of the Nocean peoples of the vast South, the Sorcerers of the Desert use mainly evil spells on their victims. Essentially they command the Magic of Curses and a few of them, very few according to what I’ve heard, the very dangerous Blood Magic.” 
 
    The Duke and his brother Dolbar remained thoughtful, assimilating the explanations of the Erudite and considering the possible repercussions. 
 
    General Drocus joined them. 
 
    “How’s the evacuation coming along?” the Duke asked him. 
 
    “Everything’s going according to plan. We met with some troublesome groups we had to put some pressure on, but by tonight the city will be empty.” 
 
    “Wonderful work, General,” the Duke said. “I know it can’t have been easy to carry out my orders.”  
 
    “It was difficult to organize it, but the eviction was carried out by our army with a good dose of common sense and minimal use of force.” 
 
    “When do you think they’ll attack, General Drocus?” Duke Galen asked. 
 
    The First General of the Rogdonian Army looked at the horizon, then at the sky. He frowned and said sadly: “Something tells me it will be at dawn, I feel it in the air.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Under the last rays of the evening sun, the three travelers arrived at the great door on the northern wall. An endless caravan of refugees was leaving the city, hurried along by the Lancers who were escorting them. Fear was reflected in the eyes of those people, most of them of the Andú race. 
 
    “There it is,” Kayti said. “The lovely city of Silanda.” 
 
    “They won’t let us in,” Komir said. “The city is sealed.” He was frowning at the crowd of soldiers in blue and silver stationed above the gate. 
 
    “The fact is, there are soldiers everywhere,” Hartz said. “I don’t think they’ll let us in either. Why don’t we go around the city quietly and keep on our way?”  
 
    “Obviously you’re not familiar with military procedure.” Kayti explained. “If the Rogdonians find us walking around the city they’ll think we’re Nocean spies and kill us with no warning, either the archers from the battlements or the Lancers on patrol. There’s a curfew, nobody’s allowed to walk around outside the city.” 
 
    “Then what on earth are we supposed to do?” Komir said restlessly. “We have to cross this damned city to keep on our way south until we cross that mountain range, then turn East. We must reach the Usik forests, any way we can!”  
 
    “Are you sure that’s where we have to go?” Hartz asked, sounding doubtful. 
 
    “I’m positive. It’s what Amtoko said in my dream. I have to go there to fulfill my destiny. There’s something or someone there that I must find to help me in my quest.” 
 
    “I won’t be the one who contradicts our Witch,” the ever-superstitious Hartz said quickly. “I don’t want her casting a spell on me.” 
 
    “I don’t like this business of going into Usik territory, I don’t like it at all,” Kayti protested. 
 
    “Nobody’s making you come with me,” Komir said decisively, “especially you, Kayti. Amtoko has set a course for me, and for good or ill, I’ve decided to follow it. There’s nothing more to be said.”  
 
    “Who knows, perhaps we’ll come across a Troll in Usik territory!” Hartz cried excitedly. “Or something even worse, like a giant man-eating spider, that would be awesome!”  
 
    “All right, Komir,” Kayti said, “I’ll get us into the city.” She shook the dust of the road from her cloak and armor. “Put on your bearskin cloaks and carry your weapons fully in sight. And don’t say a word.” 
 
    The two Norriel glanced at each other for a moment, and Komir shot a look of pure mistrust at Kayti. 
 
    “I know you don’t trust me, but if you want to get into this city you’ll have to do what I say.” 
 
    Komir did not trust the cunning redhead, but at that moment he could not think of any plan. On the other hand he was sure the young woman had already thought of something. He nodded while his emerald eyes glittered with contained rage. 
 
    Kayti walked up to the great door, followed closely by Komir and Hartz. 
 
    A young officer at the head of a dozen soldiers in blue and silver stopped them. “Halt! Where do you think you’re going!” 
 
    “We’re going to the city, Captain,” Kayti replied calmly. 
 
    “The city is closed and is being evacuated on the Duke’s orders,” the young officer growled. “War is about to begin, or don’t you have eyes in your head?”  
 
    “That’s exactly why we’re here,” Kayti said softly. 
 
    “There’s a great Nocean army at the gates of the city. The siege is about to begin, all civilians must leave the city without exception. And obviously nobody is allowed to come in!” 
 
    Kayti did not budge. 
 
    “But you see, sir, we’re not civilians…” 
 
    “What do you mean, you’re not civilians? You’re certainly not soldiers!” 
 
    “We’re mercenaries, sir. We come to earn our living, to fight for gold.” 
 
    The Captain, taken aback, looked them up and down. 
 
    “My name is Kayti. I’m a Knight of the Custodial Brotherhood, and these two are Norriel warriors from the highlands. We’re looking to enlist as mercenaries for the defense of the city.” 
 
    The Captain looked at them uncertainly, his eyes on the weapons they were carrying. 
 
    “Sergeant Jontal, what do you think?” 
 
    The Sergeant, a strong, tough-looking man in his forties, walked up to Komir and uncovered his forearm without a word. Then he went up to Hartz and grabbed his arm. The warrior gave him an angry look, and immediately the dozen soldiers put their hands to their swords. The Sergeant raised his fist and his men relaxed. Looking at Hartz he said: 
 
    “And now your arm!” 
 
    Hartz looked at Kayti out of the corner of his eye and saw her prompting him to comply. 
 
    The big Norriel offered his forearm for the Sergeant to inspect. 
 
    “They’re telling the truth,” said the veteran Sergeant. They’re Norriel warriors, they wear the mark of the Bear tattooed with red-hot iron on their forearms.”  
 
    “All right. What then?” the young Captain asked. 
 
    “Then we let them in. Their race are great fighters, they’ll come in handy.” 
 
    “All right. Follow Sergeant Jontal, he’ll lead you to the recruiter.” 
 
    Kayti saluted the officer, and they followed the Sergeant through the great door into the walled city. They entered a city as beautiful as it was doomed. It was caught up in a profoundly dangerous situation, and there was no way back from it. 
 
    The city was seething with activity. The last civilians loaded their few belongings on their own backs or on mules and donkeys. They were heading for the gate in search of safety. Jontal walked on fast through the throng. As they made their way toward the centre of the singular city, they could see that it was full of soldiers carrying out all kinds of tasks. Fear and worry were patent in the atmosphere, like the unpleasant smell of a sewer spreading throughout streets and squares. They arrived in front of the huge barracks which had been built in the city’s central square. Behind a long wooden table sat the recruiter. Jontal left them with him and went back to his duties with true Rogdonian efficiency. 
 
    “Name and origin,” the recruiter said in a bored voice, without even raising his eyes from the large book he was writing in. 
 
    Komir looked around and saw armed men of different races who were not wearing blue and silver. They must be mercenaries, like them. 
 
    “Kayti, of Irinel,” said the warrior in white armor. 
 
    “Kayti of where?” the recruiter asked. 
 
    “Of the Kingdom of Irinel, a long way to the east.” 
 
    “Never heard of it,” he said in the same bored tone, “but that’s not to be wondered at either, half the mercenaries here are from regions I wouldn’t know how to find on the map. Whole pay or half pay?”  
 
    Kayti was thoughtful for a moment. Komir and Hartz did not understand what she was negotiating. 
 
    “Half pay, until the fall of the first wall,” she said at last. 
 
    “Are you sure? The pay triples if you sign up until the fall of the second wall…” 
 
    “Appreciate it, but the fall of the first will be enough.” 
 
    “You’re very careful, young warrior,” a hoarse voice said behind the group. 
 
    The three turned around to see an old man with snow-white beard and hair, dressed in a simple grey cloak and leaning on a staff. With him were half a dozen soldiers. Komir looked at him and felt a warning flash from his Ilenian medallion, he tensed. 
 
    “Don’t be mistaken, my good sir,” Kayti replied with great courtesy, making a deep bow, which so surprised Hartz that he stared at her with a look of puzzlement on his face. “It’s just that I don’t see the Noceans taking the outer wall, so our services won’t be necessary to defend the second.” 
 
    “Then you’re optimistic about the outcome of the conflict,” the old man said with a smile. 
 
    “My comrades and I are here to help make it so.” 
 
    The old man gave a short laugh and studied them carefully. 
 
    “You make a strange group, if I may say so…” he said thoughtfully. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?”  
 
    “Two Norriel from the highlands and a Knight of the Custodial Brotherhood of the faraway Kingdom of Irinel, traveling together… Curious…very curious. More than that, intriguing…since I can perceive something more than that…” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean, we’re here to earn gold and go on our way.” 
 
    “It might be so, but this old man can sense things, and there’s something in you I haven’t picked up in anyone for a very long time… something unique…. but powerful. Is that so, young warriors? Or am I wrong?” 
 
    Komir lowered his eyes to his chest, where the medallion lay hidden under his shirt, and Hartz looked aside at the pommel of the Ilenian sword he carried on his back. Kayti did not know what to say. 
 
    One of the soldiers behind the old man said: 
 
    “Duke Galen is waiting, my Lord, we must hurry.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m coming,” the old man grumbled. “Recruiter, assign these three to my command. They intrigue me.” 
 
    “It shall be done, sir.” 
 
    The old man nodded at them and left the square with his escort. As they were leaving, Kayti asked the recruiter: 
 
    “Who did we have the honor of addressing?” 
 
    The recruiter looked at her, amused. 
 
    “That man is the powerful Mirkos the Erudite, Battle Mage of the King.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Night was falling over the beautiful city, lit by hundreds of torches and oil lamps. Silanda, dressed in light, with the guards vigilant on walls and streets, gave the impression of having clad herself in a dress of bright sequins which reflected the light of the moon. But there was an underlying tension in every street and corner, foretelling the coming bloodbath. 
 
    To the south, little over eight hundred paces from the city, the Nocean war camp spread over the plain, hidden by the darkness of the night. Thousands of tents in indigo blue and black rose around a small oasis of drinking water. Not a fire, not a light in all the camp. They remained invisible to the eyes of the beautiful city and its inhabitants. The huge, luxurious command tent of Mulko, Regent of the North of the Nocean Empire, was situated south of the oasis, among palm trees. 
 
    Sumal approached the elegant tent, with its fifty personal guards of the Regent in full battle armor. The whole perimeter was under careful watch. He was allowed to go in after verifying his identity, and with an elaborate bow Sumal greeted the powerful Mulko. The Regent of the North of the Nocean Empire was waiting, leaning on one arm upon a sea of cushions and pillows in shades of gold and silver, surrounded by rich silk curtains. On the ruler’s right the servants had prepared a long table of rich exotic foods, the sight of which made the spy’s stomach growl. On the Regent’s left, sitting on the floor on comfortable cushions, he recognized Mulko’s Military Counselor: Ukbi. Inside the command tent another dozen grim-faced elite guards watched attentively. 
 
    Mulko, Regent of the whole north of the desert empire, beckoned him. “Ah, Sumal, come in, over here.”  
 
    “You honor me, my Lord,” the spy said with another elaborate bow. 
 
    “Sit down, we have some important matters to discuss.” 
 
    “As you wish, my Lord.” 
 
    “I don’t recall that we’ve ever met before, have we?” 
 
    “No, my Lord. I haven’t been graced with such high honor until tonight.” 
 
    “Zecly, my First Counselor and Sorcerer, speaks highly of you, which is a great compliment as he rarely speaks well of anybody.” 
 
    “Master Zecly’s kind words fill my heart with joy. I live to serve your plans, my Lord.” 
 
    “That is good. I’ve been informed that the Norghanians have already attacked the Fortress of the Half Moon. That pleases me greatly.” 
 
    Ukbi joined in at this point. “We wouldn’t be able to attack the south of Rogdon without the Norghanians pressing down on the North,” he said. “It would be too risky.” 
 
    “So this movement of the men of the snow leads me to infer that the mission you were entrusted with was a success,” Mulko said. 
 
    “The meeting with Count Volgren was very positive, my Lord. He was ready to start the war, he wanted it, but required proof of commitment from our Empire. Just like us, the Kingdom of Norghana didn’t want to enter into open war with Rogdon without its back being covered.” 
 
    “Of course, one must be wary and be in control of the risk when armed conflict is at stake,” Ukbi said, his eyes like slits in his tanned face. 
 
    “What’s your opinion of Count Volgren?” Mulko asked. 
 
    “I was favorably impressed, my Lord. He’s an intelligent man, a very intelligent one. Organizing a meeting with him was almost impossible, he always makes his moves from the shadows. He’s dangerous, my Lord. I don’t think I’m mistaken if I say he’s after absolute power in Norghana. I have the impression he’ll try to dethrone King Thoran and seize power himself. This war is a great opportunity for him.” 
 
    “An interesting observation,” Mulko mused. “An ally and a dangerous adversary, then…” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord. His most important rival for power in the Norghanian Court, General Rangulfsen, has fallen into disgrace with King Thoran, so Count Volgren has consolidated his position of power.” 
 
    “How did this fall from grace come about? I’ve heard that General Rangulfsen, General of the Snow Army, is the most intelligent strategist of all Norghana,” Ukbi said, showing his knowledge of his rivals. 
 
    “Apparently the murderer of Duke Orten, brother of King Thoran, was caught and put into General Rangulfsen’scustody. The details aren’t known, but it seems the assassin has escaped the interrogation process. It’s said in Norghana that the King ordered his General to be beheaded, such was his rage, but his counselors managed to dissuade him and the execution was called off.” 
 
    “That explains it,” Mulko reflected. “But we sent the Assassin… could this be a problem for us?” 
 
    “No, my Lord. This Assassin is very special. I hired his services through an obscure intermediary, and he can’t be traced back to our hands.” 
 
    “That pleases me, my cunning spy. Very well done indeed…” 
 
    “You mentioned that Count Volgren required proof of commitment. What was the proof that convinced him?” Ukbi asked. 
 
    “The attempted murder of Mirkos the Erudite, the great Mage of the Rogdonians.” 
 
    “Yes, Zecly told me the plan and I said it would be extremely difficult to carry out successfully, as indeed was the case,” Mulko said. “The Mage finished off your Motuli Assassin…”  
 
    “I must apologize a thousand times and abase myself before my Lord for the failure of the mission.” 
 
    “Relative failure,” Ukbi said. “It was a mission which benefited us in either case, whatever the result. If the great Mage were to die our armies would raze Silanda easily. If the Mage survived, as was in fact the case, they’d blame us for the attempt and Count Volgren would have his proof of commitment, which is what has happened.” 
 
    “Indeed, my good Military Counselor, an excellent plan. I must thank Zecly, his tireless mind never ceases to amaze me.” 
 
    “If I may be permitted to ask, my Lord, where is Master Zecly?” Sumal asked. 
 
    “We’ll go and see him presently, my young spy.” 
 
    Mulko stood up and drew back some dark silk curtains at the end of the tent, revealing a guarded passage which led to another tent, completely black. Surprised, Sumal followed Mulko. The guards moved aside in the covered passage, and the Regent of the North and the spy walked into the tent at the end. 
 
    Sumal would never forget what he saw there. 
 
    No man ever could. 
 
    The tent was round, and the floor had been excavated in a curious way so that it went down in concentric rings to a deeper round platform as if a great bowl had been dug in the earth. Around the perimeter, on the upper ring, two dozen entranced acolytes sat on the floor in meditation, legs crossed and eyes closed. In the center of the great tent, in the deepest ring, half a dozen Sorcerers were sitting on the excavated platform. Between the lower ring of the Sorcerers and the upper one of their acolytes, in three intermediate rings, he saw three dozen slaves. 
 
    They had been sacrificed. 
 
    Sumal’s blood froze in his veins. 
 
    Their wrists had been slit with sharp ceremonial daggers in the hands of the Sorcerers and the blood, following the slope of the macabre bowl, flowed slowly from the now-dead bodies towards the lower ring to feed the arcane power of the Sorcerers. One of these was chanting a prayer to a god who could only be evil. To Sumal it seemed like a nightmare, yet he knew he was wide awake. A chill ran down his spine, and he fought to keep calm and appear indifferent in the face of that horror. 
 
    Zecly was watching the ritual from the entrance, and Mulko came up to him. Sumal followed. 
 
    “How’s the ritual going? Will it work?” Mulko asked, coming straight to the point. His eyes were wide, taking pleasure in the scene. 
 
    “There are never any certainties or guarantees with magic, my Lord. One can only commend oneself to it and hope that one’s power is great enough to dominate it. But yes, I believe it’ll work. We’ve called two great Sorcerers from the deep South. One of them, Asuris, the one chanting, is a master of Blood Magic. The other one, Isos, is a great master of Curses Magic. The other four are also experts in the arts of curses, but their power is lesser.” 
 
    “It’s cost me a lot of gold and a lot of favors to bring them all together here today,” Mulko said. 
 
    “I am well aware of that, my Lord, but I assure you that with them victory is ours.” 
 
    “Even with this Rogdonian Mage of great power defending the city? Mirkos the Erudite himself?” 
 
    “Even with him. He’ll make our work more difficult, but in the end we’ll win, my Lord. He won’t be able to defeat us, not all of us.” 
 
    Zecly noticed Sumal standing behind the Regent. 
 
    “Sumal, my dear boy, how are you?” 
 
    The spy bowed deeply. “Very well, Master. It gladdens my soul to find you in good health.” 
 
    “It gladdens mine to see you still in one piece. You’ve done a wonderful piece of work, and I want you to know I appreciate it, Sumal.” 
 
    “It’s a great honor for me, Master. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to finish off the Mage, Mirkos…” 
 
    “That was always a possibility… and it happened. Nothing we can do. We’ll deal with him in the attack on the city.” 
 
    “But with his powerful Fire Magic he can send our Sorcerers to hell,” Mulko protested. 
 
    “Only if he can locate them, and that’s why we’ll place our bets carefully, using our weapons…” 
 
    “How will we manage to defeat them?” 
 
    “We’ll use cunning,” Zecly assured him with a smile full of irony. “Deceit is much more effective than direct confrontation, my Lord.”  
 
    “Will the cloak of darkness hold?” Mulko asked. “Will they be able to keep it up?”  
 
    “It will, my Lord, hence the ritual you see before you. Through the Blood Ritual, Asuris will manage to prolong the spell’s duration and expand its area of effect. What is more, the Sorcerers of the Magic of Curses will be imbued with more power in the Blood Ritual. They’ll use their mystical connection with their acolytes and thus gain access to their inner energy, which will provide them with a greater source of energy to work with.” 
 
    Mulko frowned in puzzlement. 
 
    “I understand that Asuris is going to imbue them with greater power by sacrificing the slaves, but how does this union with the acolytes work?” he asked. 
 
    “Magic is mysterious, my Lord, and its use is varied and specialized. Our people, the people of the desert, are used to scarcity, given the nature of the environment where we grow up. From that same origin, that imperious need to survive privation, a technique was discovered and developed several hundred years ago by a cult of Sorcerers of the hidden desert, in the Endless Sands. Although it’s too complex to describe, I can tell you it consists of joining oneself with another who has the Gift, connecting the inner energy of both and using it for one’s own benefit.” 
 
    “I see…interesting. Taking away another person’s magic, is that it? What happens if you take all of it?” 
 
    “It depends, my Lord. If all the energy is passed on, the acolyte will faint. If you go beyond that, if you take away all his vital energy necessary to sustain life, then he’ll die. Such is the nature of magic.” 
 
    “Surprising and very interesting,” Mulko said, his eyes wide with anticipation. “Will we be ready to attack at dawn?” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord, the Sorcerers will spend all night obtaining energy and power from sacrificed slaves and accumulating it. At dawn we’ll be ready to attack.” 
 
    “Wonderful!” Mulko exclaimed. “And now let’s go back to Ukbi. I want to finish the plan of attack and the strategy that has to be followed. There’s much at stake, and everything must be minutely prepared.” 
 
    “Very well, my Lord,” Zecly said with a small bow. 
 
    Sumal looked one last time out of the corner of his eye at the grotesque ritual and a new chill ran down his spine; these men were very dangerous. He looked at the Blood Mage, Asuris. His face was extraordinarily pale, all color had left his skin, he looked more like a corpse than a living being. But the eyes, those bloodshot eyes, like a demon’s: they impressed him so much that the hardened spy had nightmares. 
 
    Finally, the war was beginning. 
 
    The Rogdonians would have to face an army far superior in number, and also those Sorcerers and their arcane arts of death. 
 
    Sumal shook his head. 
 
    “The Rogdonians had better pray to their gods, tomorrow evil itself personified will come down on them.”


 
   
  
 

 Magic of Blood and Curses 
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    Komir, Hartz, Kayti. —Silanda, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
      
 
      
 
    General Drocus was right. The attack started with the first light of day and without warning: very typical of the Nocean character. Hundreds of missiles in the shape of enormous rocks crashed against the wall of the southern section. Parapets and battlements were destroyed, shattered by those devastating impacts. The alarm sounded throughout the city, and the soldiers took up their positions at once. The lethal deluge of rocks went on all morning, bringing chaos to the walls and the first rows of buildings in the southern zone, which collapsed in rubble. 
 
    The siege weapons were not visible under the cloak of darkness which protected them, but the devastating missiles showered down on the city as if appearing from nowhere. 
 
    General Drocus ordered his men to fall back inside out of reach of the catapults, given that the black tide was not advancing. 
 
    A bugle sounded the alarm from the western side of the city. 
 
    “It’s a ruse!” roared Drocus. 
 
    Duke Galen was beside him. “What is this?” he asked uneasily. 
 
    “They’re attacking from the western side,” the General explained, “and we have our troops positioned a little to the south of the city, since that’s where the catapults were striking hardest. The city is like an island in the middle of this immense plateau, surrounded by a wall in the form of a ring. The defense of the whole perimeter is going to be more complicated.”  
 
    “They can attack us from any direction,” commented Mirkos. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Duke Galen. “We must be alert and move swiftly or else we’re finished.”  
 
     As First General of the Army, Drocus assumed leadership at once. 
 
    “Mirkos, you come with me, we’ll go to the western wall. Kilbar, you defend the eastern side. Galen, the north is yours. Dolbar, you’ll be in charge of the southern wall.” 
 
    Mirkos turned to his Royal Swords. “Half of you protect the Duke, the other half go with Galen.” Before they could protest, the Mage raised his hand in a clear indication that he would accept no discussion on the subject. 
 
    “Very well then. Good luck, gentlemen. Let’s teach these treacherous desert snakes what mettle the men of Rogdon are made of. Don’t let them reach the walls!” said the Duke, and they all hastened to their posts. 
 
    The western wall was ten paces wide, with five rectangular towers jutting out. Drocus and Mirkos arrived at a run, escorted by a dozen soldiers among whom were Kayti, Hartz and Komir. They went to the central tower. The wall was crowded with Rogdonian defenders ready to enter combat. Before them a great black cloud extended, slowly approaching the wall, covering everything in its way with impenetrable darkness. It was less than two hundred paces from the wall: very close, far too close. 
 
    Komir had a strange feeling as he watched it. Once again the medallion activated itself. A flash from it indicated that they were facing something arcane and powerful. Luckily they had arrived just in time; a few moments more and the cloud would have reached the wall. 
 
    “Mirkos, can you lift this darkness so the archers can see their enemies?” Drocus asked. 
 
    “By all means, right away!” 
 
    The Mage prepared to cast the spell. 
 
    He hesitated… 
 
    Mirkos saw the deep brown flash two hundred paces in front of him, under the impenetrable cloud. The Mage recognized the magical radiance at once. A spell had been cast, a very wide-ranging and powerful spell, the unmistakable work of a powerful Sorcerer. 
 
    And he had not protected himself… 
 
    Suddenly a mysterious cloud the color of copper engulfed a long stretch of the wall, swallowing up the soldiers in it. Mirkos cursed bitterly and lifted his staff to cast a spell. 
 
    Too late! 
 
    A terrifying, paralyzing fear ran through his body, rising from his feet like a climbing plant to ensnare him completely. A fear which shriveled him up within, so that his courage shrank until it was no more than a speck of dust whirled by the wind. Mirkos became aware that he had been struck by a virulent spell of Curse Magic. He started to tremble, unable to control himself; his body seemed barren, he could no longer hold up his staff, he could not work magic and defend himself. Spasms of abysmal terror shook his body and he fell to the ground, unable to defend himself. Beside him General Drocus was holding on to the battlements trying to stay upright, struggling against the feeling of absolute terror which the copper cloud spread across everything it reached. 
 
    The Noceans’ diversionary tactic had worked. They had taken too long to reach the western wall, and the black tide which hid the enemy was already too close. And under it, waiting, were the enemy Sorcerers. 
 
    Along a good part of the western wall the defenders, affected by the evil spell, were falling down on to the walkways behind the battlements. Almost five thousand men were shaking uncontrollably, possessed by unbearable panic. Many lost control of their bladders. None could wield a weapon, much less fight back. They were at the mercy of the Noceans. 
 
    All except one. One was still standing, immune to the evil spell. Komir towered like a god, untouchable, in the midst of the disaster. In absolute awe, he gazed at the translucent sphere which surrounded him completely, protecting him. The Ilenian medallion had conjured it up at the same moment as the enemy spell. 
 
    “What the …” he murmured, still unable to believe it. 
 
    He saw Hartz lying on the ground beside him with terror in his face and went quickly over to his friend. The sphere moved with him as if it were somehow bound to his body. 
 
    “Hartz, stand up, come on. We have to get out of reach of this copper cloud.” 
 
    “I… I… can’t…” Hartz managed to mutter, trembling uncontrollably. 
 
    “Come on, we’ve got to get out of here!” 
 
    “Save … Kayti… save her…” 
 
    Komir looked over to the warrior in white, equally incapacitated and trembling, her face contorted in fear. 
 
    “No way. I’ll get you out of here, not her.” 
 
    “Save her… for the sake of… our friendship… please.” 
 
    Ignoring his friend’s plea, Komir began to drag the giant with all his might. He weighed a ton. Komir dragged him, thanking the medallion for having detected the evil spell and raising the sphere which protected him from the arcane arts of the Sorcerers. 
 
    The ominous cloak of darkness reached the wall, hiding the sons of the desert, messengers of death, under its wings. Hundreds of hooks flew over the battlements while as many assault ladders rose along the walls. The helpless defenders, lying there terrified, could only watch the beginning of the end, unable to rid themselves of that feeling of absolute fear. 
 
    Komir dragged Hartz to the stairs. Once there he pushed him down ruthlessly. The giant rolled down like a sack of potatoes until he reached the bottom. Komir turned towards Kayti. At that moment the first Nocean reached the battlements. He was very dark-skinned. He stopped and with his black eyes scanned the scene on the wall. He wore a long blue tunic over black pants, and was protected by a long coat of chain-mail which reached as far as his thighs. Over his chest and back he wore a cuirass with a golden image of the sun king, the Nocean emblem. Over his long curly hair he wore a rounded Nocean helmet with a sharp spike at the top, a hand’s-breadth tall. 
 
    He took two steps forward, then looked left and right. Nobody stood up, nobody confronted him. All the Rogdonian defenders were shaking on the ground, utterly incapacitated and helpless. He unsheathed a Nocean scimitar and a long curved dagger. The first of his comrades appeared at his side, and without delay they began to kill the helpless defenders. 
 
    Komir hesitated. This was the chance to get rid of the interfering redhead once and for all. If he did not go to her aid the Noceans would kill her and he would be free of her forever. Hartz would be free from her spell and they would be able to go on with the quest by themselves, the way it should always have been. It was a golden opportunity. Komir hesitated again. A unique opportunity and a moral dilemma… What should he do? Save her or let her die? His damned conscience began to hammer away at his mind. I can’t let her die, not like this, it would turn me into a despicable coward. However much I want her to disappear, this isn’t the way. It would stain me with dishonor forever. Damn! He ran to Kayti like lightning. Grabbing both her arms he dragged her to the stairs. As he had done with Hartz, he pushed her down. 
 
    Further south, Duke Galen realized the terrible situation and immediately sent reinforcements to the western wall. The soldiers tried desperately to save their comrades, but the Noceans blocked their advance and went on with their carnage. The struggle to reach the helpless soldiers turned desperate. Dolbar too noticed the massacre and attacked from the north. While both ends were trying to clear a way to reach the western section, the Noceans climbed over the wall as though it were a dam overwhelmed by a flood. 
 
    If the hemorrhage was not stitched quickly, the avalanche of Noceans would finish off the defenders. Everything would be lost. 
 
    Komir saw the enemy soldiers and knew instinctively that if he wanted to survive that siege, he had to save the General and the Mage. If the Rogdonian leaders perished, nothing would save them. They would die before nightfall at the hands of the Noceans. He raced back to where Mirkos and Drocus had fallen. They were already trying to reach the stairs out of sheer stubbornness, fighting against the horror that possessed them. Komir grabbed Mirkos by the arms and started to drag him to safety. The Mage, with burning eyes, said to him: 
 
    “I… see I was…not wrong… You have…. The Gift… you… you’re… special…” 
 
    “I’m a Norriel,” mumbled Komir. 
 
    A Nocean soldier climbed over the wall and ran for him. Komir let go of Mirkos and drew his dagger. The scimitar almost grazed his head as he crouched to avoid it. He gathered his strength, lunged at the man and stabbed him in the eye. He immediately grabbed Mirkos again and went on. 
 
    The Mage was watching him. “I feel… your… power … I see the protective sphere,” Mirkos said between spasms. 
 
    Komir had not counted on the Mage being able to see the sphere. He had to confess. 
 
    “I have the Gift, yes. But I don’t know how to use it.” 
 
    “And… the… sphere?” 
 
    “It wasn’t me, it was the medallion,” Komir said. He reached the top of the stairs, flung the Mage over his shoulder and ran down. When he arrived below he laid Mirkos on the ground beside Hartz and Kayti, who were beginning to recover from the spell. 
 
    “I’ll be back. I’m going to see if I can save the general.” 
 
    He ran back up the stairs and found Drocus on the first step down, struggling against the fear that overwhelmed him. Komir flung him over his shoulder and went down the stairs to take him to safety. 
 
    In the inner courtyard the defenders gathered, trying to form themselves into lines and go back upstairs to help their comrades. 
 
    Half a dozen Noceans ran down after Komir. 
 
    Hartz, already quite recovered, drew his great Ilenian sword and ran to defend his friend. Kayti did the same, although her arm was still shaking. The Noceans’ blood bathed the stairs in the face of the giant’s sweeping attack and Kayti’s skill with the sword. 
 
    Outside the effect of the noxious copper cloud Mirkos rose to his feet, helped by Komir and one of the soldiers. 
 
    “Damned treacherous Sorcerers! They’ve decimated us!” Drocus cried in fury as he got to his feet, his face like a ripe tomato. 
 
    “Their magic is a very powerful one,” muttered Mirkos in consternation. “They’ve acted intelligently, hiding themselves from us under the cloak of darkness and distracting us with the attack on the south …”  
 
    Turning to Komir, Drocus said: 
 
    “Our thanks, young Norriel, we owe you our lives. What’s your name?” 
 
    “My name is Komir, General.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you weren’t affected by the spell, but you’ve rendered an invaluable service to Rogdon by saving your General and the King’s Battle Mage. It won’t be forgotten, I promise you.” 
 
    “There’s no need, Sir. I couldn’t let the Noceans kill you, there’s too much at stake.” 
 
    “I too wish to thank you, Komir,” Mirkos said. “I’ve much to ask you, but this is hardly the best moment for it. The situation is dire.”  
 
    Komir nodded at the Mage. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Drocus asked doubtfully. “Shall we go back up? Or will we fall under the damned spell again?” 
 
    “The effect of the spell is over, or else it would be affecting the Nocean soldiers too. We can go back up.” 
 
    “Very well, then, it’s time to act!” Drocus turned to his men. “One third, take the lower stairs. Another third, with me! The rest, take the upper stairs! Use your bows, kill them all! Don’t let them into the city! Off you go!” 
 
    Mirkos shook the dirt off his tunic and looked up at the battlements. The Noceans had taken over it completely. More than five thousand good Rogdonian soldiers had died. Galen and Dolbar were blocked, unable to advance. Soon the enemy would attack the inner part of the city. The Nocean troops were gathering their forces on the walls for the assault. The old Mage, inconsolably shaken by the death of those noble defenders in such a shameful, treacherous manner, decided to unleash his anger and rage. 
 
    It was contained rage: pure anger, depthless in its magnitude. 
 
    They’ll pay for what they’ve done. They’ll pay with their lives! 
 
    Mirkos gestured to Drocus to wait a moment. He took two steps forward, concentrated and focused. He pronounced words of power, summoning an Air Enchantment within himself, then uttered a powerful spell over the group of Noceans who were blocking the stairs on the parapet. Suddenly thunder echoed and lightning from an invisible storm tore the sky above their heads. With a loud crash the lightning struck and killed the first Noceans. Immediately an electric arch of death leapt onto the Nocean soldiers beside them, killing them instantly. The deadly chain continued on its way, striking all the enemies in the area. In the blink of an eye the electric storm had eliminated more than thirty men. 
 
    That’s better, let’s make some room so we can take the battlements back. He looked at Komir, at the enormous Norriel beside him and the redheaded girl in white armor, who were looking at him, not missing a detail. I still have to clear a little more terrain so they can get to the top without being crushed by the enemy numbers. Which of my spells could I use for this task? Ah, I think I have it… yes, a little wind will help me clean the battlements. 
 
    With a mischievous gleam in his eye Mirkos cast a new spell of Air Magic, and a violent tornado took shape over the remaining enemies, who were trying to regroup. The vortex began to envelop and swallow up the enemy by the dozen in its violent spiral, throwing them into the infinite sky with unbelievable force. The enemy soldiers flew off amid screams, reaching amazing heights inside the whirlwind, then fell to the void. In a few moments the top of the stairs was left completely clear. 
 
    “Well done!” said Drocus. He turned to his men and ordered in his masterful voice: 
 
    “Take your positions and open up a wedge!” 
 
    The defenders took the battlements and began to force their way toward both south and north, trying to regain terrain. The fight on the other stairs was brutal, with the Noceans pressing from the top and the defenders advancing with determination. 
 
    In the center General Drocus led a charge, surrounded by his brave soldiers, and managed to open up a wedge in the enemy lines to the south, where Dolbar too was fighting to advance. If they could manage to join forces they would control half the western wall. Duke Galen was pressing from the north, but was not making any progress in the face of the superior number of enemies pouring in from outside. 
 
    A Nocean arrow grazed by Mirkos’ head as he reached the battlements. 
 
    “Look out!” Komir cried. 
 
    Hartz and Kayti went to stand on either side of the Mage to protect him. 
 
    Without missing a beat, Mirkos uttered words of power invoking an Earth Enchantment, then cast a spell on his own body. A spherical protective shield formed around him, enveloping him completely, as if an enormous brown bubble had trapped the Mage inside. It was a covering of hard earth, but appearing translucent. 
 
    Looking at Komir, he said: 
 
    “Can you make one of these to protect yourself from physical attacks, from swords and arrows?” 
 
    “No, sir, I have no idea how to do it. I know nothing about magic.” 
 
    “I see. Don’t call me Sir,” Mirkos said with a grin. “It makes me feel old. Mirkos will do.” 
 
    “As you wish, Mirkos. I tried to tell you, it’s the medallion which conjures, not me.” 
 
    Hearing this, Kayti looked at Komir suspiciously, and Hartz became aware of it. 
 
    “What is this medallion you’re talking about?” Mirkos asked. 
 
    Komir put his hand inside his shirt and took it out to show the Mage. 
 
    At that moment two Noceans appeared over the battlements, and Kayti and Hartz ran to intercept them. 
 
    Komir looked at the great Mage. Mirkos’ jaw dropped in amazement. He examined the medallion carefully, using his own magic, completely absorbed, as if time had stood still and only he and the medallion existed in that reality. Komir began to feel restless. The Noceans were everywhere. 
 
    Mirkos came back to reality at last. “Do you have any idea of what’s hanging around your neck, young Norriel?” he said. 
 
    “I know it’s very valuable. An arcane object of strong power, a weapon that casts spells.” 
 
    “Yes, that and far more. You’re in possession of an Ilenian artifact. Something unique, of unfathomable value and power. What are you doing with an Ilenian medallion? How did it come to you?” 
 
    At that moment Hartz and Kayti came back, their swords bloodied. 
 
    “It’s a long story…” Komir said, looking around him. 
 
    “A story I haven’t been told,” Kayti said accusingly. 
 
    “A story which doesn’t concern you or your Brotherhood one little bit,” Komir said angrily. 
 
    Kayti glanced at Hartz, who simply shrugged. 
 
    “It’s his medallion, he asked me not to say anything about it,” protested Hartz. 
 
    “I don’t think any of you have the least idea of this object’s importance,” Mirkos said without taking his eyes off the medallion, “or of the power it accumulates. The repercussions of this discovery might be enormous. We have before us one of the greatest Ilenian enigmas, one the Mages have spent centuries trying to solve.”  
 
    “That may be true, but this medallion is mine and it’s staying with me,” Komir assured him. 
 
    “It’s not the moment for arguments,” Mirkos said. “We’re in a mess, and we have to get out of it. The enemy is advancing. We’ll talk about this Ilenian medallion later.” He turned towards the north, where the men of Rogdon were unable to advance. 
 
    I must help them; they have to manage to move north and clear that section of the wall. I’m in harmony with Earth Magic, so what spell would be best for this situation? Those Noceans are treading heavily on our walls and refusing to budge before our brave soldiers. Ah, I have it…! 
 
    He concentrated, then raised his staff and cast a new spell over the group of Noceans who were holding fast. Part of the stone floor of the battlements began to shake violently in the midst of the enemy avalanche. The surprised Noceans losing their balance, began to fall off both sides of the wall. The paving stones of the parapet began to crack amid violent tremors, then finally flew off into the sky in massive fragments, taking with them all the enemy soldiers on them. It was as if the earth under the Noceans’ feet were being propelled toward the sun. The enemy soldiers were either killed in their fall or crushed by the huge pieces of rock rising violently toward the clouds. 
 
    The Rogdonian soldiers fell back into their positions and waited, knowing that their Battle Mage was clearing the way for them. Once the spell ended, they went forward and mercilessly attacked the surviving Noceans, who were retreating in confusion, surprised and terrified by the magic. The battle on the western side of the wall was beginning to swing towards the defenders. 
 
    Satisfied, Mirkos reached the top of the wall. Komir and his two comrades walked at his side, protecting him. Mirkos turned his attention to the cloak of darkness which covered the outside of the wall. Keeping that spell going on for so long had to be consuming the magic of the enemy Sorcerers at a great rate; they would not be able to keep it up much longer. A new brown flash caught his attention. 
 
    Danger! 
 
    But this time he saw it in time. Immediately he invoked a quick protective spell, and the sphere of earth which surrounded him was strengthened with a new anti-magic layer. Let’s hope the enemy’s magic doesn’t penetrate my protective shield. It should be powerful enough to protect me from any type of magic, as long as it isn’t unusually powerful. Let’s hope it holds; that Sorcerer out there is really strong. He looked to his side and saw a white flash from Komir’s medallion which immediately raised a protective shield around him too. Komir stared at his protective barrier with eyes like saucers. Looking at Hartz he cried: 
 
    “Get out of here! They’ve cast a spell!” 
 
    Hartz did not even think. In a trice he grabbed Kayti’s hand and pulled her towards the stairs. 
 
    A fetid, greenish cloud began to cover much of the wall where the Rogdonian soldiers were beginning to gain the upper hand. 
 
    “Hurry up! Run!” Hartz urged Kayti as they ran 
 
    “We won’t make it!” she shouted, seeing the putrid cloud almost upon them. 
 
    Hartz ran on to the very edge of the parapet. He looked down, toward the inner courtyard. 
 
    “Just a little more!” he cried. 
 
    “It’s coming!” Kayti cried back. 
 
    Hartz looked into her eyes, then down, squeezed her hand and said: 
 
    “Jump!” 
 
    Komir watched what was happening in horror. He ran to the edge and looked down to where they had disappeared. He was expecting to see them lying broken on the cobblestones, but to his immense surprise he saw the caved-in roof of the stable. They had jumped on to the roof and it had caved in. He saw Hartz coming out from under a pile of hay and broken boards. He disappeared again into the half-collapsed structure and came out with Kayti in his arms. She stroked the giant’s hair and murmured something in his ear, then kissed him passionately. Anger forced Komir to look elsewhere. That damned woman! She had him more and more ensnared. That was surely going to cause trouble. They seemed to be all right, safe from the stinking cloud which was engulfing everything on the wall. Fortunately the sphere protected Komir from the noxious effect of the spell. He went back into the fray. 
 
    The fetid, greenish cloud became a putrid green miasma which wrapped around the few soldiers still standing and hid them from view. 
 
    Drocus launched a tremendous stroke at a Nocean soldier, then skewered another with a thrust. He suddenly became aware of the stench and burning which by now completely surrounded him. He felt his skin burning with a brutal intensity, which in a single heartbeat became unbearable, as if someone had poured boiling oil over him. He writhed in pain. He saw that the man in front of him too was suffering a terrible torture. A rash appeared on the tanned face of his enemy. It spread horribly while the soldier, unable to bear it, dropped his weapons and put his hands to his face. He fell to his knees amid screams of pain, and the violent spots turned pestilent. 
 
    Drocus felt such pain in his entire body that he wanted to jump off the battlements to end his suffering. He leaned against a stone support and on his knees, tried to bear the torture. Aargh! By the Light! What’s this infernal stinging on my skin? It’s as if they’d poisoned our very blood. I have to bear it, I can’t lose my head because of the pain. Around the General the men in their horrible suffering started jumping off the wall to escape the pain, finding death in the process. Chaos took over the whole central section of the western wall, with Rogdonians and Noceans alike falling poisoned. 
 
    The protection Mirkos had raised around him held, preventing the spell from penetrating the defensive sphere. Komir reached the great Mage and stood beside him. Mirkos focused on the brown flash he had just witnessed. He invoked a Fire Enchantment with a long utterance of power, pointing with his staff at the point where he had seen the flash a few moments before. He could see nothing under the cloak of darkness called up by the Nocean Sorcerers, but he knew that one of them was there, the one who was causing this disaster. 
 
    “Burn, damn you, burn!” he cried in fury. 
 
    A great ball of fire shot out of his staff, tearing the darkness in its path. An instant before the impact Mirkos was able to identify a Nocean Sorcerer, surrounded by half a dozen acolytes. The flaming ball was heading directly towards him, towards the origin of the malevolent spell. 
 
    And the ball of fire struck the enemy Sorcerer. 
 
    It burst into great flames which overwhelmed everything and everyone for ten paces around. The screams of the Sorcerer and his acolytes as the flames devoured their bodies reached Komir’s ears. Fascinated, he witnessed the enormous destructive power of the King’s Mage. 
 
    The cloak of darkness vanished at once. The evil poisoning of the blood also disappeared a moment later. The deadly cloud faded away, clearing the battlements. The enemy Sorcerers had been consumed by the flames amid agonized screams, and their evil spells with them. 
 
    Mirkos turned back to the battlements and walked through the fallen defenders. Komir followed him in silence, overwhelmed by the scene. Almost all were dead, except for a few who were still breathing. They reached Drocus. The General’s face was unrecognizable beneath the rash and greenish bloating, but he was still breathing. His back was resting against a stone support and he was still holding his sword. 
 
    “Hold on, Drocus, I’ll get you out of this,” Mirkos said. 
 
    “Mirkos, my friend… there’s nothing that can be done… now…” 
 
    “Don’t say that. I’m going to get help. I’ll be back.” 
 
    Drocus clutched his arm. 
 
    “It’s too late for me.” 
 
    “Drocus, no!”  
 
    “I die… fighting for my country… with honor… as I always wanted.” 
 
    “Drocus, we need you!” 
 
    “You’ll have to go on… without me… I know you will…” 
 
    “Drocus, my friend…” 
 
    But the Great General of the Army of Rogdon had taken his final leave. 
 
    Mirkos was unable to hold back tears of rage and sorrow. 
 
    A Nocean soldier came up behind him and struck the spherical shield of earth which surrounded the Mage with his scimitar. The shield repelled the thrust but weakened somewhat from the impact. A crack appeared in it.  
 
    “You damned treacherous Noceans!” Mirkos cursed. “You’ll pay for this, I swear by what is most sacred, you’ll pay with blood!”  
 
    Komir took a step forward, sword and dagger in hand, to face the soldier. 
 
    “Leave him to me,” Mirkos said. 
 
    Komir withdrew. 
 
    Mirkos intoned a short sentence of power and a flame shot out of his staff. The Nocean was engulfed by flames and fled in terror, carrying the fire to several of his comrades who had just finished climbing the wall. Mirkos saw a sea of enemy soldiers trying to reach the wall with assault ladders and hooked ropes. When he saw the enemy so close he quailed, and a spark of fear lit inside him. 
 
    “There are too many of them,” he said to Komir. “I don’t know how we’ll manage to contain them. The situation is critical.” 
 
    Komir watched the scene for an instant and nodded. 
 
    Dolbar and his men had finally been able to get through the blockade. They reached Mirkos and Komir, who looked like the personification of a couple of war gods, surrounded as they were by dead soldiers from both sides. Duke Galen also managed to reach the group. His men took possession of the western wall, and to be better able to hold it, they pushed the dead bodies over the wall. 
 
    When he saw Drocus’ lifeless body the Duke said, with sorrow in his eyes: 
 
    “A great man, a brave one, and an irreparable loss to the Kingdom. 
 
    Mirkos nodded. 
 
    “The King will feel this loss sorely,” said the Duke. “He was his closest Counselor and most faithful friend.”  
 
    Several Noceans reached the battlements, and the Duke and his brother took care of them with sublime skill, since both were excellent swordsmen. The fight for the western wall turned chaotic and desperate once again, with thousands of Noceans trying to climb the huge wall while the defenders pushed back wave after wave. 
 
    Mirkos raised his staff and said: 
 
    “I’d better help our men with my magic now that the Nocean archers have fallen.” 
 
    Without any more delay, with a long utterance of power he began to send balls of fire against the enemy hordes attacking the central section of the wall. All hell broke loose among the enemy as the flames consumed them amid cries of fear and despair. They fell by the hundreds, and their burnt bodies began to pile up at the foot of the wall. But on the farthest areas, those furthest from Mirkos, the defenders were losing the battle. They were outnumbered by the avalanches of Noceans who kept coming over the wall despite their losses. 
 
    A bugle sounded from the east.  
 
     “Damnation, Kilbar is in trouble on the eastern wall!” Duke Galen cried.  
 
    “We can’t send him any men,” Dolbar said. “We can barely hold this section.”  
 
    “Perhaps not men, but what about a Mage? I’ll go. It’s most likely he’s in trouble because of some Sorcerer.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Galen said. “Dolbar and I will defend this wall. Good luck, Mirkos.” 
 
    “Thank you, I’ll need plenty of that! Stand firm, don’t let them take the wall or they’ll have free passage into the city.” 
 
    “They won’t take it,” Dolbar assured him. 
 
    Mirkos beckoned Komir to follow him, and they went down the stairs. Below, already recuperated, Hartz and Kayti were waiting. 
 
    “Come with me,” ordered the Mage. 
 
    The three of them followed without hesitation. 
 
    They mounted horses in the square and rode at speed across the city to the eastern wall. When they got there they found Kilbar at the foot of the stairs sending the last reinforcements to the lower part of the wall. 
 
    “I’m really glad to see you, Mirkos!” the Captain greeted him.  
 
    “What’s happening? What’s the situation?” Mirkos asked. 
 
    “They have some kind of Sorcerer out there and he’s decimating us. He’s used some kind of curse, some dark and depraved spell, which robs our men of all their physical strength. They can barely hold their weapons. On the upper level something even worse is going on. The men have fallen inexplicably ill, they cough and vomit blood, they can barely fight back. The surgeon says there’s nothing wrong with them, that it has to be some unknown poisoning. It must be some other kind of Nocean magic. Either we stop them or we’re lost.” 
 
    “Let’s go up. I need to locate them.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to. That cursed blackness is covering the whole outside of the wall.” 
 
    “Anyway, let’s go up.” 
 
    Thoughtfully, they looked at the darkness outside the battlements. Mirkos was searching for the telltale flash of magic being used and not finding it. The enemy went on climbing the wall like a swarm, and the weakened defenders were falling before the enemy’s greater numbers. 
 
    “I’m going to need some help,” he asked Komir, who was at his side together with Hartz and Kayti. “Can you summon up a spell of any kind?” 
 
    “No, I really can’t, Mirkos. It’s the medallion that calls, but it does it of its own volition, not mine. There was just one time I managed to work magic by myself, and it took me hours and lots of pain.” 
 
    “I see… very interesting… this medallion, I can certainly see that. Anyway, as you possess the Gift, if you’ve called upon a spell it means you’ll be able to do so at will one day. But it requires years of training and study, which we unfortunately don’t have.” 
 
    Komir bent his head, aware now for the first time of the amount of work it would take to learn to command his power. 
 
    “I’m sorry I can’t help, Mirkos…” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, it’s not your fault. Let me think…” Mirkos pointed to several bows and quivers piled beside some barrels. “How are you with a bow?” 
 
    “We’re excellent archers,” Hartz said with a broad smile. “Now that’s a way we can certainly help, and with pleasure!”  
 
    “Then arm yourselves. I need you,” 
 
    Komir and Hartz picked up a couple of bows, nocked their arrows and came to stand beside Mirkos. 
 
    “This is going to be fun,” Hartz said, grinning. 
 
    “Your friend likes a fight, doesn’t he?”  
 
    “He certainly does,” Komir replied with the trace of a smile. “He loves to crush skulls and break bones.”  
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “Ready,” the two Norriel replied. 
 
    Mirkos summoned the two protective spheres, that of earth to protect against physical attacks, and the ethereal anti-magic one. Having both spheres raised consumed his energy fast. Because of this he had to ration their use, or else his power would run out. He had already consumed much of his inner energy with the spells he had been using. Fire spells were particularly demanding. 
 
    “I’m going to banish the darkness with a spell.” 
 
    “That will let us identify the Sorcerers,” Kayti said, looking into the dark. “They must be near the wall.”  
 
    “Indeed,” said the Mage. “But it will also have the opposite effect: they’ll be able to locate me…”  
 
    “I can see that…” said the redhead. She looked at Hartz, who with his bow at the ready had not completely grasped the implications and glanced at her questioningly. Kayti winked at him and nodded ahead of her. 
 
    Mirkos concentrated and pointed his staff. He chanted words of power and summoned a Wind Enchantment. The great translucent pearl at the end of his staff began to shed an intense white light. This pure light spread throughout the darkness, gradually destroying it as it expanded all over the plateau outside the wall. The endless sea of enemies was revealed. Below, to the right of where the group stood, came a brown flash. As if in reply to his spell, a black bolt shot out directly towards Mirkos’ body and hit both protective spheres. It weakened them significantly, but they held. Mirkos was able to identify the attacking Sorcerer and his two acolytes. 
 
    He pointed his staff at him. 
 
    The enemy Sorcerer raised his own protective shield against any spell Mirkos might send him. 
 
    Mirkos sent a ball of light which fell at the Sorcerer’s feet. 
 
    The light was shining so brightly it was unmistakable from the wall. 
 
    The Sorcerer opened his eyes wide in surprise, looked at the light and then towards Mirkos on the wall. 
 
    The Mage smiled. You thought I would attack you with a destructive spell, didn’t you? Well, no… 
 
    Two swift, sure arrows pierced the Nocean Sorcerer before he had time to protect himself again. 
 
    He had fallen into the trap. It was the two Norriel he should have protected himself from. 
 
    An instant later the two acolytes fell, pierced in their turn by Komir and Hartz’s true shots. 
 
    “Excellent work,” Mirkos congratulated both archers. “I see your people’s fame as good warriors is well deserved.” 
 
    “Our pleasure,” said Hartz with a sardonic smile. 
 
    The Noceans, now revealed, broke out in deafening yells and launched themselves against the walls as if possessed. The defenders, free from enchantments, now succeeded in withstanding the enemy assault. Mirkos began to bring death and destruction to the enemy as the fire missiles and flames felled the enemy front lines, where the losses could now be counted in the thousands. By his side, protecting him, Kayti, Hartz and Komir killed enemies right and left, staining the battlements with red. 
 
    Mirkos was transformed into a fallen angel, a god of destruction. 
 
    He would finish off his enemies in the guise of a fire demon. 
 
    But the Noceans were not stopping; they kept climbing the walls to kill or die, guided by blind faith. Kilbar, the best swordsman in the Kingdom, slew with astonishing ease, the Noceans falling at his feet faster than he could count. Hartz wielded his sword with both hands like a god of war, tireless and indestructible. Komir danced with sword and dagger, killing everyone who crossed his path. Kayti fought intelligently, weighing up every situation, every thrust, economizing on effort. But as on the eastern wall the enemy hordes, crushingly superior in number, began to outweigh the weakened defenders. The wall was too long and the line of Rogdonians too thin. They fought and fought, bringing death to the sons of the desert, trying to help the Rogdonian soldiers who fell, overwhelmed by the dark ocean of enemies. 
 
    In the midst of the fray, half a dozen Noceans jumped on Mirkos. They came out of nowhere and before he could react they were on him. 
 
    “Look out!” shouted Komir. 
 
    Three heavy scimitars hit the Mage’s defensive sphere hard. Clumps of earth flew out of it and the shield began to crack. Komir realized Mirkos’ energy must be nearly depleted; he did not seem able to keep the sphere in being. 
 
    Mirkos defended himself with the staff but did not cast any spell. 
 
    Komir ran to the Mage and faced the enemy. 
 
    Three other scimitars hit the Mage’s defense, which gave way, collapsing completely. 
 
    Mirkos was in the open! 
 
    Komir killed his first opponent and threw himself at a second one, trying desperately to help Mirkos. 
 
    A scimitar came straight towards the Mage’s neck, but he blocked it with his staff. 
 
    Hartz came to help, and with a phenomenal stroke he severed the heads of two of the Noceans crowding round Mirkos. 
 
    Two other scimitars sought the mage’s unprotected body. 
 
    “No!” Komir shouted helplessly, aware that he could not reach the Mage in time. 
 
    Kilbar appeared silently to block the first scimitar, and received the second with a dull blow. The enemy sword sank deep into his side, like a butcher’s cleaver in a cut of meat. 
 
    Kayti appeared from behind the Mage and skewered the Nocean with a single stroke. 
 
    Hartz and Komir finished off the rest with unleashed fury. 
 
    “Kilbar!” Mirkos cried with horror and knelt beside the wounded officer 
 
    “They got me…” the swordsman said, looking at the scimitar buried in his side. He was bleeding profusely, staining Mirkos’ feet red. 
 
    “I’m more sorry than I can say, Kilbar. I had no energy left. Hold fast, for the Light!” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mirkos… this is my duty… to die defending my country.” 
 
    A bugle sounded discordantly on the western wall. 
 
    The retreat! 
 
    Mirkos looked at Kilbar questioningly. 
 
    “You must… fall back to the …inner wall… muttered Kilbar. “We’ve lost the western wall…Duke Galen…is retreating into… the city…”  
 
    Several soldiers reached them, their clothes soaked in enemy blood, their faces heavy with worry. 
 
    “Sire…” one of them began. 
 
    “Sound the retreat, Sergeant…” Kilbar managed to order. 
 
    “At your command!” replied the Sergeant, and ran off. 
 
    “The city must not fall…” muttered Kilbar, coughing up blood. 
 
    “It won’t!” Mirkos promised. 
 
    The great swordsman convulsed one final time, and then died. 
 
    Mirkos closed the eyes of the brave Captain and cursed to himself, bitterly. 
 
    Another bugle echoed along the eastern wall, and the defenders began to fall back in an orderly manner into the city, toward the second wall. The desperate final defense would take place there. 
 
    The battle was being lost. 
 
    “We must reach the Duke’s palace,” Mirkos said to Komir. “There we can plan the defense. The Noceans are taking the whole wall. Soon the lower part of the city will be in their hands.” 
 
    Komir looked at Hartz and Kayti briefly, then at the Noceans taking up their positions on the wall, and shook his head. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mirkos, our ways part here. Our destiny awaits us elsewhere and we must leave.” 
 
    Mirkos looked at him, stunned. 
 
    “You can’t be serious, Komir. You can’t leave now! Not when the situation is so critical!” 
 
    “I’m very sorry, Mirkos but Silanda is just a stop on my way. I must go on, my destiny awaits me beyond, towards the east.” 
 
    “By the Light! You’re needed here, defending Silanda from the invaders. Now more than ever” Mirkos was furious. 
 
    “This isn’t my city, Mirkos, this isn’t my war. There’s nothing in it for me.” 
 
    “I can’t believe what I’m hearing!” Mirkos burst out. 
 
    Kayti intervened at this point. “It’s time to leave, before the Noceans take this part of the city and make it impossible for us to sneak out.”  
 
    “Where’s your honor, your decency?” Mirkos cried in fury. 
 
    “We played our part. We said we’d fight until the first wall fell, and the first wall has fallen. We haven’t failed our duty or our honor. So now I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    “It saddens me that you’re leaving them to their fate.” 
 
    “Their fate doesn’t depend on us,” Hartz said. “We’re just three drops in a river. The fate of this city won’t turn on our participation, one way or the other.”  
 
    “There you’re wrong, Norriel. The acts of a single man might change the outcome of a battle. They might even cause the fall of an empire.” 
 
    “I’m not that man.”  
 
     “If I can’t make you change your mind then you’ll have to give me the Ilenian medallion. I can’t allow you to have it, it’s too powerful.”  
 
    They all tensed at once. 
 
    “The medallion is mine and it stays with me.” Komir said, half-closing his eyes. 
 
    “That medallion has powers which you could never even begin to understand, young Norriel. That medallion could save the city. It could sway this war.” 
 
    “The medallion is a part of my destiny. I feel it, I know it and that’s why wherever I go it will go with me,”  
 
    “You young fool,” Mirkos snapped out. He raised his staff and pointed it threateningly at Komir. 
 
    The three raised their weapons in reply. 
 
    “Don’t even try, Mirkos, if you don’t want to lose your head,” threatened Hartz, seeing his friend in danger. 
 
    “You don’t have enough energy for a spell powerful enough to finish the three of us, and you know it,” said Kayti. 
 
    Komir looked at Mirkos in the eye and with a glance from his emerald eyes let him know that he would not yield, he would die first. 
 
    “You disappoint me greatly, young Norriel,” said Mirkos in bitter reproach. He lowered his staff. “I won’t forget this.”  
 
    “Remember too that we’ve saved your life today,” Komir replied. 
 
    “Go!” Mirkos cried, hurt, and turned his back on them. 
 
    The three comrades ran towards the stables while the tide of Nocean enemies swarmed into the lower part of the city. 
 
    A bitter reproach sped them on their way: 
 
    “Foolish, blind youth!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Unexpected 
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    Aliana, Asti. —Near Silanda, West Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    _______________________________ 
 
      
 
    Evening was falling, the light was gradually fading and the need to find shelter for the night would soon become a priority. Aliana looked at Kendas and the Lancer smiled at her. They were completely exhausted after being on the run for three weeks, but Kendas never lost his smile no matter how challenging the situation. After him came Asti. The quiet Usik barely opened her mouth, remaining withdrawn and expectant, even though when she spoke her words were worth listening to. 
 
    “Quick, behind those rocks!” Kendas urged in a low voice. 
 
    The three of them ran to hide behind a group of enormous boulders which had fallen from the mountainside. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Kendas?” whispered Aliana. 
 
    “Shh,” was the reply. 
 
    The three remained crouching in silence, hidden behind the boulders. 
 
    After a few moments the sound of galloping horses became audible in the distance. Aliana, rigid, flattened herself against the rock. Kendas’ ability to tell those things amazed her. On several occasions the blond Lancer had predicted danger instants before it reached them, saving their lives. The sound of hooves gradually faded away. 
 
    Kendas and Asti risked a glance. 
 
    “They’re gone, there’s no danger,” said the Lancer. 
 
    “Who were they? Outlaws?” Aliana asked. 
 
    “Worse, much worse… scouts of the Nocean Army.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’ve seen several groups of Nocean soldiers in the past few days. Their lands begin a little further south. I found it strange that they were wandering so far north, in no-man’s-land. We must be careful, two women and just one Lancer is too tempting a treasure for any group of outlaws or even Nocean soldiers…” 
 
    “Would they sell us as slaves?”  
 
    “That, or something much worse…” Kendas replied, looking down. 
 
    Aliana understood the Lancer’s fear. It was not his life he was worried about; it was the horrible things those men might inflict upon her and Asti. She swallowed. She would never understand the evil in the rotten hearts of some men. Still, she had to become aware of that evil and think more carefully, or she would never survive in the cruel environment they found themselves in. Aliana knew she would not be frightened in an adverse situation, but she must learn to identify such things beforehand. If those men should try to lay a hand on her, she would fight. She put her hand on the knife she carried at her waist and clutched the handle tightly. 
 
    She took a deep breath to try and relax. Seeing that the land around them was strange to her, she turned to the Lancer. 
 
    “I’ve no idea where we are, Kendas. I only know that the Usik forests are far behind by now, and you don’t know how that eases my heart!” 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Aliana. I’ve been dragging you along at a forced pace all this time. Let me show you.” 
 
    He crouched and drew a small map on the dry earth with a twig. The two girls crouched beside him and watched. 
 
    “Let’s see: for more than two weeks we’ve been going eastwards and a little to the north. We’ve left the Usik forests behind and crossed the great river Nerfir, which runs from the southern part of the Mountains of the Half Moon into Nocean territory. I’d say we’re about here.” He pointed with the twig towards the south, to the foot of the mountains. 
 
    “Crossing the river was a real nightmare,” Aliana said, smiling at the thought. 
 
    “Yes, it’s a good thing traveling with a Healer guarantees passage on the barges. I had my doubts as to how we were going to manage things with a river so wide it takes a whole day and night to cross.” 
 
    “That fishing village needed my services. It was a peaceful village, and they were having a hard time with the fevers. My heart rejoices at having been able to help them. Nothing makes me feel so good as healing people in need.” 
 
    The truth was that those people had indeed needed her help. They belonged to a race which Aliana had never seen before, with features similar to those of the Noceans but with lighter skin. They had fallen ill with a sickness Aliana knew well. It is the quality of illnesses that they do not respect races or borders. Aliana had worked hard making sure she had eradicated the last trace of the outbreak of infection in the village. If she did not heal everybody, if just a single carrier of the infection were left, they would all fall sick again and die within a few weeks. The village chief, a friendly old man, had been very grateful for their help and had guaranteed their passage across the great river Nerfir. From what Kendas had told her, a great many small communities of fishermen and merchants lived along the huge river which flowed into the Nocean deserts. Much further south rose the first Nocean cities, surrounded by immense deserts. 
 
    “I not like boat. Spirit of Water make vomit,” Asti said in her peculiar manner of speaking. 
 
    Aliana could not help laughing. 
 
    “It’s funny that you can live a hundred and twenty feet off the ground as if you were a monkey, then in a peaceful river with barely a ripple, you throw up as if you’d been poisoned.” 
 
    Kendas smiled and looked at the frail-looking Usik. 
 
    “It must be the first time she’d ever been on a boat. In the Usik forests the rivers didn’t look very wide. Am I right, Asti?” 
 
    “Yes, first time boat,” she said with a frown. “Not like, not go more. Asti not fish.” 
 
    Kendas and Aliana laughed at the idea. When they recovered their breath Aliana asked: 
 
    “How far are we from our destination?” 
 
    “We should soon reach Silanda, the closest Rogdonian city to the south,” Kendas said. “If we stick to the mountain range and go on westwards we’ll reach this beautiful borderland city. Really Rogdon is behind those mountains, but we can’t cross them here.” He pointed towards the impenetrable mountains which rose to the north. 
 
    “Then let’s go on,” Aliana said with a wink at Kendas. “At least here we’re not being chased by the Usik, and we can travel by day and rest at night.”  
 
    “Hiding all day up in the leafy trees and traveling by night was the best way to escape those giant eagles of the Usik” Kendas explained as he looked towards the mountains to the north. “If we’d moved by day we’d never have managed to get out of those Usik forests. They’d surely have caught us.” 
 
    “It was a nightmarish time. I still can’t believe those giant eagles didn’t follow us once we were out of the forests.” 
 
    “Great birds not leave forest,” explained Asti. “Ever.”  
 
    “Really fascinating, those majestic birds,” Kendas mused. “It also explains why nobody has any knowledge of their existence. If they never leave the great forest and nobody dares go into it…”  
 
    “Very true. I’d love to know more about those incredible birds and how the Usik have been able to tame them.” 
 
    “Great birds sacred. Better not come near.” 
 
    “Particularly with all those shamans around them,” Aliana said to herself. 
 
    Kendas nodded and slung his bow on his back. He looked south, towards the distant horizon. 
 
    “We’ll have to look for shelter…” Aliana said. 
 
    “Yes,” Kendas said, “we’d better hide from night predators, human as well as animal.”  
 
    “What’s on your mind, Kendas?” 
 
    “We’re in no-man’s-land, a transit zone that’s owned by nobody. There could be outlaws, bandits, slavers, deserters, caravans of merchants escorted by mercenaries and Nocean soldiers. I’d ask what isn’t on my mind.”  
 
    Aliana returned a smile, while Asti withdrew into herself again. She did not seem at all comfortable out of her forests, and was finding it very hard to acclimatize. The extreme demands the escape had made on them was not helping either. 
 
    “Follow me,” said Kendas, starting to walk. “Let’s find a cave to hide in and spend the night.”  
 
    They went on for a while until they arrived at a wide empty space in front of an enormous cave, whose entrance was half hidden by a rock fall. 
 
    “Here we should be safe; it’s not visible from below. Wait here a moment, I’ll check it isn’t the lair of a grey bear.” 
 
    Kendas went into the cave. 
 
    Aliana saw him make his way into the darkness. Everything will go well, he’ll come back presently and we’ll be able to rest comfortably in the cave. We’ll light a fire and spend a quiet night resting and recovering our strength. She had not finished that pleasant thought when she saw Kendas coming out of the cave… 
 
    Running for his life! 
 
    “Troll!!!!” cried Kendas at the top of his voice. 
 
    Aliana was petrified. Chasing Kendas, there appeared the most horrible monster she could ever have imagined in her worst nightmare. This huge hairy creature was vaguely humanoid, but its long muscular arms, powerful torso and style of running made it look more like a gorilla. 
 
    The beast, whose hair was long and brown, straightened and gave a deafening roar. 
 
    Aliana took a step back, tripped and fell from the shock. When she saw the monster’s huge jaws and sharp claws she knew she was in deadly danger. 
 
    Asti helped her get to her feet while Kendas struck the monster with an arrow. 
 
    The Troll roared again and launched itself in pursuit of Kendas, who was already running, trying to put a distance between himself and the beast. Given its size, Aliana thought, this beast must be used to tearing men to pieces as if they were made of straw. If it caught Kendas he would be lost. 
 
    With a leap Kendas reached the top of one of the boulders in front of the cave. From there he shot another arrow at the raging beast. 
 
    The Troll was clawing the air trying to reach the Lancer, but he was out of its reach. Furious, the monster turned and launched itself at the two women. 
 
    “Tree!” shouted Asti. She grabbed Aliana’s hand and ran to an enormous oak. 
 
    The Troll ran after them, its angry roars filling the air. 
 
    The sound of the beast’s heavy footsteps behind her prompted Asti, terrified, to climb the tree with the agility of a monkey. Aliana on the other hand tried to clamber onto the first branch, but instead remained hanging without managing to raise her body. 
 
    “Hand!” Asti shouted at her from a higher branch, offering her hand to grab. 
 
    The Troll was almost upon Aliana. 
 
    Seeing she was not going to manage it, Kendas jumped off the boulder and let another arrow fly at the beast’s back, trying to distract its attention. 
 
    The Troll stopped and roared. 
 
    Aliana managed to reach the second branch with Asti’s help, out of reach of the Troll. She let out her fear in a single long breath. 
 
    The Troll struck the oak tree with both claws and the whole strength of its massive upper body and arms. The tree shook violently. 
 
    Aliana lost her balance and fell off the tree on to her back, hitting her head on the ground. 
 
    The beast stood over her and raised a claw to strike her. 
 
    Aliana, disoriented and dizzy from the blow, saw the beast’s jaws. A terrible fear came over her. 
 
    “No!” shouted Kendas. Dagger in hand, he ran forward and jumped onto the Troll’s back, stabbing it repeatedly. 
 
    The beast roared with pain and rage, but nothing seemed enough to kill it. With a tremendous blow it shook Kendas off its back. The Lancer fell against one of the boulders and lost consciousness. 
 
    Aliana tried to stand, but she felt sick and everything had turned blurred. She remained lying there face down, with her hair covering her ashen face. 
 
    The enormous beast came towards her. 
 
    Asti yelled, trying to catch the Troll’s attention, but the beast ignored her. 
 
    Aliana was about to close her eyes before being torn to pieces when suddenly a rider came out of the woods at a full gallop. A long sword flashed in the sun before striking the beast. The Troll, badly wounded, lashed out at the horse with a roar, toppling both it and its rider. Everything turned hazy; her head was spinning and her eyes failed her. She was on the point of fainting, but she held out against it. She had to fight; the situation was desperate. The rider got to his feet and faced the beast. With cat-like agility he avoided the lethal blows of the claws, cutting both the Troll’s legs at the same time. With an angry growl the beast tried to catch the rider, but its maimed legs failed it and it fell with a thump. The rider lifted his sword and with two terrible strokes killed the bestial Troll. 
 
    Aliana saw him approaching, but her eyes could only make out a blurred shape. 
 
    The rider knelt beside her and turned her over gently. 
 
    “Are you all right?” said the stranger. 
 
    With the help of her Gift, Aliana tried to clear her vision, focus it. Enormous emerald eyes were looking at her, wide as saucers. 
 
    “You!” cried the stranger, raising his hand to the medallion around his neck. 
 
    “You!” cried Aliana, raising her hand to her own. 
 
    Two other riders appeared in the clearing at a gallop. Aliana, still lost in amazement, made out a huge warrior wrapped in a bearskin cloak and a red-headed woman in white armor. 
 
    “Is that beast what I think it is?” cried the huge warrior from his horse. 
 
    “Yes, Hartz, there’s your Troll,” said the red-headed warrior. 
 
    “Damn, I’m too late!” he said. The woman rolled her eyes. 
 
    Aliana glanced back at her savior. 
 
    “I knew I’d find you sooner or later!” said the mysterious young man with emerald eyes. 
 
    “Thank you for saving me…” Aliana said, still in shock. 
 
    “Amtoko was right. My destiny was guiding me East, to you…” 
 
    “Our paths seem to be linked,” Aliana said. “That’s what the visions show…”  
 
    “This meeting can’t be a coincidence …” 
 
    Aliana nodded. “We have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    The young man and the young woman stared at each other, her sea-blue eyes scrutinizing his wild emerald ones. The tension between them became so obvious it could almost be felt floating in the atmosphere. An irresistible attraction enveloped them, ensnaring both of them. 
 
    “My name is Komir,” said the warrior. 
 
    “And mine is Aliana,” she replied, without taking her eyes off him. 
 
    And at that moment in time, without either of them being aware of it or knowing its future repercussions, one of the most crucial encounters for the future of the continent had taken place. An encounter which would change the outcome of thousands of lives. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Amtoko —Norriel Territory— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    The velvety black panther growled, showing her lethal fangs, as she came to the ceremonial altar inside the somber cave. On top of the marble surface there bled a recently sacrificed ram. The red liquid flowed into a bowl with golden runes. 
 
    “Let it be, Missie, you know you mustn’t get close to the male goat. The sacrifice is a sacred ritual and mustn’t be soiled,” Amtoko said, chiding her dear companion and pulling her white hair back from her wrinkled face. 
 
    Missie’s answering growl was a little sharper and shyer. She knew she had been scolded. She turned and moved away from the altar towards the cauldron where her mistress was standing. 
 
    “Come with me, little one. Today we have some very important things to find out, if Mother Earth Iram grants it.” 
 
    The panther moved close to Amtoko, who stroked her back with real gentleness. 
 
    “Stay here, my precious, the potion will be ready soon. Today I need to sharpen my powers if I’m to trace what I seek.” 
 
    With the great wooden spoon Amtoko stirred the misty liquid, which was already overflowing the great blackened cauldron over the fire. 
 
    “Yes, it’s nearly done. Now for the final touch, to give the potion the potency it needs.” 
 
    The old Norriel witch, with a restless heart, went to the sacrificial altar. Kneeling before the ram, she prayed to Mother Iram to grant her the strength she needed. She intoned the prayer to Mother Earth and offered the sacrifice to the Goddess. When she had finished, she got to her feet and picked up the bowl of blood. She poured it slowly into the cauldron and stirred it with the spoon once again, intoning an archaic chant of blessing only known and used by those who shared her distrusted profession. This done, she concentrated and making use of her Gift, conjured an empowering spell on the brew in her cauldron. 
 
    “The potion is ready, my friend,” she told her companion, who looked back at her with her yellow cat-eyes. 
 
    Amtoko picked up the Dreaming Bowl. She filled it with the vaporous brew and smiled. She raised the bowl above her head and asked the Goddess Igrali to approve the ancestral rite she was about to perform under her gaze. 
 
    She drank the enchanted potion, savoring the bitter brew, feeling her lank body’s assimilation of power. She waited a few moments and soon began to feel her power growing, deepening. She was ready. 
 
    She went to the depths of the gloomy cavern with her faithful companion at her heels. She could feel power exuding from every pore in her body. At a dark bend she stopped in front of the granite wall. An enormous grey rock was placed against it. It looked like a monolith, with a solitary rune engraved in its center. 
 
    “It’s time to enter the secret chamber, my dear. Shh, let’s make sure we never reveal the secrets we keep hidden here…” 
 
    Missie lifted her head, looked at her mistress and growled. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know you’d never betray me, little one. Come on, let’s go in.” 
 
    She placed her hand upon the rune, and using her Gift cast a spell. The rune lit up with a golden sheen and emitted a flash. Amtoko took her hand away as the rock moved and uncovered the entrance to a secret chamber. 
 
    “Come on, little one, it’s time to begin.” 
 
    Amtoko walked into the secret room. It was decorated with ancient runes which ran along the walls. Bearskins and the antlers of different wild animals hung beside the runes. On the floor, three figures presided over that sacred place of ritual. The three Norriel Goddesses: Mother Earth Iram, her daughter Igrali the Moon, and her other daughter Ikzuge the Sun Goddess. 
 
    At the far end of the chamber was a small pool of water, dark as night, faintly illuminated by the pallid light of the Moon Goddess. The light entered by a round opening in the rocky roof: The Pool of Visions. Amtoko smiled to see the reflective liquid surface she loved so much. This was her greatest treasure, unimaginably valuable, at least for those few blessed with her Gift. She stood before the pool over the images of the three Goddesses and spread her arms wide. She searched for her Gift and spoke a sentence of power. The runes of the chamber lit up, shedding a golden luminosity, and little by little the black water of the pool turned to silver, until it became a mirror. 
 
    Intent, Amtoko took her ceremonial dagger. Saying a prayer to the three Goddesses she made a cut in her hand. The blood oozed on to the surface of the pool. She felt the pain, but she was used to it. She watched the drops of blood create a wave which spread across the pool. She uttered more words to invoke her clairvoyant powers, her most precious ability. Little by little a vision, an imperfect image, began to take shape on the mirrored surface. She focused her attention on her beloved people, the Norriel, and the image formed into a scene in which an epic battle was taking place. Amtoko entered an ecstatic trance, letting the vision soak into her, trying to grasp everything the Pool of Visions was showing her and making her feel. She saw the Norghanians close to the Fortress of the Half Moon. She recognized the Pass, the Great Fortress, the Norghanian armies ready to attack.  
 
    Amtoko stretched her hand and passed it over the pool, over the image, erasing it. A new vision appeared before her. She saw a Rogdonian Mage running, with white hair and beard. She knew him. He was unmistakable: the good Mirkos the Erudite. He was retreating, into Silanda, driven by the Noceans. Defeat was around them. The city had not fallen yet, but she felt the power of magic, very strong magic, not coming from Mirkos: a darker magic, perverse… Nocean Sorcerers, several of them… powerful… Would Mirkos be able to stop them? It was a difficult situation. If they were not stopped, the Noceans would conquer the south of Rogdon and advance on Rilentor; they would reach the foothills of the Norriel highlands. The situation was becoming more and more dangerous, and the prognosis worse. 
 
    Amtoko could feel her inner energy depleting rapidly. She must hurry, there was not much time, the spell was powerful and was using up her magic hungrily. She had seen two unexpected visions which were related in some way to the fate of the Norriel, of her people. 
 
    She erased the image with her hand and concentrated on her beloved Norriel Komir, the one she really wanted to follow. The face of the young man with emerald eyes stood out perfectly clearly in her mind.  
 
    What is the relationship between all this and our young friend? We’ll have to play the dangerous, treacherous game of fate to find out… Our dear Norriel is right in the center, in the vortex of all these events… but why? What will happen to him? What is so special about him? And beyond him… what will happen to the Norriel people because of his Destiny, or as a result of it? 
 
    Amtoko let herself be driven by the feelings which Komir’s face transmitted to her, and a new image formed upon the pool. She saw Komir with two young women, the three of them sitting on the ground, wearing medallions which gave off a very ancient power. Spellbound, she saw the three medallions join, forming an arcane link by means of a very powerful magic. She let the essence of that magic enter into her being. Her body shivered as the enigmatic essence took over her body. It was a strange magic: very primeval, basic, earthy. She felt it run through her system and tried as hard as she could to define its origin. It was archaic, powerful and very different from the paltry magic to be found today in Tremia.  
 
    She stared in fascination at the beautiful medallions filled with such potent magic. What was Komir doing with that singular medallion? Where had it come from? The power the medallions shed dated from a time before Man; she felt that very clearly. But there had been nothing before Man on Tremia… nothing… with the exception of the three Goddesses… Unless they were… Ilenian. The Lost Civilization! Was that possible? Was Komir in possession of an Ilenian object of power? That opened up a list of suppositions.  
 
    But all this was nothing more than speculation. She had to establish whether those medallions were indeed originally Ilenian. If they were, and she suspected she was right… what was Komir’s relationship with the Ilenians? What purpose awaited the young Norriel now that he was the bearer of such a magical object? And that extraordinary link between the three medallions she had just witnessed: what was the meaning of it? How was it that all three bore the same kind of medallion? Amtoko remained thoughtful an instant; she knew that Komir’s destiny was special, of vital significance for the Norriel, for all Tremia. But this new mystery was totally unexpected. The enigmatic civilization and Komir were connected… And no doubt, this had a lot to do with the young Norriel’s destiny. She still could not see where all the threads were leading, but the Ilenians, their secrets and ancestral powers, were suddenly a part of the game. The situation was becoming even more complicated… 
 
    A shadow, dark as night, stained the surface of the pool black all of a sudden. A somber, threatening black. Fear came over Amtoko. She sensed a great power, an evil power, lurking in the shadows. That evil was searching for Komir… to destroy him, to kill him. She could feel it, intensely. But that endless horror was searching further… she could feel it within her, in her Witch’s soul: that power sought to conquer the world and submit it to its abysmal rule, to absolute terror. She concentrated still further, following this fatal thread, trying to see who was hiding in that darkness of evil, of terror. Two cold black eyes met her own, and Amtoko gave a start of surprise. The eyes were not normal eyes… they were foreign eyes. 
 
    Slanted eyes! 
 
    Amtoko felt an abysmal fear overcome her, a dreadful fear. Evil was coming, unfathomable and terrifying evil. 
 
    The panther roared in defiance, her instinct telling her she must protect her mistress. 
 
    “We must get going, little one. It’s coming… The oppressive darkness is getting closer… endless evil is searching; terror and suffering are coming to devour us.” 
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Darkness and evil approaches, Tremia is on the brink of being cloaked by a sinister darkness that carries horrible suffering and pain under its shadow of death. Yuzumi, the Dark Lady, Empress of the continent of Toyomi, is trying with all her might to avoid the fateful destiny that awaits her. She will kill the Marked and everyone that helps him, she will conquer the world, she will rule it all, nothing will stop her, her wishes will come true. To achieve it she will unleash abysmal pain and death until her desires are fulfilled. 
 
    The inconceivable has happened. War is upon Tremia. Destruction, bloodshed and horror of devastating proportions are underway, bringing death and suffering to thousands of innocents. Rogdon has been attacked without warning, the Noceans are besieging the city of Silanda in the south of Rogdonian territory while the Norghanians are about to enter the confrontation. The Rogdonians, the lords of the west, find themselves in a desperate situation, with two armies trying to invade their lands and take Rogdon by steel and arcane magic. 
 
    In Ocorum, Komir suffers an ambush he barely survives, thanks once again to his Gift and the power of the Medallion of Ether he found at the Temple of the Ilenian King. He finally recognizes he has been a fool not to acknowledge his Gift, that he is indeed different, that he is Marked. With this realization, which will change him forever, he tries to create magic with the help of the Medallion. And he succeeds. He shares it with Hartz, and discovers that his best friend is in love with Kayti, whom Komir does not trust. They go after Lotas, the man responsible for the ambushes, and once they capture him they find out who it is who has put a price on their heads: Guzmik. The group enters Guzmik’s palace and fight his guards, himself and his acolytes. Guzmik almost kills them all, but Hartz ends his life. Lindaro is badly wounded, and Komir discovers Kayti has been withholding information from them. An ugly confrontation with the redhead almost breaks the friendship between the two Norriel. 
 
    Later Amtoko warns Komir that the time has arrived, he has to follow his destiny. Komir’s doubts disappear when the Silver Witch assures him that if he does not follow his destiny thousands of people will die, that a red tide of blood will flood the whole continent of Tremia, and a devastating darkness will lie on the land for a hundred years. Pain and suffering, unparalleled death and destruction await if he refuses his call. The Norriel tribes will not survive. This is the terrible fate Komir must prevent, the fate against which he must fight relentlessly. Following Amtoko’s advice they travel south to meet his destiny. Komir, Hartz and Kayti arrive in Silanda as mercenaries. There they fight against the Nocean army that has besieged the city. Together with Mirkos the Erudite, the great Rogdonian Battle Mage, they confront the powerful and cunning Shamans of the Blood and Curse magic of the Noceans. When the first wall falls under the Nocean army and they are forced to retreat, they leave the city against the wishes of Mirkos, who wants the medallion of Ether and its power for himself. 
 
    On the Masig steppes, Iruki and Yakumo the Assassin hide in the Fountain of Life from Lasgol the Tracker and the Norghanian soldiers who are accompanying him. In order to escape they enter the Cave of No Return, a cursed place for the Masig people that turns out to be the Ilenian Temple of Water. There they have to survive deadly traps and their Norghanian pursuers. While doing so, the wild Masig and the repentant Assassin unexpectedly find love. After defeating traps, monsters and a Guardian Mage, Iruki finds the Medallion of Water and an enchanted short sword. But Lasgol captures her, together with Yakumo, who is badly injured. The Assassin surrenders to prevent Iruki from getting killed. They depart with the promise that one day their hearts will find each other again. 
 
    Meanwhile Aliana is captured by the Usik after surviving the river in the unfathomable forests. The Healer is taken to the Usik’s village in the clouds where she meets Asti, a fragile and introverted Usik prisoner who speaks her language. Aliana makes a mistake and is sentenced to die by the Usik Shaman. When she is about to be ripped to pieces by a gigantic bird with killer instincts, the Medallion of Earth saves her. Before she receives her punishment, with the help of Asti she escapes. In the course of their pursuit by air and land they are finally captured, but Kendas, who has never given up looking for her, finds them. Aliana, Asti and Kendas flee the forest towards Silanda. Not too far from the city, south of Rogdon, they run into a Troll. Kendas is badly hurt trying to kill the beast. Asti manages to climb a tree and escape danger, but Aliana falls from it and the beast prepares to finish her off. But Komir arrives, together with Hartz and Kayti, and kills the beast. 
 
    And at last, two of the medallion bearers find each other. 
 
      
 
    Do you want to know what happens next?  
 
    Keep reading to find out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Encounter 
 
    [image: Imagen que contiene persona, ropa, interior, mujer  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta][image: Imagen que contiene persona, interior, mujer, ropa  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta] 
 
    [image: Imagen que contiene persona, ropa, ventana, interior  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta][image: Imagen que contiene persona, interior, ropa, mujer  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta] 
 
    [image: Imagen que contiene persona, interior, pared, ropa  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta] 
 
      
 
    Aliana, Komir, Kayti, Hartz, Asti. —Near Silanda, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    _______________________________ 
 
      
 
    “Help me, quick!” Aliana cried in a voice broken with worry. 
 
    Komir looked at her for a moment, then followed her gaze to the unconscious man who lay a few steps away from an enormous rock. There was a pool of blood on the granite surface that did not bode well at all. 
 
    “Here, take my hand” said Komir, and helped her to her feet. 
 
    Another girl descended from the big oak behind them. Komir stared amazed at her soft greenish complexion, but he was even more surprised at the way she moved from branch to branch, with the skill of an animal. She came down to the ground from the top of the tree in the wink of an eye. 
 
    Komir was still lost in amazement when Aliana tried to walk to the wounded man. She took a step and lost her balance, her legs bending under her as if she were about to faint. Komir held her in his arms. 
 
    “Slowly… you’re still stunned…” he said gently. 
 
    “Kendas, you help!” cried the strange girl. She was pointing urgently in the direction of the fallen man. 
 
    Komir understood that the man was the companion of the two women. The Troll, that brute of a beast with a killer’s instinct which lay dead a few steps away must have hit him during the attack.  
 
    “Hartz, get off that horse and explore the cave,” said Komir to his friend. “But be careful…”  
 
    “Do you think there’ll be another Troll in there?” the big Norriel asked, without in the least hiding his enthusiasm at the prospect. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Kayti, as she dismounted from her weary steed. “Those beasts are loners, or at least the males are, as far as I know. Nobody knows much about them anyway.” 
 
    “Kendas, Kendas!” the strange girl urged again. 
 
    Komir nodded at Kayti to go to the wounded man. Aliana tried to move too but she stumbled and Komir put his arm around her waist to support her. She looked at him gratefully, and he fell under the spell of her big blue eyes, blue as the sea. She could barely stand.  
 
    The ashen tinge of her face worried Komir. He seriously doubted that she could help anyone in that state. When they reached the wounded man, the green girl came to stand beside Kayti while the latter tended to him.  
 
    “He, alive?” she asked anxiously. 
 
    “Yes, he’s alive, by sheer miracle,” she answered. “He’s got a nasty head wound and I fear there might be some internal damage. The Troll must have thrown him hard against the rock.” 
 
    “A nasty business…” said Komir as he helped Aliana kneel beside the wounded man. 
 
    “Aliana, heal,” the girl begged, her pale jade face filled with concern. 
 
    “I need… a moment…” said Aliana. She inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly a couple of times with eyes closed. 
 
    Kayti stood at Komir’s side and whispered in his ear: “Beware, that girl is a Usik…” 
 
    Komir tensed at the mention of the word “Usik” and his right hand sought the pommel of his sword. He had heard chilling stories about those savages of the great forests, of the atrocities committed against whoever dared enter their impenetrable domains or chanced to get lost in them. At the Flying Horse Inn, they told those stories in all their gory detail. So, what was that savage doing with Aliana? And who was the wounded man, Kendas? Now that he stopped to take a closer look, the man was dressed in strange clothes, like a savage… There certainly was a story behind that unusual company of people, a story which Komir needed to know… but this was no time for questions although he would watch the Usik’s movements closely. 
 
    “I feel better now… I must heal Kendas,” announced Aliana carefully. 
 
    Komir watched her closely and saw with relief that her face had recovered a little warmth. She seemed to be getting better and that gave him an unexpected surge of contained joy. 
 
    Kneeling beside the wounded man, Aliana closed her eyes and placed her hands on his chest. Kendas’ breathing was barely perceptible. To Komir’s great surprise, a blue energy began to flow from her hands towards the body of the wounded man. He stifled a cry. 
 
    “You… you’re a Healer!” he muttered as he witnessed the process. Komir had immediately recognized the rare blue magic, capable of healing wounds and maladies which had impressed him so much in Ocorum. He could never forget that it had been the Healers who had miraculously saved his good friend Lindaro’s life with their Gift. 
 
    “Is she one of the Healers of the Order of Tirsar?” Kayti asked with surprise. 
 
    “Yes… she is healing him with her magic.” 
 
    “How do you know? Can you sense it?” Kayti said uneasily as she drew closer to Aliana to watch what was going on with more attention. 
 
    Komir did not wish to explain further to the redhead, still less about his own power. He did not trust her at all. Kayti’s secrecy had nearly cost Lindaro his life. Komir had to tolerate her presence for Hartz’s sake, so as not to antagonize him, but if it had depended on him she would not be with them. That woman was in pursuit of her own interests, most likely a mission on behalf of her Brotherhood, and he was sure that whatever it might be, she would give preference to it over the rest. 
 
    “I just know.” 
 
    Kayti looked at him with distrust. “Can you feel her healing magic?” 
 
    Komir did not want to reveal anything to her. “I know she is a Healer, don’t ask me how I know.” 
 
    “Shhhhh!” scolded the jade-skinned girl. 
 
    Komir and Kayti looked at her sullenly, but the Usik stood their gaze and said coldly: “Silence, Aliana heal.” 
 
    Komir looked at the Usik with curiosity. She did not seem to pose a real threat, and her concern for the wounded man seemed genuine. He decided it was best to do what she said and let Aliana use her Gift in peace and quiet. Kendas’ life was hanging by a thread. He motioned Kayti to follow him and moved away to a safe distance, careful to walk lightly. 
 
    “What do you think, Komir? Strange company, isn’t it?” whispered Kayti. 
 
    Komir nodded thoughtfully. He needed some time to clear his thoughts, his mind was a storm of different ideas and explanations which he could not put in order. He had finally found the bearer of the Ilenian medallion, the one he had seen in his visions, who now turned out to be a Healer. He was absolutely bewitched, beginning to realize she only had to look at him and he was lost. But he could not allow her beauty to charm him, as had happened with his big friend and Kayti. Komir would resist any attempt at seduction. However beautiful or gifted at Healing they might be. 
 
    Hartz appeared at the mouth of the cave, “All good! The cave’s empty!” he thundered, more upset than relieved. 
 
    Komir gave a start, then immediately gestured to his unsubtle friend to be quiet. The huge Norriel came to their side. When he saw the healing in process he whispered to Komir: “Is he alive?” 
 
    “It would seem so. She’s trying to heal him,” replied Komir. 
 
    “Heal him? I don’t follow… is she a Healer?” Hartz asked in surprise. 
 
    “Looks like it,” said Kayti. 
 
    “She’s healing him with her power, her magic,” explained Komir. 
 
    “If you say so… I only see a beautiful maiden with her hands on the wounded man, no magic anywhere,” said Hartz. 
 
    Kayti turned around and gave the poor Norriel a burning look. For a moment Komir thought the look would pierce his friend like an arrow of pure hatred. When Hartz saw the redhead’s look he realized his mistake and tried to fix it, making it even worse. 
 
    The giant cleared his throat. “Mmm… I didn’t mean to say she was beautiful, it’s just that I don’t see any magic anywhere… from the pretty… I mean maiden… Not really beautiful although to tell the truth… she’s not ugly, either… But beautiful? Not much.”  
 
    Kayti was blushing, her green eyes seeming to burn with intense hate. Komir watched the lovers’ quarrel. It was something new to him, and the childish behavior of his two companions surprised and troubled him. On the other hand, when he came to think of it, his friend was in trouble and that suited Komir very well. He needed to separate Hartz from that woman, save him from her feminine charm which was holding him captive. 
 
    “Are you talking about her?” Kayti asked with controlled anger, pointing at Aliana. 
 
    Hartz looked where she was pointing, and Kayti struck out and kicked his shin. Komir could not help smiling when he saw his friend step back limping with pain. But his mood darkened again. He had to break up those two, and he would manage it, one way or another. 
 
    “Is all well in the cave?” he asked Hartz as he put aside his dark thoughts. 
 
    “Yes, there’s no danger. Just don’t go in too deep, I found all sorts of bones, many of animals but not all… That beast ate everything that fell within its reach, including unfortunate travelers.” 
 
    “Understood…” 
 
    “I really can’t believe the three Goddesses have turned their back on me…” Hartz went on. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” said Kayti. 
 
    “What am I talking about? Ever since we left Orrio I’ve been dreaming of coming upon a Troll and when we finally have the good fortune to find one, Komir fights the beast without me and kills it! I can’t believe my bad luck!” 
 
    Komir shook his head, trying not to laugh. Kayti rolled her eyes and dismissed him with a wave of her hand. 
 
    “He’s a numskull, I give up!” she said, turning her back on him. 
 
    “But what have I said now?” Hartz protested, baffled by her attitude. 
 
    “I would’ve liked to wait and have your help, but there was no time” Komir said. “I heard the screams and came here at full gallop. The Troll was on the brink of tearing Aliana apart, and I had no choice but to intervene. I swear, big guy, I wish you’d been there with me. When I saw the Troll I was almost overcome with dread. A hair-raising monster it was… I thought it was going to tear me apart. I thought I wouldn’t make it…” 
 
    Hartz looked at the dead beast, “Well, it’s surely the biggest and ugliest thing I’ve ever seen,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’ve never looked in a mirror!” said Kayti. 
 
    Komir giggled in spite of himself. Hartz’s face took on a furious tinge of red. 
 
    “Luckily, the beast was already badly-wounded when I faced it. Knowing what a brown bear can do to a man, I couldn’t even begin to imagine what the Troll might do to me. So I concentrated on evading its thrusts and attacking its legs so as to maim it and limit its movements. In the end I managed to cripple the monster enough to topple it. Once it was on the ground I saw my chance and killed it.” 
 
    “Quite smart, good strategy,” said Kayti appreciatively. 
 
    “It would’ve been easier and less risky with the two of us,” said Hartz. 
 
    Komir smiled. “We’ll kill the next one we come across together, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Awesome!” cried Hartz happily, flexing his muscles. 
 
    “Men…” Kayti said, shaking her head. 
 
    Kendas moaned with pain and they all turned their attention to the wounded man and the Healer. They looked on as Aliana worked her magic to save the soldier.  
 
    Hours passed interminably, and Komir decided at last to tend to the horses and prepare a camp to spend the night. The two Norriel built a fire at the mouth of the cave, in the shelter of the granite wall. The howling wind and cool of the night would not reach them there. The three adventurers sat by the fire and took out their supply of dried meat and smoked cheese. They invited the Usik to join them, but she refused to leave Aliana’s side. 
 
    It was late at night by the time the Healer finally gave a long sigh and opened her eyes. They all got up at once and looked at her. 
 
    “Help me, please, Asti…” she said. 
 
    Her friend held her to stop her falling. 
 
    “My strength… fails me…” 
 
    The Usik’s face was filled with worry. “Kendas live?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, Asti, Kendas will live… he needs much rest, for his wounds are serious…” 
 
    Kayti pointed at the fire. “Shall we bring him close to the fire so he can be warm?” she offered. 
 
    “Yes… please…” 
 
    Hartz and Komir lifted the soldier carefully and placed him in the glow of the fire. Asti and Kayti helped Aliana reach the shelter, and the Healer made a last effort to say: “Thankyou… care for Kendas… needs water… often…” 
 
    And she lost consciousness from sheer exhaustion. 
 
    They placed her beside Kendas and tried to wrap both of them up as best they could. They stirred the fire to keep the convalescents warm and well-sheltered from the night chill. 
 
    When she found herself alone with the three companions, the Usik girl took a step back. Komir felt her unease and tried to appease her with gentle words. 
 
    “Never fear, we’re not going to harm you.” 
 
    The fragile-looking girl studied him, trying to gauge the truth of his words. Komir raised his hands and smiled openly. The girl continued analyzing him, looking into his eyes. Komir almost felt she could read his thoughts and intentions. 
 
    “Me, Asti,” she announced as she finally relaxed her thin shoulders. 
 
    “Hello Asti. I am Komir, this big guy is Hartz and the redhead is Kayti.” 
 
    Asti eyed them curiously, as if this was the first time she had really paid attention to them. Hartz gave her his usual friendly smile. He came up to her and patted her back. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, little one,” he said, and stared closely at her green skin. 
 
    “Me, Usik,” she said in response to his scrutiny. 
 
    “Let her be, Hartz…” scolded Kayti. 
 
    “But she has green skin! I’ve never seen anything like it… Don’t tell me it’s not incredible!” 
 
    “You’re the one who’s incredible!” she retorted. “Don’t be a brute and let her be. She’s already told you she’s a Usik, and the people of the great forests have skin the color of jade.”  
 
    “I didn’t know that… I’d never seen someone so… so…” 
 
    “Different,” Komir finished the sentence with a smile at Asti. “I apologize on behalf of my friend. He’s quite direct, even rude but honest.” 
 
    “And lacking good manners,” added Kayti. 
 
    “Good, direct good,” Asti said. 
 
    “I don’t want to think what this brute will say when we come across a red-skinned Masig…” 
 
    “Red-skinned? You’re teasing, right? There are no red-skinned people, are there?” 
 
    Hartz looked at Kayti, but when he saw the fury in her eyes he was convinced. 
 
    “But if you say so, it must be true…” 
 
    Komir smiled and noticed how the Usik relaxed. 
 
    “Tell me Asti, who is the wounded man? Was he traveling with you?” 
 
    “Yes, Kendas friend. Kendas soldier. Good man.” 
 
    “Soldier? Rogdonian?” Kayti asked. 
 
    “Kendas Lancer.” 
 
    “He’s a Rogdonian Lancer. That eases my mind,” Kayti admitted. 
 
    “So… we have a Healer, a Usik and a Lancer… shouldn’t be a problem, though they make a rather strange company…” Hartz said. 
 
    “We can find out about their doings tomorrow,” said Komir. “It’s late now. Let’s rest and get our strength back.”  
 
    “Kayti, you’ll take the first watch, then Hartz and then me,” he ordered. 
 
    Kayti smiled and shrugged, “I still think you don’t need to give me the first watch every time… that sort of chivalry isn’t necessary… but if you insist…” 
 
    Hartz smiled and winked at her. And that upset Komir. 
 
    “You’re right. I’ll take the first watch today and you’ll have the last,” he said. Komir could not forgive her for lying to them. He would remind her at every opportunity. 
 
    Kayti accepted with a nod. Her intense, steady gaze made Komir realize that she had caught the drift of the not-so-subtle accusation. 
 
    Hartz looked at them and shook his head. His big eyes clearly showed the bitter sadness his heart felt. 
 
    Komir grabbed his bear-skin and wrapped himself in it. He watched the Usik tend to Aliana and then make sure Kendas was resting without pain. Komir’s spirit, more restless than usual, began to relax. The night chill tried to get under his Norriel bear-skin, but was unable to. His head would not stop spinning with so many unanswered questions swirling around, tormenting him. He had found the bearer of the glittering brown medallion. He knew he was on the right path, the one which led to his destiny. That encounter, chanced or foretold (he did not know which of the two) corroborated the fact. Aliana and he were doomed to meet. So Amtoko had felt, so the medallions had shown, and so it had occurred. But why? And now what? Which is the path to follow? Which is the next move? What has treacherous fate in store for us? 
 
    Komir had no answers for these questions, nor did he have any intuition as to what course he should follow. But for some unknown reason, he was certain he was going in the right direction. Too many unanswered questions… I don’t like this at all… makes me very nervous… He looked at the camp, where they all slept in the shelter of the cave and the warmth of the fire. That night would bring no answers: he would have to wait till morning before he could begin to unravel the next steps towards his destiny, whatever it might be. 
 
    The night passed uneventfully, and with the new dawn the adventurers began to stir. Hartz set out to hunt full of energy, confident of catching something good to feed the company. Kayti offered to continue her watch and protect the two convalescents, who were still asleep. Asti went in search of wood for the fire, while Komir decided to explore the surrounding area and see if he could find a stream to replenish their water reserve. 
 
    At mid-morning a cool breeze caressed Aliana’s face, prompting her to wake up and enjoy the sight of blue sky above them. The Healer opened her eyes at last and looked around worriedly. 
 
    “What’s happened?” she said anxiously. “Kendas?” 
 
    Asti, who was tending to the Lancer, hurried to her side. 
 
    “Kendas good. You healed.” 
 
    Aliana calmed down at the sight of Asti’s face and the sound of her voice. Her heart was still pounding from a horrible nightmare in which a green-eyed demon had betrayed her in order to steal her Ilenian medallion. She was soaked in sweat, her body ached all over and she was quite disoriented, but gradually she became focused. Those were the consequences of a healing carried too far, but she had had to do it to save Kendas. The wounds were so severe she had feared she was losing him. Luckily, Kendas was a healthy young man with a strong body.  
 
    Still, towards the end of the healing she had nearly lost her own life in her struggle against death. She had spent all her healing energy, and as a last resource, desperate to save the Lancer, she had done something forbidden among the Healers: she had used her own vital strength. Aliana never thought twice: she was not going to let her friend die, even at the risk of her own life. They had both survived, but Aliana could feel she had gone too far. That path led inexorably to death, and she must avoid it. The next time she would have to hold back. She could almost see Mother Healer Sorundi’s disapproval. Oh, how I miss her! How I wish I were beside her at the Temple of the Order of Tirsar! Walking along my beloved cliffs looking for healing herbs, using bow and arrows with the Protectress Sisters… Oh, so many good memories… 
 
    She came back to the present, got to her feet and went to see Kendas. 
 
    Asti looked up, “I take good care,” she said with a nod. 
 
    Aliana smiled at her. The Usik had looked after him well, and the Lancer was recovering favorably. Even so, he would still need a few days of rest to finish healing, as Sorundi used to tell all the healers of the Order: “Nature always demands time to heal the human body. The Gift has its limitations and does not perform miracles.” 
 
    “He’ll recover, he’s strong,” she assured Asti with a smile. 
 
    The Usik nodded and smiled, and her shy face shone bright for a moment. 
 
    Suddenly, out of nowhere, a pair of intense emerald-green eyes came to Aliana’s memory and made her start. 
 
    “The warrior, Komir… the others. Where are they?” she asked. She looked uneasily around, aware that they were not there. 
 
    Asti nodded towards the outside of the cave. 
 
    “Woman with hair like fire watch outside,” she said. Then she turned her gaze to the nearby woods towards the east. “Big warrior like bear, he hunt. Warrior like a panther look for water.” Aliana nodded and looked out until she saw the woman in white armor beside the horses. 
 
    “I must look for some healing herbs to brew a restoring tea for Kendas. Look after him, I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “I look after,” replied Asti, and she retreated behind her mask of shyness. 
 
    That girl was a mystery. Aliana was aware that behind that frailty and withdrawal there was a story she had to discover. Guessing it had to be a deeply sad one, she felt sympathy for the young Usik and wished to know her better, help her if she could. But this was not the right time to look into Asti’s past. There were more pressing things to do. She looked around for Kendas’ bow and arrows and saw them leaning against the wall of the cave. Taking them, she slung the bow across her back with the same skill a Protectress Sister would have shown. She stepped outside and headed for the woods on light feet. 
 
    A woman’s voice stopped her. 
 
    “Where are you going, Healer?” 
 
    Aliana turned and saw the redhead in her white armor. 
 
    “Aliana, my name is Aliana,” she said with a smile, “and yes, I am a Healer of the Temple of Tirsar.” 
 
    “A pleasure, Aliana,” said the other with a small bow. “My name is Kayti, Knight of the Custodian Brotherhood.” 
 
    “The pleasure is mine,” replied the Healer in a friendly manner. 
 
    “Are you heading to the woods?” Kayti asked, still a little curtly. 
 
    “I am. I need to gather some healing herbs for Kendas.” 
 
    “I see… I wonder whether you know how to use that bow at your back.” 
 
    “I do, and quite deftly, I should say.” Said Aliana, a little upset by the other’s tone. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. Although I must admit I find it strange that a Healer should know how to use a weapon.” 
 
    “I assure you I can.” Aliana said. 
 
    “Oh, I believe you. But I’ve been charged with your protection, so please allow me to escort you.” 
 
    “As you wish,” said Aliana, not wishing to generate more tension. 
 
    They walked together, eyeing each other as they went, until they reached the first fir trees. 
 
    Kayti pointed towards the east inside the woods. 
 
    “A little further in there’s a stream and a small pond. Be careful, and if you find yourself in danger, shout. I’ll come at once. Hartz is hunting to the west and Komir can’t be far away.” 
 
    “Thank you Kayti, that’s what I’ll do.” 
 
    Aliana went into the fir woods and felt herself cloaked in a feeling of peace, quiet and gentle wellbeing. The wood smelt green, and there was a scent of moist soil in the air. She was surrounded by live nature, nourished by its calm. Ferns brushed against her legs as she walked, squirrels ran, sparrows and goldfinches flew about her head. The wood was exuberantly alive, and that filled her soul with joy. She reached the zigzagging stream and followed it to the small pond. A pair of rainbow trout shone silvery bright under the surface, and she smiled at their size. They were beautiful with their intense red, green and silver scales which honored their name. She looked carefully around, but although there was rich wild vegetation, she did not see the herbs she needed. She went on following the edge of the pond, immersed in the sweet singing of the many birds. To her ears it was like celestial music. 
 
    She reached some high bushes and at last saw among them what she was searching for. She knelt in the thicket and deftly dug out the desired plant. She put it in a small leather bag she had at her waist, and her spirit soared; Kendas would get well: wise Mother Nature had put the means for it at her disposal. She stood up and looked beyond the high leafy branches which reached the level of her eyes at the silvery waters, surrounded by tall undergrowth and great fir trees. The morning light filtered through the sleepy trees onto the surface of the pond, smooth and clear like a forgotten mirror left by some deity in the midst of that fair wood of robust browns and piercing greens. 
 
    Suddenly the idyllic image was shattered as a male figure broke the surface. Aliana watched with surprise as a young man, who must have been swimming underwater, came out of the pond. The water fell from his long brown hair onto his broad shoulders and firm torso. The muscles of his stomach might have been chiseled from a stone. Aliana felt herself blushing at the thought of something more interesting coming up below the waist, but instead she saw a pair of worn-out leather leggings. She felt confused by sudden feelings which she tried to subdue, but which were stronger than her will. That handsome young man whose face she could not see beneath the wet hair had a strong body and moved with nimble assurance, like a great cat in its natural environment. She saw the scars of cuts on his arms and assumed he must be a warrior. She felt sudden desire: the young man had left her breathless. 
 
    The stranger bent over, then straightened in a swift movement, and threw his head back. His hair flew from his face, and Aliana found herself face to face with those mysterious emerald-green eyes. 
 
    It was Komir! 
 
    Still trying to recover from the shock and confusion of her thoughts, she heard the voice of the young Norriel: 
 
    “Aliana, hello. Have you been there for long?” 
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    Prince Gerart, heir to the throne of Rogdon, watched the deployment of the enemy troops from the top of the battlements. It was midmorning and the sun was shining high in the blue sky, mottled with small puffs of cloud. He was at the Fortress of the Half Moon, where he had arrived the night before, riding furiously from Rilentor. His father’s orders still sounded clear in his mind: the Norghanians must not invade Rogdon, the fortress must not fall, they must fight to the last man. 
 
    He looked at the imposing outer wall, more than sixty feet high and four hundred paces long. It went from one end of the wide mountain pass to the other. This was the only place where an army could cross into Rogdon from the East. The great fortress had been built to seal the entrance to the Kingdom. Built of huge blocks of grey and black granite, mortar and lime, the imposing wall was more than twelve feet thick. It had been built to withstand the punishment of assault machines and any attempt at demolishing it. 
 
    The Prince looked up. The high peaks of the wide mountain range rose on both sides in the shape of a semicircle which ran all along the entire eastern part of the Kingdom: the mountains of the Half Moon. These formed the backbone of Rogdon, protecting her from the aggression of the wild Norghanians, from the peoples of the steppes and from the greedy kingdoms of the far East. The huge range was interrupted by several steep, narrow passes, but these were very difficult of access and not suited for the crossing of an army. 
 
    Gerart went up to one of the ten round towers which projected outward along the battlement. He saluted the three soldiers on duty there. 
 
    “Everything in order?” he asked quietly. He could tell they were as tense as a newly-strung yew bow.  
 
    “Everything in order, your Highness,” said the eldest of the three a little nervously, then the three came together to present arms to the Prince. 
 
    “At ease, soldiers,” The three soldiers relaxed somewhat, but not entirely. There were men on duty along the whole wall, one every three merlons and three at each tower. All were expectant, alert to the slightest movement from the enemy, and very, very tense. 
 
    Gerart looked at the great pass. The flat open valley of the wide pass opened out at the other end into the plains of the Nomad Tribes, after crossing the Mountains of the Half Moon. Gerart knew that the distance from the walls to the opening of the pass was two thousand paces, the great Norghanian war camp began scarcely eight hundred paces from the fortress. With a heavy heart he gazed at the sea of men and tents in the characteristic red and white colors of Norghania. They were getting ready, waiting for the order to attack. 
 
    Seeing that the men were watching him out of the corner of their eyes, he straightened himself. Looking toward the Norghanians, he asked his men: 
 
    “Any suspicious movement so far this morning?” 
 
    “No, your Highness, none,” the veteran soldier said. “They’re just sending their light cavalry scouting… I guess they’re spying on our forces and studying our positions.” 
 
    “That’s right, soldier, well spotted. They’re spying on us. And not only to know how many combat forces we have here, but also much more: our reserves of food and water, the western supply routes from the cities and villages nearby, the reinforcements which might be on their way, and plenty of other valuable information.” 
 
    “I didn’t think of all that, your Highness.” 
 
    “A siege requires a great deal of crucial information if it’s to be successful.” 
 
    “If I may, your Highness…” 
 
    “Speak freely, soldier.” 
 
    “Do you believe they’ll attack? Will they really dare to declare war and invade us?” 
 
    “What’s your name, soldier?” 
 
    “Jonas, your Highness.” 
 
    “You look like an experienced soldier, Jonas. Have you fought in a battle?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire, although not so much in battle, more in a couple of skirmishes, but yes, I have shed enemy blood, your Highness. On the other hand my two companions here are novices.” 
 
    Gerart looked at the two beardless soldiers. They were young archers, newly trained. Nervousness was visible in their eyes, and they were unable to conceal it. 
 
    “I don’t know whether they’ll attack, Jonas, but I can guarantee you one thing: if they do, they’ll pay with their lives for their audacity. This fortress won’t fall into enemy hands as long as I’m in charge. I promised my father King Solin that the Norghanians wouldn’t take it, and they won’t. Of that you can be sure,” Gerart said with such passion that even he was surprised. 
 
    Spurred on by the Prince’s words, Jonas stood tall and replied: “For sure, your Highness! Of course they won’t take it!” 
 
    Gerart looked at the two young archers. 
 
    “I see those are good yew bows. How’s your marksmanship?” 
 
    “I can hit a target at two hundred paces, Your Highness. But Elis here can hit the bull’s-eye three hundred paces away without fail. He’s a real eagle. Where his eye goes, that’s where he puts his arrow.” 
 
    “Is that so, Elis?” 
 
    “Well, Sire… not always, your Highness…I’d say nearly always.” 
 
    “That’s impressive, you’re a better archer than I am.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to…” the young archer began, trying to excuse himself, but Gerart stopped him with a smile. 
 
    “On the contrary, Elis, it’s an honor to have good archers among my men. Listen to me carefully, the three of you. If the Norghanians attack I want you to fight back without mercy. Make every arrow count, let them feel the punishment, let their blood soak our walls until the enemy corpses block the pass completely. They must all die at the foot of this wall. None shall cross to the other side of the pass, mark my words!” 
 
    The three men looked at him with a renewed brilliance in their eyes. 
 
    “They shall not pass! You have my word as Prince of Rogdon!” 
 
    “They shall not pass!” cried Jonas. 
 
    “They shall not pass!” cried Elis 
 
    “They shall not pass!” the four cried. 
 
    And the shout went throughout the walls as if carried by the invisible wings of a bird of courage and honor. 
 
    All the men posted in the towers and along the walls burst into cries of: They shall not pass! 
 
    From the walls, the cry spread through the whole fortress: men, women, soldiers, civilians, all dropped whatever they were doing to join in the cry, given new vitality by the warm breath of hope. The whole fortress rang with one voice: 
 
    They shall not pass! They shall not pass! They shall not pass! 
 
    The cries of thousands of Rogdonian throats filled the pass and reached the Norghanian camp. 
 
    A few moments later the enemy began to shout in response. Thirty thousand throats roared from the other end of the valley, their voices reaching the walls and being repelled by twelve thousand voices crying out: 
 
    They shall not pass! 
 
    At that moment Gerart became fully aware that the Norghanians would attack, there was no possible solution, not now that this point had been reached. The certainty filled his heart with deep sadness, not only for the lives that would be lost in the battle for the control of the pass but for the war which would follow and the pain it would bring to the good people of Rogdon. What would happen to the helpless farmers, their wives and children, the fishermen, their families, the shepherds and woodcutters? Innocent people who would suffer indescribable evils because of the war. 
 
    Who’ll defend them if we fall at the fortress? Who? The Norghanians will make their way across our land like a horde of savages, laying all to waste. I can’t allow it, I must stop them at all costs. They shall not pass, come what may. I have to prevent it even though I lose my own life in the process. If I must die, so be it, but this fortress will not fall. For Rogdon, for Aliana… At the thought of the Healer an intense pain knotted his heart, he knew nothing yet of the woman his heart yearned for, except that he wanted to be with her, to hold her in his arms, to kiss her passionately. 
 
    But he did not let the three brave soldiers see his pain and worry. For them he had to be a rock, an example to follow, the leader they needed, and that was what he would be. By the ancient gods, he would be! He could not fail, not this time. He thought of the incomparable Sergeant-Major Mortuc and how he missed him, how he needed his energy, his leadership. But the great Sergeant was there no longer, he had fallen like a hero in the forests of the Usik. Gerart could no longer count on his man of iron, and without him by his side the fear of uncertainty, of doubt, of being unable to make the right decision at some critical moment, weighed heavily on his soul. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye he saw the old Royal Counselor Urien coming, as if the ancient gods had heard his doubts and uncertainties and were sending him the help he craved. Seeing him he realized that his father had sent him instead of General Drocus precisely because of that… 
 
    My father doesn’t trust me to make the right decisions, and so he’s assigned me wise old Counselor Urien. But I’ll show him I can make the right choices, that he’s mistaken about me. On the other hand, Urien’s wise advice will be of great help, no doubt about that. I’m not so foolish or vain as to think I won’t need help in those crucial moments. I know I’ll need him, and I’ll listen with humility and respect to what the Royal Counselor has to suggest. I’m not a fool. 
 
    “I see you’re already acting like a leader, that’s good, young prince, very good,” Urien said, smiling broadly. 
 
    “I was just trying to raise the spirits of my soldiers,” he said, his eyes on the three men guarding the tower. 
 
    “You’ve certainly managed it,” Urien said, smiling once again. 
 
    “Let’s walk a little, Urien. There’s a lot I need to talk with you about.” 
 
    Prince and Counselor walked along the battlement, passing by the soldiers guarding it. 
 
    When they reached the main door of the wall, the Queen’s Gate, flanked on both sides by two regal towers, they stopped and looked out for a long time in the direction of the enemy camp. 
 
    “It’s a desolate view, isn’t it, Your Highness?” 
 
    “Yes, Urien, it is. And it foretells nothing good, rather the opposite,”  
 
    “How many enemy forces have our watchmen reported?” 
 
    “Thirty thousand men, your Highness. Three armies: the Thunder Army under General Olagson, the Snow Army with General Rangulfsen in command and the Blizzard Army under General Odir.” 
 
    “What do we know of the three generals leading these armies?” 
 
    “The three are old acquaintances: men of proven valor, strong, much to be feared in battle. Odir is a cretin, but a dangerous one. The men fear and hate him, and that’s important in battle. He controls his men through terror and humiliation, which might be an advantage. Olagson is a great fighter and a good leader, his men love him and would follow him to Hell itself, which is certainly worrying. But the one we need to fear is Rangulfsen. He’s the most intelligent of all the Norghanian generals, and a great strategist. If we enter war, and I say if, he’ll be the one in charge of planning and strategy.” 
 
    “I see… Who’s the overall leader?” 
 
    “Count Volgren, your Highness, an intelligent man and politically well-connected in Norghana. We don’t know much about him, he’s always moved in the shadows, under cover of the late Duke Orten, or perhaps hidden behind his shadow. Since the death of the King’s brother he’s become King Thoran’s right-hand man. Unfortunately we don’t have too much information about him. What we do know is that his political career towards the heights of power in the frozen kingdom has been meteoric. He has more influence and power than the King’s cousins themselves, his own blood. And this means a great deal, particularly in Norghanian culture where blood counts above everything else. This ignorance of ours about Count Volgren’s character and intentions worries me greatly.” 
 
    “Do you believe they will attack presently?” Gerart asked uneasily. 
 
    “Not yet, your Highness. They have thirty thousand men, heavy infantry mostly, and I doubt they’ll attack before they’re joined by a fourth army, so that they’ll hope to have forty thousand men. That’s what I’d do if the decision were mine to make.” 
 
    “Why do you say that, Urien? They already outnumber us by far as it is.” 
 
    “Quite correct, your Highness, but the psychological factor is very important for the men’s morale. We have twelve thousand men defending the fortress. Currently they have nearly triple our number, but with a fourth army each one of our men will know he’ll have to kill four Norghanians. And that, your Highness, will significantly dampen their spirits.” 
 
    “You’re entirely correct. Just thinking I have to face four of those hardy men of the snow is hard to come to terms with.” 
 
    “And you’re a leader and a great fighter. Imagine a simple soldier without too much trust in his skill with the sword…” 
 
    “I understand, Counselor.” 
 
    “Besides, the siege machines haven’t arrived yet. They won’t launch an attack without them. Once those dreadful catapults, battering-rams and devastating assault towers arrive, then they’ll attack, but not before.” 
 
    “In that case we’d better get ready and strengthen the walls, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “Right, my young Prince. It’s vital to strengthen the whole wall, and particularly this gateway we’re standing on, the entrance to the fortress. The wall is our only defense. This fortress was built with only one wall and the Great Tower inside it. The wall was built high and deep, it will hold the attack, it’s one of the strongest I’ve ever seen. And yet I don’t know whether it could hold against a prolonged siege.” 
 
    “What should we do?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. I’ll take charge and organize the reinforcement of the wall, and digging a wide moat behind the gateway in case it gives way.” 
 
    “A moat? What would be the purpose of that?” 
 
    “If the door should fall it’ll be the only way to contain the avalanche, an enormous moat in the shape of a U, ten paces wide in each direction and nine feet deep. But don’t you worry, I’ll take charge of it.” 
 
    “As you see fit, Counselor. You have my full trust.” 
 
    “That’s why you have me at your service, your Highness.” 
 
    Gerart smiled, he knew the advice of wise Urien would be invaluable. He looked into the fortress. From the wall everything seemed smaller, more distant. Beside the wide barracks, which were still in the last stages of being remodeled, he could see Count Helmar, the General of the Eastern Army, sitting at his table playing cards. He swept his eyes over the wide courtyard, where he recognized the General of the Northern Army: Count Longor showing off his ability with the sword as he practiced with several of his officers. 
 
    “What do you think of them? Be honest, we have no time for delicacy.” 
 
    “As you please, your Highness, I’ll speak honestly. First and most important, and this is not to be taken lightly, we must remember that they are faithful to the crown, to your father. This takes on greater importance in times of war, since otherwise the enemy might buy them off and use them against you.” 
 
    “I understand that, and give due importance to it.” 
 
    “That said, they’re both noblemen and the lords of prominent counties with wide territories in the north and east of the country. They’re used to doing…let’s say what pleases them…without giving any explanation. Your father allows them a certain freedom of action and a certain license. They’re not used to taking orders, and I fear this might be a problem when the orders come from a young Prince, one as young and inexperienced as you. Pardon my frankness, your Highness.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to pardon, Urien, it’s the truth. I don’t intend things to appear otherwise. I know my limitations well.” 
 
    “But it must be absolutely clear and unequivocal that you are the one who gives the orders, your Highness, and that they must obey without hesitation or reserve. Otherwise the chain of command will break and the army will crumble. This is vitally important, my Lord.” 
 
    “I understand what you’re trying to say, Urien. With me they shan’t have freedom of action or license, so go on.” 
 
    “On the other hand, both of them are brave men and good fighters, used to giving orders and having them obeyed. We won’t have leadership problems, they’ll lead their armies well. In fact, Count Longor is the second best swordsman of the Kingdom after Kilbar, the commander of the fortress of Silanda. They’re both intelligent and learned men, versed in many matters, among them the enemy’s language. Something which is sure to be very useful to us in the war.” 
 
    “That eases my mind. As to the language of the Norghanians, I’ve been instructed in it, and I believe Lomar has some basic knowledge he picked up during his training as a Royal Lancer. That’s sure to come in very handy.” 
 
    “Your father would have never given them the command of the armies otherwise.” 
 
    “I can imagine, knowing my father.” 
 
    “As rumors go, I can tell you that Longor is considered something of a womanizer, and Helmar is rather too fond of cards, he loses great sums of gold. But we can pass over these little vices, they’re traits of the nobility,” said the old Counselor with a wink. 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “Lastly, they’re high-born nobles, rich, vain and haughty. Their egos are enormous, and they might well clash with your own personality. You must deal with these situations with subtlety.” 
 
    “Subtlety I shall use, rest assured.” 
 
    Gerart looked again at the barracks and the open spaces beside them from the top of the wall, and noticed that a great majority of soldiers were sitting or lying, doing nothing, resting in the sun. 
 
    “How long have they been like that?” 
 
    “Well, let’s see, if my eyes don’t fool me they’re soldiers of the Eastern Army, so… something of the order of four weeks.” 
 
    “Four weeks doing nothing?” Gerart asked incredulously. 
 
    “From what I could gather, they refused to carry out the preparation of the barracks, they didn’t take part in putting up the hospital, still less in the building of the latrines, your Highness. People from the nearby villages had to be brought in to do it.” 
 
    “But how the devil can that be possible?” cried Gerart, outraged. 
 
    “Unfortunately certain noblemen have a mistaken idea of their obligations and duties, particularly in times of war, as now. This is the main problem we have to take care of in the fortress, or else we won’t be able to stand up to the Norghanian attack. But you’ll need to go carefully. Remember, we need these two noblemen to be in charge of the armies.” 
 
    Gerart turned in toward the courtyard and shouted at the top of his voice: 
 
    “Count Helmar!” 
 
    Gerart’s shout was so loud that it must have been audible in the Norghanian camp. 
 
    The Count, who had nearly dropped his cards at the shout, looked at Gerart. 
 
    “Why are your men lying about doing nothing?” the Prince asked in a tone of clear disapproval. 
 
    “Because it`s not their duty shift…” replied the Count, with a condescending gesture which clearly expressed his disgust at Gerart’s shout. 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, the fortress requires a whole range of improvements, and all the supplies that are arriving in carts from the villages and cities nearby need to be put into store.” 
 
    “Those aren’t tasks for my men. My men are soldiers, they don’t dig trenches or prop up walls, and they certainly don’t unload carts. They’re soldiers of the Eastern Army, not simple laborers or farmers. The cheek of it!” 
 
    Rage burnt in Gerart’s stomach, like hay catching fire from a torch. 
 
    “Why aren’t they training, then? Practicing with their weapons?” 
 
    “Because being professional military men, they’re perfectly trained. Because of your position, your Highness, it’s understandable that you don’t know the Army’s military training to the detail. Today is a day of rest. Tomorrow they train.” 
 
    Upon hearing this nonsense, born out of that dandy’s vanity, a burning rage rose up Gerart’s throat so that he was on the point of vomiting fire. 
 
    “Present yourself to me right away!” he ordered, his anger on the point of erupting like a volcano. 
 
    The Count shook his head condescendingly and left the cards on the table. He rose and began to cross the courtyard slowly, so slowly it was insulting, showing his disagreement with his treatment. The soldiers watched, alert to the drama which might follow, so that thousands of eyes followed their actions at that precise moment. 
 
    Gerart was aware of this. 
 
    Count Helmar climbed the stairs of the wall with the same economy, keeping his back straight and his head high, in a haughty attitude. 
 
    “Keep calm, Gerart…” Urien whispered in the Prince’s ear as he came to stand behind him. 
 
    The pompous noble finally came to stand before Gerart with neither bow nor salute, defiant. 
 
    Gerart took a deep breath and let it out abruptly. 
 
    “First, let me apologize for the unnecessary shout I gave you a moment ago.” 
 
    Count Helmar smiled, rejoicing in his moral victory. 
 
    “Secondly, if you ever dare show any kind of contempt toward my person, or fail to carry out my orders at once and without hesitation, I’ll kill you,” said Gerart, threatening him in such a quiet, level tone that the whole square stood staring at them as though hypnotized. 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare,” replied Count Helmar, deeply offended. He reached for his sword and drew it. 
 
    “A very serious mistake,” said Gerart, and delivered a strong punch with his right hand which hit the Count on the chin. 
 
    Helmar fell backwards on to the parapet. 
 
    Gerart drew his sword and placed it on the throat of the stunned nobleman. 
 
    “Never, ever doubt my determination,” said the Prince through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Why don’t you point that sword at me instead of my dear friend Helmar?” suggested Count Longor, coming to the defense of his friend. 
 
    Gerart looked at him expectantly. 
 
    Count Longor drew his sword and came at the Prince defiantly. 
 
    Gerart looked at Longor, his eyes burning with rage. 
 
    “Don’t fight him. He’s too good with the sword, don’t even think of it,” Urien whispered to him. 
 
    Deep down, he wanted to teach a lesson to this conceited man. But Gerart knew that although he was good with the sword, he was not on the level of the champion of Rogdon. Besides, he could not risk being humiliated before his troops, because that would be devastating for the authority that had to be paramount in the fortress. Urien was right, the army would crumble if he was left looking ridiculous in front of the Count. He would have to swallow his pride and not fight, that was the right decision and although the desire to confront the petulant Count Longor was simmering inside him, he did not allow it to dictate his behavior. 
 
    He breathed deep again and exhaled slowly. 
 
    “Royal Swords, to me!” he called. 
 
    Immediately, the six Royal Swords the King had given him as a personal escort appeared out of the hospital, where Gerart had put them to work helping the three surgeons with preparing the gurneys and equipment. 
 
    They came through the courtyard with swords drawn, looking for their lord. Gerart pointed with his sword: 
 
    “That man has dared raise his sword against me, his Prince and Lord.” 
 
    Count Longor, who was still holding his sword drawn pointing at Gerart, lowered it slowly when he saw himself surrounded by the six Royal Swords. 
 
    “Royal Counselor Urien,” Gerart said, turning his head towards the old man. “What is the punishment for this offense?” 
 
    “Death, your Royal Highness.” 
 
    He looked at Count Helmar on the ground and asked once again: “What is the punishment for drawing a sword on a member of the Royal Family?” 
 
    “Death, your Highness.” 
 
    A deathly silence fell on the yard. Thousands of eyes were gripped by what was about to happen. 
 
    “Royal Swords, arrest these two men and throw them into the dungeon,” Gerart ordered. 
 
    The Royal Swords took them away immediately like mere criminals. Both men had lost their sense of superiority all of a sudden. 
 
    The soldiers looked on in astonishment as their leaders were taken away. 
 
    “This would be a good time to address the men,” whispered Urien. 
 
    Gerart looked at the crowd of soldiers present and said: 
 
    “Listen to me well, men of Rogdon. I am your Royal Highness Prince Gerart, heir to the crown of Rogdon, Commander of this fortress and of all the armies of Rogdon. I shall punish the slightest indiscipline without hesitation or pity, and I’ll hang anyone who even blinks at any of my orders. I might be young but I’m no fool. Is that clear?” 
 
    A timid murmur grew among the soldiers. 
 
    “I asked if it was clear!” 
 
    The murmur grew gradually into a muffled yes. 
 
    “For the last time, is it clear?” 
 
    The soldiers shouted a unanimous Yes. 
 
    Gerart turned to Urien. “So that’s sorted out. Now we can go on working.” 
 
    Urien looked at him and replied: “Not as subtle as I asked you to be, but very effective, I have to say.” 
 
    “I’m delighted that you approve.” 
 
    “You’re growing fast, your Highness.” 
 
    “I have no choice,” Gerart replied sadly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At mid-afternoon Gerart walked into the officers’ barracks, accompanied by Urien and his six Royal Swords. The officers of both armies were chatting and drinking amiably. The moment he walked in they stopped talking, stood up and came to attention. 
 
    Gerart looked at them for an instant, his face stern and his eyes penetrating. 
 
    “I know that the arrest of your generals is something you’ll neither agree with nor like. But it was necessary. There mustn’t be the slightest doubt in the mind of a single soldier in this fortress as to who gives the orders here, who commands. I’m the one: I, Prince Gerart of Rogdon.” 
 
    He looked at each one of them, making sure they understood his message. 
 
    “Let the most senior officer of the Eastern Army and the most senior officer of the Western Army come and stand before me,” he ordered, his voice austere and resonant. 
 
    Two officers, older than most of those present, came to stand before the Prince with one fist held to their chest and their heads bowed in respect. 
 
    Gerart looked into the brown eyes of the officer whose armor bore the shield of the Eastern Army. 
 
    “What’s your name?”  
 
    “Captain Alaric, your Highness.” 
 
    “Very good. Alaric, you look like a determined and capable man. Am I wrong?” 
 
    “No, your Highness, I mean yes, your Highness,” the officer replied in confusion. 
 
    “Good. Now listen to me carefully, Alaric, I’ll only say this once and your head is at stake.” 
 
    Immediately the officer tensed. 
 
    “I’m ordering you to put half your men to work on the task of repairing the wall, putting up reinforcements, digging moats, and whatever else is needed. The Royal Counselor Urien will tell you what’s involved, you’ll only have to carry out his orders, which is something I’ve heard you career officers know how to do without saying a word.” 
 
    The officer blushed slightly, and his face reflected the unease he felt. 
 
    “The other half of your men,” Gerart went on, “will devote the day to training. Divide them into four groups and let them take turns with the training: first group, swordsmanship. Second group, archery. Third, defense with spear and pike, and the fourth, physical exercise. I want to see your men in full armor run from the Great Tower, then cross the courtyard and climb the merlons. Have them repeat it until they throw up. 
 
    “Anything not clear, Captain?” 
 
    “Nothing, your Highness,” the officer replied, and stood to attention. 
 
    “So I should hope. Every other day, change the two halves around. I want them all either working or training, and if I see anyone lazing around I’ll personally hang him in the main square.” 
 
    “Yes, your Highness!”  
 
    “What’s your name?” he said to the other officer, a man with white beard and bushy eyebrows. 
 
    “My name is Angust, your Highness.” 
 
    “Very well, Angust. Put half your men to training, following the same system you just heard me explain to Alaric. The other half will unload the supplies from the carts piling up at the King’s Gate beside the small wall. You’ll also finish getting the barracks, latrines and hospital ready. Counselor Urien will explain everything that still needs to be done.” 
 
    “At your command, your Highness,” said Angust. 
 
    Gerart looked at the rest of the officers’ faces, some of them young but most of them experienced soldiers, some even getting on in years. 
 
    “You are officers of the Army of Rogdon. I expect nothing of you but excellence and exemplary behavior. Here we shall defend the Kingdom from those barbarians of the snow. Here they’ll die. Their frozen blood will paint our walls red. And so they don’t pass, so that they die here, I need each and every one of you, officers of Rogdon. I need your honor, your valor and your courage!” 
 
    The officers looked at Gerart and stood to attention. 
 
    The Prince put his fist to his chest and bowed his head. 
 
    The officers replied with the same salute. 
 
    “For Rogdon!” cried Gerart. 
 
    “For Rogdon!” the officers replied. 
 
    Once outside the barracks, Gerart gently took Urien’s arm and whispered in his ear: 
 
    “Thank you for suggesting what to say and do in there.” 
 
    “Always at your service, your Highness.” 
 
    “Even so, thank you, Urien.” 
 
    The old Counselor smiled. Bowing his head, he saluted his Prince. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Night was falling when Lomar came into the fortress through the King’s Gate, leading a long caravan of carts filled with large earthen jars. He reached the main square before the Great Tower and dismounted. Gerart and Urien were with the quartermasters dividing the rations and supervising the supplies of drinking water. When they saw him dismount, they went across to him. 
 
    “How was the journey, Lomar?” Gerart asked, smiling openly at him. 
 
    “Trouble-free, your Highness. I’m bringing you the supplies Counselor Urien asked for so urgently.” 
 
    “What supplies is he talking about, Urien? You didn’t tell me about this.” 
 
    “They’re very special supplies, critical in a siege, something which will help us resist enemy attacks.” 
 
    “What are they? More pikes? Arrows?” 
 
    Urien smiled and said: 
 
    “It’s a very special kind of weapon, Your Highness… flammable oil.” 
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    Sonea. —Kingdom of Erenal —East Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    Sonea ran along the endless main corridor of the majestic Library of Bintantium, borne on the wings of her young restless spirit. The library, an architectural wonder, was situated in Erenalia, the capital city of the Kingdom of Erenal, jewel of Middle-Tremia, and was home to one of the largest collections of knowledge in the known world. The walls of this monument to the intellect were said to be covered with books from floor to lofty domed ceiling. Sonea, who had lived there for the whole of sheer short life, was witness to this. Thousands of volumes, scrolls and writings of all kinds lived in that Great Library: ordered, inventoried, and delicately cared-for. 
 
    She flew past the hall of arcane studies and had to curb her impetus, she must not disturb her librarian brethren, who were intent on gaining knowledge of the ever-intriguing, unknown and dangerous subject of Magic. The Master Archivist of Arcane Knowledge heard her go by and looked at her in disapproval. Sonea bowed her head and slowed down, sure that she would be reprimanded later. But it’s hardly my fault, is it, if all the study halls of the huge library are built as open spaces, with the entrance symbolized by a great arch devoid of walls, she thought with a trace of annoyance. Yes, she did know the reason for this, her Masters had explained it to her a thousand times: the halls were open spaces to invite anyone who so desired to cross the threshold beyond which Knowledge could be gained and the soul of Man enriched thereby. 
 
    Sonea sighed and put her hands in the pockets of her long beige robe with its silver borders, the same one all apprentice librarians wore. A wide colored girdle distinguished each school of knowledge, and the Great Eye of Wisdom shone unperturbed on a silver strip that ran from the neck to the slippers. That great eye had frightened her the first time she had donned the robe, as much for its size as for its realism. It looked like a huge human eye which saw everything, unblinking and omnipresent, fixed to her chest. What nonsense, I’m already eighteen! How can this symbol of knowledge still scare me? She shook her head and went on along the corridor, quickening her step once more as she did so. To her left was the historians’ hall, where the Master Archivist of Historical Knowledge was teaching a lesson to his librarian apprentices. This was one of Sonea’s favorite subjects, and she felt a tinge of regret for missing the Master’s lesson, which would surely be very enlightening. But on the other hand, what awaited her was much more exciting, at least for a librarian of knowledge like her. For the rest of the world, doubtless it would be nothing of the kind. 
 
    She passed swiftly by the hall of war, which was definitely her least favorite subject. There, the Master Archivist of the Knowledge of War and his helpers studied weapons, battle strategies and anything related to the art of war- “if you can call war an art…” Sonea said to herself: she abhorred the shedding of blood. This was one of the most important disciplines, and to a large extent it supported the whole Order. It was the favorite subject of King Dasleo, ruler of Erenal and its great benefactor. It was thanks to this discipline that all the rest of the Great Library and the Order of Knowledge were financed. War is an art and we must study it, know it and perfect it until we master its secrets. The Great Master of Knowledge, who ruled the ways of the Order, had told her so. 
 
    But Sonea was not at all interested in war. She understood its importance and above all the part it played in the continued functioning of the Order and the Great Library. It was imperative to keep King Dasleo happy by satisfying his desire to be the most knowledgeable man in the known world, since otherwise the Library would perish, as it had no means of its own. The more than three hundred librarians and archivists who made up the Order were scholars and apprentices of the most varied fields of learning, but they had little to offer to the society of Erenal apart from their intellect and knowledge. Sonea had wondered more than once what would have become of her if it had not been for the Order. In her head was stored specialized knowledge of various decidedly odd subjects - even though to her they were utterly fascinating - but she possessed nothing else that could be of use in the prosperous Kingdom of Erenal.  
 
    She thought about The Thousand Lakes, to the West of the capital, where a fishing fleet toiled day and night to earn their bread and make the kingdom richer. Perhaps she could learn to fish… a fisherman’s life is harsh, but it’s also one of the economic pillars of Erenal she thought. On the other hand, The Thousand Lakes was a territory in dispute, particularly between Erenal and the neighboring Kingdom of Zangria somewhat further to the North, bloodshed was not entirely a thing of the past there. Well, it’s not such a good idea. Zangrians are a tough people with a short temper, a really short one. It’s better to stay where I am, in my beloved Library, surrounded by books: learning, discovering and being thrilled by knowledge, which is what truly fills my soul with joy. 
 
    She arrived at the heptagonal reception hall of the Great Library and slipped past it over the polished marble floor, trying not to make any noise, but brushing all the same against a group of visitors, youths of the kingdom who were on a guided tour of the Library. Jasper, the librarian apprentice who was leading them, saw her pass and greeted her with a broad smile. Sonea knew him well. They were friends and she trusted him to say nothing. In that complex world where intellectual knowledge took precedence, competition among the apprentices, and even the Masters, was high. Sonea only had one friend, someone she could trust and who did not care which of the two of them was the brightest or reached the higher level of knowledge: and that was Jasper. 
 
    When she saw the group of petulant sons of the nobility he had been picked to guide on their visit, she felt sorry for him. They were pestering him with silly questions and endless reproaches. She loathed guiding the nobility on their visits: they treated librarians as if they were no more than servants, and she was definitely nobody’s servant. Unfortunately, the Order drew their future scholars from the higher levels of Erenal’s society, because the Order knew well that the most privileged minds could only be found in the elite… Sonea did not share that view, but unfortunately it was one of the Order’s foundations. Some of those unbearable nobles on that guided visit would become apprentices if the Order saw potential in them.  
 
    Driving the thought out of her mind, she reached the exit and headed for the neighboring building. It was long and rectangular and in comparison with the Library, looked like the poor brother, or worse still, the beggar brother. It housed the librarians’ rooms. The truth was that the Great Library of Bintantium was even bigger and more spectacular than the Cathedral of the Heavens itself in the higher section of the city. It was because King Dasleo had more faith in science than in religion, and his capital Erenalia was proof enough of this: both buildings stood as rivals, one on the high part, close to the heavens, and the other one in the lower part, close to the ground. Extensions and improvements to the Great Library which the King had ordered in the past fifteen years bore witness to his devotion to it. Soon there would be no building in all Tremia to rival his beloved Library, treasure-house of infinite knowledge. 
 
    Sonea ran to the sober hall of the butlers, and had to stop abruptly so as not to bump into the First Butler. 
 
    “Where in the name of knowledge do you think you’re going so fast?” said the head of all the butlers, arms akimbo. 
 
    Sonea looked at the stern, wrinkled face and bowed her head, ashamed. This was the person in charge of the whole enormous complex which comprised the Great Library and the secondary buildings, a well-respected man thanks to the enormous amount of work he did for the good of the Order. 
 
    “I’ve been summoned… something has come from Rilentor…” she panted, unable to hide her enthusiasm. 
 
    “By all the books of wisdom! You can’t even talk!” the butler said, his disapproval evident. 
 
    “I… I’m sorry… First Butler, you see I’ve run all…” 
 
    “I can see that, my young librarian. Oughtn’t you to be ashamed?” 
 
    “It’s just that it’s very important… what’s arrived…” 
 
    “So…?” 
 
    “The Master Archivist of Ethnic Knowledge sent me, it’s important… I swear…” insisted Sonea. 
 
    “I do not doubt its importance but I must remind you, young apprentice, that the Great Library is not a farm. Here you are not allowed to run, still less in such a mad way, as if you were chasing hens in the farmyard.” 
 
    “I know… I’m sorry,” she said, trying to apologize. 
 
    “How long have we known each other, Sonea?” said the First Butler, raising an eyebrow and staring at her inquisitively. 
 
    “My whole life?” she said unsurely. 
 
    “True, very true. Ever since you were abandoned at our door, one cold winter night when you were no more than a babe. It seems like yesterday… but eighteen years have gone by since then. And what do I always tell you?” 
 
    Sonea lowered her head. “That I must not run, skip or shout, and always behave like a librarian…” 
 
    “And do you heed me?” 
 
    “Every time I manage to control myself, I swear I do,” replied Sonea, putting on her best smile. She knew that the old Butler had a heart of gold and a great fondness for her. 
 
    Straight away the First Butler’s face lost all trace of severity. A smile began at his mouth and spread to the rest of his face so that it lit up with warmth. 
 
    “Dear me, what am I going to do with you?” he said with a little laugh. “You never learn, do you?” 
 
    “I can’t help it, honestly. My heart is restless and it runs ahead of me.” she admitted. 
 
    “I know, little one, I know” said the First Butler, shaking his head. “Do not run in the corridors and behave like the Librarian you are or you will be punished again.” 
 
    “Yes, First Butler, you may rely on me.” 
 
    The old man smiled, and Sonea could not help feeling sorry for the man who had warned her so many times and for whom she felt sincere, deep affection. As far as all the apprentices of the Order were concerned, he was the personification of a grandfather, wise and temperate, and he played the role wonderfully well. Even though he was a good man and she held him in respect, he could be very strict, and he had not been joking when he had talked about her needing to restrain herself. Sonea had already been in trouble with the Great Master and the Council of Knowledge, where the five Master Archivists settled disputes, directed the Order and punished the offenses. Just thinking about those severe, strict and unsociable men made the hair at the back of her neck prickle. Every time she had to face them she ended up with a major reprimand and a severe punishment. The reason was always because of the way she behaved, which seemed normal to her, but to the Council seemed deeply humiliating. 
 
    “Butler of the Mail,” the First Butler called to one of his subordinates, “Come here, please.” 
 
    A young man with brown hair hurried to him from behind a desk. 
 
    “Any mail for the Master Archivist of Ethnic Knowledge?” the First Butler asked. 
 
    “Right away,” said the youth, and left at a run. 
 
    Sonea looked at the other butlers as they went about their duties and wondered what their life must be like, always busy here and there, never ceasing in their endless chores. She spent most of her days at her studies, from dawn till well into the evening. It was not an obligation, simply that she loved to learn. It filled her soul with joy and satisfaction. She could not imagine a different fate; the idea of following any other profession was unthinkable to her. If she thought she would have to become a butler, she would go crazy if she had to spend her time on all those tasks, however necessary they might be if the Order were to function efficiently. Most of all she wished to gain the knowledge of which the universe afforded her glimpses, but was still hidden by a veil she must tear away. The only way to do this was by studying relentlessly, putting her whole soul into it. And every day her heart reminded her of how fortunate she was to be in the exact place where knowledge and intellectual enlightenment were the goals to be reached. 
 
    The young butler returned, red-faced. 
 
    “I’m sorry… but it seems that one of my colleagues went to deliver it in person a few minutes ago. It was supposed to be delivered by hand only to the Master himself…” 
 
    The moment she heard that, Sonea turned on her heels to head for the street. A voice stopped her in mid-step: 
 
    “Sonea…” the First Butler said in his grave, booming voice. 
 
    Sonea stopped at once. She turned her head, smiled at both Butlers and headed with unhurried movements to the door. She thought she would never reach it at that pace. As soon as she stepped outside she ran as though the hounds of Hell were after her. 
 
    “The greatest discovery in the history of Tremia and I’m supposed to go slowly. They’re crazy!” she said through her teeth as she ran to find her beloved Master and tutor. 
 
    When she reached the Great Library, Sonea decided to avoid any more risks in case she ended up before the Great Master, and there was nothing she wanted less. She walked the length of the Library as fast as she could without running, making sure her footsteps made no noise. She did not wish to bother the students - there were more than a hundred and fifty of them - bent over their theses and essays on a range of different matters. She reached the northern end and the stairs that led to the ground levels. It was there that the most transcendent studies were carried out, in the quiet and secrecy offered by the basement. This was something that she and her Master appreciated. 
 
    She raced downstairs into the wide corridor, decorated with rich blue tapestries. As she went she passed door after door of noble oak, behind which the Masters and Archivists were trying to decipher the enigmas of the universe, in an attempt to reach the utopian Supreme Knowledge in their different areas of learning. Soon enough, she would be helping Barnacus, her tutor and master Archivist of Ethnic Knowledge, to unravel one of the biggest secrets of all Tremia. Or at least, that was what Sonea hoped. They had spent endless hours at work, and the delivery from Rilentor might be the key which would finally help them reveal the mystery. 
 
    She was so absorbed in her own thoughts that she did not really see the young apprentices she passed. She just caught a glance of their tunic - without the golden trimming at the collar which distinguished the Masters -, with the Great Eye on the chest and the wide scarlet-red girdle which marked them as students of the School of the Knowledge of War. Sonea turned her head to see who they were as they passed by and recognized a face which startled her. Before she could react, something unseen made her trip, and she fell to the floor. She stopped the fall with her knees and the palms of her hands, and the pain stabbed her through her arms and legs 
 
    “And where do you think you’re going in such a hurry?” a voice said in a stinging, contemptuous tone. 
 
    Sonea looked up to see three figures. Among them she saw her hated fellow-apprentice Rocol, whose mission in life seemed not to be studying and searching for wisdom, but torturing her and making her days at the Great Library a living hell. Sonea did not know why Rocol and his group of followers bullied and tortured her in a thousand different ways every time they had the slightest opportunity. As was the case now. They had tripped her on purpose so she would fall. Her palms stung. 
 
    “I don’t need to explain myself to you, apprentice of the Knowledge of War,” replied Sonea. She stared defiantly at the young man, feeling anger in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    “You owe me whatever explanations I ask you for,” said Rocol in a threatening voice. “Learn to respect your betters.”  
 
    Sonea stared at him, the anger growing within her. Rocol was more or less her own age. He was tall and strong, and his hair and eyes were as black as his heart: if he had one, which she doubted. 
 
    “You’re not my betters, no matter what you say!” 
 
    “Have you ever looked at yourself in a mirror? You’re little and weedy, and that short hair of yours is so black and straight it makes you look as if you had a skunk on your head,” said Ucor, nodding at her. 
 
    “And don’t forget those huge bulgy eyes, dark as a sick toad’s,” said Isgor. 
 
    “I’m as intelligent as you are, and you know it!” 
 
    “Shut up, you apprentice of the pathetic School of Ethnic Knowledge!” retorted Isgor, who was big, wide as a barrel, with a huge doughy face. 
 
    “Studying war is more ridiculous than that!” said Sonea sharply. 
 
    “Let’s make this viper-tongued foreigner shut up,” said Ucor, who was thin and restless, with a face full of freckles. 
 
    “A beggar like you has no place among students and scholars,” Rocol said, pointing his finger at her chest menacingly. 
 
    “I’m not a beggar! I have every right to be here, just as much as you do.” 
 
    “How dare you address Librarians of Erenal, sons of the nobility, like that?” said Isgor, outraged. 
 
    “You’re apprentices just like me, and the fact that your families are wealthier or high-born doesn’t make you any better than me.” 
 
    “Silence, you ignorant simpleton!” cried Ucor with burning eyes. 
 
    Sonea stood up to face them, but as she bent her knees the pain returned, stinging and burning at the same time. 
 
    Isgor deliberately dropped the contents of the jar he was carrying in his arms all over Sonea’s head and back. “Oops, how clumsy of me,” he said, amusement in his voice. 
 
    “No…” cried Sonea, realizing it was writing ink. She could not wash it out, and her robe was ruined. She raised her fist to hit Rocol. 
 
    A strong thrust sent her backwards and she hit her head on the cold wall behind her. An intense pain overwhelmed her 
 
    “You dare raise your hand against a nobleman of Erenal? You? A bastard they left on the steps of this renowned order?” said Rocol. 
 
    “I’m no bastard!” she protested, struggling against the pain that gripped her. 
 
    “Everybody knows your mother was a cheap whore from Orecor, or some other city-state of the East,” Rocol went on. 
 
    “That’s not true!” cried Sonea, tears of rage and pain in her eyes. 
 
    “And your father was a drunken sailor who was happy to pay for services received,” said Ucor, laughing. 
 
    “Those are just lies you tell behind my back, baseless rumors you spread to blacken my name!” 
 
    “You say they’re lies?” Rocol sneered. “They’re nothing of the kind. I think the truth goes far beyond the rumors we hear about your past and where you come from.” 
 
    “I’m just an orphan, leave me in peace!” 
 
    “There’s no space for you among the elite of Erenal, among the Librarians, the guardians of knowledge,” said Isgor, his tone harsh. 
 
    “This is no place for a bastard. Only the brightest intellects are welcome here,” spat Ucor in her face. 
 
    “I passed all the tests of knowledge. My intellect is the same level as yours. I passed the tests the Council of the Five established, and you have no right.” 
 
    “Well, obviously you must have cheated!” said Rocol. 
 
    “That’s a lie! I would never do such a thing!” 
 
    “A beggar and a bastard could never pass the tests of knowledge unless she cheated,” said Rocol, with assurance. 
 
    “Lies! You lie! Leave me alone, I haven’t done anything to you!” 
 
    “Your mere presence on this sacred ground of knowledge is an offense to all of us,” said Ucor. 
 
    “I have as much right as you do. My background has nothing to do with my intellectual skills.” 
 
    “How dare you even think that!” Rocol said, his eyes like slits and his neck tense. “Of course it has everything to do with it. It’s widely known and an established rule. Only those of exalted breeding possess the intellect necessary to devote themselves to gaining wisdom within this great order.” 
 
    “That’s not true at all. There are apprentices, and even Masters, of humble origin who are as gifted as the others of noble lineage, if not more so.”  
 
    Rocol raised his fists in absolute fury. 
 
    “That’s complete nonsense! For over a century the Order of Knowledge has only admitted the most select youths of society for apprenticeship, because they’re the only ones with the intellect needed to become a scholar of the Great Library. The fact that King Dasleo allows exceptions to such a necessary rule as that is an abomination we’re forced to accept but one we must fight against. Don’t think we’re going to suffer it willingly or in silence. You and the few others like you represent a humiliating blemish on the illustrious history of this great order.” 
 
    “A very dark blemish,” said Isgor with a mocking grin, pointing at the ink that covered Sonea’s head and robe. 
 
    “You may slander me all you want, but you’ll never beat my will. That I swear!” 
 
    “Now you’ll see…” Rocol exploded, eyes red with rage, and pulled back his arm to punch her. 
 
    Sonea ducked, and Rocol’s fist hit the stone wall behind her. 
 
    There was a crack of crushed bones. 
 
    “Arghhhh!” cried Rocol in agony. 
 
    Sonea took advantage of this moment and ran away down the corridor, to the surprise of the three apprentices. She ran as fast as her legs would carry her while she heard the commotion behind her. They would chase her and make her pay dearly: she knew it, and her heart sank. Suddenly two Master Librarians came out of a study hall. 
 
    “Now what on earth is all this about?” said one of them in annoyance. 
 
    Sonea passed by without stopping. Her pursuers slowed down, then turned around and gave up the chase. Sonea, ran the length of the first basement level and down the spiral staircase to the third. Once there she raced along the corridor at top speed, to the dismay of the Master Librarians she had the misfortune to encounter. Finally, she reached her beloved Master’s hall which for some reason seemed to be in the deepest recess of the Great Library. She pushed the door forcefully and went in. 
 
    Barnacus, the master Archivist of Ethnic Knowledge, stared at her wide-eyed. He wore the Master’s robe of golden ocher, his long white hair was as disheveled as usual and his very white wrinkled skin, like parchment, showed his more than eighty-five winters. 
 
    “What the… By the gods of wisdom, child! Whatever happened to you?” 
 
    “Nothing, Master, don’t worry, it’s nothing.” 
 
    “You say nothing? And you look as if you had fallen head first into a barrel of ink. I bet those good-for-nothings of the school of war had something to do with it, am I right?” 
 
    “It’s really not worth it. Let it be, Master.” 
 
    “No and no again! I’ll go and talk to Inocus right away. He needs to rein in those bullies he has as apprentices. Oh, yes, right away...” 
 
    “It won’t be of any use, Master… Inocus protects and encourages them…” 
 
    “Well then, I shall speak to the Great Master. He’ll have to listen!” 
 
    Seeing how upset her dear good Master-Tutor was, Sonea decided to change the subject abruptly. 
 
    “What about the delivery? Is it here already?” 
 
    Barnacus looked at her, momentarily confused then pointed at the enormous carved-oak desk behind him. 
 
    “There it is. They just brought it in, a couple of minutes ago.” 
 
    Sonea rushed to the big package. She opened it quickly, but was careful not to damage the contents in her eagerness. 
 
    “Is it what we were waiting for?” asked Barnacus anxiously. 
 
    “Master, I believe what we have in front of us is the key that will help us unravel the greatest mystery of all times.” 
 
    “The enigma of the lost civilization…” 
 
    “Yes, Master, the Ilenian enigma.” 
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    Aliana, Komir, Hartz, Kayti, Asti. —Near Silanda, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
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    Komir was drying himself in the sun, watching the lovely Healer out of the corner of his eye as she came into sight beyond the tall bushes. The water had been cool and his muscles and skin were taut. The warmth of the sun filtering through the thick surrounding woods relaxed him and brought on another pleasant feeling. Or perhaps it was Aliana’s presence… 
 
    “Forgive me, Komir, I didn’t intend to spy on you…” she began, apologetic and a little embarrassed. “I was searching for some medicinal herbs for Kendas… I hadn’t realized you were in the pond…” 
 
    “Forget it, Aliana. I know you weren’t spying on me. It was just a joke,” Komir said with a wide smile. 
 
    She blushed and her pale skin glowed. Komir understood the reason. “I didn’t know it was you… I didn’t recognize you…” she said. 
 
    Her embarrassment touched Komir, and her beauty, which had captivated him since he had first set eyes on her, took on such a touch of warm vulnerability that he felt totally defenseless, with a pang in his heart and hardly able to breathe, as if he had been pierced by the cold steel of an enchanted sword. A feeling of extreme anxiety engulfed him, followed by one of absolute wellbeing. He tried to hide what he was feeling so strongly, picked up the belt where his Norriel sword hung and buckled it around his waist with the sword to one side. He finished dressing without another word, letting silence fill the two paces that separated them. 
 
    Aliana went to the edge of the pond and remained there watching the still surface, a light breeze stirring her golden hair. Komir watched her, wondering at the beauty of the scene: Aliana standing by the silvery pool like a goddess descended from the moon. There was such a fairness and serenity about her that his heart was overwhelmed. 
 
    “It seems our destinies cross…” said Aliana thoughtfully, still gazing at the water. 
 
    Her voice broke the spell, and Komir looked at the medallion hanging around her neck. 
 
    “I don’t know if they cross, but I’m sure they point in the same direction,” he said in a deeper voice than usual. 
 
    “I’ve thought a lot about our encounters through the medallions,” Aliana went on, “about the bonds which have been formed between these magical Ilenian jewels, and between us, their bearers. I’m sure there’s a powerful reason why we’re in possession of these strange artifacts. More than that, I’m convinced that it’s not by chance that we, two medallion bearers, have met today in these woods.” 
 
    “Yes, I believe that too. For some reason I can’t quite understand, these medallions seem to communicate with each other, as if they had their own life… as if they possessed intelligence of their own… Just thinking about it makes me shiver. I don’t know, Aliana, somehow these medallions seem predestined to meet,” said Komir, a little crossly. 
 
    “The medallions or their bearers?” Aliana wanted to know. 
 
    “I don’t know… both?” 
 
    “Yes, probably both,” said Aliana. 
 
    “Then… do you believe we were fated to discover the medallions and meet in this place?” 
 
    “I’m not sure about us, but I do believe the medallions were. There’s a very powerful magic intervening here, Ilenian magic. We can’t even begin to imagine how powerful. All I know is that it’s an ancient magic which is guiding the medallions for some purpose, one that I guess will be of great importance.” 
 
    “And what about us?” 
 
    “I think we’re the vessels chosen to carry the medallions in their journey to their goal,” Aliana said thoughtfully. “Whether we were destined to be the bearers or it’s chance that has chosen us I can’t be sure, but I’m inclined to believe that we’ve been chosen for some reason that for the moment we can’t understand.” 
 
    “This isn’t by chance…” 
 
    “Why do you say that? What else do you know?” 
 
    “At least in my case, I seem to have been chosen… I don’t know if your situation or that of the red-skinned girl, the one who bears the blue medallion, are the same. I find it hard to explain, but my destiny seems to be linked to this ethereal medallion, although I don’t know why,” He took the Ilenian jewel out of his jerkin to show it to Aliana. “I left my homeland in search of justice… What I’m about to tell you doesn’t come easily for me… but I think it might help you understand why I believe this. You see, our farm, up in the Norriel highlands was attacked by foreign warriors, without any reason. They came by night, and they were a kind we’d never seen before: strange men with slanting eyes, wearing white tiger pelts. I survived by the grace of the three goddesses, but my parents… my parents… were murdered in that treacherous attack… That’s why I decided to set out to find those responsible for my parents’ death, to make them pay with their blood and see justice done. That attack, I now see more and more clearly, was aimed to end my life. Unfortunately, it ended the life of those dearest to me.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Komir… what happened to you is terrible… absolutely awful.” 
 
    “Nothing can be done now, but I’ll find out who gave the order even if it’s the last thing I do! You can be sure of that.” 
 
    “I see… I understand your pain, your rage… It’s only human… If they wanted you dead, did you manage to find out why?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t yet. But I know they wanted to kill me, and I must go on until I find whoever gave the order.” 
 
    “Men wearing white tiger pelts and with slanting eyes, you say?” Aliana said, intrigue in her voice. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. Nobody has been able to tell me where they’re from.” 
 
    “That’s not surprising. I don’t remember any race in Tremia with slanting eyes, or at least not in the Tremia we know. On the other hand, Tremia is a huge continent and there’s a lot of wild, hostile territory, that’s still unexplored.” 
 
    “My knowledge of Tremia is very limited. Never before this quest had I ever left my own Norriel lands…” Komir admitted, slightly ashamed. 
 
    Aliana remained thoughtful, looking closely at her medallion. Then she looked up and inspected Komir’s. 
 
    “There’s something I don’t understand, Komir. How can these appalling events, I mean the attack on your household and the murder of your parents, be connected to the Ilenian medallions? And why do you believe you’ve been chosen to bear this one?” 
 
    Komir stood close to Aliana and touched the medallion of Earth which hung around her neck. 
 
    “I’ll try to explain it to you so that it makes sense and doesn’t sound as if I’ve lost my mind completely. At first I didn’t think of a connection. My destiny is to find whoever is searching to kill me and caused my parents’ death. I’m absolutely sure of that. But then, Amtoko warned me of something else…” 
 
    “Amtoko?” interrupted Aliana. 
 
    “Sorry. Amtoko is our tribe’s spiritual guide. We are the Bikia, of the Norriel of the highlands. She is… a witch. The Silver Witch, they call her.” 
 
    “I know of the Norriel. The fame of your people goes ahead of you,” said Aliana with the ghost of a smile. 
 
    “Good. Amtoko warned me that my destiny, the path I had decided to follow, was linked to one of much greater importance. If I chose to reject this destiny it would mean the end of our tribe, and the whole continent of Tremia would be plunged into pain and suffering the like of which it had never known before. I know it sounds exaggerated, and I have no proof of this, but that old Silver Witch is rarely mistaken in her judgments and predictions… I told her I didn’t want that weight on my shoulders, that my goal was to find my family’s murderers, not to save the world. But she warned me that if I chose not to follow that path, the threads of fate showed her a dreadful end for the Norriel. She spoke of a coming evil of such proportions that all Tremia would suffer. Thousands of people would die, and a bloody tide would sweep across the continent leaving death, destruction and pain in its wake. A devastating darkness would reign for a hundred years. This she convinced me of. This is the terrible destiny I must prevent in some way, even though I have no idea how. It’s the fate I must fight tirelessly against.” 
 
    “But this is a terrible story, Komir,” said Aliana with concern. She gave Komir such a tender look of sympathy that the pain was wiped from the Norriel’s heart. “Can’t you refuse this fate your witch has burdened you with?” 
 
    “She hasn’t burdened me with it… it’s all-powerful Destiny, according to her, which has chosen me. She told me my future is marked and overwhelmingly important if I decide to follow the threads of the tapestry.” 
 
    “And if you refuse?” 
 
    “Amtoko assured me that my search for justice is a part of the great design. If I want my revenge, I must play my part.” 
 
    “I see… you do carry a great burden. Are you sure that your Silver Witch isn’t mistaken?” 
 
    “More so every day, unfortunately… She is the one who has guided me here, the one who predicted we would meet. This means that my parents’ death is related to us somehow, and to that dreadful fate the Silver Witch has foreseen with her Gift. And yet, she didn’t talk about the medallions. Perhaps her visions don’t reach far enough to see them, or perhaps it’s because of the Ilenian magic itself, I don’t know… But I begin to see that my fate, whatever it is, is linked with this medallion, with the Ilenians…” 
 
    Aliana looked into his eyes, trying to see what was hidden behind them. Komir shrank from the Healer’s scrutiny. 
 
    “I think I see what you’re trying to say, and it’s deeply serious,” Aliana said without taking her eyes off Komir’s. “You’ve been chosen to prevent an awful fate. Your path, the search for revenge: it all leads to that terrible destiny, whether you like it or not. If that’s the case and your Witch is right, then the medallions must be a part of that fate you have to prevent. It can’t be a coincidence that you have found an Ilenian medallion. There has to be a connection between you, that destiny and the medallions…” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what I believe too… although I can’t imagine what it might be…” 
 
    Aliana raised her hands to her face. 
 
    “Incredibly interesting, and at the same time very frightening.” 
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry…” said Komir, looking away. 
 
    “You’re sorry?” 
 
    “I am. Because if what we believe is true, that means that you’re embroiled in this mess too.” 
 
    Aliana looked at Komir again thoughtfully. Her face had lost its usual serenity. There was a growing concern there, which brought deepening shadows to it. 
 
    “I need to go over all these things you’ve shared with me, Komir, and meditate on them. It’s a lot of information, and so serious it makes my soul shrink.” 
 
    Komir nodded in silence. 
 
    A mottled fawn came to the pond from the other side and began to drink, not suspecting their presence. They both watched it with surprise, and for a moment the weight of their decisions and the burden of having to face an apocalyptic fate lifted from Komir’s tired shoulders. Aliana looked into his eyes and smiled. The sun made her hair shine like gold and for an instant Komir lost himself in the beauty of her face and the quiet of her blue eyes. 
 
    In that moment, Komir understood that his heart was no longer his own, it had been stolen. 
 
    Some noise inside the thicket made the fawn scamper away with the grace and stealth only those animals are capable of. Komir put his hand on the pommel of his sword and tensed. Aliana, also wary, nocked her bow. The bushes parted to reveal a huge boar. Komir, startled, was about to bare his sword when he noticed something was not right. The boar was being carried above the huge shoulders of… 
 
    Hartz coming out of the bushes. 
 
    “Look, guys! See what I caught!” he said with his booming voice and contagious smile. 
 
    “Hartz!” Komir relaxed as he returned his friend’s smile. 
 
    The giant came up to them and nonchalantly dropped the boar on the ground. 
 
    He offered his bloodied hand to Aliana, “Hi, I’m Hartz,” he said. 
 
    Aliana looked at him and made a small curtsey: “Pleased to meet you, Hartz. I’m Aliana, a Healer from the Temple of Tirsar.” 
 
    “The pleasure is mine, I’m a Bikia, of the Norriel,” replied Hartz proudly. 
 
    Aliana smiled at the big man. 
 
    Hartz pointed at the boar and addressed Aliana with a grin: “Ugly, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s absolutely disgusting,” she replied catching his humor 
 
    “Who is? The boar or Hartz?” said a woman’s voice behind them. 
 
    They all turned to see Kayti in her white armor coming out from the woods, smiling mischievously. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Komir demanded. 
 
    The redhead reached the small group. Looking at Aliana, she said: “The wounded man, Kendas, is awake. It’ll be better if we go back to the cave and the Healer tends to him. And I didn’t want to miss this little gathering, either. Any news?” 
 
    Komir bit his lip but did not say anything. Aliana slung the bow onto her back again. 
 
    “Komir and I have been exchanging points of view… and experiences…” she said. 
 
    Kayti looked at them. 
 
    But neither said anything else. 
 
    “Well, now that you’ve exchanged ideas, we should eat something,” said Hartz as he rubbed his stomach. “Afterwards, when we’ve had our fill, we can decide what to do. Or do you already know where we should head, Komir?” 
 
    “Hmm… that’s a good question. I haven’t really thought about it yet… The thing is I don’t really know…” Komir held the medallion in his hand and stared at it, allowing his thoughts to drift. What should his course be? Amtoko had guided him to Aliana, but now that they had met, what was the next step? “I’m totally lost, that’s the truth of it. I’ve no idea where to go, what to do, what direction to head in…” 
 
    Suddenly a sweet feeling ran through his body. Komir recognized it at once. He experienced once more the ether coming from the medallion: he could almost taste the Ilenian magic. He closed his eyes to concentrate and looked into himself until he found his magical energy, something that still startled him and filled him with a strange sour-sweet joy. It was centered in his chest, resting peacefully like the waters of the pond beside them. He could clearly feel it inside him, and it made him wonder at its implications. I possess the Gift. I am able to see the source of magic inside me, and it’s simply awesome. And what’s even more amazing is that I can work magic, with the aid of the medallion of course, but I can conjure up a spell. Just thinking about it makes me shiver. Who would have thought in my village of Orrio, in Norriel lands only a few months ago? But just like then, I still don’t know what to do or where to go… Which way should I follow? 
 
    At that moment the great jewel in the medallion gave out an intense, clear beam of light which blinded them all. Komir, bewildered by the unexpectedness of it, took a step back and grasped the medallion in both hands. 
 
    “What the hell…?” cried Hartz with his forearm covering his eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s happening…” said Komir in an attempt at apology. 
 
    “A very intense activation of magical power,” said Aliana, looking away to one side. 
 
    “The blinding light ceased. They all opened their eyes again, trying to puzzle out the meaning of the event. 
 
    As they did so a new beam of light, this time brown but equally strong, burst from Aliana’s medallion. They all covered their eyes protesting from the blinding light. The beam vanished after a few seconds. 
 
    Nobody dared to look. The four waited a long moment before opening their eyes again. 
 
    “What on earth is going on with your medallions?” demanded Hartz, upset by the magic. 
 
    “I think Komir activated them somehow,” said Aliana. 
 
    And at that moment, both medallions burst into light simultaneously. They all covered their faces, but this time the light was less blinding. The four looked again carefully and saw a sphere floating between the two medallions, held by the two beams of light. One from Komir’s, the other from Aliana’s. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” asked Hartz. 
 
    “I’ve no idea, big guy,” replied Komir. “These medallions have a will of their own.”  
 
    “I’d say an intelligence of their own,” Kayti pointed out. 
 
    “That sphere has been summoned by the medallions. It must have some purpose,” said Aliana. 
 
    As if it were following the Healer’s reasoning, the sphere began to swirl in the spot it occupied, hanging between Aliana and Komir. They watched the rotation of this other-worldly object, utterly spellbound. After a long moment, it stopped. Komir was beginning to form a question when suddenly the sphere projected an image, a landscape hung suspended above it in midair. Komir was speechless. It looked as if an extremely realistic painting had been summoned before them like a dream. They all stared at it in astonishment. What they saw was a beautiful scene: the mouth of an immense river of calm blue waters. The image changed suddenly and seemed to move down-river, as if an eagle were flying over it and showing them what its keen perception saw. The beauty of the land as seen from high above was spectacular. 
 
    “What… what’s that image?” muttered Komir. 
 
    “Ilenian magic! That’s what it is, and I don’t like it one bit!” complained Hartz. 
 
    “Don’t be a moron, Hartz. Can’t you see the medallions want to show us something?” said Kayti. 
 
    “It’s the great river Nerfir,” said Aliana. “We crossed it some while back after fleeing the Usik forests. Kendas told me the Nerfir is one of the greatest rivers in Tremia, and flows from the southern side of the Mountains of the Half Moon into Nocean territory. It runs through the lands of the Empire of the Sun, bathing its barren lands far as the great deep deserts in the South.” 
 
    The image continued its course down the immense river valley which now crossed the Nocean deserts, showing them small fishing and trading communities. 
 
    “It’s a beastly river,” exclaimed Hartz, who was not missing a detail. 
 
    “You are beastly yourself…” said Kayti. Hartz turned around to face her with an unfriendly look, but she winked at him and smiled peevishly and the big Norriel was totally defenseless. 
 
    The bird’s-eye vision continued over the landscape at a growing speed. Much further south, they saw the first Nocean cities beside the river, surrounded by the deserts. The image hovered above the third of the big cities along the water, then moved east, traveling into a desert of white sands and dunes the color of the sun. The image blinked three times and vanished. Next, the sphere and the beams of light from the medallions vanished as well. 
 
    The four exchanged looks, not knowing what to make of that strange experience. 
 
    Aliana stared at her medallion and looked up at the sky, at the light which filtered through the tops of the trees. 
 
    “The medallions have shown us a course to follow…” 
 
    “Are you sure, Healer? What we’ve been shown is Nocean territory, enemy territory,” said Kayti. The serious look on her face showed her concern. 
 
    Aliana turned her eyes to Komir’s medallion. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I am.” 
 
    Hartz waved his hands in the air. 
 
    “We’re not going to go into hostile territory and have our heads cut off just because a blasted magical spell tells us to. That would be completely idiotic. I’m not going anywhere that devilish Ilenian magic tells me to. No, no way!” He crossed his arms over his chest and frowned. 
 
    “The two medallions are telling us we should follow the path they’ve shown us,” Aliana said soothingly. 
 
    “To what end?” asked Kayti. 
 
    “We’ll know when we get there,” answered Komir with unshakeable conviction. 
 
    “I have to go and look after Kendas” said Aliana as she looked at Komir. 
 
    He nodded, and the group went back to the small camp with worried thoughts. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A week had passed since his conversation with Aliana, by the pond. During that time, the Healer had devoted her time to caring for Kendas, managing miraculously to restore the Lancer almost entirely to health. In the evenings by the camp-fire the group exchanged stories of their adventures, and soon an honest bond had formed between them. Every night Komir watched the Healer in silence, during those moments when she withdrew into herself, and he could almost see her thoughts flying. Komir knew that Aliana was seriously pondering everything the two of them had talked about but he did not dare to ask, or to set off again until she said something. 
 
    On the seventh evening, Hartz was entertaining them with a fantastic story from the Norriel folklore. Aliana looked at Komir and nodded, to let him know she was ready. When Hartz finished his story Aliana turned to Komir. 
 
    “I’ve thought about our meeting for this whole week, Komir, about the meaning of our encounter and the course we have to follow. The longer I think about it, the more sure I am that your destiny and mine must be linked. That’s shown by the fact that we’re both medallion bearers and that we’re linked by their Ilenian magic. And also by the fact that we’ve met here in the middle of nowhere, and even more by the fact that you were guided here by the witch Amtoko. That being the case, I’m led to believe that somehow my own destiny forms part of yours. If that destiny is so terrible, and will bring about the devastating tragedy that your Norriel Witch has foretold, then we must go on together, and try at all costs to prevent it from happening. 
 
    “Do you mean you want to come with me?” asked Komir with surprise, trying to make sure he had correctly interpreted Aliana’s wishes. 
 
    “I do. I believe it’s what I must do,” said Aliana, convinced. “I can’t allow this omen to become true. I could never forgive myself if I took a different course, knowing what I know, and let that horror spread through Tremia. It would be against all my principles, against everything I am, to allow our people to suffer such a fate. I’m a Healer of the Temple of Tirsar, and as such, my duty is to help those in pain. I have meditated carefully, and I know what I must do.” 
 
    “You know I go to a destiny I might not be able to defeat…” warned Komir. 
 
    “Maybe you alone might not win, but you’re no longer alone. There are two of us now who bear medallions. Together, without doubt, we’ll be much more likely to come out victorious.” 
 
    “I can’t allow it. I can’t take the responsibility of protecting your life too, if anything should happen to you… I…” 
 
    “It’s not a load that you need to carry, Komir. It’s my load, my responsibility, my choice,” Aliana spread her arms wide as she spoke from her very heart. 
 
    “Even so… the dangers…” began Komir. 
 
    “And besides, there’s a very important fact you don’t know, something which reaffirms my belief that this is the way I must follow, the way written for me too.” 
 
    “I don’t understand you. What’s that?” 
 
    Aliana told Komir and the rest of the group about their adventure in Usik territory, from the moment they had left Rilentor to their final flight out of the woods with Asti and Kendas, including how they had found the charred body of Haradin. Komir listened to the story in complete absorption, trying to assimilate all the information and events the Healer was talking about. When she had finished Komir spent a long time in thought. 
 
    “That’s an adventure, right enough!” exclaimed Hartz. 
 
    “Of blood and death…” said Aliana. 
 
    “That Mage, Hara…din? Is he powerful?” Kayti asked. 
 
    “In the Court of Rilentor, they say there’s no greater Mage in all Tremia” 
 
    “So what was such a powerful mage doing looking for the medallion of Earth? What did he want it for?” insisted the redhead. 
 
    “That’s precisely what makes me think I’m on the right path. Haradin, a Mage without equal, an eminence in the arcane arts, was looking for the medallion of Earth which finished up in my hands. This search nearly cost him his life, and ours too. That’s why I believe it must be something of overwhelming importance. Otherwise Haradin, powerful and intelligent as he is, wouldn’t have risked his life to find it. Komir, my medallion is linked to yours and to your destiny. That’s why I’m convinced I have to join you in your quest. The Bearers must walk together, united in one goal, in one destiny.” 
 
    Komir shook his head, trying to dissuade the Healer. Staring into her eyes he said: “It’s too dangerous. Death follows our every step.” 
 
    Aliana held Koimr’s gaze without blinking. There was a fixed determination in her eyes. 
 
    “I’m perfectly aware of it. But it’s my duty and my belief. I’m convinced this is the right path, the one I must follow. I’ll go with you. We’ll prevent the destruction of Tremia, or else perish in the attempt!” 
 
    “Let’s hope it’s the first of those” said Komir with growing concern. 
 
    “It will be, have faith,” replied Aliana. 
 
    “So, she’s coming with us, then?” asked Hartz cheerfully. 
 
    Komir relaxed his shoulders as he looked at his friend. 
 
    “Yes, Hartz. If Aliana wishes to, she’ll join us.”  
 
    “Awesome! It’ll be great to have a Healer on our side,” said the big warrior. 
 
    Kayti glanced at Hartz with a jealousy she could not hide. 
 
    “Really, with all the trouble you get into, it won’t be one Healer we need, it’ll be a dozen!” said the redhead. 
 
    Hartz turned his wide smile on her once again. “I don’t know why you should say that.” 
 
    “He’s too much for me,” admitted Kayti, shaking her head. 
 
    And that evening, by the camp-fire, two paths became one: One which would change the fate of Tremia forever. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Oscura Emperatriz 
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    Isuzeni, Empress Yuzumi (The Dark Lady) —Toyomi Continent— 
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    Meanwhile in Toyomi, a bright sun reigned over the heavenly sky that glorious morning. Isuzeni walked out onto the wide, sumptuously decorated balcony of the imperial palace, trailing after him the tail of his silver dress-cloak. He was wearing his best attire, the occasion demanded it. He lifted his face to the sun-king, allowing himself the agreeable sensation of being honored. He felt a familiar, longed-for sense of wellbeing on his yellowish skin protected by fine aromatic oils. He enjoyed the moment like a child with new shoes, knowing that his delight in this simple earthly pleasure would be short-lived. Matters of state and the Empress’s needs did not allow for such luxuries. 
 
    Accompanying him were the eight Moyuki assigned to his protection, all in impeccable black dress armor. Isuzeni’s gaze lingered on them. If previously they had looked terrifying, today they would demoralize a war god. The High Priest of the Cult of Imork breathed in the rich, intoxicating perfume of the thousands of flowers used to decorate the balcony. The whole northern façade of the palace, as well as the immense square before it, was covered in flowers. The festive decorations had extended to all the gardens and buildings adjacent to the Square of Triumph. Flowers, decorations and flags filled every corner Isuzeni’s slanting eyes could reach. 
 
    Today is a great day, a day of celebration. The day to commemorate my Lady Yuzumi’s final victory over the last opposing forces. Today is the day chosen by the Dark Lady to celebrate the great victory along the entire continent of Toyomi, the beginning of a new era. The nine realms are far behind, now the whole continent is hers, all her enemies have been destroyed, crushed under her yoke after years of war and bloody conquest. 
 
    Today was the day on which the Queen would become Empress in the eyes of her people. 
 
    In Isuzeni’s, on the other hand, she had already been that for a long time. 
 
    It was a day of supreme importance, one which the whole nation must celebrate. And so it would be throughout the continent, with festivities in every city and village. The rabble must be controlled, their bellies moderately satisfied, but above all their minds must remain entertained and distracted. That was the only way to keep them from raising their voices, as Isuzeni knew well. It was a science which the ancient rulers had been putting into practice for centuries. 
 
    If rice is short, provide the people with entertainment. This had become an art among the ancient rulers. Fortunately, the last two crops had been reasonably abundant; the weather had smiled on the harvest and the people had enough to eat. 
 
    Today is a great day, one which I’ll never forget as long as I live, even though with what’s happened over the last few days it’s more than likely that this will be my last day. The great ravens had brought the worst possible news as far as his interests were concerned, and his Lady would be furious with him. Having already been warned by the Dark Lady not to fail again in his mission to kill the Marked, Isuzeni took it for granted that this would be his last dawn. That was why he was trying to savor it so intensely. Each ray of sun, each scent the breeze brought with it, seemed to him an exquisite delicacy. He wished to enjoy every fragrance in all its glory, experience each sensation as never before, since a painful death would soon claim him. 
 
    The drums began to boom and Isuzeni, looking out from the balcony to the Square of Triumph, was able to see the hundred musicians of the army, who in dress armor and close formation hurried with military promptness to stand in position. 
 
    The great square had been completely cleared to make room for the great military parade in honor of the Empress. It was deserted, without even a market stall, only an immense rectangle of grey and black tiles. The armies of Empress Yuzumi would soon appear in the spotless, richly decorated square. Surrounding the great rectangle were thousands of spectators, stretching as far as the eye could see: the common people, anxiously awaiting the triumphant parade of the Dark Lady’s troops. The ignorant populace was eager to be entertained, looking forward to a new era of peace and prosperity after long years of bitter war in which thousands had perished. Isuzeni estimated the number of dead at more than a hundred thousand throughout the years of war, counting both soldiers and civilians. But as his Lady had said on more than one occasion: 
 
    “A tiny price to pay for the domination of a whole continent:” 
 
    And in that, as in almost all questions, Isuzeni was in complete agreement with his Lady. 
 
    The war drums thundered in a long roll. It was the signal for the Empress to make her triumphal appearance on the balcony. And there she was, the Dark Lady, Empress Yuzumi, before her conquered and devoted people: some through force, some through resignation. With a dramatic stroke of stagecraft, she made her grand entrance, thousands of rose petals rained from the roofs, hundreds of white doves soared as they were freed from the great balcony. The dramatic effect could not have been more imposing. The people applauded feverishly amid the rolling of the drums. 
 
    The Empress was wearing her usual black armor with red trim which, tight-fitting as it was, gave the illusion of being tattooed on her sinuous, beautifully proportioned body. That armor, a prodigy of craftsmanship made by an old Master-Forger, was a work of art. Light and close-fitting, as well as extremely resistant, it was just as the Dark Lady had ordered it. Down her back fell a long blood-red cloak. Her expression, even in that moment of glory, personal triumph and absolute satisfaction, was impassive. That beautiful face showed only a dauntless serenity, while her enormous black eyes read the spirit of that expectant crowd. 
 
    The audience burst into applause and cheers for the Empress, as if aware of their ruthless ruler’s scrutiny. On the balcony Yuzumi walked to the railings, raised her right arm and with a monotonous wave saluted in all directions, stopping briefly at each of the four points. The cheers and applause filled the whole royal city. Isuzeni noted once more, without being able to hide a satisfied smile, that the illiterate populace wanted nothing more than a spectacle and a touch of hope to wipe from their souls all the evil they had suffered, as if it had been no more than a passing illness. It was truly amazing. The Empress kept up her theatrical salute to her oppressed people, while they in their ignorance glorified her.  
 
    After a long while the Dark Lady stopped waving and took a step back. 
 
    The drums rolled again, this time with the rhythm of a march. The parade was beginning at last. The first regiment began its entrance from the south, carrying a great number of red standards, long and narrow, flying in the wind, keeping in step with the rhythm of the drums. When the people saw them enter the square they reacted with more applause and cheers, so that the sound of their clapping drowned the booming of the drums. 
 
    The Empress, surrounded by Moyuki, looked to her right and saw Isuzeni. 
 
    She beckoned him to come closer. 
 
    Isuzeni obeyed at once, coming to stand beside his Lady with a deep bow. Within him Isuzeni felt his anxiety growing. The hour of truth had arrived, in a few instants his life could end and he knew it. 
 
    “A magnificent celebration, your Majesty,” Isuzeni said, trying to control his voice so as not to betray his discomfort. 
 
    “The people need shows of power and entertainment, as you well know, Counselor. It was you who taught me this many years ago.” 
 
    “And some hope as well, my Lady. It’s been a long war.” 
 
    “That’s the part which doesn’t fully convince me. A few public deaths, massive executions, right here in the Square of Triumph, and all the thoughts of this wretched rabble will focus on what matters to them, which is how to survive one more day. End of the problem.” 
 
    “That point of view is also very effective, my Lady.” 
 
    “I think I’ll lean towards that; I don’t find the path of hope at all attractive.” 
 
    “As you wish, your Majesty.” 
 
    “Besides, public executions gladden my spirit, they’re most enriching.” 
 
    “They certainly are,” Isuzeni replied. 
 
    “Anyway, enough of formalities. The ravens have returned with news, some of it extremely disappointing.” 
 
    “I know, my Lady. I have failed you most unpardonably. The Marked has defeated my Dominator Sorcerers and managed to escape alive. I put my life in your hands. My mistakes are unforgivable. I’ve failed.” 
 
    “Indeed, you’ve failed and the Marked is still alive. I told you I wanted him dead. Dead!” 
 
    Isuzeni lowered is head in shame, feeling the approach of fear. 
 
    He began to apologize. “I don’t understand how he could have survived…” 
 
    “Dead!” screamed the Dark Lady, filled with overwhelming rage. “Dead!” 
 
    Isuzeni was deeply frightened. Very rarely had he seen his Lady lose control of herself. 
 
    “What must I do to finish him off? What? Dead, he must die! This is no trivial whim; I’m fighting for my own survival. My life is at stake, the Marked hast to die so that I can continue on the face of this earth. It’s him or me. Do you understand, Isuzeni? Do you understand!” 
 
    “Yes, my Lady,” he muttered, lowering his head. “I’ll send more agents to finish him off, my Lady.” 
 
    “More agents? What guarantee of success can you give me? The same as you have until now? Your agents’ failure has been utter and complete, and that is unacceptable.” 
 
    “Forgive me, my Lady. I don’t understand it, he should be dead. My agents were lethal, superb in the art of death. It must be because of his comrades, my Lady. Perhaps they’ve helped him survive my men.” 
 
    “Are you referring to the White Soul? Another resounding failure! They should never have met, never! If they have it’s thanks to the incompetence of your agents, who weren’t capable of eliminating the threat in time.” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure that it’s the White Soul. It might be, but we can’t be sure of it, my Lady…” 
 
    “What more proof do you need? Since their paths joined it’s been impossible to kill them. They must both be dead, or the Premonition will be fulfilled. They must die at all costs, do you understand, Isuzeni? Die!” 
 
    Her shriek was so loud that Isuzeni bent double. His Lady’s rage was too intense to bear. 
 
    “The Premonition shall not be fulfilled!” 
 
    Suddenly Isuzeni felt a terrible pain all over his body, a horrifying agony as if a thousand red-hot needles were piercing his flesh, flooding him with terror. He doubled up in pain. A dark cloud of pure evil had enveloped his body. He raised his gaze to his Lady and in the black pupils of her slanting eyes he saw the gleam of a perverse rage. With deep sadness he understood that his end was upon him, the Dark Lady would punish his failure with an agonizing death. The pain intensified until it drove him to the brink of collapse. Resignedly, Isuzeni accepted the horrible end he had already anticipated. The pain reached his heart, it would now crush him as a vengeful hand crushes a rotten egg, and he would die. 
 
    I go to you, my Lord Imork. Welcome me at your side, Lord of Death. Remember I have served you faithfully my whole life, take into account all those I have sacrificed and sent to you to feed your power. Welcome in your faithful servant, to serve you. 
 
    Isuzeni was barely able to finish the prayer in his mind. The pain was too intense. Crushed, he waited for his heart to burst. 
 
    “On the other hand,” the Dark Lady said icily, “it seems your agents have been able to bring about war among the three great kingdoms of Tremia.” 
 
    Isuzeni felt the pain leave his system all of a sudden. With a violent spasm he recovered control over his tormented body. Filled with apprehension, he looked at his Lady again, but she was watching the parade as if she had forgotten all about him. Her thoughts were far away. Two regiments of Moyuki, carrying the dreaded black standards, were entering the great square to the delight of the spectators, who were cheering and applauding incessantly. Isuzeni put his hand over his heart to make sure it was still beating. It was, he had not died, his Lady had let him live. He did not know why. The Dark Lady did not tolerate failure of any kind. 
 
    “Yes, yes… indeed, my lady,” he said doubtfully. 
 
    “The diplomats were eliminated without fulfilling their missions and war has been declared. Rogdon is in a very delicate position. That pleases me, Counselor.” 
 
    “Indeed, my Lady. The careful strategy has finally been successful. It’s been very difficult to accomplish, but in the end we’ve managed it. The Norghanians are invading from the northeast and the Noceans from the south, just as we had planned.” 
 
    “Now tell me, Counselor, how is it possible that you can drive kingdoms to war and yet you’re incapable of killing one man and the woman who goes with him?” 
 
    “Forgive me, my Lady… I’m not worthy…” 
 
    “I forgive nothing, you know that perfectly well.” 
 
    Empress Yuzumi stepped forward and waved at the public, at her people, again. The crowd burst out in fresh cheers and applause. Another regiment was marching through the square, holding long metal javelins painted red: an anti-cavalry regiment. Little by little the square was filling up with the magnificently uniformed soldiers, proudly showing off their standards of war. Once inside the square, each regiment formed a compact block. Several rows of these formations were presenting arms to the Empress. 
 
    “The war in the great continent is already a fact, and that pleases me. Now Rogdon must fall, that’s where the Marked and his companion the White Soul are to be found.” 
 
    “Rogdon shall fall, my Lady, the plan will work.” 
 
    “I want Rogdon overcome, defeated, destroyed, completely razed to the ground. Fields, villages and cities must be left desolate, their army annihilated.” 
 
    Isuzeni nodded, letting his analytical mind go over the most likely scenarios for the development of the war. 
 
    “Rogdon won’t be able to withstand both invasions at once,” he reasoned. 
 
    “On the other hand, I want the Norghanians, just as much as the Noceans, to reach the end of the war very weakened. The losses for both armies must be many. The greater the number, the greater my satisfaction. So it shall be, shall it not, Counselor?” 
 
    “So it shall be, my Lady. Rogdon will fall, and in the process both invading kingdoms will suffer considerable losses. My agents are in a position to guarantee it. It’s a considerably complex task, but we’ll make it happen.”  
 
    “I will only accept absolute success. Don’t disappoint me this time, or it will be the last thing you do,” the Empress threatened him with her stern, velvety voice. 
 
    Isuzeni raised his gaze until he met the Lady’s lethal black eyes. He read in them an unshakeable yearning for power, and an absolute cruelty. If he did not achieve what his Lady asked of him, he would not survive. He had to bring about what his Lady had requested without the slightest error. He nodded and bowed, fully aware that his life hung by a thread and that if he was not already dead it was because she still needed him to achieve the destruction of the three great kingdoms of the continent of Tremia. All his years of faithful service, his advice at critical times, the winning strategies and the complicated plans which had been successful: all these counted for nothing.  
 
    Nothing moved the Dark Lady, her black heart took nothing into account. Only success, the achievement of her wishes, mattered. Isuzeni knew that this icy woman would tear his heart out of his chest with her own bare hands if he failed again. When he straightened up, he saw the Square of Triumph, packed with the Empress’s terrible regiments in perfect, symmetrical formations. An amazing spectacle under the martial beat of the war drums. The entire square was filled with warriors in their polished armor and tall standards of different colors. 
 
    Impressive, truly impressive. The regiments representing the seventy-five thousand soldiers, the hosts of the Dark Lady, ready for action at nothing more than a sign from their Empress. An incredible and frightening spectacle, particularly for those who dare get in the way of the Dark Lady’s wishes. 
 
    “One thing more, Counselor.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lady.” 
 
    “There’s been something new… something unexpected. A new vision… about the Marked.” 
 
    “Absolutely new?” Isuzeni asked, deeply intrigued. “Or a variation on the previous visions?” 
 
    “Completely new.” 
 
    “Then has the premonition, the fate, varied?” 
 
    “No, the final vision is still the same, but something has changed. Something new is going to happen, something we’d never before witnessed or even known about.” 
 
    “Perhaps we might use it to our advantage,” ventured Isuzeni. 
 
    “Perhaps. In any case it’s a new factor which has come up in the game of fate. A factor we hadn’t counted on but which, my intuition tells me, is going to be very important, decisive even.” 
 
    “What is that factor, your Majesty?” 
 
    “An arcane and profoundly ancient power has awakened. A power which has remained hidden… buried… for a long time and which is coming to the surface now. That’s what I’ve been able to gather from the Premonition.” 
 
    “Is this factor in our favor or against?” 
 
    “To begin with, against. For now, that power is in the hands of the Marked.” 
 
    “I see. That might explain why he has been able to survive our attacks.” 
 
    “It might be. But guesses are irrelevant, only facts are significant. And the fact is that he’s still alive.” 
 
    “What has the Skull of Destiny shown you, your Majesty?” 
 
    “It has shown me a shapeless, blurred vision. In it I could see the Marked and a young woman being united, linked by an arcane power transmitted through certain medallions of great power.”  
 
    “Medallions?” 
 
    “Yes, arcane medallions, objects imbued with great power. A very ancient power. A power I want.” 
 
    “Did you see the face of the Marked?” 
 
    “No. Once more the Skull refuses to show it to me, denies me his identity. But in essence I know it well, it was certainly him, it was the Marked. That much I was able to grasp clearly. I felt it in my guts. The same age, the same inner power which I felt and recognized immediately. The young woman on the other hand also possesses an arcane power, one different from that of the Marked, very different, but equally tangible. They both have the Gift, and they were both manipulating very ancient and powerful medallions.” 
 
    “What do you wish me to do?” 
 
    “Now, more than ever, it’s vital to kill the Marked and get hold of that medallion of power. Kill him and those with him. But be careful. With that power in his hands, with the medallions, they might become extremely powerful.” 
 
    Isuzeni looked down at the square. Somehow, looking at the Empress’s armies, it seemed to him that no arcane power was strong enough to stop her. The Marked would die, and so would anyone with him. 
 
    “I’ll see about that, my Lady.” 
 
    “This new power in the game worries me greatly. When I caught its essence I could feel how strong and ancient it is. I don’t know where it comes from or why it’s interfering with my plans, but it must be contained. It’s a power I want for myself. The Marked can’t be allowed to make use of it. In the end it might be the means by which he can defeat me. I must obtain this new source of great power, take it away from the Marked, and if it’s from the cold fingers of his corpse, so much the better.” 
 
    “The Marked shall die and the medallions of power shall be yours, your Majesty.” 
 
    “Isuzeni, bring me their hearts on a platter.” 
 
    “I will, my Lady.” 
 
    “I want to taste the flavor of their souls, eat their hearts while they’re still warm. Kill them!” 
 
    The Empress turned and left the balcony, her long cloak trailing in her wake. Behind her the formidable army stood to attention and presented arms amid the cheers and applause of the fevered audience. 
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    Gerart and Lomar were looking out at the Norghanian war camp, as they had been doing every morning for over a week now. The wind was warm on the battlements above the Queen’s Gate, but its pleasant touch left no mark on the worried Rogdonian faces. Expectations darkened with each passing day. There was no news from Albust and the diplomatic mission to the Norghanian camp. In fact it was taken for granted that the Ambassador would never be seen again. 
 
    Four mornings before, an enormous cloud of dust beyond the opening of the pass had marked the arrival of thousands of head of cattle and as many carts filled with supplies of all kinds. The Norghanian soldiers had received them with cries of joy and applause. Such a quantity of supplies could only mean one thing: they were preparing for the siege. 
 
    Two mornings before, another cloud of dust had blotted the horizon: not as big as the first one, but something which turned out to be utterly devastating for the defenders’ morale. The Invincibles of the Ice, the elite troops of King Thoran, had been sent to the war camp. No less than ten thousand men, the most dreaded heavy infantry in the entire continent. Seeing them arrive, among the cries of their compatriots, Gerart had consulted with Urien: 
 
    “Here are the ten thousand more men we were expecting, just as you foretold, Counselor.” 
 
    “It saddens me to be right in this case, my young Prince, but it’s as I feared. In fact it’s even worse than I’d anticipated. They’ve sent the Invincibles of the Ice. These are their elite force, and each one equals three of our soldiers, if not more.” 
 
    “They’re as good as that?” 
 
    “That’s right, my Prince, they’re as good as that.” 
 
    “My father has sent five thousand men more, the reserve. That’s all we have: fifteen thousand in all.” 
 
    “There are forty thousand of them, but in practical terms that means sixty thousand. We don’t have much chance of holding out.” 
 
    “What do you suggest we do, Counselor?” 
 
    “Send officers to recruit in the cities and villages of the neighboring counties. It will help if we can manage to bring in a few thousand men more to form a militia.” 
 
    “Good idea!” 
 
    They had managed to recruit five thousand peasants and farmers, who were now exercising with the rest of the men in the daily training routine. Gerart was happy with his officers, who had responded well; the soldiers trained daily and worked without rest. The moat behind the gate was now finished and the large earthen jars of oil had been set all along the wall, which had itself been reinforced and strengthened at several strategic points. The wells had been secured and were being watched constantly. The troops’ discipline was good, they were ready for the siege. All that was needed was to know when it would begin. 
 
    Unfortunately it was not long before that question was answered. 
 
    Above the battlements, Lomar stretched his neck, strained his vision and cried: 
 
    “There they are, your Highness, they’re coming…” 
 
    Gerart began to notice that the cloud of dust on the horizon was gradually coming closer. At first he could not make out what was making that enormous disturbance, but after a while he saw what it was and his heart froze, as if an ice giant had clutched it. 
 
    The siege machines were finally arriving. 
 
    As the cloud drew nearer the Norghanian camp, Gerart could see that there were hundreds of carts and freight horses pulling catapults, ballistae, battering rams and the dreaded siege towers. 
 
    “By the Light, they’re huge!” Lomar cried in dismay. 
 
    “They certainly are,” Gerart said, very worried. 
 
    He watched the gigantic siege towers as they were dragged on, built of wood, reinforced with steel. The structures were more than six stories high and must have measured more than sixty feet tall and thirty feet wide. They were absolutely colossal, and crushed the spirits of the men on the battlements who now, in masse, watched the unstoppable advance of the death machines. Until that moment the danger had seemed unreal, present but distant. Now they were all aware that death was coming, inexorably. 
 
    Urien stood beside Gerart and said: 
 
    “They’ll attack at dawn. We must get ready.” 
 
    “Can we stand up to these siege machines?” 
 
    “Tomorrow we’ll know, my Prince.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nobody in the fortress slept that night. All rested in a state of tension, and nervousness filled the air like an electric storm in summer. Hearts beat faster, men waited for the arrival of dawn and with it the attack of the men of the snow. Gerart went down to the dungeons where the two conceited noblemen were still held, and offered them a simple deal: they would serve under his command for Rogdon or he would have them executed right there and then. The two Generals, seeing the young Prince so determined and ready to cut their throats, accepted immediately. 
 
    Gerart reinstated them in their positions and functions, and gave Count Helmar the command of the defense of the wall’s eastern sector and Count Longor the western sector. Lomar would command the defense of the gate, while Gerart would go to those points where reinforcement was needed, which unfortunately they expected to be many. 
 
    With the first light of dawn a Norghanian herald rode to the gate of the great wall. 
 
    “I have a message from my lord his Majesty King Thoran of Norghana for the commander of this fortress!” 
 
    Gerart made his way through the men and stood on top of the Gate. He looked down at the Norghanian herald. 
 
    “I am the commander! Prince Gerart, son of King Solin of Rogdon. What is this message?” 
 
    “My lord wishes you to know that if you surrender the fortress and turn yourself in of your own free will, he will pardon your life. Otherwise, he’ll take the fortress and leave no survivors.” 
 
    “Tell your King that Rogdon will never surrender this fortress, and that if he tries to take it he’ll be declaring war between our nations. Also assure your King that we’ll kill each and every one of his men in this pass if he dares to attack us.” 
 
    The herald tugged at his horse’s reins and galloped away to his camp. 
 
    Everyone awaited the Norghanian reply with suppressed nervousness. 
 
    It did not take long. 
 
    The siege machines began to move, advancing slowly towards the walls, pulled by hundreds of men and horses. 
 
    Gerart turned to the right and shouted: 
 
    “Eastern section! Ready?” 
 
    “Ready, Sire!” was Count Helmar’s reply as he moved among his men giving orders. 
 
    “Western section! Ready?” 
 
    “Ready, Sire!” was Count Longor’s reply as he encouraged his men. 
 
    “Lomar?” he asked his friend. 
 
    “Always, your Highness!” 
 
    “Urien, go back to the Great Tower and direct maneuvers from there. Nothing must happen to you. I need you.” 
 
    “Be very careful, your Highness. Remember that if you fall, so do all of us.” 
 
    “I won’t fall, but my place is here, leading. The men must see me lead the defense, or else morale will crumble.” 
 
    At scarcely four hundred paces from the walls the catapults took their positions. Gerart counted nearly a hundred, of different sizes, and about twenty auxiliary ballistae. Behind them four immense siege towers waited their turn. Operating the siege weapons were hundreds of Norghanians, with thousands of soldiers behind them forming a choppy sea of red and white. The forty thousand men waited, ready to go into action. 
 
    The picture the defenders witnessed was terrifying. Fear hovered over the walls of the fortress like a bird of ill omen. 
 
    The sound of a horn filled the valley, and at its signal the catapults fired huge blocks of rock which rained down on the defenders of the battlements. ¡The impact of rock on rock was devastating and the sound deafening. Soldiers and parts of the battlements were thrown aside in the lethal shower of granite. Great blocks of rock burst against the merlons and the wall. Death in the shape of explosions of rock reached the brave soldiers, who could do nothing to prevent the murderous bombardment. The nightmare of rock and stones extended along the entire wall. Suddenly the attack stopped, and the terrified defenders helped to carry away the wounded while a tense silence fell over the valley. 
 
    Gerart looked out at the enemy lines. 
 
    “They’re re-loading, Sire,” Lomar told him, “They’re bringing huge rocks in carts, and they’re going to load them on the catapults.” 
 
    “It makes no sense to expose ourselves. Tell the men to abandon the walls, all except those on guard.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire.” 
 
    At his order the Rogdonian soldiers retreated in orderly fashion inside the fortress, out of reach of the crushing catapults and ballistae. 
 
    The devastating attack was renewed. Granite and rock fell from the sky, hitting walls and battlements mercilessly. The attack went on all through the morning, punishing the regal walls. Great parts of the battlements were completely razed, and two towers had collapsed towards the pass, carrying with them the soldiers in them. Despite everything, the wall stood without a crack, stoically bearing the granite impacts. At last, with the sun at its highest, the rain of rocks stopped. 
 
    Gerart climbed up to the gate with Lomar, followed closely by his six Royal Swords. 
 
    “What do you think, Lomar?” 
 
    “I think they’ve run out of rocks for today.” 
 
    “Certainly it can’t be easy breaking and moving those enormous missiles.” 
 
    “Now is the moment when the red and white tide will beat the blue cliff with all its strength.” 
 
    “You are a poet, Lomar,” Gerart said with a smile. 
 
    “Thank you, your Highness,” Lomar said and smiled back. 
 
    “Soldier!” Gerart said to a young man beside him. “Have a message sent urgently to King Solin. Norghana has attacked. War has been declared.” 
 
    “At your command, your Highness!” the young man said, and ran down from the battlements. 
 
    “Archers, to the walls!” Gerart ordered. 
 
    The whole length of the wall filled up with men in blue and silver, bows at the ready. The infantry waited below to be called to the walls in their turn. 
 
    The northerners howled like wild wolves, thousands of throats roaring in anticipation of victory filled the valley, reaching the ears of the tense defenders. An immense red and white tide began to advance towards the wall. A tide of death and destruction. 
 
    The archers waited tensely for the first line to come within shooting range, ruthlessly suppressing the terror this spectacle on the plains inspired in them. But no-one took a step back. 
 
    The two Rogdonian Generals, one at either end, raised their hands. Lomar, in the center, did the same. 
 
    The Norghanians kept coming with deafening cries. The tramping of thousands of boots was like an earthquake tearing the ground at the foot of the walls. They came within two hundred paces, but the order to fire was not given. Under the winged helmets Gerart could now see the blond hair, golden beards and broad shoulders of tall, tough-looking men in full scaled armor, carrying round shields of wood reinforced with steel together with swords and axes. 
 
    Behind them the four gigantic siege towers were being pushed by nearly a thousand men. In the middle of the red tide came two huge covered battering rams. The whole valley looked like an endless sea of soldiers. 
 
    It was a terrifying scene. 
 
    The first enemy line reached a point a hundred and fifty paces from the wall. 
 
    Both Generals and Lomar lowered their arms as a signal to attack. 
 
    Thousands of arrows rained on the first lines. Hundreds of them fell, pierced by those arrows. Volley followed volley in a steady rhythm against the men attacking the walls. Men fell, but their brothers in arms stepped over them and kept coming undaunted. Lomar and Gerart shot arrow after arrow, as fast as it was humanly possible. 
 
    The Norghanians, following an order, lifted their round shields all at once. Each man was carrying one, and in a moment the whole valley became a sea of eyes. Thousands of wood and iron eyes were raised to protect the invading army from the Rogdonian arrows. These fell on the sea of shields which had now been formed over the heads of the enemy. The northerners still fell, pierced by the arrows, but far fewer now that the arrows bounced off the shields. 
 
    Finally, they reached the foot of the wall, amid a din of booming and crashing. 
 
    The defenders went on sending thousands of arrows against the red tide, causing many losses, but not enough to stop the advance. Now they had to defend the walls. 
 
    General Longor raised his hand and made a sign. The archers in his section moved back to let the infantry through. In the blink of an eye the ends of the dreaded assault ladders, as well as countless grappling hooks with ropes, threatened the entire length of the wall. Gerart ran to General Longor’s side, followed by the six Royal Swords. The General’s men were in position, ready and waiting to see the first winged helmets appear over the battlements. 
 
    “Wait until they’re on top,” shouted Longor to his men. “The more there are on the ladders and ropes when we cut them, the more will die when they fall.” 
 
    Gerart looked at him and understood. 
 
    He stood at his side, and they waited. 
 
    Above the great gate Lomar too was waiting with the infantry. At the far end he could see the last of General Helmar’s archers changing position, while ladders and grappling hooks filled the eastern section of the wall. 
 
    The Rogdonian soldiers waited in an uneasy calm, firm and brave. 
 
    Death was climbing their walls, and soon it would be upon them. The first Norghanians reached the battered parapets. Gerart saw a winged helmet appear atop a ladder. Taking a step forward he kicked the man in the face. The soldier was hurled back and fell on to the advancing thunderous human tide of red and white. The Prince took two more steps, then with a powerful stroke cut the thick rope which a soldier was climbing. 
 
    “Better to use an axe,” said Count Longor, as he ran a robust enemy through. 
 
    Gerart picked up an axe. Surrounded by his escort of Royal Swords, he dealt death among the enemies who had managed to climb the wall. Any hook or rope he found in his way he cut with the axe, oblivious to the screams of the men as they fell, crushing others on their way to the ground. The ladders were more difficult. A ladder with fifteen Norghanians on it was practically impossible to move. With the help of his Royal Swords he managed to topple several of them, but the enemy was managing to reach the top of the wall, and when they did so they showed themselves to be hardy fighters. The defenders fell, decimated by the war axes in the hands of those brutal men. 
 
    The fight turned fierce on the battlements and the shouting of those fighting for their lives was now deafening. The Norghanians had climbed onto several points and had secured them, helping their comrades on their way to back them up. Gerart saw one of these spots behind him about twenty paces away and called on his Royal Swords to follow. An enormous enemy soldier with a patch on one eye was opening a way through for himself with Rogdonian soldiers flying around him like rag dolls under the blows of his axe and shield. 
 
    Gerart reached him, flanked by two Royal Swords. Two countrymen of the snows accompanied the Norghanian. 
 
    “Look! What do we have here? A nobleman in his pretty dress armor and his nannies,” he sneered in a voice as hoarse as it was ugly. 
 
    “This nobleman is going to gut you, Norghanian scum.” 
 
    “Ha ha ha!” the imposing soldier laughed. “Do you know who you’re fighting today? The Thunder Army,” he said, beating his hauberk, which was bright red with white diagonal stripes. “We’re the ones who open up a way, the ones who bring down walls, the ones who take fortresses, and today this one’s going to fall before our power.” 
 
    “You’re wrong there, one-eye. Today we’re going to slaughter the whole Thunder Army, and none of your ugly friends will ever get back to the snowy mountains alive.” 
 
    “Hah! And do you think that’ll change things? After we’ve opened up the way the Snow Army will come, and do you plan on defeating them as well, poor little nobleman?” 
 
    “Yes, just as calmly as we’re defeating you, without a single drop of sweat.” 
 
    “Ho ho ho, I like you, pretty little nobleman, you’ve got guts. For that I’ll kill you quickly and you’ll barely suffer. But before you die, understand that afterwards the Invincible Men of the Ice are coming, and there aren’t enough men to stop them in all Rogdon. I want you to die knowing your fortress will fall, that your land will be ours.” 
 
    The enormous warrior attacked with his axe, covering himself at the same time with his shield. 
 
    Gerart crouched, letting the axe pass over his head, then struck at the one-eyed man’s face as the man raised his shield to protect himself. At that moment Gerart buried the axe he carried in his left hand in the man’s unprotected side, piercing his armor. The Norghanian folded over towards his wounded side, and Gerart stabbed his neck with a well-aimed stroke. 
 
    As he stepped over the dying warrior, he looked into his still-blinking eye and said: 
 
    “You shall not pass.” 
 
    The two Royal Swords dispatched their opponents with ease and walked on with the Prince. Now they had to stop the broken dam which was letting through the enemy tide. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Above the Queen’s Gate, in the center of the fierce battle, under the screams and howls of the Thunder Army, Lomar did not take his eyes off the gigantic siege towers and the covered battering rams. Those infernal machines were advancing and would soon be in position. Beside Lomar were a hundred archers, the best in the fortress, and a fire with a huge boiling cauldron held in a reinforced swinging framework of metal. The soldiers were fighting fiercely, cutting off any enemy who came for the cauldron. Lomar’s archers dealt death among the climbers, arrow after arrow. 
 
    There were countless victims on both sides by now. Lomar, in the midst of that chaos of blood, cries and death, could see that Count Helmar was in serious trouble. He was trying to defend the eastern part of the wall, but despite his efforts, it was falling into enemy hands. If it fell, they would be lost. The tide would overwhelm the wall through it and the enemy would be inside the fortress. Lomar went up to two of his archers and said: 
 
    “We aren’t going to let those filthy Norghanians take the eastern wall, are we?” 
 
    “Over my dead body, sir!” one of the soldiers said. 
 
    “In that case, follow me! Charge!” 
 
    Lomar picked up a tear-shaped Rogdonian shield, then with a dozen brave soldiers charged against the enemy, who had almost completely taken over that section of the wall. 
 
    They fought frantically against their brutal adversaries. Lomar hacked and stabbed everywhere, protected by the shield from enemy axes and swords. They managed to advance, clearing a good part of the section through valor and pure rage, but Lomar had to stop when he realized to his chagrin that he only had four men left. He turned his head for a moment and saw to his relief that reinforcements were arriving on the parapets. The stairs were clear. Suddenly a brutal axe-stroke on his shield threw him on the ground. A Norghanian stood over him, ugly as a toad 
 
    “Well, well, well, look what we’ve got here, a Lancer! Today’s my lucky day. I thought I wouldn’t get as far as killing ten, and what do you know, the tenth is a Lancer without a horse. Today the Ice Gods are smiling on this Soldier of the Thunder.” 
 
     He raised his axe to finish Lomar off.  
 
    One of Lomar’s brothers in arms tried to help him with a stroke to his enemy’s stomach. The Norghanian saw it coming and thrust it aside, then delivered a mighty kick which hurled the poor soldier off the wall. His desperate scream echoed as he fell. 
 
    Lomar watched from the ground as another comrade fell wounded, struck by a short axe thrown with brutal strength. 
 
    He crawled backwards and saw the last of his group facing another adversary. The brave man tumbled off the wall, caught by a powerful sweep of the enormous enemy’s shield. 
 
    Lomar managed to get back on his feet. 
 
    The three Norghanians looked at him and burst out laughing uproariously. 
 
    “These Rogdonians are as light as a leaf in the breeze,” said the one on the right. 
 
    “The Lancer is mine,” said the ugly one in the center. 
 
    Lomar felt fear for the first time in his life. The fear of someone who knows he is not going to survive. A paralyzing fear. Until that moment he had always known how to get out of situations; he had never doubted he would win and defeat his enemy. But now he felt lost, he could never fight those three at the same time, it was impossible. He thought about turning and running away from them, but they would surely catch him in the back with a short axe. With a knot in his stomach, trying as best he could to control the terror he felt in this impossible situation, he raised his shield and cried: 
 
    “Come and get me, you Norghanian swine!” 
 
    The impact of the axe on his shield was so brutal that Lomar had to take a couple of steps back. The three men moved forward, and the one in the middle attacked again. This time Lomar saw it coming and deflected the axe-blow with his shield. Then he thrust with his sword and caught the brute in the armpit. The wound was deadly, there was no way he could stop himself bleeding to death. But the Norghanian, without even flinching, attacked once again, delivering blows right and left with his war axe. Lomar protected himself as best he could with his battered shield.  
 
    At last the warrior’s energy was spent. He raised his axe for a final time, breathless. Lomar covered himself. But the Norghanian missed his step and fell sideways into the courtyard of the fortress. 
 
    “Pity,” said the warrior on the right. “He owed me money, that son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Yeah, pity,” said the other. “I kinda liked old toad-face. A good fighter, but a terrible singer when he’d had too much to drink.”  
 
    Lomar dropped his broken shield and picked up a dagger from the ground. His arm and his whole left side were numb from the devastating blows, but the pain did not matter, his hour had come. 
 
    A voice sounded at his back. 
 
    “Although I believe Lomar could very well deal with two skunks of the snow as evil-smelling as you two, I think I’ll help him, just for fun,” said Count Longor, coming to stand beside the Royal Lancer. 
 
    Lomar looked at him and smiled. A feeling of joy and hope flooded him. Perhaps he would not die after all. Courage and strength returned to his spirit as if he had been reborn from his own ashes. 
 
    “The Thunder Army has taken this section of the wall,” said one of the soldiers. “Run and tell that weakling of a prince of yours.” 
 
    “In fact he’s the one who’s sent me to clear it.” 
 
    “In that case, we’ll gladly send you to the White Demons of Mahuro.” 
 
    Before the Norghanian could even blink, Count Longor stepped forward, stood up very straight, stretched out his long arm and the tip of the beautiful jeweled sword he wielded buried itself in the Nordic warrior’s neck. The fluid movement was so extraordinarily swift that Lomar almost missed it. 
 
    The other Norghanian reacted, launching a stroke which the Count deflected with sublime ease. In the same movement he delivered a backhand stroke which cleared the soldier’s shield by a finger and slit the man’s throat. 
 
    Both men fell dead in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “I see that your fame with the sword is well earned, Count.” 
 
    “It’s one of the advantages of being rich and well-born,” he said, smiling. “It leaves you plenty of time for hobbies. Mine happens to be the sword.”  
 
    A dozen reinforcements joined them, while other units reclaimed and secured that section of the wall. 
 
    They made their way on, opening up gaps between the enemy on the battlements. The Count was unstoppable; he fought the brutality and physical strength of the Norghanians with infallible grace and skill. Lomar had found a lance in the body of a soldier. He had grabbed it in a fury, and with it and the shield he began to bring death to those brutes from the snowy mountains. By the time they had cleared the battlement completely, only he and the Count were left standing. Lomar turned and saw the reinforcements arriving at a run, cutting ropes and pushing down ladders. 
 
    They had managed to reclaim the eastern section of the wall. 
 
    Lomar was so happy at still being alive that he wanted to shout. For a dreadful moment he had felt totally lost. But he was still alive, and one way or another he would get out of that fortress and ride again. That was what he really loved, riding over fields and valleys. Yes, he would live! 
 
    This was not the case with Count Helmar. 
 
    Longor knelt beside his dying friend. 
 
    “I’m sorry, old friend, I was too late…” 
 
    “Don’t… don’t worry… I don’t feel pain anymore.” 
 
    Helmar had a battle axe driven into his chest. 
 
    “You fought well, with honor, like a nobleman of Rogdon.” 
 
    “Thank you… my friend. Did my… section fall?” 
 
    “Indeed not. The section is yours.” 
 
    “My men… they fought well… for Rogdon!” 
 
    Helmar sighed, and his last breath left his body. 
 
    Longor closed his friend’s eyes and said a prayer to the Light. 
 
    Then he turned to Lomar, who had joined him in the silent homage, and said: 
 
     “The Prince is clearing away the western section. I’ll take charge of this one. Go back to your post, Lomar, the battering rams are at the gate.” 
 
    The Lancer looked over the battlements toward the Great Gate and saw with a faint heart that the first battering ram was about to reach it. He looked up ahead. A giant siege tower was approaching the wall, slowly, right where they were standing. 
 
    “I’ll deal with the tower, don’t worry, Lomar!” Longor said. 
 
    “I’m going back to my post, then. The gate must not fall!” Lomar said urgently. 
 
    Count Longor offered him his hand. Lomar shook it, wished him luck and ran toward the center of the wall.  
 
    As he ran he was able to observe the fierce fighting between the brave defenders and the Norghanian Thunder Army, which continued climbing the walls without pause, as if they knew this to be a victory guaranteed by the Ice Gods. When he reached the great gate, the defenders made way so that he could reach the great cauldron. Lomar walked to the edge of the battlement and looked down: a huge battering ram covered by a reinforced wooden roof had reached the gate, pushed by a swarm of warriors. Two arrows from the soldiers covering the ram flew past his face. He turned and looked at his archers. 
 
    “Kill the men at the ram!” he ordered them, pointing with his sword. 
 
    The archers took up their positions and sent a volley of hundreds of arrows. The Norghanian soldiers protected the men pushing the battering ram with their shields. Several Rogdonian archers fell from enemy arrows protecting the advance of the siege weapon. 
 
    “Keep shooting! Don’t let them get to the gate!” he shouted. 
 
    The defending archers dealt death among the men around the great ram. But each man that fell was rapidly replaced by another. The Norghanian shields covered the advance of the battering ram most effectively, as if it were a giant turtle. 
 
    Lomar felt a shock under his feet. 
 
    They had reached the gate! 
 
    Now they would swing the ram and destroy the reinforced door. 
 
    The moment had come. He turned to his men and yelled: 
 
    “Move away from the cauldron!” 
 
    Everyone quickly obeyed, knowing what was coming. 
 
    Lomar turned the handle of the cauldron’s lock system and poured the contents onto a groove especially built for the purpose of distributing the liquid along the entire length of the gate. 
 
    The boiling oil rained down on the ram and all the men who were swinging it. 
 
    The cries of horror and pain of the burnt and scalded men reached Lomar. Terror took hold of the enemy. 
 
    The blows from the battering-ram stopped. 
 
    “Flaming arrows!” Lomar ordered next. 
 
    The archers wrapped the arrows in rags they had been carrying at their belts and soaked them in oil. They lit the oiled arrows with the fire from the torches and then stood in position on the battlements, awaiting Lomar’s orders. 
 
    “Ready!” 
 
    The archers nocked their arrows. 
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    And the flaming arrows showered down on the attackers surrounding the ram, striking bodies and shields. On contact with the boiling oil and the soaked cloths the fire burst out and spread with unbelievable speed, creating a blazing inferno around the ram. The warriors screamed in desperation as their bodies burnt. Absolute horror spread among the attackers as the fire spread everywhere it touched. A stench of burning flesh reached Lomar on a powerful gust of wind, he was forced to cover his face. 
 
    The battering ram was burning, sending a black cloud of smoke up to the battlements. The Norghanians tried to put out the flames without success. There was chaos and despair in their ranks. 
 
    The archers repeated the process sparingly, making the burning missiles with care, to cause the worst possible damage among the enemy. 
 
    Lomar ordered the cauldron to be filled again. Straight away he gave the signal for his men to pour the oil from several jars over the first line of attackers whom the first blazing volley had missed. The orders were carried out immediately. Lomar pointed at the spots they needed to aim for and gave the signal. The entire front line of attack in the middle sector of the walls burst into flame amid the screams of the soldiers. The archers went on firing their flaming arrows and bringing pure hell to the enemy lines. 
 
    Lomar could see Gerart in the distance defending the western section, where there were several bouts of intense fighting. He looked to his right and recognized Captain Alaric in the act of killing a Norghanian. 
 
    “Alaric!” he called. 
 
    The man turned and ran to Lomar as soon as he realized who was calling. 
 
    “Captain, get some men together and take a few of the earthen jars of oil with you.” 
 
    Alaric looked at him blankly. 
 
    “The Prince needs help. Pour the oil on those spots where the enemy’s climbing. Take a dozen archers, make the enemy burn!” 
 
    The Captain understood. 
 
    He nodded without a word, called a dozen men and together they took three jars of oil. The fire archers followed them. 
 
    Lomar watched them pouring the oil on the spot where heavy fighting was taking place, right at the foot of the wall they were trying to climb. The archers opened fire on the Norghanians at the foot of the wall and they were swallowed up in flames. Alaric used the same strategy in two other key places, and soon much of the first lines attacking the western sector went up in flames, amid screams. 
 
    Before Lomar could take pleasure in the momentary victory, the shadow of the giant siege tower covered everything as if a god had turned out the sun. 
 
    “Hell, they’re here already!” 
 
    The four gigantic siege towers were only ten paces away from the wall: two at the eastern part and two at the western. Two new battering rams were closing in to take the place of the one which had been destroyed. 
 
    Lomar cursed under his breath. 
 
    “Archers, split up!” he shouted. “Aim your fire at the towers!” 
 
    The archers launched their flaming missiles against the framework of the two nearest towers. The arrows hit the wooden frame with its covering of skins, but instead of setting it on fire the arrows went out. 
 
    “What the…?” cried Lomar. 
 
    He looked at the structure, unable to understand why the tower had not burst into flame. 
 
    The arrows were hitting their targets, but there was no fire. 
 
    “They’ve soaked the skins on the frame in water, that’s why they won’t burn,” an archer cried at his side. 
 
    From the upper part of the structure, taller than the wall itself, a rain of arrows fell over the Rogdonians. Soldiers in blue and silver fell, hit by the enemy archers. 
 
    Lomar turned to his own archers and shouted: 
 
    “Enemy archers on the siege tower!” 
 
     His own archers met the enemy attack with another volley, but they were clearly at a disadvantage with the enemy holding the higher position. 
 
    Gerart came running to Lomar’s side, followed by four Royal Swords. 
 
    “Those towers are going to crush us,” he told Lomar, pointing at the monstrous structure of wood and iron. 
 
    “The Snow Army is waiting its turn to enter the fray,” Lomar commented, his eyes on the base of the siege tower where hundreds of warriors in white hauberks were gathered together waiting for the opportunity to climb up the tower and reach the wall. 
 
    “Can’t we burn them?” Gerart asked. 
 
    “No, your Highness, they’re soaked in water and they won’t burn.” 
 
    “We must work something out or else we’re lost.” 
 
    The volleys of flaming arrows had no effect. From the top of the structure the enemy archers fired back, punishing the defenders mercilessly. 
 
    The second battering ram reached the gate. The Norghanians had removed the remains of the first, and the attack on the gate was imminent. As they felt the shock Lomar went over to the cauldron. 
 
    “Move away,” he shouted in warning, then turned the mechanism that set the cauldron to swing. The boiling oil ran along the pipe and rained down on the attackers. 
 
    The screams of the enemy as they were hit were appalling. 
 
    “Archers, fire!” he ordered again, and the men lit their arrows. 
 
    “Volley!” 
 
    And all hell broke loose over the attackers once more as flames engulfed them all, devouring flesh and wood alike. 
 
    The battering ram was consumed by the fire in a matter of moments. 
 
    “Great work!” Gerart congratulated Lomar. 
 
    “Thank you, your Highness, the gate will hold.” 
 
    An idea began to take shape in Gerart’s mind as he saw all the Norghanians in flames. He looked towards the courtyard. He still had a third of the men waiting to reinforce the walls. 
 
    “More archers! I need more archers up here!” 
 
    At once the soldiers ran up the stairs. 
 
    “Lomar, come with me, we’re going to burn that tower.” 
 
    “But how, your Highness?” 
 
    “The same way as the battering ram,” the Prince replied. 
 
    Between the two of them they put a great earthen jar of oil beside the cauldron, then brought it close to the tower three paces away from the wall. The moving assault platform was beginning to be laid from the tower to the wall. Soon the whole Snow Army would arrive on the wall. 
 
    “Now what?” Lomar asked. 
 
    “We’ll tip it on to the base of the tower, by the wheels, and make a great funeral pyre.” 
 
    They poured the contents of the jar down onto the base of the siege tower, then fired three flaming arrows at one of the enormous front wheels. 
 
    The wheel caught fire and began to burn with massive flames. 
 
    “It works!” Gerart cried, delighted. 
 
    “Another jar, we need another jar!” the Prince shouted to the men beside the cauldron. Immediately two archers left their bows and brought one to them. It went the same way as the first, onto the base of the structure. On impact, the fire extended all along the base and began to climb, devouring the wood of the giant frame as it went. The moving bridge slid onto the wall, making a catwalk, and the Norghanians spilt out of the tower. 
 
    “Lomar, keep up the defense here. Don’t let them reach the cauldron! I’ll get more oil to burn the other siege tower on the other side!” 
 
    “Right, your Highness!” 
 
    “Good luck, my friend,” said Gerart with a wink and then ran off, followed by his Royal Swords. 
 
    Lomar fought as if possessed, with the devoted Rogdonian men at his side managing to contain the assault of the men of the Snow Army who were trying to take the wall from the giant siege tower. The flames intensified at the base and were beginning to creep up the enormous framework. The warriors, trapped and desperate, began to jump off to escape the flames. Those on the upper levels, panicking at the sight of the smoke and flames under their feet, created an avalanche of people on the moving bridge. Many Norghanians were thrown down the wall or into the courtyard. The rest were killed by the defending soldiers. 
 
    Lomar ran to the cauldron and saw that the other siege tower was also alight. Prince Gerart had managed to set fire to it. The two columns of smoke from the gigantic structures were visible from leagues away. The first siege tower, engulfed in flames, began to topple. Below, the Norghanians sought to escape from its shadow. With a crash the enormous tower finally fell to the ground, crushing hundreds of unfortunate warriors among its burning embers as it collapsed. 
 
    Gerart saw the great machine fall and smiled. The one in front of him was already engulfed in flames and would soon fall too. He looked apprehensively at the other two towers which loomed over them like two giants made up of wood and men. 
 
    But something surprising happened. The two towers stopped moving. 
 
    Gerart watched them in puzzlement. Slowly the towers moved away from the walls! 
 
    They don’t want to lose the two other siege towers. They’re taking them away. 
 
    Horns sounded in the valley and the Norghanian army stopped its attack. In an orderly manner, the soldiers began to retreat. 
 
    Gerart could not believe his eyes. The proud, dreaded Norghanian army was retreating! 
 
    “Archers, let death rain on the enemy!” he ordered. 
 
    All along the wall three thousand archers took up their positions and sent death falling from the sky onto the retreating enemy troops, further punishing their failure. The enemy was retreating, well protected by their shields and in an orderly and disciplined way, but hundreds of them were still falling. 
 
    The defenders burst out in jubilant cheering: 
 
    “They shall not pass! They shall not pass!” 
 
    The whole wall shouted, delirious with joy. 
 
    They had held out and repulsed the assault. 
 
    The enemy was in retreat! 
 
    They were beating a retreat! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Night was falling and the whole Norghanian army fell back to their own camp. 
 
    Gerart, Lomar, Longor and Urien gathered at the Great Tower. 
 
    Gerart came straight to the point. “How many losses?” he asked. 
 
    “We’ve lost nearly three thousand men today, counting the dead and those wounded who won’t be able to fight again,” Urien said. “The losses on the battlements have been way too many.”  
 
    “Yes, those barbarians are incredible fighters. By the time we managed to kill one, often he’d already killed two or three of ours,” Lomar lamented. 
 
    “There are too many of them, and the wall’s too wide and long to defend properly,” Count Longor said. “Besides the fact that many of our men had no experience whatsoever…”  
 
    “Their losses have been terrible too. How many men do you think they’ve lost today?” Gerart asked Urien. 
 
    “Three times ours, about nine thousand men.” 
 
    “Yes, your oil saved us just as you predicted, wise Counselor.” 
 
    “By a hair’s-breadth. They were very smart, soaking the skins in water and then wrapping them around the wooden framework. But they hadn’t protected the base, the huge wheels of the machine. Very smart of you, young Prince, to notice that.” 
 
    “I don’t know how I came to think of it. A stroke of luck, I guess.” 
 
    “Something more than luck,” Urien said with a smile. “I’d say it’s called having a good head.”  
 
    “Will they attack again?” Lomar asked. 
 
    “Most certainly,” Longor assured him. “After all those losses they won’t back down. It’s all or nothing for them now.” 
 
    “When will they attack?” the Prince wanted to know. 
 
    “At dawn, they’ll come at dawn,” Urien predicted. 
 
    “Then we’d better get ready,” Gerart replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn of the second day of siege found Gerart and Lomar asleep beside the great cauldron above the gate. Gerart stretched himself into wakefulness and stared at the horizon. Lomar joined him. 
 
    They heard a war horn in the distance. 
 
    The sea of Norghanians began to move amid terrifying roars from blood-thirsty throats. The enormous catapults and ballistae came first, followed by waves of red and white. 
 
    “Here they come,” said Lomar. 
 
    Gerart watched the enemy advance. With a resolute gesture he said: 
 
    “Mark my words, by the end of today they’ll have lost another ten thousand men.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 




The Ban 
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    Sonea. —Kingdom of Erenal —East Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    Barnacus, the Master Archivist of Ethnic Knowledge, was trying unsuccessfully to comb his unruly albino mane. Sonea immediately identified the betraying gesture: either nervous or very worried. This time, Sonea decided, he was both. It was already night-time, and teacher and pupil were in the study chamber of the third basement of the Great Library of Bintantium. The great scholar of Tremian peoples and cultures was holding a wrinkled parchment, with the seal of the Order of the Temple of Light, between his shaking fingers. 
 
    “What does it say, Master?” Sonea said, trying to see the message in her tutor’s hands. 
 
    “Be patient for a moment, don’t rush me…” said the old man. 
 
    Barnacus took a deep breath. Exhaling at length, he unfolded the parchment in his hands and began to read with scholarly care. The shaking stopped as his eyes traveled down the lines with a slowness that infuriated Sonea. She was dying to know the contents of the message, and still more the nature of the object wrapped in linen which was resting on top of the teacher’s untidy desk. When she had opened the package she had found the letter and the mysterious rectangular object which they had not dared unwrap yet. They had both deemed it wiser to read the message first. 
 
    “It’s from our dear friend Lindaro…” said Barnacus, still reading the parchment in his hands. 
 
    “I thought as much. We’ve been exchanging mail with him for more than three months, since we agreed to help him in his secret research…” 
 
    “How could we have refused a proposition like that… after all, most of our doctrine is Ilenian. Besides, we’re talking about the good Lindaro. We even have the blessing of Abbot Dian!” 
 
    “What does it say, Master? What?” said Sonea unable to hold back her curiosity. 
 
    Barnacus cleared his throat. 
 
    “I’ll read it to you: 
 
    “To the Archivist of Ethnic Knowledge, of the Order of Knowledge, of the Library of Bintantium. 
 
    My very respected scholarly friend 
 
    Allow me in the first place to thank you from my heart for the priceless collaboration you have so disinterestedly given the Temple of Light in the task at hand. As you know well it is of the utmost importance. Your knowledge of the Lost Civilization is incomparable, and thanks to it we have been able to advance in our discoveries at the Ilenian Temple of Ether. Nevertheless, we have made little progress in understanding the wondrous object I herein enclose. I believe it is in our common interest that you study it. 
 
    As regards my health, after which you so kindly inquired, I must say that the Healer Sisters of the Temple of Tirsar have worked a genuine miracle, not only saving me from certain death but speeding the recovery of my body in an amazing manner. 
 
    May the almighty Light guide and illuminate you in the discoveries we so wish for. May the secrets of the Ilenians be revealed at last to mankind. 
 
    Lindaro 
 
    Priest of the Temple of the Light.” 
 
      
 
    “How glad I am to hear of Lindaro’s recovery after the terrible wound he suffered at Ocorum! He had me really worried, I even feared the worst. There are very few men with the intellect, courage and altruistic spirit of our priest friend.” 
 
    Sonea clapped enthusiastically, unable to detach her eyes from the package on the table. 
 
    “What’s he sending us? What’s this object? Can it be what I think it is? Shall we open it? Master? Please?” Sonea was bursting with excitement. 
 
    Barnacus mumbled an explanation but Sonea was not listening. Her fingers were already unfolding the cloth which protected the Ilenian object. 
 
    “Be careful, Sonea. It’s a priceless treasure.” 
 
    The girl finished unwrapping the object and stared at it, studying every detail of that Ilenian relic. 
 
    Barnacus stood beside his apprentice at the desk. He was nonplussed, eyes open wide. 
 
    “It’s a… an… Ilenian grimoire,” muttered Sonea in disbelief. 
 
    “A grimoire… a compendium of arcane… Ilenian… magic…” stammered Barnacus as he looked at the Ilenian symbols engraved on the golden covers. 
 
    “Ilenian magic!” cried Sonea in a voice shrill with excitement, which boomed throughout the hall. 
 
    Barnacus smiled warmly at his pupil. 
 
    “Try to keep calm, my restless child. I’m aware of the treasure we have before us, but we must take things easy. Only through the unbiased disposition of our minds, without letting ourselves be affected by our emotions, can we hope to reach true conclusions. Our emotions are inconstant and volatile. If we let them intervene, we’ll simply stray from the path of knowledge.” 
 
    Sonea looked at her Master with a grin. 
 
    Barnacus perceived his pupil’s impatience and raised his arms in defeat. 
 
    “All right, all right, little one! This is no time for sermons, I know very well. Let’s see, Lindaro informed us in his letters that he was in possession of the grimoire of what he described as a Mage, an Ilenian Guardian. By what I can guess from the inscriptions on the cover, I can identify the symbol of the Guardian… yes, I can make it out clearly. But the rest… the rest eludes me…” 
 
    Barnacus half-closed his eyes to better concentrate as he examined the Ilenian symbols. Sonea watched him in silence, afraid of making even the slightest noise which might break her tutor’s concentration at this crucial moment. Tense and endless minutes went by as anxiety grew in Sonea with every beat of her heart. 
 
    “Truly fascinating…” Barnacus murmured as he studied the first golden pages. “Child, hand me my notes, please,” he said at last. 
 
    Sonea hurried to the huge bookshelves which covered the studio completely from floor to ceiling and wall to wall. Hundreds of books rested there in pious silence, forever waiting to be consulted. The young apprentice gave a sweeping look around and located what her Master wanted. In the center of the library a single volume stood out because of its remarkable size. It was the biggest book Sonea had ever seen, bigger than half a dozen thick tomes in one. His notes… she thought with a wide smile. Thank goodness it’s only his notes… The enormous book was so heavy that Sonea had trouble carrying it, and poor old Barnacus could not even hold it. With the strength of her youth she got the volume down and wobbled under its weight to the desk. With a loud thump, which made several parchments fly up and raised a cloud of dust, she dropped his notes in front of Barnacus. The old man smiled at his apprentice, who was panting from the effort, standing with arms akimbo and a face as red as a ripe tomato. 
 
    The Master Archivist of Ethnic Knowledge began to work. Sonea stood at his side watching in silence paying attention to every gesture, every Ilenian symbol, every note that was consulted. The Master spent countless hours trying to decipher the meaning of the Ilenian inscriptions, consulting other volumes of reference, anxious to reveal the mysteries hidden in the grimoire. When he needed her, Sonea helped in any way she could as she listened, spellbound, to the explanations and conclusions the scholar reached. Without realizing she was doing so, the young apprentice imitated her Master and began to do her own research, seeking to find meaning in those strange hieroglyphs and symbols which at the same time seemed quite familiar. She had spent all her short life analyzing Ilenian relics under her tutor’s guidance. Her illustrious Master was an expert on any culture or people ever known on the face of Tremia, as well as on what little had been discovered about the Ilenians. Under his guidance Sonea had acquired priceless knowledge, and was perfectly happy helping him and learning in his company. Language and symbology were Sonea’s strong points. She felt a natural inclination for symbolic interpretation, and there was nothing she liked more than to solve a good complicated hieroglyph. She had been blessed with a mind well fitted for it, for which she thanked the gods. 
 
    The hours slipped by without either of them noticing, wrapped up as they were in the study of that wondrous relic, and dawn came upon them like a silent thief. Still they kept studying the grimoire as if they would never tire, until they had to give up in exhaustion halfway through the morning. Master and apprentice fell asleep on the table, their arms around the precious book as if to keep it from disappearing. They dreamed about Ilenian symbols which would open the door to what they sought to discover. When they woke, full of energy, they resumed their study without a thought for anything else.  
 
    They spent more than a week shut up there, analyzing the grimoire, pausing only for the most basic of needs, sleeping in the same place, driven by the wish to find answers which would set them on the path to unlocking the mysteries which had been hidden by the Ilenians. 
 
    At last Barnacus gave a long deep snort, as if a huge tornado of wisdom were trying to surface from his withered body. 
 
    “Yes. There’s no doubt about it. This is a grimoire of Ilenian magic, and inside it there are spells and charms of immense power.” 
 
    Sonea very tired but also extremely excited looked at her tutor. 
 
    “Master, I’ve deciphered some of the symbols, although the most arcane elude me… and they seem to be spells created to protect somebody… but I haven’t been able to figure out whom…” 
 
    “You’re on the right track, my smart apprentice. I wonder at how much you’ve learnt in so little time” – Sonea looked at the old man with a mixture of incredulity and astonishment, which Barnacus perceived. He shook his mane – “All right… I know you’ve been studying with me for quite a while, since you were very little… but for someone of my venerable age that’s just a speck of time…” 
 
    Sonea smiled, but at the same moment restlessness took hold of her once again. 
 
    “Then, I’m right?” 
 
    “Yes, but they don’t mean to protect somebody, child. The grimoire’s purpose is to protect something… not someone.” 
 
    “Something?” cried Sonea, intrigued beyond her wildest dreams. 
 
    “Yes, Sonea. Some object of great power, which the Ilenian Guardian Mages had to protect. That’s what I make out of the analysis.” 
 
    “But, what object, Master? What object?” 
 
    “Well, if my conclusions are correct, I think it’s a… powerful jewel… a pendant… or perhaps a medallion.” 
 
    “But that’s fascinating! What’s its purpose, Master?” 
 
    “That, my dear girl, is what we have to find out. Something tells me that the medallion is the key to reaching an even greater mystery which is hidden within it… And this old scholar has a feeling about it… Yes, I believe we’re on the right path…” 
 
    “So, what are we waiting for, then, Master? Let’s go and find out!” 
 
    “Be calm, my impulsive child, there’s something else we must take into account…” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “A serious and… unavoidable… warning. From what I can guess, the grimoire gives a clear warning: anyone who might try to gain its secrets without being of Ilenian blood will be punished.”  
 
    “Punished?” 
 
    Barnacus shrugged, and his expression darkened. 
 
    “I seemed to understand a direct allusion to suffering a horrendous death, to the loss of the soul. And something about infinite suffering, as well… but I couldn’t decipher it completely…” 
 
    When Sonea heard that, a chill ran through her body and she flinched. It was not the first time they had been faced with accursed volumes, or vulgar superstitions that some locals ascribed to certain supposedly mystical objects. But, for some reason Sonea felt this was not the case here. She was convinced that this warning was real, very real. 
 
    “What are we going to do then? The danger might be great… but the reward will be greater still…” 
 
    “Not necessarily. We must proceed carefully and take the most extreme precautions. I much fear that handling this arcane volume could lead to death or something even worse.” 
 
    “But, Master, we must also consider what we might discover… It’s the first Ilenian magic object of any relevance which has been found, and it points to the existence of a yet more powerful one: this medallion that it must protect. Why? What mystery is enclosed within this medallion? How far can it guide us?” 
 
    “Ah, Sonea… there’s so much which is still unknown… Such is life, Mankind’s existence, our reason for existing, such are the mysteries we must face… unanswered questions to solve… But we must proceed with extreme caution. I’ll inform the Council of Five and the Grand Master of this significant discovery and wait for their decision before going on.” 
 
    “But, Master…” said Sonea, who foresaw a discouraging outcome from the illustrious leadership of the Order. 
 
    “No buts, child, it’s too dangerous. We must proceed with care. I can see a close and constant danger lurking in these golden pages. I don’t wish to accidentally activate any of the spells in this grimoire that could kill us. In fact, now that I come to think of it… it’s very possible it has a spell on it…” Barnacus shook his white mane unconsciously, revealing once again how worried he was. “Mintel, the master Archivist of Arcane Knowledge, must give us his help immediately. We need a mage who can control the power inside this grimoire before we try to handle it and something terrible happens. To continue without assistance and without the blessing of the Council would be too dangerous, Sonea.” 
 
    She wanted to object, but she knew it would be useless. Her tutor was good and learned, but also strict and just. He would not act without permission on something which might endanger their lives. She had to resign herself and her spirit and joy fell into a black well. She shrugged her shoulders and said farewell to her Master, who was already leaving with slow steps in search of the members of the Council. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At sunset Sonea was summoned to the great Council Hall in the North wing of the Great Library. It was the first time she had been summoned for anything other than warnings from the rulers of the Order. When she walked into the room she saw that the five elected members of the Council were waiting for her, seated in enormous armchairs covered with red velvet. They wore their silver dress robes, with the eye of knowledge displayed on their chests. All those eyes and the men who wore them made Sonea very nervous. She felt she was being both studied and judged, without being able to defend herself in any way. Behind the five members of the Council, against the tapestry covered walls, were huge shelves filled with hundreds of volumes of all kinds, sizes and colors. The Illustrious Counselors sat in a semi-circle at the center of which stood a huge elaborately-decorated desk. Facing the desk, Barnacus and the Grand Master of the Order awaited her. 
 
    “Go ahead, Sonea. Come closer, please…” said Lugobrus, the Grand Master, in his characteristic deep voice and stern tone. 
 
    Sonea walked up to them. Under her arm, carefully wrapped, she carried the precious Ilenian grimoire. 
 
    Barnacus smiled and welcomed her with open arms. Sonea smiled back at him, then, following his indication, placed the grimoire on top of the desk and un-covered it so they could all see it. 
 
    “Thank you, Sonea,” said Lugobrus as he came to stand by the desk. He looked at the golden arcane book, with his dark eyes apparently unable to leave it. “So this is the object of our present worries…” he said thoughtfully. 
 
    Sonea noticed something else in his tone, a vibration she had never heard before in the Grand Master’s voice. It was fear, an almost palpable fear. The five members of the Council approached the desk slowly, warily staring at the grimoire from a distance, without daring to touch it. 
 
    “Barnacus, are you sure this is an Ilenian grimoire?” said Counselor Rubulus, Master Archivist of Historic Knowledge. 
 
    “Absolutely, Rubulus. I haven’t any doubt about it. Members of the Council, I realize it may be difficult to take in this information, but this volume is most certainly an Ilenian grimoire, containing Ilenian magic. Its origin has been verified by the priests of the Temple of Light in Rogdon. After studying it myself I can only agree. There’s no doubt of its authenticity.” 
 
    “That being the case, the most prudent course to follow would be to leave it buried where it has been for the last three thousand years,” said Counselor Inocus, Master Archivist of the Knowledge of War. “Nothing good can come from the Lost Civilization.”  
 
    Mintel, master Archivist of Arcane Knowledge intervened anxiously at this point. 
 
    “I don’t agree at all. We need to study the magic it contains. Who knows what spells we can discover in its pages! Let’s not forget they are Ilenian spells… magic of the Lost Civilization… They could be extremely powerful. If we can master them, if we can understand and control them, we could use them for the good of our Order. We can’t ignore such transcendental knowledge, it would be against the principles of the Order of Knowledge!” he concluded forcefully. 
 
    “And what about the risk that implies for all of us? We don’t know what we might face if we handle the grimoire,” said the Master, his voice unsteady. “Its magic could kill us all!” 
 
    The hall filled with the arguments for and against the crucial decision to be made. The five Counselors expressed their opinions strongly, each fully convinced he was correct in his view of the complex and dangerous situation. 
 
    Sonea heard the discussion rise into a crescendo and sat down in a corner, waiting for the Counselors to finish making their points simultaneously, growing louder as they went on. It all gave way to a heated argument in which the voices of the Grand Master and Inocus stood out above the rest. The argument lasted several hours, which did not surprise Sonea very much. The Counselors did not reach decisions hastily: that would be against their philosophy of life. Knowledge required years of hard work, therefore a decision about such a complicated matter did not look as if it would be reached in a short time. 
 
    Barnacus sat beside her and winked at her. Sonea heaved a great sigh. To her it looked as though the Counselors were doing nothing but waste time, and she was sure they would never reach an agreement. Meanwhile the precious grimoire rested on the desk, right there, within reach, immaculate, waiting to be studied… Without any conscious intention she reached out her hand, so close… she could almost touch it. How she would love to feel it under her fingertips! Barnacus’s hand hit the back of Sonea’s and she came out of her reverie. She looked at her dear master, who returned a smile, but with a clear shake of his head. The young apprentice had to smile as she accepted the silent scolding of her tutor. 
 
    The heated debate lasted well into the night. At last, the Grand Master imposed order in the chamber and the Counselors reluctantly sat back in their seats. One by one each of the five Counselors gave a final defense of his point of view, whether in favor or against, about dealing with the grimoire. 
 
    Finally the Grand Master Lugobrus said: “It’s time for the members of the Council to vote.” 
 
    The five Counselors centered their attention on Lugobrus at once and fell silent. 
 
    “Illustrious Counselors of the Order of Knowledge, those in favor of studying the grimoire to reach the enlightenment it holds within it, even at the risk this implies, please say so. 
 
    “I, Mintel, Master Archivist of Arcane Knowledge, vote in favor.” 
 
    Sonea stood up straight away and watched the scene with renewed spirit and optimism. Barnacus stood beside her and stroked her head affectionately. 
 
    The next Counselor stood up in front of his chair and said: 
 
    “I, Inocus, Master Archivist of the Knowledge of War, vote against.” 
 
    Barnacus muttered a protest and ruffled his hair. 
 
    Rubulus, Master Archivist of Historic Knowledge, stood up and said, looking fixedly at the grimoire: 
 
    “My vote is for.” 
 
    Sonea was so excited she nearly applauded. 
 
    The next Counselor stood up and took a step forward. 
 
    “I, Martos, Master Archivist of Natural Knowledge, vote… against.” 
 
    Sonea felt rage grow inside her. She ground her teeth. 
 
    “The last vote will decide the course of action of this Council,” said Lugobrus inviting the last of the Counselors. 
 
    “I, Nuntis, Master Archivist of Scientific Knowledge…” said the last one in a trembling voice, no doubt aware of the importance of his words, “vote… vote… vote against.” 
 
    “No!” cried Sonea in despair, disappointment surging within her.  
 
    Barnacus complained bitterly, raising his arms and waving them like a windmill while his white hair seemed to take a life of its own. 
 
    “The Council of Five has spoken, and as the ruling body of the Order its decision is law. The Ilenian grimoire will not therefore be studied or handled by the members of this order. No librarian, apprentice or master, will dare touch it on any account,” said Lugobrus in a tone as stern as unequivocal. 
 
    He turned and looked straight at Sonea and Barnacus with a look which was both cold and threatening, making sure they understood perfectly well what had been decided. 
 
    Filled with rage, Sonea cursed under her breath, and left the hall before her fury could explode, leaving her to regret the bitter words her rage would force her to utter. Barnacus followed afterwards, muttering between his teeth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Norriel we are 
 
      
 
    Amtoko. —Norriel Lands, Northwest Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    Amtoko was stirring the contents of the great copper cauldron over the fire, heaving energetically with the enormous wooden spoon. With a circular motion, using all the strength her lean body could give her, which was far from what it had once been, she went on stirring the thick ochre liquid. 
 
    “It’s nearly done, a few more ingredients and the spell will be ready for use at midnight,” she announced, pushing back her long white hair. 
 
    A couple of sizeable bubbles appeared in the midst of the liquid surface. When they burst they filled the dark cave, the home of the hermit Norriel Witch, with an unpleasant odor of sulfur. 
 
    “Oops, I don’t think this perfume suits the refined atmosphere of my elegant dwelling,” she laughed under her breath. 
 
    She went across to a set of wooden shelves leaning against the wall of rock, on which stood several earthen jars whose contents Amtoko made sure were unmistakably identified with primitive runes in red. She picked a ceramic bowl and took a grey mineral from one of the jars. 
 
    “Yes, this is the final component, the one to give consistency to the spell and allow me to see what I want.” 
 
    She went back to the cauldron, poured the contents of the bowl into it and went on stirring with renewed vigor. 
 
    “It’s nearly done, my dear puss. Soon we’ll have news from our brave young friend.” 
 
    As if she understood what her mistress was saying, the big black panther came up to her, pacing with graceful stride by a plain wooden shelf where dozens of flasks and bottles stored all kinds of substances, both vegetable and animal, some of them even human. When she reached the cauldron her dangerous feline eyes looked first at her mistress and then immediately towards the bright entrance of the cave. A roar of warning filled the cave. 
 
    “Yes, my dearie, we have visitors, you can feel them, can’t you? You needn’t worry, they’re friends, good friends. I’ll be safe.” 
 
    The panther growled again and came closer to her mistress. 
 
    Amtoko stroked her velvety back and big head. This was an unequaled companion, a friendly protector, and faithful like no other. And for that reason the old silver-haired witch adored her. 
 
    “We’d better tidy up a little. It would be very rude of us not to clean our humble abode for our visitors.” 
 
    The great panther walked slowly to the entrance, with the clear intention of receiving the visitors. With a grin on her wrinkled face, Amtoko grabbed the horns of the male goat which she had sacrificed some hours before in the preparatory ritual and dragged it deeper into the cave, as far as a bend where it was not visible from the entrance. Then she gathered up several toads with poisonous skin and put them into a jar. 
 
    “Each time I find it harder to make this place decent, and what’s worse, I’ve been getting too many visitors lately. What became of the time when not getting a single visit in a whole season was the norm? At this rate I’ll have to charge for my services like a peddler. Aren’t I supposed to be feared and hated as a Witch? Nobody would guess, would they? A body can’t live in peace any longer.” 
 
    She looked around the cauldron to check that there was nothing which might arouse fear or discomfort in her visitors. 
 
    “It’s hard enough to practice magic as it is without having to cope with other people’s fears and interruptions and all the odd things they do on top of it. Isn’t that so, Missie? It’s a real shame we have to pretend, but we both know they wouldn’t understand our rituals, or the twisting paths that lead to clairvoyance. Besides, one little animal sacrifice and they go crazy… They don’t understand us, my little one.” 
 
    The panther looked at her mistress and roared. 
 
    The roar echoed against the walls of the cave as far as the entrance, where the three visitors had stopped and were waiting for the witch, with respect and fear. 
 
    She looked at the cauldron and nodded. 
 
    “Right. While I take care of the visitors the base for the spell-enhancer will finish setting.” 
 
    Amtoko hurried to greet the visitors, not wishing her beloved panther to make them nervous. 
 
    “Good day to you, my distinguished countrymen, “the Witch said in welcome. “To what do I owe the honor of this unexpected visit?”  
 
    “Unexpected, Amtoko? You’ve never had an unexpected visit, dear Oracle,” Auburu said, smiling broadly as she held out her arms. 
 
    Amtoko hugged the matriarch and leader of the Bikia. She was wearing a long woolen tunic with simple green embroidery, and her long blonde hair, which reached down to her waist, was gathered in a single thick braid. The young leader’s usual serious manner was softened by the affectionate smile she gave the older woman. Their embrace was firm and honest. Both women felt deep respect and affection for one another. 
 
    “You know me so well, Matriarch, I won’t deny that a starling whispered to me that you were coming.” 
 
    “A starling? I rather believe your magic allows you to know everything all of us do, even before we do it. You don’t fool me, Silver Witch,” said Althor, the octogenarian Master Smith. 
 
    “Master Smith, you’re always so sharp and so observant. I know you still have the spirit of a young boy, even though you’re past your eightieth year. How could you bring yourself to climb up here at your age? If you’d summoned me I would gladly have gone down to the village. I like to go down every now and then to see how our beloved Orrio is doing.” 
 
    “We came ourselves, to avoid unnecessary gossip,” Master Warrior Gudin explained. “The situation is beginning to turn complicated, and we decided to come to you before we discussed our possible courses of action at the Council of the Twelve.”  
 
    Amtoko looked at the scarred warrior, a demigod among the Bikia. He was a great warrior with a noble heart. Amtoko knew him well. 
 
    “I see that it’s time for prudence. I must say that your view of the situation is correct. Let’s sit by the oak and talk, it’s too beautiful a day to waste inside the cave, Ikzuge is shining today with heartfelt force.”  
 
    The four sat beside the great oak on ancient marble rocks whose surface was well-polished by use. The great black panther sat down warily beside her mistress. 
 
    “If you’ll allow me, Amtoko,” Auburu said, frankly, as was her custom, “I’d like to talk about the nub of this complex situation we’re involved in, without beating about the bush.”  
 
    “Of course. Go ahead, my dear.” 
 
    “Well now, these are turbulent times. Rogdon has been attacked and the war has begun in the west. Unfortunately this war will affect us whether we want it to or not, or at least that’s my belief. Anyway, and as might be expected, it’s provoking plenty of arguments in the tribe. Views among our people are very varied and opposed. That’s why we wanted to talk to you in private.” 
 
    Amtoko nodded. 
 
    “Rogdon has sent us heralds,” the young leader explained. “King Solin has asked all the Norriel tribes for help, along with some others from the highlands and the coast. He’s offering to pay in gold if we join his army in the defense of the Kingdom.”  
 
    “I see… and you, Auburu, our young Matriarch and Leader of the Bikia tribe of the Norriel, what do you think is best for the tribe?” 
 
    “It’s a difficult decision to make. If we ally ourselves with Rogdon and go to war, many Norriel will die. I’m not interested in gold. I don’t think greed should be our guide. There’s no guarantee of victory either, the payment might not come in any case. My duty is to my people, to their wellbeing and prosperity. Going to war is never a good option. Iram our Mother Goddess has taught us so. We should think it over and make a carefully considered decision, weighing up all the alternatives.” 
 
    “And what do you think, my dear Master Warrior?” the Silver Witch said, looking at Gudin. “This is your area of expertise, and your experience and skill in these matters is invaluable.”  
 
    “From the news we’ve received, Rogdon finds itself in a very dire situation, I would venture to say a critical one. They’re being attacked from the South by the Noceans and from the north-east by the Norghanians. Stopping either of those powerful and warlike nations would seem extremely difficult to me, so that stopping a joint or simultaneous invasion by both armies would be practically unthinkable.” 
 
    “Yes, I agree with that,” Althor interrupted. “In all my years, and they are many, I’ve taken part in and witnessed several wars, but none of such magnitude. Armed conflicts between nations have been many, but those confrontations never reached a point like this. Never have two such powerful nations attacked a third simultaneously. The consequences will be catastrophic. Rogdon will perish, it’s just a matter of time. The enemy outnumbers them, I have no doubt about that.” 
 
    “Master Smith Althor has a well formed opinion, his voice is that of experience. He’s spent many years forging swords and chain-mail for our warriors, his view must be taken into account,” Amtoko said, looking at the old steel-smith. 
 
    “In that case, do you recommend that we shouldn’t fight beside Rogdon, given that they have no option of victory?” Master Warrior Gudin asked, worried. 
 
    “Oh, I haven’t said that at all. I simply state that Althor’s perception of the present situation is correct. As things stand right now, Rogdon will fall.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Gudin asked, frowning. “Are you saying I’m right, then?”  
 
    The Witch smiled fondly at the hardened warrior. 
 
    “Thank goodness warriors don’t guide the fate of our tribe,” and she smiled again with her eyes on Auburu. 
 
    “What Amtoko wants us to see is that the present course of events entails the destruction of Rogdon, but events might change and with them the fate of our neighbors of the lowlands.” 
 
    “You seem to be reading my mind, Auburu,” the Witch said, smiling warmly at the Norriel leader. 
 
    “We’d be part of those events? Our intervention in the conflict, I mean, if it came to that?” Gudin asked. 
 
    “Yes, indeed, a crucially important part, my dear warrior.” 
 
    “Hmm… but you’re not telling us the whole story, are you, Silver Witch?” Althor interrupted. “Can you guarantee that if we take part, we’ll come out victorious? That Rogdon will be saved?” 
 
    Amtoko laughed softly. “There you’ve got me, old fox,” she said. “No, I can’t guarantee it. In fact, I can’t even guarantee that if we don’t take part in the war, Rogdon will perish as a result. What I’ve been able to discern through my power is that if we do participate, our role will be very important in the events to come. Take into account that I can’t see the future, only the immediate present and some of the tomorrow which is there around us. Us, not Rogdon.” 
 
    “And if we don’t take part, will Rogdon fall” Althor insisted. 
 
    “Most likely, yes. The threads of destiny have shown me different forces and events which are on the move right now and might have a significant impact on the lowland kingdom’s future. We, the Norriel, are one of those forces. This conversation we’re having right now is of critical importance. As far as my power allows me to see, if we Norriel don’t act, Rogdon will most likely fall. Even though there’s another force which might still change that fate. All the same, in my humble opinion it’s highly unlikely. 
 
    “Therefore we can be sure of two things,” Althor said. “On the one hand, if we don’t help Rogdon it will almost certainly fall. On the other hand, if we help them there’s no guarantee that we’ll triumph, they might equally be defeated. Is that so, my old friend?” 
 
    “It is. Although let me state that the first option is nearly a certainty and the second is really the toss of a coin.” 
 
    “Toss of a coin?” Gudin said. “Aren’t you crediting us with far more value than we really have? I don’t see how our participation can balance out the fight. The invading armies are still more numerous and powerful than any that an alliance between the Norriel and the Kingdom of Rogdon might recruit.”  
 
    “Using cold reason, adding up figures? You’re right. I won’t argue the case with you. You’ve lived through skirmishes, battles and wars, and you’re absolutely right. All the same, there are more powerful forces at work than simple numbers: forces we can’t see but which are acting both for and against our interests. Hidden powers, which could unleash events that might bring to an end even empires. My Gift helps me to perceive them. And in this case, let me assure you, Master Warrior, the threads of destiny allow me to weigh up the great impact we, the tiny Norriel, will have in the outcome of this war which threatens half the continent. In one way or another.” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting such uncompromising and determined answers, Amtoko. You lay a great weight on our people’s shoulders,” Auburu said in annoyance. She was looking more and more worried. 
 
    “You came for my advice, and that’s what you get. I can only put forward to you what my power allows me to perceive. It’s never the whole view, but it’s not often wrong. Without the Norriel, Rogdon is practically lost. With our intervention they might be saved, although there are no guarantees. Many and powerful are the forces influencing the threads of destiny, and the results of their acts aren’t yet visible to me.” 
 
    “In that case, if we don’t have guarantees, why risk the lives of our people?” Auburu asked. 
 
    “I feel the same,” Gudin said. “This war among the three great kingdoms doesn’t concern us, so why take part? They won’t come here, to the highlands, they’re not that interested in us, and they know we’d defend these lands to the death, to the last man. The Noceans won’t come, I’m sure of that, there are no riches here, they don’t like the climate, the land doesn’t suit them. Perhaps the Norghanians would, but it would mean too high a cost for too little plunder. I doubt whether they’d bother. Here in the highlands, with all the Norriel tribes united, we can hold out. We’ve done it before. They won’t be able to defeat us in the mountains and rocky passes, even though we’re fewer in number.” 
 
    “I don’t think supporting Rogdon is a good alternative,” Althor concluded. “We can hold out here and let the three great empires fight and destroy each other. As long as war doesn’t reach us here…”  
 
    Auburu stood up and walked across the soft grass, looking up at the sky, weighing up the possibilities, risks and benefits for her beloved people. With a frown and a faraway look, she pondered. Amtoko watched her in silence. A lot depended on the decision of this woman. Kingdoms might fall or survive according to what she decided there today. Amtoko had seen her with her power, she was very aware of how critical that moment was, how critical the final decision of that sensible young woman. Thousands of lives were at stake, the fate of a whole continent. Everything weighed on the slender shoulders of the wise leader of the Bikia. She did not know, nor would she ever understand the importance of her decision. How could she? Even if Amtoko tried to explain it to her, it would be impossible for the young Matriarch to take in. The weight of the decision would be so overwhelming it would drown her. No, Auburu had enough to think about as it was. She would not burden her by loading the fate of the wretched peoples of half the continent on her shoulders. 
 
    “I must make a decision,” Auburu said. “The thirty tribes gather in three days under the great centenary oak to decide on King Solin’s proposal. We’re not obliged to accept, our peace treaty is only that, a peace treaty not an alliance. On the other hand, I don’t know what the leaders of the other tribes will have to say, but I must go to the meeting with a firm, binding decision for the Bikia.” 
 
    “Your decision will be one of the most important, my child,” the Witch said. “It will swing the result of the vote, and the Norriel will respond as one.” 
 
    “If you know that, if you’ve been able to see it with your magic, then you already know my decision,” said the young leader. 
 
    “How could I? The decision hasn’t even formed in your mind yet,” the Witch said with a mischievous grin. “My power allows me to see the immediate now and the invisible threads of events close at hand: not the future, unfortunately. I don’t know what your decision will be…” 
 
    “Help me, Amtoko, I need to make the right decision. There’s too much at stake, not only the end of Rogdon and the war on the continent, but also the lives of our men and women, of our people! I beg you, help me.” 
 
    “All right, little one, if you want my help I’ll help you, but the final decision is yours. This old Witch is here to serve her people, the Norriel. I’ve witnessed the fight which is under way. Far away, to the south, the city of Silanda is in serious trouble, I very much doubt if it can be saved, even with the intervention of Mirkos the Erudite, that most powerful Rogdonian Mage. The Nocean Sorcerers and their Blood and Curse Magic will end up victorious.  
 
    “At the other end of the Kingdom, in the Fortress of the Half Moon, Prince Gerart is fighting desperately to contain the Norghanians. He’s doing it well, but the threads of destiny have a freezing, treacherous surprise in store for him. He’ll be defeated too, almost certainly, although there’s some movement I can’t make out which might change the result of the siege and sway it to his side.” 
 
    “So they’ll fall, just as we’re expecting,” Auburu said. 
 
    “Very probably.” 
 
    “In that case they’ll reach Rilentor first and King Solin. Once the city falls and Rogdon is theirs they’ll look towards our lands, the highlands. What do you advise me to do, then? Nothing? Simply fall back and wait for the invaders?” 
 
    “On the contrary, my dear child, on the contrary, my advice is that you fight against the invaders.” 
 
    “Why, Amtoko? Do they pose such a threat? We don’t know for sure that they’ll come to our lands.” 
 
    “It’s not only them I’m worried about, my child…” 
 
    “What do you mean? If not them, who else should we be worrying about?” 
 
    “The shadow which is moving the pieces of this game from the darkness, hiding its form and its intentions, but present in each vital event in the development of this confrontation.” 
 
    “A fourth kingdom? Which? Who?” 
 
    “That, my dear friend, is a very good question, in fact that really is the question. Unfortunately, I don’t have the answer.” 
 
    “But do you know of anybody else who might be manipulating the conflict?” Althor asked. He stood up in surprise, glaring at the Witch with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “I can’t see it, it’s hidden, far away, and I can’t reach that far, but certainly there is someone. For some time now I’ve been sensing events, movements of the threads of destiny which spin around our people, the Norriel. A great spider’s-web is being woven around us, ever darker, thicker and more ill-omened. I see this more and more clearly: a great evil of dimensions we’ve never known before is approaching our people. Three nights ago I carried out an ancient ritual to obtain greater clairvoyance of our destiny, to heighten my powers and thus grasp more clearly what’s about to happen. Death, pain and chaos are approaching with giant strides and a dense fog of horror is forming, one which sooner or later will reach us, bringing unimaginable suffering with it…” 
 
    Gudin grasped the pommels of his two short swords and glanced at his leader Auburu, then at Amtoko. He frowned. 
 
    “War always brings pain and suffering. Men die, women and children suffer, old people perish. Such is the essence and evil of war. That is why we can’t throw ourselves into one without being absolutely sure.”  
 
    Althor took two steps toward the cave and turned around, 
 
    “This dark evil that’s coming, it’s not part of the current war, is it? It’s something else.”  
 
    “Oh, you’re always so perceptive, my dear friend, that’s how you’ve lived so long,” said the Witch, smiling at him. “Exactly. This evil, this holocaust that’s on its way, is not a direct product of this war but arises from it after the event. This war is only the prelude to a colossal evil which is yet to come, such an evil that the whole continent will sink amid the most ghastly suffering.” 
 
    In the face of these words of condemnation and slaughter the three visitors remained silent, deep in thought. It saddened Amtoko to be the bearer of such ill-omened news, but she had to make sure they understood the horror which was about to emerge and which would inexorably reach the Norriel. The threads of destiny made this plain. 
 
    Auburu, hands clasped behind her back and with an air of gravity asked: 
 
    “Are you absolutely sure, dear Witch? Couldn’t you have read the auguries wrong?” 
 
    “Unfortunately I’m sure, child.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you be confusing this war with something else? Isn’t this war bloody and destructive enough already?” Gudin asked, distraught at this bad news. 
 
    “No, I’m not mistaken. The threads linked to this war that I see and which concern the Norriel are few and very clear. The stench of evil doesn’t come from here.” 
 
    “If that’s so, then how can you perceive it, old friend?” Althor said, gesturing vigorously. “I thought you could only sense what’s connected to our own people…”  
 
    “Because all this evil is intrinsically connected to a Norriel. And because it’s connected to one of our people, I can perceive it.” 
 
    Auburu lifted her head, roused from her introspective trance. “And which of our own people is all this bottomless evil connected with?”  
 
    “With Komir…” 
 
    They all looked at the Silver Witch in surprise. This had caught them completely unprepared, Amtoko could see. She studied their faces: Auburu’s showed deep worry, Althor’s genuine intrigue and Gudin’s restlessness. Amtoko found the different reactions of the three Norriel to the same news interesting. 
 
    “We have no news of Komir since he left the village,” Auburu said. 
 
    “That’s not entirely true. I’ve been following him from a distance, helping him when I could. He’s in Ocorum, following his destiny, coming inexorably closer to this evil which is beginning to surround him with the intention of swallowing him up.” 
 
    “What has he got to do with this evil?” Gudin asked. “I know the boy, and I doubt very much there’s any evil in him, no matter what the gossips of the village might have wanted us to believe.” 
 
    “Exactly, Master Warrior. There’s no evil in him, but there’s caprice in the turning of the wheel of fate, and he’s been chosen to play a role of great significance. Every day I see more clearly that his role is of capital importance for our survival and even, I believe, for the salvation of the whole continent.” 
 
    “A massive burden for such a young, tormented Norriel,” Althor said. 
 
    They were silent for a while, deep in thought, until Auburu broke that silence: 
 
    “We must fight, isn’t that so?” she asked, looking at Amtoko with eyes filled with resignation. 
 
    “I’m truly sorry, Auburu, I wish I could tell you otherwise, but I can’t. If we hide here in the highlands it may be that the Noceans and the Norghanians won’t reach us, but this darkness, this evil, will find us and reach us. Our people will suffer unbelievably. The highlands will be dyed with the blood of our men, women and children.” 
 
    “Will we be able to stop this evil, this devastating darkness you’re talking about?” Gudin asked. 
 
    “All we can do is try, with all our might,” Amtoko replied. 
 
    Auburu turned to look at the sun, letting it bathe her body, as if savoring the few moments of peace they had left. She sighed deeply, raised her arms to the sun and said: 
 
    “I don’t know whether I’ll support an alliance with Rogdon or not. I’ll think about it. I must make this decision alone. Once I decide, one way or the other, I’ll let the rest of the tribes know. I pray the three goddesses may illuminate my judgment at this crucial moment. Whichever the case, whether we go to war or war comes to our lands, we’ll fight to defend what’s ours, we’ll defend ourselves against evil. The Norriel will never kneel before any invader. We’ll fight to the last drop of blood. Norriel we are, and Norriel we shall die!” she cried. 
 
    The other four, infected by their Leader’s spirit, chanted in unison: 
 
    “Norriel we are, and Norriel we shall die!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 To the last man 
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    Gerart. —Half-Moon Fortress, West Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    For eight endless, exhausting, terrifying weeks the siege brought death and destruction by land and air to the Rogdonian defenders. Days of incessant bombardment of the walls by the terrifying siege machines alternated with bloody assaults on them by the red and white tides of fevered Norghanians. 
 
    The defenders were stubbornly holding a fortress which with every passing day seemed more surely doomed. The dwindling strength of the demoralized men of Rogdon would not bear the punishment much longer. The outer wall, severely damaged by the siege weapons, might fall into enemy hands at any moment; the number of defenders had fallen too drastically to let them hold that entire length. 
 
    Gerart was crouching on top of the wall beside one of the ruined towers. A colossal rock from one of the catapults impacted on the already worn battlements and destroyed a piece of the wall with a thunderous explosion of rock and stone. The Prince assessed the state of the wall and battlements. It seemed a miracle that they had not collapsed completely. He could not understand how the wall could resist the impact of the enormous rocks the catapults showered on it. There were practically no battlements left to speak of. In their place were holes in the walls and an uneven surface left by the impacts. 
 
    In the midst of that destruction his thoughts flew high, soaring into the sky in search of the beautiful face of the blue-eyed Healer. How he missed her! Would she still be alive? She must be, yes, she had to be; the idea of losing her, the mere possibility of it, was unbearable. Gerart prayed to the Light every day that he would see her alive again. She was present in his heart at all times, and he lived for the day when he could hold her, kiss her with such passion that she would not doubt his feelings for her. He still felt guilty for having left her, for not having run after her when the river swept her away. He would not make the same mistake again, no matter what was at stake. He just knew he had to have her near him, to hear her voice and feel her touch. All he wished for was to be with Aliana, to lose himself in her arms. 
 
    A familiar voice woke him from his reverie. 
 
    “What’s the day like?” Lomar greeted him. He crouched beside the Prince in the shelter of the ruined tower. 
 
    “It looks as though they’re going to use the siege weapons today.” 
 
    With a threatening whistle, a long missile flew over their heads towards the barracks in the inner courtyard, which were already totally ruined. 
 
    “Ballista,” Lomar confirmed. 
 
    “Yes, now they’re throwing us pine trees, the biggest they can find.” 
 
    “Faster and easier than hacking rock out of the walls of the pass.”  
 
    “And just as effective. Those wooden missiles go through men and buildings as if they were butter.” 
 
    Count Longor joined them with his perpetual smile and good humor. “Soon they’ll be throwing cows and pigs,” he said 
 
    “That would be good, we’re running out of provisions,” said Counselor Urien, who had arrived with the Count and was watching from the stairs. 
 
    When he saw the old Royal Counselor so close to the dangerous front, Gerart tensed. 
 
    “Urien, go back to the Great Tower. I don’t want you running any risks.” 
 
    Another enormous rock crashed against the deserted inner square behind the gate. 
 
    “I’m not in any danger, your Highness. These Norghanians are so clumsy they wouldn’t hit the sun from ten paces away.” 
 
    Gerart smiled wanly at the reply. 
 
    “Even so, I need you alive. Go back to the Great Tower right now and deal with the logistics, which is what we need now.” 
 
    “What we need more urgently are supplies and reinforcements,” the Counselor said. 
 
    “It seems they’re going to punish us from the air again today,” said Lomar. 
 
    “That type of punishment is very disheartening,” Urien commented. “The men are losing their spirit as the days go by. They don’t see how they can stop the Norghanians, they’re fighting with almost total desperation.”  
 
    “The King’s order is to hold fast, and that’s what we’re going to do,” the Prince said with such determination on his serious face he left no room for doubt. “This fortress will not fall, we’ll defend it to the last man!” 
 
    He would die before he failed his father. 
 
    “There won’t be any reinforcements?” ventured Longor. 
 
    “I very much fear not,” said Urien. “King Solin has been sending us the few available men left and the militia he’s been recruiting throughout the villages and cities of the Kingdom. Unfortunately Silanda is in deep trouble, the same as we are, or even worse, I fear. The King has been forced to divide the reinforcements, which is a desperate strategy and in my humble opinion won’t lead us to victory.”  
 
    “The situation is serious, desperate even, if Silanda is in such a delicate position,” Gerart reflected. 
 
    “The reports I’ve received from the capital confirm it,” Urien explained. “They’ve abandoned the outer wall and left it to the enemy. They’ve been forced to fall back to the second wall, the one which protects the Duke’s Palace. I don’t think they’ll be able to hold out, even with the intervention of Mirkos the Erudite.”  
 
    “Let’s trust they do, trust in the Mage’s power as well,” Gerart said. “We have no option. If Silanda falls, the Noceans will lay waste the Kingdom from the south, and they’ll reach Rilentor.”  
 
    Another huge wooden missile hit the wall, which took the impact undaunted. 
 
    “How many men do we have left?” Gerart asked. There was worry in his voice. 
 
    “Some four thousand who can still fight, just enough to defend the wall,” Longor said. “We’ve suffered great losses during these last weeks. If we lose a thousand men more we won’t be able to defend the whole length, and they’ll overrun us.”  
 
    “We should evacuate the wounded,” Urien said. “If they can’t use a weapon, they should be taken to the capital.”  
 
    “That would be the most sensible thing. Let it be done. You take charge of the logistics, Urien, and make them leave as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Very well, your Highness,” the old man replied, and went slowly down the stairs, indifferent to the devastating missiles falling around him. 
 
    Lomar raised his head to take a good look at the siege machines. Catapults and ballistae had been punishing the fortress from the first day and they had not been moved. On the walls the four guards on watch crouched behind the ruined battlements, alert, praying they were not hit by any of the gigantic missiles. The enemy army was lined up behind the machines; Lomar calculated that there were more than eighteen thousand men. 
 
    “Soon it’ll be the turn of those vain damsels, the Invincibles of the Ice,” Longor said. 
 
    “I see them,” said Gerart. “They’re unmistakable. Ten thousand men dressed all in white: winged helmet, breast-plate and cape. Even their shields are white.” 
 
     “They’re said to be invincible, never defeated in battle,” Longor joked. “The best heavy infantry of the continent, but I think they’re no more than ugly albino walruses, nothing there to fear.”  
 
    Gerart smiled. “It might be so. I’ve heard rumors of their feats too, but here the situation is different; this isn’t combat in the open field, man to man. In this case there’s a high wall to climb and take, and they still haven’t done it. I don’t doubt they’re great fighters, but first they have to get up here and then we’ll defeat them, as we’ve defeated all the tides of soldiers they’ve sent us so far.” There was a flash of self-confidence in his eyes. 
 
    “The men are scared, your Highness,” Lomar said. “They don’t trust their strength in the face of the Invincibles of the Ice. Despair and uncertainty are infecting their spirits like a contagious illness.”  
 
    “Our good soldiers worry too much,” Longor joked. “I still maintain that they’re no more than a bunch of ugly tavern wenches of dubious reputation, nothing to worry about.”  
 
    “Let no-one lose hope!” cried the Prince. “We’re still here! They haven’t defeated us yet and nor will they! We’ll defeat them for Rogdon!”  
 
    Lomar turned back to the enemy, and something caught his attention. 
 
    “Your Highness, look, the two siege towers… they’re moving, advancing…” he muttered. 
 
    “It can’t be,” Gerart said, his eyes wide with surprise. “They haven’t used them since the first day for fear of our burning oil.”  
 
    “I can see them too,” Longor said.” They’re moving.”  
 
    “The catapults and ballistae have stopped and the two towers are moving closer. What are they scheming now?” Gerart wondered. 
 
    “Nothing good,” said Lomar. “But if the siege towers are coming, the army will be behind them. We have to get ready.”  
 
    “Soldiers! Every one to their posts!” cried Gerart. 
 
    Several of the guards on the stairs ran to relay the orders to the officers of the depleted army who were sheltering under the Great Tower and the buildings beside it, out of reach of the enemy. 
 
     Soon, quickly and in good order, the wall was once again filled with soldiers of Rogdon, who watched the advance of the Norghanians from the ruined battlements with little hope. Gerart saw the two siege towers advancing towards the eastern and western sections of the wall. He sent Longor to deal with the eastern part and he made his way to the western sector, leaving Lomar in charge of the great cauldron of oil above the gate. 
 
    Lomar looked out at the advancing Army, feeling his heart sink. This time they were sending the Invincibles of the Ice. The ten thousand men in white advanced behind the two enormous towers. He sighed and looked around. He could sense the fear in the frightened eyes of the men around him, of all the men along the wall… They knew what was coming; they knew this was the final assault. They were sending the best of the Norghanian Army, their elite, together with their two most powerful assault machines. Everything would be finally decided today, and the men of Rogdon were just beginning to realize the fact. 
 
    Lomar swallowed and felt the relief in his parched throat. Today is the day we either live or die. My heart and my courage shrink at the advance of such an impressive enemy. Somehow, in this crucial moment, after seeing so many of our men die in battle, dying in the midst of this carnage doesn’t seem such a glorious end. It’s true that I’m where I always wanted to be, seeking glory in the field of honor, for Rogdon and for the King. But after witnessing so much death and suffering on these walls I regret having wished for glory and fame in such a frivolous way. I’m proud to be here, to be fighting for my kingdom, and that’s the reason I should have followed, to save my nation, my brothers in arms, the helpless peasants, women and children, from the invading army. Those are noble ideals to pursue, not personal glory, not battle and meaningless bloodshed that serve only to attain empty glory. How wrong are the reasons which guide us in our ignorance, how much stupidity and vain glory there is in the dreams of our youth? Now I see it clearly. 
 
    As he reflected on his reasons for joining the army and the Royal Lancers, the face of his good friend Kendas came to mind. What had become of him? Where would he be now, the enterprising peasant turned Lancer? He had not the slightest doubt that his friend was still alive, and hoped he was in much more favorable circumstances than his own. 
 
    Don’t let anything stop you, Royal Lancer, ride swiftly as the wind, leave all your enemies behind. Fly on the back of your mount, Kendas, fly, and may evil never catch up with you. 
 
    The white tide came up to within two hundred paces of the wall, and unease surfaced among the soldiers of Rogdon. For a moment Lomar thought that several of the men would give in to fear and despair and run away from the wall. While he was pondering on how devastating that would be for general morale, he heard Prince Gerart’s voice thundering: 
 
    “Soldiers of Rogdon! Today we’ll show the world the true mettle of our hearts!” 
 
     He turned his back to the enemy to address his men. “Today we’ll show the invaders that the men of Rogdon don’t know fear, that their spirits are unbreakable! Today we’ll deliver death and destruction on the invader, we won’t fall back a single step, and no enemy of Rogdon will ever set foot upon our nation. Our duty is to defend the Kingdom from invaders and that’s what we’ll do. Not one, not even one will enter this fortress unless it’s feet first! We’ll defend our land to our last breath!” 
 
    The men above the walls listened attentively to the Prince’s speech, their bodies straight, their chests swelling, their chins raised high, their spirits recovering their lost strength and eroded trust. 
 
    “Men of Rogdon, today we’ll finish off the invaders. Their blood will bathe our walls, they shall all die, to the very last of them!” 
 
    A lone “Hurrah!” was heard on the wall. 
 
    Several more followed, timidly at first, then gaining intensity. 
 
    After a few moments the whole wall burst into cheers and shouting. 
 
    The soldiers, heartened by this speech, cheered while the enemy advanced like an unstoppable force that would reduce the wall to rubble. 
 
    With the enemy a hundred paces away, Prince Gerart drew his sword and raised his arm: 
 
    “It’s time for death to fall on the enemies of our nation!” 
 
    Two thousand bows were raised among the four thousand defenders. 
 
    “Send them to hell!” cried Gerart, bringing his arm down in the signal to attack. 
 
    The sky above the pass turned black as two thousand arrows flew towards the white attackers. 
 
    Immediately, as if they made up a single organism, the ten thousand Invincibles of the Ice lifted their round shields to protect themselves. 
 
    The Rogdonian arrows carried death to the invaders, but most of them hit the shields. As they advanced toward the wall in an orderly manner without breaking formation, the defenders went on launching volley after volley against the enemy. Success was scant, though, as the arrows bounced off the sea of shields. 
 
    The enemy reached the wall, and as on all previous occasions, ladders and hooks appeared on the damaged battlements. The first Norghanians began to climb the wall while the defenders kept firing on them as they climbed, with shields covering their heads. Ropes were cut and ladders overthrown, but almost immediately they were replaced by new ones and the Invincibles of the Ice climbing them were impervious to the fierce Rogdonian defense. When the first of them reached the top of the wall, the fight turned fiercer. Bows were replaced by swords and the fight turned brutal, with complete desperation. 
 
    It made Lomar cringe to see how formidable those soldiers were. Their fame was certainly well-deserved, their ferocity and swordsmanship superb. Everyone who managed to set his foot on the wall easily killed several Rogdonians before falling pierced through, outnumbered. One of them came to stand in front of Lomar a couple of steps away, an Invincible of the Ice… He was not as big and strong as the others they had been fighting against lately. This one was smaller and looked nimbler. But what really worried Lomar was that self-assured look: resolute and lethal. 
 
    Lomar stepped forward to confront him. The Norghanian half-closed his eyes and glanced at him with cool confidence. Lomar thrust quickly, and the Invincible deflected it with a skill that left him feeling seriously worried. He attacked again, but the warrior blocked his attack and countered like lightning. In a desperate attempt to evade the enemy’s sword Lomar tripped and fell. This man was a master swordsman whose movements were agile, balanced and fast: nothing to do with the huge brutal warriors with axes they had been fighting so far. 
 
    The Norghanian was stepping forward to finish the kill when two Rogdonian comrades in arms intercepted him, Lomar took advantage of this move to get back on his feet and joined in the fray. The first soldier fell with his neck severed by a single stroke. The second was blocked by the Invincible and stabbed through the heart with a master-thrust. Lomar took advantage of this and delivered a lightning stroke that went through his enemy’s stomach. The soldier freed the sword and shook his head at Lomar, showing his reproach for that treacherous move. Lomar was ready to finish him when he saw another Invincible reaching the wall. Without thinking, he delivered a savage kick which made the man fall on to the attacking wave of soldiers. Then he went back to the wounded Norghanian, who withstood three more attacks before falling dead. 
 
    These Invincibles are unique fighters. The rumors were true, they’re going to cut us to pieces. 
 
    Feeling his heart sink at this horrible prospect, he went to help his comrades. 
 
    The fight above the walls became fiercer amid cries and the sound of metal on metal. 
 
    The Invincibles of the Ice were easily managing to kill the Rogdonian soldiers in single combat, so the defenders grouped together in threes to confront them. Each Norghanian who reached the top of the wall was set on by three defenders who threw themselves on him and brought him down with savage thrusts and strokes. Lomar was fighting above the gate beside the veteran Jonas on his right and Elis the archer on his left. A new enemy appeared near the great cauldron and the three lunged on him with no time to think or react. Even so, the invader wounded Jonas in the left shoulder before he died. 
 
    A massive impact told Lomar a battering ram had reached the gate. Looking down, he was able to confirm the fact. 
 
    “The cauldron! Swing the cauldron!” he yelled at his two comrades. 
 
    The three hurried to the enormous container filled with boiling oil, and Lomar pushed the lever to topple it.  
 
    The oil rained down over the ram, burning all the men around it. 
 
    “Incendiary arrows!” Lomar cried to the men waiting by the cauldron. 
 
    At once twenty archers raised their heads above the gate and a volley of burning arrows flew against the ram. The siege machine began to burn, with the men around it going up in flames as they screamed in desperation. The Invincibles of the Ice, as cold as their name, killed their own burning comrades to spare them the horrible suffering. 
 
    Lomar watched the scene and his spirits rose. Soon the whole battering ram would have gone up in smoke and the gate would hold. He had done his duty. 
 
    Suddenly something completely unexpected happened. 
 
    The men at the back of the ram parted to create a path in the center of the swarm of warriors. At the end of this corridor, about two hundred paces away, Lomar could make out two giant rectangular shields, apparently metallic, which completely hid the bearers. This caught his attention immediately. What on earth was this?  
 
    The two shields parted two hand-spans, and to Lomar’s overwhelming surprise a white bolt shot along the open corridor towards the burning ram. 
 
    What the…? 
 
    The bolt reached the ram and covered it with a layer of frost, putting out the flames which were consuming the robust wooden structure as it did so. The battering ram was soon covered with ice and the fire totally extinguished. 
 
    Damn! 
 
    That could only mean one thing: the Norghanians had brought their famed Ice Mages. 
 
    “Archers, shoot at the shields! Shoot!” he ordered with the hope of hitting the Mage who was hidden beneath them. 
 
    The defenders’ arrows struck the enormous shields. These parted and the bolt was seen again, this time aimed at them, the archers above the gate. 
 
    “Look out!” Lomar cried when he realized what was happening. 
 
    But it was already too late. 
 
    The bolt hit the first archers, who were still shooting, and on contact with the ice they were frozen alive on the spot. The bolt swept the battlements around the cauldron, freezing everything it came in contact with: human, metal or granite. The unwary archers died without a word, their bodies frozen as though the coldest winter ever seen had come upon them without warning. 
 
    The bolt reached Lomar, who jumped backwards, dragging Jonas and Elis with him as he fell. Lying there on the floor they avoided the bolt, seeing it pass over their heads not a hand’s-breadth above them. 
 
    “This is getting nasty!” Lomar cried. “Really nasty…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Count Longor was defending the eastern section of the wall like the master swordsman he was. He dispatched the Invincible he was fighting against and went for the next, who was climbing one of the ladders. Those soldiers were very skilled with the sword, almost as good as he was, but not quite. He grinned and blocked his enemy, who had tried to surprise him with a back-stroke, but Longor saw it, deflected it and stabbed him in the heart. The sword went through the white breast-plate and the scaled armor like butter. 
 
    He looked around; he was losing men at tremendous speed, his soldiers were not half as skilled as those Norghanians. But if that was worrisome, the giant siege tower coming closer at a steady pace was even more so. It would soon be on top of their position; it was less than twenty paces away. For some reason the upper level of the structure remained closed, and there were no archers to be seen there. 
 
    “Bring me some jars of oil, quick!” he ordered his men, and ran to cut the rope of a hook which had just dug itself into the wall. 
 
    Three jars of oil were placed on the eastern wall, where the siege machine was heading. 
 
    “Come closer, precious, come to papa’s loving arms, I’ll show you what excitement means,” he said coaxingly. “I’ll burn you with my ardent love until there’s not a splinter of you left that isn’t burnt to a crisp.” 
 
    Another Invincible of the Ice reached the top and the Count ordered: 
 
    “Four of you! Attack, at once!” 
 
    The men obeyed as one and the Norghanian fell, outnumbered, but immediately two new enemies climbed the battlements and the four brave defenders died, widely outclassed by their enemy’s skill. In their heroic defense they killed one of the Norghanians and wounded the other. Longor sighed. The poor men: courage aplenty, but little dexterity. Today many men of Rogdon would die. He walked to the Invincible and with two strokes of his decorated sword, the first a feint and the second lethal, he cut his throat cleanly. 
 
    Fortunately, he did have the dexterity required and would defend the eastern section to the last man. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Prince Gerart shouted orders left and right above the western section. His men were being decimated and the screams and thunder of the battle were deafening. With the help of two of his men, Gerart managed to finish off an Invincible who had killed four Rogdonian defenders. 
 
    They’re tearing us apart. I’m an excellent swordsman, not far short of a master in the art of the sword, trained since I was three with the best instructors in the whole continent, and yet I can barely manage these devilish soldiers. Their fame is well-earned. Now I see this, I’m not surprised they’ve never been beaten by any opponent. I have no idea how we’re going to be able to defeat them! 
 
    “Reinforcements! More reinforcements up here!” he ordered, noticing that the defending line above the wall was about to collapse. 
 
    The last reinforcements the Rogdonians could count on ran up the stairs and helped contain the assault of the Invincibles of the Ice by sheer numbers, courage and desperate fury. But Gerart knew it would not be enough. At the foot of the wall he could see the icy white sea of Invincibles waiting to climb, and in front of it the massive tower, less than ten paces from where he stood. 
 
    I can’t fail my father. I have to stop them, I can’t let them take the fortress. Never!  
 
    He saw his men fighting with what little faith and courage they had left as they felt the foul breath of death on their faces. They were fighting for Rogdon, for their families, for their land.  
 
    Never! Death before dishonor! We’ll hold fast, or else I’ll die on this wall! For my nation! 
 
    He looked at the great siege tower which was already upon them and shouted: 
 
    “Archers! Flaming arrows!” 
 
    Several archers who had just joined the fray prepared to fire and launched a volley of flaming arrows at the great assault tower. 
 
    But it did not burn; the structure was covered with wet skins. 
 
    Gerart looked down at the enormous wheels of the structure. They had not protected them, and he wondered why. Had not they learned their lesson with the loss of the other two towers? He shook his head in disbelief. Building one of those monstrous structures took months of hard work. Were they prepared to sacrifice them? It made no sense. But given this opportunity he would not hesitate. He would use the same strategy: jars of oil. 
 
    “The jars, quick! We must throw them at it!” he yelled to his men as to the horror of the defenders, the tower touched the wall. 
 
    At that moment the top of the structure was drawn back, revealing an extraordinary figure. 
 
    An Ice Mage! 
 
    Gerart stared at him in astonishment. The Mage appeared, escorted by several Invincibles. He wore a long, thick tunic of white and over it a white bearskin. In his right hand he held a long staff carved out of white wood and crowned with a translucent glass jewel. Around his neck he wore a crystalline medallion. Gerart stared at him in stupefaction. The man looked like a God out of the kingdom of the ice itself. 
 
    Before Gerart could react, the Mage intoned several arcane words of power. Pointing with his staff at the men carrying the jars, he launched a huge missile of pure ice at them. 
 
    “Look out!” Gerart cried in warning when he saw the huge ball of crystal and ice approaching them with terrible speed. 
 
    The missile hit them squarely, with an icy explosion. Thousands of knife-edged splinters flew in all directions, destroying both soldiers and jars. Men and fired clay burst into a thousand pieces and the oil flooded on to the ground beneath the wall, mixing with the blood of the defenders. Several fragments hit Gerart: one in the chest, which his armor was able to repel, and another above the temple, which gave him a painful cut. He put his hand on the wound and saw he was bleeding. 
 
    The Ice Mage conjured another spell, a longer one this time. 
 
    “Archers, kill the Mage!” Gerart shouted. 
 
    Several arrows flew towards the Mage as he finished his spell. The arrows hit a magical defensive sphere around him which protected him from physical attacks. Shards of ice flew out with the impact. Gerart cursed to himself. He had to break that defensive sphere of hard frost or they would all die. 
 
    “Keep firing!” he ordered his archers, fully aware of how dangerous it was. 
 
    And the frozen spell came to life. A huge winter blizzard formed around the archers and spread out as if winter itself had descended from the sky to engulf the whole western section of the wall, freezing anyone on top of it. Savagely cold winds enveloped the brave defenders. The temperature was dropping rapidly, with snow and hail whirling around the soldiers. The strong winds made it impossible for the men to stay on their feet, several were borne away with terrified screams and fell from the wall. Gerart held on to a ruined support to stop himself being dragged away. 
 
    Cold… terrible cold… we’ll freeze, and there’s nothing we can do about it… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lomar was trying desperately to defend the gate, together with Jonas and Elis. If the Norghanians took it, they would be lost. They fought boldly, impelled by the surge of adrenalin that came with the knowledge that they were on the brink of defeat, aware that death was coming to bear them away into infinite darkness. They were fierce and brutal, knowing the Norghanians were more skilled than they were themselves, trying to hold them back with the ferocity and savagery of desperation. 
 
    The battering ram, with a layer of frost protecting it from the Rogdonian fire, delivered terrible blows to the reinforced gate. The blows echoed along the wall as if a giant hammer were pounding it. 
 
    Lomar looked around. All the archers had fallen to the Mage’s freezing bolt, and half the reinforcements lay dead at the feet of the Invincibles of the Ice, who kept grimly climbing the wall in an attempt to take that section of it. The defenders were on the brink of utter despair. The gate was on the point of falling, the ram was battering them below and the Invincibles above. The enemy was winning the battle at its most critical point. 
 
    Luckily the Ice Mage had moved back, leaving the heavy infantry in charge of the rest of the work. A loud, ominous creak confirmed Lomar’s worst fears: the great gate had given way and would now crumble. With a fury born of impotence he charged against the three Invincibles who were blocking his path. Jonas and Elis hurried to his side. They fought like wild dogs, a foam of rage on their mouths. The battle was being lost, the gate was being taken by the enemy, they would lose the fortress. Jonas fell with his throat cut, but as he fell the brave veteran stabbed his opponent in the groin with a final effort. Lomar wielded his sword savagely left and right with the speed and strength of a madman. 
 
    Young Elis finished his man with a fierce cut to the head. He turned to help Lomar and a sword went through his thigh. Lomar saw it. Leaving his own enemy, he blocked a fatal blow directed at Elis’ neck where he had fallen on one knee. 
 
    “Get up, Elis! Get up!” he urged in desperation. 
 
    Elis lifted his head and nodded, then got to his feet without being able to put his weight on the wounded leg. Lomar blocked a stroke to his face and kicked his adversary viciously, making him step back. Elis went on fighting, defending himself with difficulty against the enemy attacks. Lomar grabbed a lance from the floor and thrust it into the side of Elis’ attacker. Elis finished him off with a savage cut to the face. Pain exploded in Lomar’s shoulder. A sword had caught him. Elis came to his defense, thrusting right and left, forcing the enemy to retreat. 
 
    Lomar held his left shoulder; the wound was deep and he was losing a lot of blood. He heard a muffled gurgle and turned to his comrade. 
 
    Elis took two steps back with his hands to his throat, trying in vain to stop the blood flowing out of the gaping cut. 
 
    “Elis! No!” Lomar shouted, furious at seeing the young soldier die. 
 
    Another sword flashed before his eyes and pierced his hip, where the cuirass ended. The pain drove him mad, and he launched himself against the row of Invincibles who had already taken that section of the gate. 
 
    A blow from a shield swept him off the wall into the courtyard, he seemed to fly for a moment then fell on top of a mound of corpses and lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Count Longor had managed to regroup his men and with great difficulty had driven the Invincibles of the Ice back. He looked along his section of wall and saw with a sinking heart that he barely had any soldiers left to hold it. Soon they would be engulfed by the assailants, unless there was a miracle. 
 
    The siege tower was still advancing toward the wall. 
 
    “Six men here with me! Form a line! We’ll defend the wall from the siege tower! We won’t let that bitch dishonor the wall with her presence!” he ordered impetuously, trying to show his men there was still some hope. 
 
    The giant tower reached the wall. The upper part remained covered, which puzzled Longor. 
 
    “Oil jars!” the Count commanded as the moving gangway extended towards the wall, revealing a row of Invincibles of the Ice ready to attack. 
 
    Longor watched them. They did not charge; they were watching the defensive line but did not move. The gangway, four paces wide and the same in length, was the only thing separating both groups of soldiers. Why did they not attack? 
 
    It hardly mattered. He would burn them all anyway. 
 
    “Launch the jars!” he ordered, and four soldiers pushed the jars to the edge of the wall and poured their contents over the base of the siege tower. 
 
    They’re mine, they’ll burn like tinder! There’s still hope! 
 
    The upper part of the tower shed its wooden cover. 
 
    An Ice Mage appeared on it in his glacial attire. 
 
    Longor looked at him and his spirit froze. 
 
    The enemy Mage cast a spell while Longor ordered his men to fire incendiary arrows at the base of the structure. The Mage touched the wooden surface of the tower with his staff, which was crowned with a great crystalline jewel. Immediately the wood began to freeze and a thick layer of frost and ice soon covered it. The process spread across the whole structure at great speed, turning each level into ice and frost down to the base. In an instant the whole machine was covered with a frozen cloak. 
 
    “Fire at the base! Fire!” Count Longor urged. 
 
    But it was too late. The arrows met the ice and frost which prevented the spilt oil from catching fire. The Count contemplated his vain effort. This time they had come prepared, had brought an Ice Mage with them to protect the structure. And in that moment he understood what was about to happen. 
 
    We’re lost, there’s no hope. 
 
    The Ice Mage disappeared within the structure as a dull roar sounded on the gangway. The Invincibles of the Ice charged against the Rogdonian line of defense. 
 
    Longor looked up at the sky and cried: 
 
    “Come and try my steel, you damned Norghanians!” 
 
    Four Invincibles broke the weak line of defense and fell upon the brave Count. Longor fought with skill, his sword dealing death among his enemies, but he was outnumbered. Mortally wounded, with his last breath he thrust at the armpit of the Norghanian who had reached him, making sure he would bleed to death. 
 
    “You’re coming with me,” he said to his adversary with a mocking grin. 
 
    A Norghanian sword went through him. 
 
    “It’s been… a… pleasure…” he said with shining eyes. 
 
    And he died with his signature smile on his lips. 
 
    The eastern section of the wall had fallen. 
 
    The Norghanian Army was now climbing the siege tower onto the wall with no opposition whatever. 
 
    At the other end of the wall, Gerart tried to get to his feet and stand up against the ice storm which was engulfing them, but the glacial wind would not let him. He was so cold, he was finished. Soon his limbs would freeze and he would die there on the wall. At least I haven’t failed my father. I’ll die carrying out his orders. The only thing I regret is that I wasn’t able to stop the enemy advance. Now they’ll have free access to the capital. I haven’t failed my father, but I have failed my nation, and for that I’m truly sorry. 
 
    An icy drowsiness warned him that he was about to enter the fatal frozen sleep of no return. He could almost see death disguised in white, flying above his soul in the middle of the storm of ice. The whole world was frost, snow and icy wind, and he was very, very sleepy. His eyes were closing; he could not stay awake. 
 
    A hand grabbed his shoulder and shook it hard. 
 
    “Gerart! Gerart! Wake up!” a vaguely familiar voice shouted from afar. 
 
    The Prince tried to open his eyes and fight against the drowsiness that had him in its power, but he found it impossible. 
 
    “Come on, Gerart! Wake up or you’ll die! Wake up in the name of King Solin!” 
 
    When he heard his father’s name something in his spirit reacted, a force which was a mixture of pride and rage. He opened his eyes and saw a familiar face which at first he did not recognize. Quiet grey eyes were staring at him, half-closed. A face was looking at him: one young but experienced, with long blond hair, someone he knew… And then he recognized him. 
 
    By all the Ancient Gods! 
 
    It was Haradin! 
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    “Haradin!” Gerart cried with immense happiness. 
 
    Filled with joy, he managed to clear his mind a little and come to himself. 
 
    The Rogdonian Mage smiled at him and helped him back to his feet. At once a dozen Royal Swords surrounded them. 
 
    “It looks as if I’ve come at the last moment,” Haradin said. “We’ll have to do something about this ice storm before it freezes all of us.” 
 
    The Battle Mage of Rogdon, dressed in a simple grey robe, stood defiant in the middle of the storm. He gave out an aura of courage and valor. 
 
    He concentrated with his eyes closed and intoned a long sentence of power. Waving his staff in the direction of the siege tower, he cast a spell. The storm was attacked by another, this time one of burning heat from the desert which Haradin had conjured, and this began to engulf it. The intense dry heat was completely destroying the ice storm as it spread over the wall. 
 
    Gerart stood up with some difficulty, aided by two Royal Swords, as he tried to get back some warmth into his stiff legs. The scene on the wall was a nightmare, with the Rogdonian soldiers who had been caught by the storm lying there dead or dying. The Prince felt a searing pain at the sight of all his men fallen in the defense of the fortress. 
 
    The Ice Mage on the siege tower realized what was happening and prepared to attack Haradin. He lifted his long staff of white wood, and a spear of ice shot towards Haradin from the glassy jewel on it. The Rogdonian Mage saw it coming and at once conjured up a protective sphere. 
 
    Gerart saw the spear approaching at enormous speed. But something was wrong; Haradin was not managing to protect himself! He was taking too long to finish his spell. Haradin’s face showed immense frustration. It alarmed Gerart, for the devilish swiftness with which Haradin cast his spells was legendary in the kingdom and was said to be unequalled. His father had always told him that there was no other Mage in the whole continent who could cast spells so fast, something which gave him a great advantage when facing other Mages. He tried to warn him, fearing the worst, when one of the Royal Swords jumped in front of him to block the icy spear. The brave soldier fell to the ground with his heavy armor pierced through. He had saved Haradin’s life, and the Mage’s protective sphere was finally taking shape. 
 
    The Mage’s face showed deep sorrow. 
 
    Haradin looked at the Ice Mage and cast another spell. But nothing happened. Gerart realized that something was the matter with the Mage, something that was not normal at all. Gerart shivered, but not with cold. Quickly, refusing to give up, Haradin tried again, and this time the spell worked as it should. A huge ball of fire shot from his staff and exploded against the Ice Mage and the Invincibles who were protecting him. The whole top of the structure caught fire. The men, engulfed in flames, jumped into the void amid chilling screams. The Ice Mage had raised his own protective sphere and resisted the attack. 
 
    “Get out of here! Move back!” Haradin yelled to his compatriots when he saw the other Mage’s defensive sphere. 
 
    Gerart realized that a fight between two very powerful Mages had begun, and that they would have to leave immediately or else be destroyed. They raced to the stairs and hid, to be out of reach of the spells. 
 
    Haradin studied the glacial enemy Mage carefully. He was aware that the confrontation would be terrible, and the chances of coming out of it alive minimal. His magic was not responding as it should. Some connection between his mind and his inner energy had been severed as a result of being carbon-frozen for so long in the Ilenian temple. The Ice Mage counterattacked with a ball of ice and crystal which exploded over Haradin, filling the area with fragments and splinters sharp enough to cut to shreds any human, however thick his armor might be. The defensive sphere of Haradin, of Earth Magic, withstood the punishment, although it lost some of its density with the attack. 
 
    Since that enemy Mage specialized in a single type of magic, Water Magic, he was very powerful and every spell he cast was as strong as it could be. Haradin on the other hand, as a Mage of the Four Elements, was not a specialist in any single one, but instead used all of them. This gave him great flexibility when selecting his spell, although the disadvantage was that his spells were not as powerful as those of a Mage who specialized in a single school of magic. 
 
    The Norghanian Mage cast another one, and a dozen icicles hit Haradin’s protective barrier of earth; one of them pierced the sphere and remained stuck in it four fingers from his head. 
 
    Haradin checked that the sphere was holding and breathed out heavily. The icicle had gone almost completely through and nearly killed him. He concentrated and thought. He could not give back blow for blow, for the Ice Mage’s offensive power was superior to his, and in any case his own attacks offered no guarantees. He had to weaken the shield of ice which protected his adversary. But how to do it before his own gave way? Fire was the answer. That was what to use against an Ice Mage, but what spell? Then he saw the wooden structure his enemy was standing on, an idea sprang into his mind: 
 
    Let it all go up in flames! 
 
    Guiding his staff, he conjured up a wall of fire above the other Mage. To his relief, this time the spell worked. He kept it active by using his inner strength, and the barrier of fire began to consume the floor of the wooden framework, causing the upper level of the siege tower to go up in huge flames. The protective ice sphere of the Norghanian Mage began to weaken fast. The combination of spell and flames from the burning wooden framework was becoming too intense for the Mage’s defense. He was using all his energy to keep up the ice barrier so as not to be consumed by the flames. 
 
    Haradin continued to keep up the wall of fire, in the process consuming part of his inner pool of energy. His adversary was struggling to keep his shield active while everything around him blazed. Seeing that the flames would soon swallow him, the enemy Mage conjured an explosion of frost around him to swallow up the fire. 
 
    Haradin smiled. 
 
    That was just what he was waiting for. The Norghanian had used a great deal of energy in keeping the ice shield active, and that last spell was very powerful. He could not have much energy left. So Haradin attacked. He threw another ball of fire, which exploded above the ice sphere, and saw the Mage trip as he stepped back. His barrier would not withstand much longer; it was about to break. He prepared to cast another spell when the tower gangway was extended and the Invincibles of the Ice prepared to attack Haradin. 
 
    I’d better hurry. Those men don’t look at all friendly and I don’t think their intentions are good.  
 
    Without any more thought he threw a ball of fire at the Invincibles, which on impact brought flaming death to all those who were getting ready to attack. But he knew that on the lower level of the tower another group was waiting, and below that another, and below that yet another. They would soon come, and he could not deal with all of them; he did not have enough energy or the certainty that his spells would work when needed. He focused on the Ice Mage and threw another devastating ball of fire at him. It hit the spherical ice barrier and broke it. The Mage was in the open. Straight away he began to raise another shield of ice, but Haradin was ready. He pointed his staff, spoke words of magic, and a projectile of fire, a flaming arrow, shot out of the staff towards the glacial mage at terrible speed. 
 
    The Mage’s eyes stared from their sockets when he realized that he would never manage to raise the shield in time. 
 
    The fiery missile went through the heart of the Ice Mage, who took a step back and fell backwards from the tall siege tower on to the sea of Norghanians below. 
 
    Haradin breathed out hard. He had done it. 
 
    Another group of Invincibles appeared on the extended platform of the tower. 
 
    Haradin conjured another ball of fire, but this time the spell failed him. When he saw this he turned on his heels and ran after the Prince and the Royal Swords. 
 
    “Flee!” he yelled at Gerart. 
 
    “Flee? I don’t understand. Why don’t you scorch them, Haradin?” 
 
    The Mage looked back. 
 
    “It was a miracle I was able to finish off the Ice Mage,” he said. “My magic doesn’t seem to be working as it should. The Healers did an extraordinary job of healing my body and I feel perfectly well physically, but magic is something else. Half the time I can’t manage to cast a spell. I don’t know what’s wrong. It must be because of the time I spent frozen in that damned carbon; I can’t think of any other explanation. We have to flee or else we’ll die.” 
 
    “But we have to fight! Those are the King’s orders!” 
 
    “Look at the wall, my Prince. The eastern section has fallen, the enemy is climbing that siege tower in hundreds. The gate has fallen too, and as soon as they draw back the battering ram the enemy will pour through. We might be able to defend this section a little longer, but we’d die surrounded, with no way of escape. No, we must flee: now, before they cross the gate and take the square. Otherwise we’ll all die, no one will come out alive.” 
 
    “My father ordered me to defend this fortress to the last man, and that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    “And so you have done. You are the last man, Prince Gerart, and you must live to keep fighting tomorrow.” 
 
    “I won’t leave my post.” 
 
    “Don’t argue with me, your Highness. Your father sent me to find you; you must return to Rilentor. We’ll regroup there.” 
 
    “Are you fooling me, Haradin? Are those really my father’s orders?” 
 
    “You have my word as Battle Mage of the King, your Highness.” 
 
    “In that case go ahead, let’s retreat.” 
 
    Mage, Prince and Royal Swords ran downstairs, chased by the Norghanians who were pouring from the siege tower onto the wall. 
 
    Lomar was watching the Prince’s retreat from the pile of corpses he had fallen on top of. They were running in his direction. He heaved himself off the pile, then doubled up with the pain of his wounded hip. On his left was the ruined gate into the fortress. The Norghanians had taken away the battering ram and were busy moving aside the huge pieces of wood and iron which were what remained of the door to flood into the fortress like a tide. 
 
    If the Invincibles of the Ice crossed that gate, the Prince and Haradin were lost. They would be intercepted. He saw them approaching at a run from the western side of the wall; they would not have time to retreat, the enemy would catch them. The first Norghanians, twenty or so of them, came through the gate. 
 
    They were inside the fortress. 
 
    And the ground swallowed them, they disappeared. 
 
    They had fallen into the moat trap. 
 
    The Prince, Haradin and their group were less than thirty paces away. 
 
    Lomar limped to the wall and picked up a torch. 
 
    He had to light the fire in the moat at once to prevent the Norghanians from getting out of it. 
 
    Urien had cunningly filled it with hay and sprayed it with oil. 
 
    The Norghanians were placing an enormous piece of wood from the door over the moat so that they could cross it. He had to stop them. He began to walk towards the incendiary trap and stopped. Three Invincible of the Ice, holding short bows, were covering the improvised bridge. 
 
    He looked at them and they looked back at him. 
 
    Behind him he could see the Prince arriving. The Norghanians were beginning to cross the plank over the moat. 
 
    And Lomar made his decision. All for Rogdon! That had always been his destiny and he would fulfill it. He would save Haradin, he would save the Prince, he would save Rogdon, he would save his friend Gerart. 
 
    He took a step forward. The three warriors raised their bows and pointed them at him. 
 
    Lomar looked at them fearlessly, calmly, sure that this was his fate, the fate he had been training for all his life. He breathed in and threw the torch with all his might. 
 
    Three swift arrows pierced his lungs. 
 
    He fell on his knees as he watched the moat burst into flames, swallowing up all the Norghanians who were trying to cross it. The improvised bridge burnt with the Invincibles trapped in the flames, screaming in horror. 
 
    “Lomar! No!” Gerart cried when he saw what he had done. 
 
    The Prince ran to him and knelt beside his friend. 
 
    “Why, Lomar? Why didn’t you flee?” he asked with tears in his eyes. 
 
    “For Rogdon… for you… your Highness…” 
 
    The Prince gathered him in his arms, overwhelmed with sadness. 
 
    “You’re a brave man, a hero, Lomar.” 
 
    “It was my duty. I’m a… Royal Lancer…” 
 
    “And a true friend. An example for all to follow. You’ll never be forgotten, Royal Lancer. Your feats will be remembered in the annals of Rogdon, so that future generations may understand the true meaning of duty, loyalty and friendship.” 
 
    Lomar looked at the Prince and nodded in salute. 
 
    “I go to you, my dear Jasmin… We’ll be together at last, as we dreamed we’d be, in the future.” 
 
    Gerart looked at his friend and understood. The last thought of the brave young man was for his beloved. With one last breath, he died in the Prince’s arms. 
 
    Gerart wept bitterly at the loss of his friend. 
 
    Haradin reached the Prince and urged him: 
 
    “We must leave, your Highness. Your friend has given us vital time to escape. The horses are waiting! Hurry!” 
 
    Gerart rose to his feet, letting his friend fall gently to the ground. With great sorrow he said: 
 
    “You’ll always be remembered, Royal Lancer Lomar. It’s been an honor to know you and serve beside you.” And he ran to the horses. 
 
      
 
   
  
 




Stubborn Curiosity 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Sonea. —Kingdom of Erenal —East Tremia— 
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    It was around midnight. In the reigning darkness Sonea was walking stealthily along the great library, like a thief trying to avoid discovery. The books treasured there by the thousand watched her with an inert, reticent gaze in ceremonious silence. 
 
    Sonea stopped in alarm. She thought she had heard a sound behind her and fear overwhelmed her, making her heart race. Glancing over her shoulder, with great care, she could see nothing but shadows and books. The scant light from a couple of oil lamps hanging on either side of the corridor was flickering towards extinction. Sonea breathed deep to calm her nerves and went on towards her goal, the place she must not go near, one she had been forbidden to enter: The Council Hall. She reached the door of the room and summoned up all her courage and determination. 
 
    She pushed the heavy door. Fortunately, it did not screech. Slowly, carefully, she peered inside to make sure there was nobody in the hall. Everything was dark and quiet. It was empty. Sonea now began to have qualms, like a tiny hammer in her chest, but her determination to expose the mystery the grimoire was guarding was stronger than any fear that might dissuade her. She thought about the Grand Master Lugobrus, and felt a knot in her stomach. 
 
    “Easy, easy…” she said to herself. “Keep calm and don’t let yourself be frightened. Keep going, or else you won’t reach your goal.” 
 
    Quiet as a mouse, she walked into the hall, then onto the great central desk where the precious Ilenian object rested. Even in the dark she could make out the grimoire, which shone with a faint golden light. Sonea was perfectly aware that she was acting against an express order. If the Council of Five found her there she would be severely punished. They had been very clear about this and she was about to disobey them. The consequences for both her and her tutor would be profound. They might even expel her from the Order, and the thought filled her with horror. 
 
    She hesitated for a long time, contemplating the Ilenian volume and arguing with herself. But something inside her was pushing her to go on, and she was unable to resist. She went to the desk and put both hands on the grimoire. As soon as she touched it, in the darkness of the hall, she felt the impact of the magic enclosed in the arcane volume, as if the light that enveloped it had slapped her. This encouraged Sonea to go on. She would never forgive herself if she let that unique opportunity escape her. 
 
    Keep going, don’t be afraid. I just have to do it. I can’t stop now: I’d never forgive myself if I did. I don’t care what those stodgy members of the Council think, I just have to study it, investigate it. I can feel it in my gut, burning to find out what’s hidden in it. 
 
    She looked both ways to make sure she was alone in the hall. Everyone was asleep at that hour, and the library was deserted. No one would bother her in the small hours. No one would discover that she was handling the forbidden grimoire. Filled with excitement, she began to open it carefully, taking great care as she turned the golden pages with their Ilenian symbols and inscriptions. She went out to the corridor, took one of the oil lamps from the wall and brought it back into the hall. She placed it on top of the great desk so that it shone on the book, then covered it with a dark cloth to avoid the light being seen under the door. The last thing she wanted was a sleepless librarian noticing the light and bursting in on her. 
 
    Under the faint luminosity of the covered lamp, the inscriptions shone golden, seeming to the young apprentice to have a mystical quality. The radiance from the volume fell on the countless books of knowledge around her, perfectly ordered against the walls on their solid shelves. It seemed to her that all those books could come to life at any moment. The shadows seemed to be dancing on the treasured tomes. Sonea felt nervous. She shook her head, to scare the ghosts away. 
 
    Don’t be scared, go on, stay calm. 
 
    Focusing on interpreting the mysterious symbols and hieroglyphs engraved on the first pages, she closed her eyes in the hope of reaching a greater degree of concentration. Her delicate fingertips ran over the symbols as she tried to decipher their meaning in her mind. Without wasting any time, she focused on the darkest and most complex passages, which neither she nor her tutor had been able to grasp during their initial analysis of the volume. She worked hard for hours, drawing on all the knowledge her teacher had passed on to her, but she could not manage to reveal anything relevant. Even so, she did not give up: she knew she would understand those symbols eventually. She and Barnacus had been studying the Ilenian symbols for years, in collaboration with other scholars from other lands, like the good Lindaro of Rogdon. But the passages she was confronted with now were extremely complicated. 
 
    Sonea went on working. Her mind struggled to comprehend what her eyes did not understand. She began to realize she was in the presence of very powerful spells. With great difficulty she was able to decipher several symbols, among them that of Death and the symbol of the Guardian which she and Barnacus had already discovered. That cheered her so much that she forgot all about being found out. She worked for a long while on a very complex hieroglyph and at last concluded that it made reference to the four elements… which left her quite confused… What did the four elements have to do with Death? Even more, what did they have to do with the Guardian? That did not fit. Perhaps she was interpreting it all wrong. She frowned and went on. She managed to decipher the whole passage that described the element of Fire and its power, another one about Water and effects related to that, a few pages after another passage about Earth, and finally another one about Air. 
 
    “Fascinating…” she murmured, scratching her chin. 
 
    She nodded as if to dispel doubt. Something inside her told her that she was not mistaken. The grimoire made reference to Nature’s four elements. Sonea exhaled heavily and remained deep in thought. There was something else, a symbol she was unable to interpret, which implicitly referred to the grimoire itself, as if identifying it in some way. She sighed, then concentrated on the symbol trying to guess what it might be, what the strange inscription might mean. 
 
    Suddenly, she felt as if she had been stabbed with a cold silver dagger. She gave a start and her eyes opened wide. 
 
    Sonea was feeling something inside her she had never felt before. Considering the pain, she realized it was not pain at all. It was some kind of void… of intense absence… Sonea was scared and her knees were trembling, but she did not take her hands off the grimoire. This absence, the void that pierced her chest, was not normal. Something very strange was happening, and she could not say what it was. 
 
    A flash came out of the arcane volume, and Sonea took a step back. Fear took a hold on her heart. 
 
    The book has given out a flash of light and that means that somehow its magic has been activated. This could be very dangerous… I must be very careful… She looked around her to make sure nothing sinister was going on in the room. 
 
    The hall was in shadow. Sonea looked at her body, her heart was racing. Everything else was normal as she tried to compose herself, with her nerves on the verge of snapping. She had not expected in the least that the grimoire would respond to her, still less to feel the void that was piercing her chest. Still, this was no time to step back. Facing her fear and putting her hands on the book in an attempt to understand the feeling, she felt a new spark, far more intense, fill the hall, and leaving her momentarily blinded. Her heart nearly jumped out of her mouth. 
 
    Sonea tried to make sense of the strange sensation she felt in her mouth: it was almost as if she could taste the void, the nothingness. That’s it! It’s Ether! That’s what I’m sensing, at last I understand! It’s the fifth element that some ancient cultures refer to. This explains it: the four elements and Ether, which has some connection with the grimoire. She could not avoid a small cry of joy, and immediately covered her mouth with her hands to try and muffle the sound. She must not be discovered. 
 
    Finding the symbol of Ether Sonea placed her hands over it, and something surprising happened, something that would change Sonea’s life forever. 
 
    The grimoire began to glow with a golden sheen, which increased in intensity as if the sun itself were rising from the Ilenian volume. Sonea felt a tingling and put her hand over her heart. Something was happening inside her that was linked to that glow, something totally new and alien. The glow became more intense, and the feeling grew with it. 
 
    What’s happening to me? What’s this weird feeling in my chest? Am I being affected by some spell? It has to be that. I must have activated some spell without realizing, and I’m feeling its effect on me. But if that’s so, what will the consequences be for me? Will it be painful? It might even be deadly! It’s madness to keep on having anything to do with the grimoire, it’s getting out of hand, I must be rational. Sonea was very nervous indeed, barely able to hold herself together. 
 
    She raised her hand from the symbol of Ether. The invading sensation left her body at once causing her to smile nervously. She put her hand back on the symbol, trying to gain some commonsense understanding of whatever was going on. A new golden glow filled the hall, and the same feeling revived in her. She was scared, but knew that if she took her hand away the process would stop, so she braced herself and decided to continue investigating what was going on. Leaving a mystery half-solved did not go with her nature, and although logic and reason were telling her to stop, she was not prepared to back down. In spite of the obvious risk, she wanted to understand what was happening. She closed her eyes and focused on the feeling in her chest. 
 
    An explosion of blue energy filled Sonea’s mind, making her open her eyes. 
 
    By all the knowledge in the universe! What was that? 
 
    She took her hands off the grimoire in a reflex gesture, and the feeling vanished at once. She breathed deeply several times, trying to calm down, exhaling in a long breath. Very dangerous... I’m playing with fire here… I’m risking my life, she thought, deeply upset, and walked around the table. She put her hands on her hips and breathed deeply, bending over slightly. She held that position for a few minutes until she had calmed down. 
 
    More relaxed now, she looked carefully at the rest of the symbols. She wanted to know whether they would produce a similar sensation or not. She passed her right hand over the symbol of water and touched it lightly. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Sonea gave a snort and her heart raced. She found the symbol for Earth and put her hand on it. 
 
    She swallowed. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    She smiled triumphantly. Only the element of Ether, which had some connection with the grimoire and the symbol of the Guardian, seemed to respond to her. 
 
    She looked for the next symbol, Air, and more confidently, put her finger on it. 
 
    Nothing would happen this time… 
 
    She was wrong. 
 
    An explosion of golden energy burst from the grimoire with such intensity that Sonea fell backwards. A sharp pain on her backside made her swear and close her eyes. As she did so, an image which came directly from the book hit her mind. She could not immediately make out what it was: it had been too shocking to let her mind make clear sense of it. The image repeated itself inside her head: a vast landscape. Hundreds of blue lakes stretched before her, surrounded by green expanses and lushly-overgrown marshes. The lakes were of different sizes and shapes. Some were enormous, with fishermen toiling in the quiet waters, others so small they were no more than ponds. 
 
    It was a landscape Sonea had already seen before. 
 
    It was the Thousand Lakes. 
 
    But why was the grimoire showing her the Thousand Lakes? And more to the point, why had the symbol of Air evoked it? A new image was thrust upon her so forcefully that she fell to the floor, unable to move. The image flew to one of the Thousand Lakes, the biggest of them, huge as a sea, shining blue under the sun, then dived into its depths. Sonea was taken aback at the realism of the experience, expecting to find herself wet from the dive. But suddenly the image disappeared, and she opened her eyes, in total confusion. 
 
    “This time you’ve really done it,” a voice said from the door. 
 
    Sonea rolled on the floor, and to her dismay found herself facing Rocol. His hand was bandaged, his black eyes threateningly evil. She saw the shapes of his two minions behind him: Uscor and Isgor, who always went with him, unable to make decisions on their own. 
 
    “Damnation…” muttered Sonea. “How long have you been spying on me?” 
 
    “Long enough,” said Rocol arrogantly. 
 
    The three apprentices of the School of War came closer to her. 
 
    “You see? I told you the bastard was up to something, Rocol,” said Uscor. His thin body was shaking with excitement, his freckled face flushed. 
 
    “You were right to warn me,” said Rocol. He was standing beside Sonea, looking at her with utter disdain. 
 
    “Leave me alone and go back to your rooms. There’s nothing to interest you here.” 
 
    “Stand her up, Isgor,” said Rocol to his fat follower. 
 
    The doughy-faced youth took a look at Sonea, then before she could complain, yanked her up. 
 
    “Don’t touch me!”  
 
    “Shut up, scum! Or would you rather we fetched the members of the Council? I’m sure they’d be delighted to know you’ve broken a direct order. Nobody’s allowed to handle that grimoire, you know it and we’ve just caught you in the act. I can’t wait to see the Grand Master’s face when we tell him.” 
 
    Sonea felt lost, and an overwhelming feeling of panic filled her chest. If those three crooks told what they had seen she would have no chance: the Council would not accept any excuse. The punishment would be severe, risking her expulsion from the Order of Knowledge. She would never get to be a Librarian, still less a Master Archivist, her dream, all she had wanted of life ever since she was a little girl. She looked at Rocol and his sycophants, and tears of impotence and rage came to her eyes. 
 
    “Go back where you came from!” she cried. “This is no concern of yours!”  
 
    “Everything you do is our concern, you leper,” said Uscor. “You contaminate everything you touch with your filth, and we can’t allow you to go on being a stain on this glorious institution. Luckily for all of us, we’ve just caught you in a serious offence which the Council certainly won’t forgive. Make no mistake about that.” 
 
    “Besides, when we tell them the facts, you can be sure you’ll be expelled,” said Rocol with an evil smile. 
 
    “What are you talking about? What are you going to say?” 
 
    “The words forbidden magic and great danger of death for all might just be mentioned…” said Rocol casually, with a sneering laugh. 
 
    “But that’s not true, you’re lying! Why can’t you leave me in peace?” 
 
    “Because a bastard like you has no place among the elite of Erenal. You aren’t worthy of belonging to this order. Only the privileged minds of the nobility should be accepted here. Your mere presence degrades us.” 
 
    “I’m more intelligent than the three of you together and you know it. That’s what you can’t accept.” 
 
    “You’re like a plague we have to eradicate before it spreads!” Rocol said, his face red with rage and his eyes distilling hate. 
 
    Sonea took a step back before the exaggerated rage of the young man. 
 
    “Hold the peasant, Isgor,” ordered Rocol. 
 
    Isgor took a step forward, moving his huge body towards the librarian. 
 
    Without thinking twice, Sonea kicked him in the groin. 
 
    “Arghhhh!” was all he managed to say before he doubled over in pain. 
 
    “You damned bitch!” Rocol was possessed by rage. 
 
    Uscor and Rocol lunged for the girl, who backed up to the desk. Uscor grabbed her by the arm, Sonea, frantic by now, gathered all her strength and punched him in the jaw. Uscor, surprised by the punch, fell backwards. 
 
    “Stupid weakling!” Rocol muttered to the thin youth. “She’s nothing but a woman, you good-for-nothing. I’ll take care of her.” 
 
    Sonea, was thoroughly scared by now. She turned and ran to the other side of the desk, using it as a barrier between her and Rocol. 
 
    “You won’t get away from me!” he said threateningly, waving a small sharp silver penknife. 
 
    Sonea was petrified. She knew Rocol was out of his mind and that he hated her irrationally, but she had never expected him to threaten her like that. Her life was in real danger and she had to do something fast ˗ but what? 
 
    Rocol lunged with a couple of thrusts from the other side of the desk, which Sonea avoided by bending back. The unusual sensation she had felt in her chest when she was handling the grimoire returned, this time more intensely, as if Rocol’s penknife had pricked her. Just the thought of that action made that inner void grow. She looked at the open book, shining under the light of the oil lamp and in that moment of panic she decided the best thing to do was grab the grimoire and run. 
 
    She reached for it. 
 
    “Don’t you dare touch it, you whore!” shouted Rocol, thrusting his knife at Sonea. He got her in the arm just as her hand touched the grimoire. 
 
    “Aaagh!” she cried when she felt the cut.  
 
    She looked at her arm, saw the blood on her tunic sleeve and then her hand on the volume, over one of the symbols: that of the Guardian. 
 
    Rocol thrust his knife again. He looked totally deranged. 
 
    Sonea closed her eyes and held on to the grimoire. She felt all that strange energy inside her which she did not understand. The symbol of the Guardian appeared in her mind, followed by other golden symbols which she was unable to interpret. Without any explanation on her part, that inner energy and the grimoire were working together. The penknife cut her again, and she was engulfed by the pain. Instinctively she raised her hand to protect herself from the next lunge. 
 
    And something incredible happened. 
 
    A whitish, sinuous energy, almost transparent, like vapor coming out of your mouth on a cold February morning, surged from her hand and enveloped Rocol’s head. The apprentice of the School of War ceased in his attack and began to scream. Sonea could feel the arcane vapor consuming Rocol’s life. It was emptying it and devouring it. The symbol of the Guardian filled Sonea’s mind again, and the strength of the spell became more tangible. The young man’s screams filled the hall as he crumpled to the floor. 
 
    “Stop it! For the Gods’ sake, stop it!” yelled Uscor. 
 
    But Sonea did not know how to stop it. It was not her controlling the spell but the Ilenian grimoire. 
 
    “You’re going to kill him!” shouted Isgor. 
 
    Sonea did not know how to stop the spell. She could see Rocol’s face beginning to age, drained of life, his hair turning white. In a matter of seconds he had aged fifteen years and he was screaming in agony. If she did not stop this immediately Rocol would die, and his death would be a weight on her, on her conscience, forever. She could not kill him, no matter how much she might despise that vile apprentice. 
 
    But how could she stop the spell? What could she do? What would stop the spell? 
 
    The grimoire! 
 
    She put her hands hastily under the golden covers and shut it. 
 
    Sonea looked at Rocol with fearful eyes. The spell vanished in a moment and the mysterious vapor disappeared. The aged face of the now white-haired apprentice of the School of War relaxed, and his screams stopped at last. Sonea sighed with relief. The whole experience had been so intense she had not realized that her blood was staining the floor from the two cuts Rocol had inflicted on her. 
 
    A deep, severe voice filled the hall. 
 
    “What’s all this to-do? Someone tell me immediately what’s going on here!” 
 
    Sonea turned around and saw the Grand Master followed by several members of the Council. Lugobrus’s face was contorted with rage. 
 
    Isgor hastily pointed at Sonea, accusingly. “It was her, Sonea laid her hands on the forbidden book!” 
 
    “She nearly killed Rocol with a spell!” said Uscor pointing at his friend’s face. 
 
    Sonea knew then that she was in really big trouble, and that the consequences would be disastrous for her. 
 
      
 
   
  
 




Endless River 
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    Aliana, Komir, Hartz, Kayti, Asti. —Nocean Empire, South Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    _______________________________ 
 
      
 
    The merchant galley moved peacefully along the sleepy river Nerfir, with her sail unfurled towards the south to catch the breath of the gods. The painted black hull of the enormous trireme cut the water, while the powerful keel carried her on her way effortlessly. The great yellow sail swelled massively as it caught the evening breeze. The scorching sun was like a punishment from the gods, hanging regally in the blue sky. The breeze from the delta they were leaving behind them was the only relief for the bodies and spirits of the group. 
 
    “This heat is getting unbearable!” roared Hartz, sitting uncomfortably, with his back against the gunwale, face and torso running with sweat. 
 
    “Well, you’d better get used to it, because soon we’ll be coming into the great deserts of the Nocean territories and the temperatures will only get hotter,” said Kayti, beside him, as she pointed to the nearer shore of the endless river. 
 
    Komir was standing a little apart, looking at the distant riverside, a dull sandy gold. They had been sailing more than a week, and each morning what had begun as a green shore with forests had gradually changed into an increasingly dryer landscape. This evening it was beginning to turn into a real desert. Komir could make out sand dunes —he had never thought he would see with his own eyes, something which only existed in the tales told by the elders of his village. And yet there they were, small wavy hills of pure sand which he stared at, mesmerized. He could not wait to set foot on firm land and sink his hands in one of them, just to feel the sand. 
 
    He leaned on the wooden gunwale and stared thoughtfully at the turquoise expanse which surrounded them in a quiet which was almost absolute. The surface reflected the golden rays of the sun, bringing out a shining palette of blues and coral greens wherever the eye settled. Komir was amazed by that river: it seemed endless. To him it was a sea. He could see one bank, but the other faded into the horizon and only the tiny sails of other vessels were vaguely distinguishable. Kayti and Kendas had explained to him that this was one of the biggest rivers in the whole continent. Otherwise Komir would have believed he was crossing an ocean! According to what they had told him it took several days to cross from one bank to the other, and months to sail its entire length. “Months of navigation… a river… unbelievable…” This led him to think about the ship. He stretched his neck to appreciate the size of the galley, with real interest. He looked over the gunwale on both sides, following the long curved hull down to the great spur at the prow. There was a shelter at each end and a raised stern. He wondered what they were for. A thick rope went through four supports and joined both ends. In the middle stood a strong mast from which hung the huge rectangular sail. There were two rudders at the stern, like two long poles which ran into the water on either side. When the wind subsided the crew manned the oars, since they were sailing up-river. 
 
    “Too much cargo, too many people crowded together like animals, this isn’t fitting or fair,” complained Kendas. From the beginning he had not been happy with the idea of traveling on that ship. The Rogdonian lancer was not happy about the harsh conditions they all had to put up with aboard that merchant galley. “We should have taken some other transport further south of the three great cities of the delta. Perhaps Kiafa would have been better.” 
 
    Kayti went to him and whispered: 
 
    “This was the only ship in all Alfasa which was prepared to carry foreigners up-river, and that’s the second biggest city of the delta. We had to grease the Captain’s palm well so that he wouldn’t give us away to the authorities. If we’d tried to go to one of the more southern Nocean cities like Kiafa or Lamura, the soldiers would’ve stopped us. It’s too dangerous to travel along the shore in Nocean territory. The war is raging and the Nocean soldiers will kill any foreigner on the spot. Too risky. This was the safest option, even if it means we’re forced to travel like cattle.” 
 
    “I’m not saying you’re not right, Kayti. It’s just that I can’t bear to see all these people treated like animals. I have the feeling that what with these harsh conditions some of the passengers won’t make it to their destination, all because of the meanness of a greedy unscrupulous merchant. It’s not worthy and neither is it honorable.” 
 
    Hearing Kendas’ words, Komir looked around. The truth was that the ship was filled with cargo of every kind, from bundles to barrels and huge vases. It was stored below deck, beside the oarsmen or above, over the entire ship. But what surprised him most was the number of people traveling huddled on the deck. Many others, young strong men, were below deck on the oar benches. It seemed that was the way they paid for their fare. Apart from all these, the Captain had a crew of some thirty experienced sailors, half of whom were black-skinned slaves who had been bought by the ship’s skipper. One of them was securing a rope a few paces away from them. 
 
    Hartz came up to his friend and nodded in the direction of the man, “Have you seen how dark he is?” he asked him. 
 
    Komir nodded too as he watched the slave. 
 
    “I’d never seen men with such dark skin. The Noceans we fought against were tanned, but these are even darker. They’re absolutely black, Komir!” 
 
    “Shhhhh, don’t raise your voice and stop staring at him, he’s going to notice,” scolded Kayti. 
 
    “The truth is that there’s no end to the different peoples of Tremia, and they’re all different from each other,” said Komir with a side glance at Asti. “They’re certainly nothing at all like the peoples of the West we’re used to seeing and dealing with.” 
 
    “The desert people have dark skins, and those of the deep South have skin as black as jet,” Kayti explained. 
 
    “It must be that this blinding sun scorches their skin until it turns as black as burnt wood,” said Hartz glancing at the golden orb which shone fiercely in the clear blue sky. 
 
    Kayti looked at him, sighed and smiled. 
 
    Komir had also never seen men with such dark skins, and if the Noceans they had fought against in Silanda had surprised them, these did so even more. 
 
    A big man with rough manners came up to them swaying with each step like a black bear, he was the captain of the ship. He stood in front of Kendas and looked at him in an unfriendly way. He was of Nocean origin, but looked more like a half-breed, since his eyes were pale green and his skin although tanned was slightly lighter than his fellow-countrymen. He had a thick beard, though not too long, and it was unkempt; he wore a beige sleeveless tunic of good quality which showed his weathered muscular arms, with several conspicuous scars. His hands were large and calloused: this man had clearly worked his way up to being a captain. He also wore baggy pants and leather boots in the Nocean style. He was almost as tall as Hartz but chubby. He was imposing all the same, and his deep grave voice seemed to come from the depths of a cavern. Two sailors, big heavily armed men, watched his back. 
 
    “The rest of the fare?” he said in the common language of the West, with a strong accent. 
 
    Komir turned around and looked at the enormous Nocean man. 
 
    “When we get to Abudai we’ll give you the rest as we’d agreed, Captain Albatros. Not a coin before that.” 
 
    “You’d better have the money at hand,” said the Captain in a threatening tone. “Things might be rather unpleasant for you if you didn’t…” he added with a glance at his two men. 
 
    Komir smiled. It would have taken much more than that to intimidate him. 
 
    “You’ll have your gold, Captain. Besides, during this trip I doubt you’d want to start a fight that could get out of hand,” he said as he looked at Hartz who was flexing his powerful arms before the three Noceans with a wide challenging smile. 
 
    “Don’t you dare threaten me, foreigner,” said Albatros, pointing his finger at Komir’s chest. “Remember you’re a long way from your home now, in enemy territory. The patrols of the all-powerful Nocean army sail up-river regularly. We’ll probably meet one today. It would be the easiest thing for me to draw their attention. What do you think they’d do if they found a group of northerners, pale as the snow? Or do I have to remind you that we’re at war? They’ll hang you from the mast right here. All of you, no exception.” 
 
    They all tensed at once at the Captain’s words. Their hands went to their swords. 
 
    Albatros put two fingers to his lips and whistled twice. 
 
    “Don’t move…” said Komir when he saw five other sailors come to join their captain with scimitars and curved daggers. 
 
    “I guarantee you there’ll be no need to get to those extremes, Captain,” intervened Aliana with a sweet voice, somewhat more so even than usual. “We have the gold and we’ll honor the agreement. There’s no need for either bloodshed, or involving the army I assure you. After all, we’re no more than a group of peaceful travelers on a pilgrimage, that’s all.” Aliana offered her sweetest smile, trying to draw attention from the tense faces of her friends. 
 
    “Peaceful travelers on a pilgrimage? Huh!” said the Captain and laughed heartily. “All you need to do now is convince me that you’re clergy.” He went on laughing. “What you’re doing here, and why, is your business and none of mine, but if you don’t pay me what we agreed I’ll hand you over to the first patrol we see. Be warned!” 
 
    With this last threat the Captain walked on towards the stern, followed by his men. 
 
    Komir and Aliana exchanged glances. Komir bent his head in gratitude for the Healer’s opportune intervention. 
 
    The group settled down, and the hours went by endlessly under the scorching sun and the slow progress of the ship. 
 
    “I not like river. I sick,” complained Asti in her peculiar way of speaking. 
 
    The young Usik looked pale: the soft greenish hue of her people seemed to have faded from her face. She was sitting beside Aliana at the foot of the massive mast, surrounded by large bundles of cargo, keeping herself at a safe distance from the gunwale. She had thrown up several times, overwhelmed by sea-sickness. Aliana had her arm around the Usik’s shoulder and was trying to alleviate her sickness with her power, although a little later she would be overcome again.  
 
    “All this is very different from your own land, isn’t it?” Aliana said as she looked at the great river and felt the swaying of the ship under them. 
 
    “Yes me trees, not water,” she said, shaking her head weakly. 
 
    “It must be very hard for you to be so far from your land, surrounded by landscapes that are so different from your own woods…” 
 
    “I know river, father take me many times. He teach me. Prefer big trees. No move. No sick. Father teach many things…” 
 
    Aliana remained thoughtful, wondering whether to ask. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me much about your father… he was the Chief of the Usik tribe, wasn’t he?” 
 
    Asti sighed. 
 
    “Yes, father Chief, king tribe. Shamans kill father and mother, take power. Kill friends. I prisoner.” 
 
    “I’m deeply sorry, Asti. It must have been terrible. I never knew my parents. I’m an orphan, and I’ve always felt an emptiness in my heart because of their loss. Losing your parents like that must have been incredibly painful.” 
 
    Asti lowered her gaze, tears shining in her eyes. 
 
    “Much pain. Someday revenge. Someday I back to tribe, I princess.” 
 
    Aliana could understand about the still-open wound in the Usik’s heart. 
 
    “I orphan too. Father find me as baby.” 
 
    That revelation struck Aliana powerfully. 
 
    “You mean your parents weren’t your real parents?” 
 
    “Yes. Father find one night and raise me like own.” 
 
    Aliana was flummoxed. 
 
    “What…?” said Asti, seeing the expression on Aliana’s face. 
 
    “Perhaps nothing… probably nothing…” Aliana began thoughtfully. “It’s just that… Komir is an orphan too.” 
 
    Asti looked up at the sky. 
 
    “Three orphans. No coincidence.” 
 
    Aliana nodded. “My thoughts precisely…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Half the afternoon had gone by when uproar broke out on the port side. Komir, startled, looked in that direction. Several passengers were gathered tightly together at the gunwale, towards the middle of the ship. They were waving their arms and shouting desperately in Nocean. 
 
    “Something bad is happening,” said Komir. 
 
    “I agree, my friend,” said Hartz. “Let’s go see what it’s about.” 
 
    The two Norriel made their way towards the noise. 
 
    On the gunwale Komir’s attention was caught by a rotund middle-aged man who was screaming and waving his arms in desperation. His clothing, of rich silk, stood out among the other travelers, who were much more modest and in some cases even poor. He looked like a glow-worm among a group of caterpillars. Around this man, who Komir guessed must be a Nocean nobleman or a rich merchant, three armed men, probably his bodyguard, were looking overboard. The rich man’s chubby face, with the characteristic tanned Nocean complexion, appeared rigid. His black eyes shone with overwhelming fear. He was yelling and pushing his men, but they seemed to be avoiding him, as if they were afraid to help him. This surprised Komir. 
 
    He and Hartz arrived and surveyed the scene. 
 
    In the river, a figure was trying to keep afloat as the big ship began to pass it by and leave it behind. 
 
    “Man overboard!” shouted Kendas behind the two Norriel. “It looks like a woman…” He immediately turned to Asti, who was standing by the mast without moving an inch. 
 
    “Why hasn’t anybody dived in for her?” Komir asked in surprise, seeing the number of men watching the scene without doing anything to help. 
 
    “I’ll go for her,” said Hartz as he took his footwear off. 
 
    Komir looked at where some of the passengers were pointing and saw that it was not at the woman but the sandy shore of the river. And then he understood. 
 
    “Hartz, look out, crocodiles!” 
 
    A huge crocodile jumped into the water with a whiplash of its tail. 
 
    Komir tried to stop his friend, but he was too late. The big man was already diving, paying no attention to the warning. 
 
    “Damn it, Hartz!” 
 
    Captain Albatros appeared at a run and ordered the sail to be lowered and the anchor dropped to stay the ship’s course. The sailors began the maneuver and threw a rope to Hartz, who by now was swimming towards the woman with strong strokes. 
 
    “Isn’t he a fool!” said Kayti. “He’ll get himself killed,” she added in a broken voice. Her eyes were moist as she choked back a worried sigh. 
 
    “He’s nearly got her!” cried Aliana. 
 
    Two arm’s-lengths from the woman, the crocodile reached Hartz. It broke the surface with its terrifying mouth open, jaws hunting for the flesh of its prey. Beast and man disappeared under the water in a mortal embrace. 
 
    “Nooooo!” cried Kayti above the cries of horror from the other passengers and crew. 
 
    “By the three goddesses!” cried Komir, and jumped in the water to help his friend. Kendas followed him. 
 
    Komir was swimming as fast as he could. He was not a strong swimmer and at that moment he truly rued the fact. Luckily the current at that point of the river was not strong, and he was able to make progress with each stroke. He reached the point where Hartz had disappeared. The river had swallowed both the big Norriel and the woman. Komir dived underwater. As soon as he did he felt a strong blow in the abdomen which threw him upwards to the surface. In the midst of a whirl of foam and violence the fierce predator emerged. Hugging the back of the beast like a limpet was Hartz. The reptile turned over itself with tremendous violence, and Komir was hit once again. He was half stunned, but managed to keep afloat. Hartz held fast to the crocodile, which was trying to get rid of him, thrusting and turning. 
 
    Kendas reached Komir. 
 
    “The woman… save her…” stammered Komir. 
 
    Kendas nodded and dived under the surface in two strokes. 
 
    The great reptile turned again and went under with a powerful blow on the surface of the river, taking the big Norriel down with it. 
 
    Kendas resurfaced with the woman. He was holding her under the arms to keep her head above water. 
 
    “I got her,” he said, panting, and began to drag her back to the ship. 
 
    A burst of water and froth reached Komir, who was thrown aside once more. He recovered, and taking his knife out, he swam towards the huge crocodile. The beast was turning on itself, trying to get rid of Hartz’s bear-hug. Komir swam on with his remaining strength. When he reached the reptile he stabbed it twice in the belly before it submerged again. 
 
    The river was suddenly calm. Blood surrounded Komir. He waited a moment as he looked around the surface in all directions. He feared being torn into pieces by those jaws, but the crocodile did not re-emerge. Then the fear for his own life gave way to the fear that the beast had dragged Hartz down with it. 
 
    He looked towards the ship and saw Kendas reach out for one of the ropes. The sailors rushed to help him bring up the half-conscious woman. Suddenly, the huge mouth of the reptile emerged again, its deadly jaws aiming for Komir’s head. Fear exploded inside him, and with a flurry of his feet he submerged to avoid the attack. Although the water was greenish, he still had a clear vision of Hartz stabbing the huge crocodile repeatedly in the head. Finally the beast, surrounded by a cloud of blood, stopped struggling, and Hartz let it sink. 
 
    “Thanks… friend… but I already had him…” he panted, spitting water and smiled confidently, exhaustion painted on his face. 
 
    Komir rolled his eyes. 
 
    “One of these days you’re going to get us into a mess we won’t be able to get out of…” 
 
    “But… that won’t… be today!” said the big youth with a guffaw. 
 
    “Look out!” Kayti shouted from the ship. Komir followed her pointing hand and saw three more huge reptiles plunging into the water. 
 
    “Swim, for your life! Swim!” She yelled at Hartz. And the two Norriel swam with their little remaining strength after the ship. They swam and swam as if they were possessed, death at their heels. Komir reached one of the ropes, held on to it and searched for his friend. But Hartz was lagging, the brutal fight having drained him almost completely. Komir could see the face of his friend, corpse-pale, with his eyes sunken and his strokes coming slower and slower with the tremendous effort. 
 
    “Come on, Hartz! We’re almost there! Just a little more!” he called to his friend, his voice sounding shriller than he would have liked. His heart skipped a beat. A long shape had emerged and was fast approaching his friend. The big man was not going to make it. He let go of the rope and put the hunting knife in his teeth ready to go and help him. 
 
    Two arrows fled across the river with a deadly hiss and pierced the hard skin of the great reptile’s back. Komir looked back at the ship and made out Aliana and Kendas, bows tense, arrows nocked ready to let fly again. Komir heaved a sigh of relief when he saw the crocodile turn violently and go under. Hartz managed to reach him at last. 
 
    “No… strength… left…” he stammered, spitting water. 
 
    “We’re nearly there,” said Komir cheerfully as he helped him to the rope. “Hold on.” Hartz passed the rope under his arms and looked at Komir with a smile on his gaunt face. 
 
    “Pull! Pull!” cried Komir as the sailors, to the count of four, heaved up the big Norriel. 
 
    Straight away Komir grasped a second rope just as a shadow in the water under his feet set fear racing inside him. His heart skipped another beat and nearly leapt out of his mouth. He kicked out. 
 
    The line of fangs opened to tear him to pieces. 
 
    And he was heaved up. 
 
    The jaws closed an inch away from the tip of his foot as he was pulled on board. 
 
    Komir snorted, exhaling all his anguish. 
 
    The two Norriel remained lying on the deck, exhausted. 
 
    The fat man in rich silks, his face pale with worry, was looking at the young woman who had been rescued. Aliana had turned her on her side to make her bring up all the water she had swallowed, and now the young Nocean girl was beginning to breathe normally. Komir watched Aliana place her hands on the young woman’s chest, and guessed she was comforting her with her healing power. When Aliana had finished, the noble man hugged the young Nocean, beaming with happiness. The girl was smiling shyly, her face showing the terror she had experienced, terror which would take a long time to disappear. 
 
    Asti went to Komir. With her eyes fixed on Hartz, she said. “Big warrior, very crazy.” She shook her head before going back to sit by the big mast of the ship. 
 
    Kayti went to Hartz and knelt beside him. Tenderly, she took his face in her hands. 
 
    “Stop being so brave, you’ll get yourself killed.” 
 
    “I had to help her… she was drowning…” 
 
    “Tremia’s graveyards are filled with anonymous heroes,” she scolded him. “I don’t want you becoming one more of them.” Her eyes were filled with tears. 
 
    “I am what I am… I can’t help it…” 
 
    For once Komir totally agreed whole-heartedly with Kayti. He had no desire to bury his friend because of some noble, heroic stupidity. But Hartz was Hartz. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Time of War 
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    Norghanian Army. —Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
      
 
    The city was burning like a funeral pyre, with hungry flames devouring everything in their path. The deep blue of the late afternoon was eclipsed by huge columns of smoke which rose towards the sky to obscure the entire horizon. The once-prosperous city of Drasden, architectural pride of eastern Rogdon, was shrouded in a cloud of suffocating black smoke, with ash pouring out of the sky like rain. 
 
    Two men in the Norghanian gala uniform contemplated the destruction of the city from a steep hill. Behind the men flags and banners flapped in the wind, showing the proud colors, red and white, of the Thunder Army. From the advantage of their position they could see the whole valley at their feet with the doomed city at the end of it. They were enjoying a great victory for their King Thoran of Norghana. The hellish show of fire, death and destruction was entirely the work of these two men, in accordance with the wishes of their Lord and Sovereign. 
 
    General Olagson grunted as he stretched his neck and exercised his big shoulders, “They held out for nearly a month!” The stripes which showed his rank shone brightly in the sun on that glorious evening. 
 
    “You owe me three barrels of your best beer,” General Rangulself replied with a half-smile as he wrapped his lean body closer in the red full-dress cape. 
 
    “Those damned Rogdonians did not surrender when they were supposed to. The siege should have ended long ago,” protested General Olagson as he watched the desolation his men had wreaked, pride glittering in his eyes. 
 
    “A bet is a bet…” said Rangulself with a grin as he scratched his eagle-beak nose. 
 
    “How come you always know these things? No other city of the North has held out so long before my men. When the Thunder Army advances the ground shakes and walls crumble.” 
 
    “You forget who we fight against, my friend,” said Rangulself with a gleam of intelligence in his brown eyes. “Those are Rogdonians, proud, strong. They will never yield, not one step. They will make us pay in blood for every city, every village and every farm we take. That is what they are like and thus we must acknowledge them.” 
 
    “In that case they shall all die, one by one! No one can beat our infantry. No one! With my ten thousand men under the Thunder Army banner and your ten thousand of the Snow Army, Rangulself, they will be unable to stop us. We are invincible!” bellowed Olagson showing his toothless mouth and the enormous scar that crossed his right cheek. 
 
    Rangulself laughed at his friend’s forcefulness. “I do not doubt that. You are strong as an ox and if you yell from your nearly seven feet of height you are ugly enough to make any enemy flee in terror. I am certain of it! But please, do hide some of that prominent stomach of yours, it grows by the day!”. 
 
    “More in my favor!” said General Olagson, raising his arms to show his friend the many battle scars that decorated them. 
 
    Rangulself’s face became serious. 
 
    “Do not be so sure. They have lost the city, but I assure you that their lancers are raiding the plains in search of lagging groups of our men as we speak.” The General put his hand above his eyes to scan the horizon to the West. “They will not face the bulk of our army here. We rely on twenty thousand good Norghanian infantry soldiers, and their own numbers are few. But their lancers, in small columns, will seek to weaken us with short sporadic attacks, particularly on our flanks and rearguard. Or at least that is what I would do if I were their General in command.” 
 
    “Damned cowards! Let them come and face our men. Or will we have to burn city after city, village after village until we reach Rilentor? We know King Solin is hiding in his fortified capital.” 
 
    Rangulself was thoughtful as he scanned the horizon. 
 
    “He cannot reckon with enough men to confront us, my friend. They are weakened from the defense of the Fortress of the Half Moon. Besides, with the Noceans in the South on the brink of taking Silanda they are in dire straits. If they send their main army to the East to try and stop our advance, Silanda will fall and the Noceans will enter the kingdom from the South. Their strength is diminished, they will not be able to defeat us because they do not have enough men. No, they will not risk it, or at least I would not if I had the command of their scant forces. I would fall back and wait for a better occasion… a miracle…” 
 
    An officer of the Thunder Army approached. After saluting, he informed them: 
 
    “My Lord, the city has fallen and the last survivors are fleeing south-westwards through the great forest. Shall we hunt them down?” 
 
    Olagson was about to reply, but before he did so he glanced covertly at his fellow in arms, who commanded the army at their feet. Rangulself half-turned his head and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Yes, Captain Jonansen, send a thousand men to comb those woods and finish off all the Rogdonians you come across.” Rangulself ordered. 
 
    Olagson looked at him questioningly. 
 
    “Jonansen, have the rest of the infantry regroup and form a defensive perimeter on these hills” Rangulself added. 
 
    “At your command, sire!” said Jonansen and ran down to carry out his orders. 
 
    “What is bothering you? The enemy is defeated, the city destroyed…” Olagson asked raising a bushy eyebrow. 
 
    “We must protect ourselves from the Rogdonian Lancers. All the camps must be set atop defensible high ground against cavalry charges. Otherwise we shall pay dearly.” 
 
    “I understand… our infantry can do little against mounted lancers charging on their trained war horses. Infantry can only hold against cavalry in great numbers.” 
 
    “Indeed, my good General,” Rangulself smiled at his comrade’s understanding. 
 
    Olagson’s face shadowed as he saw Jonansen leave. 
 
    Rangulself guessed what he was thinking. 
 
    “I am aware that it is held as a merciful act, even courteous and civilized, to let the losers leave alive…” said General Rangulself with a noticeable hint of anger in his voice. 
 
    Olagson shook his big white-bear-of-the-snow-mountains body with visible unease. He watched the great city burn, the radiance which shone in the horizon tainting it orange with ever-more-bloody hues. Nothing would escape the devastating flames. Buildings crumbled before his eyes, thousands of people suffered a horrible death, either roasted by the fire or suffocated by the smoke. The Norghanian General thought that if he were able to choose, he would prefer suffocation. 
 
    “You know me well, my friend,” Rangulself went on, “You know I would never put the defeated to the sword. But these are direct orders from his Majesty, King Thoran. Our monarch wants them all dead, to the last Rogdonian who opposes the advance of our army.” He lowered his gaze to the tall grass of the hillside and kicked a small rock, which rolled downhill. “Orders are orders, my friend, you carry them out or you lose your head… particularly when they are royal orders.” 
 
    “Yes, I know… the madness of kings,” said Olagson, and spat on the ground. 
 
    Rangulself rubbed his hands restlessly, still thoughtful. He was somewhat smaller than the average Norghanian, so that even in his full-dress armor with its General insignia he looked like a child beside the gigantic Olagson. He was aware of it, but it did not bother him. He had learnt to accept his deficiencies as well as his virtues long ago. The former were physical and frowned upon by the Norghanians, and the latter which were intellectual, were even less highly-regarded among the rough men of the snow. 
 
    “Well I know our monarch’s temperamental character, as well as the risks of contradicting him,” he said with worry in his voice. 
 
    Olagson turned to him. 
 
    “It is rumored that you have fallen into disfavor with his Majesty. That is truly dangerous,” he said baldly. 
 
    Rangulself nodded. 
 
    “True, my life is in danger, comrade. I fear his Majesty might decide to do without my services in one of his rages… not only in this campaign but forever!” 
 
    Olagson snorted. 
 
    “It has to be on account of that business of the Assassin, am I right?” 
 
    “Yes, you are right. The responsibility of gathering information about who organized the murder of the Great Duke Orten, the King’s brother, was placed on my shoulders. And I failed. The King does not tolerate certain failures… as is well known at Court…” 
 
    “I rather believe you were betrayed by someone. That Assassin could not have killed all those men and escaped by himself.” Olagson said. He touched his hand to the long scar on his cheek as if it still hurt, although it had decorated his face for more than ten years. 
 
    “It’s an ugly and complicated matter which I must unravel. My life depends on it. Someone has conspired behind my back, acting in the sanctity of my own war camp, among my loyal soldiers. He has killed several of my men, and that is something I cannot and must not allow. I shall find the one who has dared affront me so, making me fall from the King’s grace and endangering my life. And when I unmask him… I shall have his eyes put out and then cut out his heart.” 
 
    “Well spoken! I assure you I had nothing to do with the matter. It is not my style. I prefer to be straightforward and put my sword through whoever it may be, or else simply trample him. It could have been that madman Odir, he is always brewing some mischief. Conspiracy is what that treacherous rat turns to most readily, and you know full well that you cannot trust him in any way. I can assure you, the conspirator will turn out to be that devious snake!” 
 
    Rangulself smiled at his friend’s vehemence. 
 
    “It is not appropriate to accuse a member of the renowned Norghanian army without any evidence, much less to accuse a General like Odir, no matter how little we like him or how vile his methods may be. Do not worry, my friend, I shall find whoever helped the Assassin escape. And when I do, blood will coat my sword.” 
 
    “If you were as good with your sword as you are with strategy and mind games, you would already be the first sword of the kingdom,” said Olagson. 
 
    Rangulself pointed at the finely-wrought sword hanging from Olagson’s waist, “We already have a General who is an expert swordsman. Better if I stick to the weapon the Gods of Ice saw fit to bless me with,” he finished, tapping his temple with his finger. 
 
    “Ah, you are so right!” said Olagson as he patted his friend’s back and began to laugh heartily. 
 
    His strength was such that Rangulself nearly fell on his face, but when he recovered his balance he too began to laugh with that great bear of the snows. 
 
    “And, tell me, my friend, how do you plan to find the traitor?” asked the Norghanian General. 
 
    Rangulself folded his hands behind his back. 
 
    “I have procured myself a worthy collaborator, with a special Gift for finding people…” 
 
    Olagson looked at him for a moment, intrigued, and at last exclaimed:” The tracker!” 
 
    “Indeed, my good friend.” 
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    Lasgol remained hidden in the forest while the city of Drasden burnt to the skies behind him. Screams and shouts from the battle still sounded in the distance, but they were more muffled now. The Norghanian war horns filled the valley with their powerful sound and reached as far as the forest, so that flocks of birds took flight to the tops of the trees that surrounded him. The battle was won, the city had finally perished under a relentless siege by his fellow countrymen. The horns called to formation. 
 
    From his position he could see the hill where the two Generals gave their orders to their armies. He could not make them out properly, but he knew they were there. Unfortunately, they would allow the city to burn to ashes, and that saddened him. From what he knew, Drasden had been a beautiful and prosperous city, the pride of the Rogdonian counties of the East, where thousands of people enjoyed a peaceful existence which neither they nor their children or grandchildren would ever know again. That miserable war had done nothing but begin to sow pain and destruction, which would later on be reaped. Lasgol feared that the devastating consequences of this war would affect not only one but several generations of men and women. 
 
    Evil war and her atrocious aftermath… he thought with growing disgust. 
 
    But Lasgol was not there for the sake of the war, or because of it. He would not serve evil purposes, not if it was in his hand to prevent it. His mission was very different: he had to find the one he had already captured and delivered to his own people. 
 
    He had to recapture the Assassin, Yakumo. 
 
    Lasgol was there by the wish of General Rangulself himself, a very special and secret requirement. He had been called when he was already back in Norghanian territory, just about to resume his duties and obligations in the service of the King. It would have been difficult to refuse a General, but Rangulself had left him without even the choice. He had with him a royal decree which gave him the authority to use all the Forest Rangers in the service of the King. Lasgol had bitterly cursed his bad luck. There was nothing he wished for less than to hunt the Assassin again, apart from taking part in that meaningless war he had sought and failed to prevent. 
 
    Hidden among the trees, he watched his fellow countrymen retire in order from the battlefield. The whole plain beside the forest was a red-and-white sea crowned by thousands of winged helmets. The soldiers of the Thunder Army, under the red-and-white banners, formed the first lines. After them the flags of the Snow Army gave way to lines of infantry in heavy scaled armor with white breastplates. It was a glorious sight for the Norghanians: the best infantry of the continent was victorious once more. Yet Lasgol felt only sadness, a heavy sadness which gnawed at his throat and would not let him swallow. 
 
    “Something to be proud of, isn’t it?” said an unpleasant voice behind him in a barely audible murmur. 
 
    Lasgol turned slowly, aware that he would encounter Morksen’s ugly face. The veteran Ranger winked at him with his good eye and grinned, showing teeth as black as his soul. The sinister one-eyed character was a living legend among the King’s Rangers. Word was that no one had ever managed to dodge him and that his hunting expeditions always ended with the prey at his feet. It was also known that on practically all occasions that prey never returned alive. Lasgol knew that as a man-hunter, the expert tracker was as unscrupulous as he was skilled. 
 
    “Yes… a great victory,” Lasgol admitted in a whisper.  
 
    Morksen came to his side and Lasgol looked at him with concern, he was middle-aged, nimble and very strong, ugly as a bulldog and one-eyed. But what really worried Lasgol was the intelligence behind that one black eye, and especially his lack of scruples. It was well-known in the whole realm that “One-Eye” Morksen would sell his own mother for a handful of coins, and some even claimed he would for less. But he was legendary as a capturer of men, and King Thoran personally entrusted him with certain delicate jobs. That was telling enough in itself, and worried Lasgol no end. 
 
    “Shall we go on, my lord tracker?” Morksen said in a voice filled with sarcasm, inviting Lasgol to appreciate him in all his crooked malice. 
 
    Lasgol looked at him, trying to hide the frustration and rage he felt in his stomach. Morksen was there to help him in the pursuit and capture of the Assassin, General Rangulself had told him so. But that was only a part of that unpleasant human worm’s mission. He was on to something else, and Lasgol could feel it. It gave him chills every time he chanced to look at that ugly face. He did not know what the man was hiding, but he was convinced that his own life was in danger. Morksen’s mere presence made the hair rise on the back of his neck. 
 
    “To the West,” Lasgol said, ignoring the other’s comment. 
 
    “As the expert Ranger commands,” he replied in his insidious tone as he grinned maliciously. “After all you’re the boss…” 
 
    That much was true. Rangulself had established it clearly, which had surprised Lasgol. But if he had been surprised, Morksen had been furious. After all, he was his senior and had more decorations than Lasgol. Therefore “One-Eye” took every opportunity to remind him of the slight he felt he had suffered. 
 
    Lasgol motioned him to follow, and they began to crawl through the underbrush, trying to minimize the noise as they made their way through ferns, roots and brambles. They had already crossed half the forest when Lasgol stopped. Both Rangers crouched simultaneously, like a man and his shadow, blending with the thick foliage. Lasgol looked through the brush, searching for what had alarmed him. 
 
    And he found it. 
 
    Armed men, Rogdonians, making their way through the forest. 
 
    He looked more closely from his hiding place and saw at least two hundred soldiers in blue and silver, with behind them more than a thousand of what he guessed were refugees from Drasden. They were the survivors of the siege, carrying with them their scant belongings as they fled. Lasgol thought they would be hungry and exhausted, and must have gone through true hell. There were wounded people dragging themselves along or walking, supported by friends or family. They were trying to escape from the enemy army by sheltering in the forest. 
 
    New sounds, this time metallic ones, reached Lasgol’s ears from the East, and he turned his head slowly. A line of men stretched across the whole width of the forest. Winged helmets, round wooden shields and scaled armor filled the horizon under the trees. 
 
    Our soldiers beating the forest in search of survivors… he thought, shaking his head. 
 
    The Rogdonians also realized the situation and urged their own people forward to try and get out into the open before they were caught by the endless line of soldiers. It did not bode well for the fugitives, for if they did not manage to hurry, no Rogdonian would survive. The two Rangers remained in hiding under the thick vegetation of the underbrush. The situation unfolding before their eyes did not concern them. 
 
    The fugitives, with difficulty, managed to reach the edge of the forest. The Rogdonian soldiers formed at their rear so that the enemy soldiers at the front could not reach them. The wounded were carried or dragged. The Norghanians advanced faster, crushing everything under their boots. They already had the fugitives in sight, which made them keep on with the prospect of catching their prey. 
 
    A voice rose from the forest. 
 
    “Charge, men of the Snow, let none escape!” 
 
    Lasgol recognized the voice of the Norghanian officer: it was Captain Jonansen. At his command the line broke and the thousand men began to chase the fugitives like a pack of white wolves after wounded deer. The end was close. The soldiers ran like fiends, yelling and howling in anticipation of the bloody outcome. 
 
    The refugees came out onto the plain that opened to the West, running as fast as they were able. Tall grass covered the plain like a sea of jade that swayed in the afternoon breeze. Soon blood would turn it red. A dozen men ran past Lasgol, never noticing him or Morksen. The fugitives finally stopped, exhausted, on a small rise in the plain. There they would make their last stand and die. The two hundred armed men formed a circle around the wounded and waited for the attack. 
 
    A thousand Norghanians ran out of the forest yelling like madmen, driving fear into the fugitives’ hearts. Lasgol got to his feet slowly. He did not wish to witness the carnage, but as if he were hypnotized, he was unable to take his eyes off the scene that was about to unfold. 
 
    Suddenly, a loud tremor ran through the plain. Lasgol felt it under his feet even inside the forest, and it made him start. He turned to Morksen, who by the look on his face had also felt it. The tremor grew steadily, strong and sustained. And Lasgol finally understood. 
 
    “Retreat, Jonansen! Call the retreat!” he shouted in warning as he ran towards the last trees before the plain. 
 
    From the south, behind a steep hill on the plain, appeared half a thousand mounted lancers.  
 
    “Retreat, Jonansen! Enemy cavalry!” Lasgol shouted again at the top of his voice. But it was too late. 
 
    Almost at the same time that the Norghanians attacked the fugitives, the Rogdonian cavalry came to the rescue. 
 
    Jonansen saw the Lancers at the last moment and shouted: “Shield wall! Make a shield wall!” 
 
    The Norghanian soldiers planted their feet firmly on the ground, flexed their knees, and joined elbow with elbow and shoulder with shoulder behind their shields, making a solid wall which protected each man and the one to his right. This shield wall was the elite defensive formation of the infantry. The soldiers waited and prayed to their Ice Gods for a safe delivery. 
 
    “Hold it! Do not break the formation!” Jonansen shouted a second before the brutal crash. 
 
    Lasgol was speechless, his eyes wide. In full gallop and with the entire weight of the charge behind it, the Rogdonian cavalry hit the enemy infantry. The Lancers penetrated the barrier, spearing their enemies seeking protection behind their shield-wall. In the clash between men and warhorses, the men were thrown in the air like broken puppets. The Lancers, with absolute mastery, breached the shield wall at a number of points carrying death at the tip of their spears from atop their great war-mounts. The survivors of the initial impact tried to fight back the Lancers by surrounding each rider with several men to prevent a new charge. But the Lancers were perfectly trained. At an order from their commander, they spurred their horses and left the field at once. 
 
    “Reform the shield wall!” shouted Jonansen again. 
 
    The Norghanian infantry might have lost a third of its men, but they hastened to stand elbow to elbow and shield to shield once more. 
 
    Once the Lancers had ridden far enough, they re-grouped, turned their horses and prepared to charge for the second time. They galloped towards their enemies in a wedge-formation which left no opening. 
 
    “Hold!” Jonansen shouted. 
 
    Silence reigned over the plain for the briefest and most intense of moments. 
 
    The rumble of horses’ hooves filled it next. 
 
    The new attack was even more overwhelming than the first. The Lancers crushed the defensive wall, throwing the men in the air, stepping on the fallen as the deadly spears went through enemy bodies. 
 
    The fugitives, seeing their opportunity, ran downhill to join in the scuffle. 
 
    Jonansen fought fiercely but fell under the Rogdonian swords with the last of his men. 
 
    “For Norghana!” he cried before dying. 
 
    Lasgol hid behind a fir tree as he watched the scene unfolding on the plain. They had all perished. Not one Norghanian was left standing. Their bodies lay scattered around, staining the green plain with their blood: good soldiers from his homeland, every one of them dead, all in what seemed to Lasgol to have been a mere few moments. 
 
    Once again… the horror of war… he thought bitterly, shaking his head. 
 
    A discordant whisper at his ear made him start. 
 
    “I found the tracks of the Assassin, he’s heading south-west. Let’s get on with our mission, this doesn’t concern us.” 
 
    Lasgol turned to face Morksen and said: 
 
    “You’re right, it doesn’t concern us, although it should… But you’re right, let’s go after the Assassin.” 
 
    The two Rangers disappeared among the vegetation as if they had been spirits of the forest, while the Rogdonians fled to safety carrying their wounded. 
 
    They went west, towards Rilentor. 
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    Sonea. —Kingdom of Erenal —East Tremia— 
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    “At last…” gasped Sonea in exhaustion as she admired the wonderful spectacle that nature in all her exuberant splendor offered to her senses. “What a spectacular view!” 
 
    She had been climbing the path which crossed the mountain for the best part of the day, and had just reached the summit with a final effort. From that vantage-point, in the shades of the beeches with their long branches and oval leaves, the young librarian, open-mouthed, contemplated one of the most extraordinary landscapes visible to man in all Tremia. 
 
     The deep indigo blue of the multitude of lakes, all apparently separate from one another, stretching across valleys and plains until it blurred into the horizon, mingled with the evergreen of the forests which surrounded them. Sonea inhaled the air of the mountain deeply, and a mixture of pleasant wild scents filled her senses. She could see the snow-capped peaks of an impressive mountain range on the horizon. 
 
    She sat on the trunk of a fallen beech and gazed at the glorious scene at her feet. In the radiant light of the late afternoon sun she counted more than fifty lakes, making up a tapestry of different shapes. They were such a pure blue that Sonea felt like diving head-first from the very summit where she was sitting. She smiled to herself. It would be folly, but what a great folly to be able to plunge into all that beauty and feel both body and soul refreshed. 
 
    The lakes were surrounded by forests of different species of tree: beeches, oaks, firs, pines and still others she could not identify. The trees seemed to reach as far as the water of the peaceful lakes and drink from it. There was barely a spot of bare earth. It was as if the Gods had created a masterpiece, painting lakes, mountains and forests on an ever lastingly peaceful canvas, for Man’s delight. 
 
    Another mountain to the East, the Peak of Winds, prevented her from seeing beyond, but she knew, with the assurance of the well-informed, that the Thousand Lakes went on for leagues in that direction, as well as more to the West. Sonea sighed and relaxed her cramped legs. She had to keep going north through the middle of the beautiful landscape in a line as straight as she could follow. Several days ahead lay the biggest and deepest of the Thousand Lakes: Great Lake Vantoria, the one the grimoire had shown her. 
 
    Sonea’s heart shrank as she thought of the grimoire and the day of her departure. It had been more than four weeks before, the saddest day of her short life. Her soul wept with the grief of it. Her dear tutor’s eyes, deeply sad and filled with tears, were engraved in her memory of that last conversation. 
 
    “What was the verdict, Master?” she had asked him, unable to breathe. 
 
    The Council had been deliberating about the incident of the grimoire for three weeks. Barnacus had looked at her with the profound gaze of his years and the sadness of a soul which wept in silence. The scholar had tried to comb his unruly white hair. Sonea had immediately read the seriousness of the news in the gestures and face of her Master. 
 
    “The Council of Five has decided… to condemn you.” 
 
    Sonea swallowed hard. 
 
    “What penalty?” she asked, unable to keep her voice from breaking. 
 
    “Exile for three years, at the end of which they’ll decide whether you may return or not. I’m so sorry, Sonea…” 
 
    The sentence hurt as though a blade of ice had pierced her heart. She tried to hide her bitterness bravely. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Master… I’d imagined something like this. At least they didn’t expel me for good.” 
 
    “The Grand Master and the Master Archivist of the Knowledge of War demanded that.” Barnacus had had to exercise all his influence and friendship with the other members of the Council to reduce the sentence. Luckily he had convinced them, and the final vote was won. 
 
    “I’m so grateful, Master…” 
 
    “My heart breaks at having to let you go, my child.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry for what happened, Master… Will you ever be able to forgive all the pain and shame I’ve brought upon you with the way I’ve behaved and my lack of judgment? If I could change what I did…” 
 
    “No, not that. Never change the way you are, Sonea. You are a very special person, and you must follow your own path, wherever it takes you, to develop your potential and all the resources you have within you: not only in knowledge but also in spirit. I see a brilliant future ahead of you. You are a star just beginning to shine, and soon you will dazzle those around you because you possess an uncommon intellect and character, and in due course you will astound the world. This old scholar already knows that with absolute certainty.” 
 
    “How will I ever repay you for all you’ve done for me, Barnacus?” 
 
    “By always being yourself, my dear apprentice.” 
 
    Sonea smiled broadly. “Well, that shouldn’t be too hard.”  
 
    “You are very special, my young Librarian Apprentice, and that’s something you must never forget. Be always true to yourself, the more so the bigger the challenge that fate puts in your way. That unbreakable spirit and intelligence of yours will bring you unequalled achievements and victories.” 
 
    Sonea clung to her tutor. There were tears streaming down her cheeks. She had to leave soon, and who knew whether she would see him again. That had saddened her the most. 
 
    “And what about the Ilenian grimoire?” she had asked uneasily. 
 
    Barnacus smiled and pointed his finger at her. 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” he had said. “It’s been put under lock and key. They don’t want another unfortunate incident. Nobody may come near the secret volume, it’s been forbidden. They won’t allow me to study it. A terrible mistake in my opinion, but I couldn’t convince them otherwise. Particularly now that Rocol is wandering the halls with his face fifteen years older and his hair such a distinguished white. Anyway, if you ask me, he deserved it.” 
 
    “What has the Council decreed for him?” Sonea wanted to know. 
 
    “Even though he deserves to be expelled immediately and imprisoned by the authorities for the savage attack and the wounds he inflicted upon you, his family has interceded and saved him. They used all their influence. They are a very powerful noble family, close to the King. I’m very much afraid he’ll come out of all this unpunished. It’s disgusting, but that’s the world we live in. It’s another great lesson that shows how unfair life can be, one where honest people pay for the deeds of evil doers.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about that, Master… I don’t think he’ll ever come anywhere near me again after what happened.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure, Sonea. The desire for revenge corrodes the hearts of men little by little, day after day. The result of that kind of suffering upon the soul can be unexpected, and it may lead to unthinkable actions. Perhaps at the moment the sick spirit of that scoundrel might be discouraged out of fear of what happened. But in time evil will find its way back into his thoughts, and unfortunately into his actions too. Rarely can a contaminated soul be rescued. Very few exceptional men who have committed evil deeds get as far as exoneration. Redemption is not within reach of men who are morally weak —only those with a strong will power and fierce hearts manage to redeem themselves. It’s something that requires great sacrifices, and very few are ready to make them. And it’s my belief that this young man is not one of those, my dear child. Always keep that in mind.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Barnacus tried to comb his unruly mane again with both hands. 
 
    “What’s worrying you?” 
 
    “You, little one. What will you do now? You have to leave the only life you’ve ever known, that of a librarian… There’s a cruel world out there… although I assume your destiny awaits you out there and not in here…” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about me, you’ve taught me well. I’ll come through.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure that what I’ve taught you will be much help in the outside world, in the real world of men.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be, Barnacus. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “What are you going to do? Have you thought which way you’ll go?” 
 
    “Yes, Master. The Ilenian grimoire itself laid it out for me. I must go to the Thousand Lakes, to the north-east, and find what the vision showed me. I’m absolutely sure it’s a crucial step on the way to unveiling the mystery that shrouds the Ilenians.” 
 
    “But Sonea, my child, that’s going to be very dangerous. You’re not ready, little one, not yet. You won’t be able to survive alone in the Thousand Lakes, it’s wild territory! What’s more, it’s territory in dispute with our unpleasant neighbors in the North, the Kingdom of Zangria, and the skirmishes between their troops and ours of Erenal are constant. What if you come across Zangrian soldiers? I don’t even want to think about what they could do to you… Can’t you postpone this mission of yours? It hardly seems the right time. You’re alone, going into wild territory which is almost at war, and we have no idea what other dangers you might encounter. I don’t like this one little bit… I can’t let you go alone, my girl. I’ll come with you” 
 
    “Don’t worry so much. I’ll be careful. I’ll follow the Path of the Lakes and make sure I find an inn in the nearest village before nightfall. There are all sorts of small hamlets whose business is fishing and timber, and if I keep to the south, away from the troubled area, nothing will happen to me. You know that, we’ve taken that route many times ourselves looking for Ilenian traces in the villages on the smaller lakes. As to coming with me… well, do I have to remind you what happened the last time, my dear Master?” 
 
    “That was a very unimportant incident, and it would never need to happen again.” 
 
    “Unimportant incident? You nearly died in my arms! No, your health is too frail to let you accompany me. Must I remind you of your age? And of how little energy you have for everything? The doctors made it clear: rest and a sedentary life, no exertions. Your heart isn’t what it used to be. I don’t mean to hurt you, my dear Master, but you know it as well as I do that you couldn’t manage the rigors of the trip. You wouldn’t want your death on my conscience, would you?” 
 
    Barnacus looked at her thoughtfully. 
 
    “I know you’re right, Sonea. It’s just that I wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to you.” 
 
    “You’ve already protected me enough. I need to follow my own path, find my destiny. This Ilenian grimoire has come to me for a reason, and I have to find out what it is. What’s more, the grimoire had a very strange effect on me. It conjured a spell using my body, my… spirit… somehow… I don’t understand why or how, it’s completely beyond me! But I know for sure it’s no coincidence that I’ve spent my whole life studying the few remnants of the Ilenian culture and symbols that have been found. It means something, and behind it all there’s a purpose, and that’s why I must follow the path outlined by the grimoire and find out what lies beyond it.” 
 
    “The fact that you invoked Ilenian magic is truly very significant, Sonea. Nevertheless, it’s also highly dangerous. We don’t know the nature of that power, and from what we’ve seen we do know it’s capable of killing. Mintel, the Master Archivist of Arcane Knowledge, maintains that the power this grimoire holds inside it, the spells written within it, imply a great ancestral power which requires a powerful mage to even control it. Mintel himself has declined to handle this magic after what happened, and he is an extremely powerful mage, always ready to acquire new occult knowledge. He’s one of my dearest friends, and he’s warned me seriously about the dangers hidden in this book.” 
 
    Sonea shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know what happened. Only that I felt something powerful inside me, magic being created. Anyhow, if I’m not allowed to use the grimoire, I’ll go on without it.” 
 
    Barnacus waved his arms in agitation. His mane waved crazily about his head. 
 
    “If I really can’t dissuade you from your course, then promise me at least that you’ll be very careful.” 
 
    Sonea smiled full of affection. “Of course, Master. In just three years I’ll be back, before you even notice, knowing how wrapped up you’ll be in your endless studies.” 
 
    “I hope so, dear child, I hope so…” 
 
    “And I’ll bring back the thing we’ve toiled so hard for. I’ll bring the Enigma of the Ilenians back with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sonea was nearing her destination. From the hill she looked towards the north. On the plain she saw the small fishing village of Three Lakes. Once there, she would begin the last stretch of her journey: to the great lake of Vantoria. How right her dear tutor had been! She had not been prepared for outdoor life, and her journey through the rough land of the Thousand Lakes had been torture. Walking through all those thick forests, abrupt mountains and impassable lakes had been an ordeal for a body which was unused to long walks and sustained physical effort. Luckily she had calculated the length of each journey exactly, making sure she would be able to reach the next village or shelter at the end of the day. 
 
    “What the body can’t beat, the mind can master,” she said, pleased with herself. She was very tired, but after three torturous weeks she had managed to get there against all odds, avoiding soldiers and bandits, by calculating the risks involved and carefully planning every day beforehand. Who would say now that a small librarian could not survive the tough, wild world outside? She had almost done it. Half a day more to climb from where she was down to the small fishing village, and she would have made it, using the only resource she had: her intellect. 
 
    A noise behind her brought her back to reality. She turned on the trunk she was sitting on and found herself face to face with a huge wild boar with two little piglets following it. She was petrified. By the Gods of Knowledge, it’s an enormous beast! A beast with blackish-brown bristles and evil black eyes. But what really scared her were the tusks. They were huge! She did not even dare blink. As a librarian who had spent all her life among books Sonea knew nothing about wildlife, but she did know one thing: confronted with a dangerous wild animal you had to stay absolutely still. The boar looked at her and grunted. Sonea could not help herself and flinched. 
 
    Big mistake. 
 
    The boar charged with shrill cries. 
 
    I’m lost. Those tusks will tear me to pieces! 
 
    The boar was coming towards her at full speed. With no time to think, Sonea looked down at the lakes and a moment before the boar got to her, she made a frantic decision. 
 
    She threw herself downhill. 
 
    She rolled among pines and bushes, turning endlessly, bumping against the stony ground of the hill, hitting rocks, stones and several trees until she finally plunged into one of the lakes like a rock. On contact with the water pain broke out all over her body from all the cuts and scrapes, and she thought she would lose her mind. She was trying desperately to swim to the surface, to breathe. Panic pushed her out of reach of her agony, she managed to get her head above water and breathe the precious air. She swam to the shore, and managed to drag half her body out of the water before blackness engulfed her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pain… a lot of pain… Sonea was racked in agony when she woke. 
 
    “Is the mermaid awake yet, daddy?” said the voice of an unknown child. 
 
    “She seems to be waking now, son… and she’s not a mermaid, she hasn’t got a tail. Bring another cloth with fresh water from the lake, her forehead’s on fire.” 
 
    Sonea tried to open her eyes, but the light caused an explosion of pain in her head. All around her was a strong smell of fish. 
 
    “Don’t try to sit up, you’re badly bruised, as though someone had beaten you up,” said a man’s voice. “Drink this, it’ll do you good.” 
 
    The man gave her something horrible to drink, holding her head as he did so to help her swallow. Sonea tried to open her eyes once again, but this time she was so dizzy she almost threw up. 
 
    “Don’t move, it’ll just be worse, take heed of what this old fisherman says.” 
 
    “Where…, where am I?” 
 
    “In Three Lakes. I found you in the smallest one a week ago. You should’ve been dead, but for some reason the sea spirits from the deeps didn’t want to take you with them.” 
 
    “Who… are you…?” 
 
    “My name is Flint One-Eye. You can call me Flint or One-Eye, as you wish. I’m a fisherman, always been. You’re in my humble home. It’s not much, but it’s enough for me and my boy.” 
 
    “Thank… thank you…” 
 
    “Better if you don’t talk for now. Rest.” 
 
    She heard running steps on the wooden floor. 
 
    “The cloth, dad.” 
 
    Sonea felt the cloth on her forehead, and the coolness comforted her like a thousand caresses. She fainted again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An annoying sound reached Sonea’s ears, waking her up from a long deep sleep. 
 
    She could not remember having dreams or nightmares. She opened her eyes, and the light brought on the bad headache again. It took her a while to get used to it.  
 
    She was in a wooden hut, and from the window she could see a huge peaceful lake, of a beautiful shade of blue. She almost had the impression that the hut floated on the water, but that was impossible. It must be built right on the water’s edge, the height creating that optical effect. Yes, thought Sonea with her head in her hands, that must be it. In the opposite corner of the hut was a boy mending and old fishing net and tapping his bare foot on the floor. He was no more than ten years old. 
 
    “Hello…” she said in confusion. 
 
    The boy looked at her with eyes like saucers. Leaving the net aside, he ran out shouting: “The mermaid! She woke up!” 
 
    Sonea was even more confused, but had a vague recollection of a conversation with a fisherman. Or had it been a dream? 
 
    A man with a patch over his right eye came in through the door. He was tall and thin, and was dressed in the manner of the fishing people of the Thousand Lakes. 
 
    “You’ve woken up at last, little mermaid,” he said. 
 
    “Who are you? Where am I? What’s happened?” Sonea was tripping over her own words in her eagerness to know. 
 
    “Don’t get upset, take it easy. You’re in my house, I’m Flint One-Eye, remember?” 
 
    “I… I think so…” 
 
    “You’ve been unconscious for several days. We were afraid you wouldn’t wake up. Son, go fetch the healer and the foreigner.” 
 
    “Yes, dad.” The boy ran out of the hut. 
 
    “What’s happened to me? I… I can’t remember anything…” 
 
    “I found you half-drowned in the lake when I was working. From your wounds we guessed you’d fallen off the mountain. You’re alive because the lake spirits willed it, although by rights you should be dead…” 
 
    “I can’t remember, my head’s killing me…” 
 
    “That’s only natural. I’ll fix you some hot fish soup. You need to get your strength back.” 
 
    “I’m very grateful… but I don’t know how I’ll be able to pay you for all you’ve done for me.” 
 
    “The foreigner took care of that, don’t worry,” said Flint. He winked at her with his good eye. 
 
    “The foreigner?” Sonea had no idea what the fisherman was talking about. 
 
    “He arrived two days ago asking for you, little mermaid. He seems to know you.” 
 
    Flint offered her a bowl of soup and pointed at the door. 
 
    “Here they come.” 
 
    Intrigued, Sonea turned to look at the open door with the lake in the background. The boy ran in. Behind him came a thin man with short hair and intelligent eyes. He wore a long grey robe, and on his chest was a star with thirty points, which Sonea immediately recognized as the symbol of the Temple of Light. 
 
    “Lindaro?” she asked unsurely. 
 
    The young man came to her side and looked into her eyes. 
 
    “Praised be the Light!” he said. “She wanted you safe. Yes, Sonea, it’s Lindaro.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, Flint took Sonea and Lindaro in his small single-mast fishing-boat across the lake towards the north. A gentle, pleasant breeze bore them on as it caressed the indigo dreamland around them. Forgetting the pain, she still felt from her wounds, Sonea looked at everything with delight. Her whole body was purple from head to toe, and the scabs from the multitude of scrapes and small lacerations had still not dried and fallen off. 
 
    “Pretty, isn’t it, little mermaid?” said Flint with a smile from the helm. 
 
    “It’s… breathtaking…” 
 
    “Sonea, are you sure you can carry on with the journey?” Lindaro said, trying to dissuade her. “We can wait a few days longer until you’re fully recovered.”  
 
    “I’m all right, Lindaro, I’m healing and my bruises barely hurt,” she said, untruthfully. 
 
    “You were so lucky, you could have died…” 
 
    “Could have? By my good eye, it’s a miracle that this little mermaid is alive. Let’s hope that the lake spirits don’t come to claim the soul that’s owed to them.” 
 
    “Don’t be superstitious, Flint, there aren’t any lake spirits…” 
 
    “A man of faith can say that, a man who follows the Light. Here in the lakes, we all know that the lake spirits of the deeps are real, very real… When they take someone, they’re never seen any more, ever, I can swear this to you by my bad eye.” 
 
    Sonea looked at Lindaro. The man of faith shook his head and smiled. 
 
    To be honest, the presence of the priest comforted her greatly. They had exchanged many messages about things connected with their studies about the Ilenians, but until their meeting at Three Lakes, they had never met in person… To have him there as a traveling companion made her feel safe. The way ahead was not going to be easy… 
 
    “Flint, how much longer?” she asked, worried. 
 
    “It’s three days to cross the lake from the village of Three Lakes, then we have to go up the Strait of the Sword, go on north and cross the Lake of the Moon. From there you have to go by land, and I’ll say goodbye to you there. It’ll take two more days to reach the great lake Vantoria.” 
 
    “Thank you, Flint.” 
 
    The man winked with his good eye. 
 
    Lindaro came to Sonea’s side. With his voice unsteady, he said: “I hurried as much as I could once I got your message, Sonea... The news in your letter was so upsetting that I set out as soon as I could. I crossed Rogdon and the steppes at a gallop, and it hasn’t been easy at all. The West is at war, and not even men of faith are respected. I had to ride at night to avoid enemy troops as I went towards the south-east, which is territory still under King Solin’s control, until I could reach and cross the Half Moon Mountains through the high pass to the East. From there I reached the steppes. Luckily I posed no threat to the Masig and they left me alone.” 
 
    “Sounds like an adventure!” 
 
    “By the Light, it certainly has been! But I knew I had to come. The moment the pigeon brought your message I didn’t even think. I spoke to Abbot Dian and set off that same evening. I’d never have imagined that the grimoire could have brought about a situation like this. It never occurred to me that it could activate the Ilenian magic by itself. Now that is really significant, as well as totally unexpected.” 
 
    “I don’t know whether the Ilenian magic became active by itself or whether I had something to do with the process myself. I felt something very strange inside which might have been something to do with the spell, but I really don’t know.” 
 
    “That’s very interesting. We must investigate what connection there is between you and the grimoire.” 
 
    “I don’t know whether there is a connection or not. I’m just telling you what I felt that horrible night. Just thinking about it gives me goose-flesh” 
 
    “Horrible as far as to what happened to that apprentice is concerned, but not about the discoveries you made. I believe they’re incredibly important in the search for the true secret of the Lost Civilization. I’m convinced that together we’ll be able to make discoveries which will be really valuable for the future of Tremia.” 
 
    “I hope so too,” said Sonea. The wide smile she gave Lindaro was hopeful. “I already made the mistake of believing I could survive alone in the wild. Great mistake on my part! I wouldn’t like to make another one that could cost me my life, or what would really be unpardonable, both our lives!” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about it, I’m here of my own free will. I want to help you understand the spells that are hidden in that mysterious grimoire, and nothing is going to put me off. I’ve crossed Rogdon in the middle of war, I’ve ridden the Masig steppes and gone into the midst of the Thousand Lakes. I’ll find out what the Ilenians hid from us. No matter what dangers we go through, we’ll be able to overcome them, I’m sure.” 
 
    “I’m very grateful to you for deciding to join me in this madness. I don’t know what I’d do if I had to go on alone. I thank you from the bottom of my heart.” 
 
    “Your interests and mine are the same. We both seek to know what’s hidden behind the mystery of the Ilenians, and that’s what we’re going to do. We’ll pool our strengths and our knowledge, and between the two of us we’ll be able to decipher any mystery we find.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lindaro. I knew I could count on you, that’s why I wrote you the letter asking you to come to the Thousand Lakes. You can’t imagine how happy I am that you decided to join me.” 
 
    Lindaro smiled at her, and they both hugged each other affectionately. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The journey went on without any more incidents. Flint guided them through the lakes like the expert navigator that he was. They camped at night on the lake shore, always near the boat, and the old fisherman would tell them about adventures from his youth as well as incredible folk-tales about the Thousand Lakes. Flint’s stories delighted them. They were about sea monsters and spirits of the depths. Although Sonea and Lindaro enjoyed them, they were also a little uneasy, as both of them, being scholars, knew that all mythology is based on some truth.  
 
    Lindaro took advantage of the nights beside the fire to tell Sonea, in great detail, about his own incredible adventure in the Ilenian Temple of Ether, under the Egia Lighthouse. Sonea listened spellbound to his story, trying to make sure she did not miss the slightest detail, fearful she would miss some vital information.  
 
    When he finished telling the story, Sonea still spent hours interrogating the poor priest without letting him even breathe. At last the young exiled librarian was beginning to make sense of what she had experienced from the grimoire: the void and the ether. The pieces were beginning to fit, and that so overwhelmed her that she could barely sleep all night, thinking of all the possible implications. 
 
    On the third day they said goodbye to Flint rather sadly, after thanking him for all his help and giving him some gold from the Temple of Light. For a humble fisherman, a small amount of gold meant he would not go hungry during the winter. 
 
    “Be very careful, little mermaid. Don’t let the spirits of the deeps drag you down. Flint won’t be there to save you the next time…” 
 
    “Thank you, Flint, I’ll be very careful. Don’t worry, I learnt my lesson.” 
 
    The two scholars swung their bags over their shoulders and waved at the little boat, which was already moving away into the lake. They began their journey inland. They would reach their destination in two more days. What awaited them there they had no way of telling, but their determination was firm. They would discover why the grimoire had sent them to the great lake and what connection it had with the Ilenians. Sonea thought about the dangers they might face, from wild beasts to enemy soldiers, and decided with a sigh that it was better not to think. She shook her head with worry and went on. 
 
    They would come up with something if need arose. 
 
    Two scholars against the wild world. 
 
      
 
   
  
 




Dangerous Passage 
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    Aliana, Komir, Hartz, Kayti, Asti. —Nocean Empire, South Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    The days after the incident with the crocodiles went by peacefully, with no more untoward events apart from the inevitable scrapes and scuffles of a vessel filled to the brim with people and goods. 
 
     Living on board the ship was turning out to be particularly pleasant for Komir. He liked sailing down that endless river, carried by the swaying waves. Not even the scorching sun bothered him much. His tormented spirit soared as he felt the ship cut the calm turquoise water. It was gratifying to his soul, and he enjoyed it.  
 
    He hoped the peace and quiet would not be broken again by any further incident, but mostly he hoped they would not be stopped by a Nocean patrol. They had seen several warships pass them by, carrying troops and supplies heading North. If they were discovered, they would be hanged on the spot as spies. So Kendas had assured him, and he was an expert in the methods of the Nocean army. 
 
    Captain Albatros kept order on his ship with punishing, iron-clad discipline. The slightest altercation ended with the perpetrator whipped at the mast. Two days previously he had ordered one of his sailors to be hanged for insubordination. Aliana had tried to intercede, but Captain Albatros had been deaf to the Healer’s pleas. He had the deck cleared, hen executed the man in front of everyone on board. Kendas had explained to the group that it was the law of the sea, relentless but necessary. It had to be respected by all, just like in the army. If the Captain had not hanged that sailor he would be risking a future mutiny through his own lack of determination. Discipline on a ship had to be exemplary, or else the ship was lost, and with it the passengers as well. 
 
    Nighttime fell, extending her endless black wings, speckled with thousands of lights, over the ship. The cool breath of the gods blessed the passengers, but Komir, deep in his own thoughts, did not notice. Lost within himself, he was at the prow watching the ship’s progress along the silent river, as beautiful as it was infinite. 
 
    A velvety voice whispered close to him: “It is impressive, isn’t it?” and his heart skipped a beat. 
 
    Komir turned and saw Aliana standing at his side to contemplate the landscape unfolding ahead. The light of the moon scattered with silver reflections over the deck to the delight of both. There, enveloped by the night breeze and under the glow of thousands of stars in the infinite sky, they felt they were in an idyllic setting. All worries had been erased from their minds: the war, the Nocean soldiers, the amphibian predators of the river, the bandits of the shores… everything was swept out of their minds. 
 
    “Yes, it’s an incredible landscape. I never thought I’d see anything like it… we’re certainly very far from the western lands…” 
 
    Aliana nodded slowly. 
 
    “True… our homes are far away, Komir,” she said. There was a touch of nostalgia in her voice. 
 
    “Hmmm…” agreed Komir, although he did not feel nostalgic at all. His painful past in his village would not allow that. 
 
    “On the other hand, it’s an exceptional experience I think we’ll never forget.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” he said as he looked at her. The Healer’s eyes were like the ocean, and the moonlight fell on her hair of burnished gold like a halo. Her lily-white face took his breath away and when she looked at him shyly, Komir felt ecstatic, wishing he could lose himself in her eyes and never return.  
 
    Aliana smiled an honest, sweet smile. Then she looked away and cleared her throat. 
 
    “Do you foresee… any more trouble?” she asked, bringing him back to earth. Komir was afraid his face had betrayed his feelings: Not really… well, at least not until we reach the first big Nocean cities of the South. Once we step on land… we’ll have problems. That’s what Kendas and Kayti have told me.” 
 
    Aliana nodded. “Nocean territory…” 
 
    “Yes, every day we’re going deeper into the wolf’s den. We have no safe-conduct to travel through the Empire, and without one no matter how well we disguise ourselves under Nocean clothes, we won’t be able to avoid the armies of the desert forever. Sooner or later they’ll find us or someone will give us away. There’s a war on and we’re from the opposing side. If they capture us they won’t show any mercy.” 
 
    She bent her head: his words had upset her. 
 
    “We might be lucky and manage to avoid them, though,” Komir added hastily, hoping to ease her mind a little. 
 
    “Perhaps…” she said, unconvinced. 
 
    Komir leaned on the rail, and his hand brushed Aliana’s. The Healer glanced down at their hands, and then at him. Komir was filled with an instant joy that spread throughout his whole body. He felt something else he had never felt before, something like butterflies dancing in his stomach: an unbelievable feeling he struggled to make sense of. 
 
    Aliana looked away, and he could have sworn she was blushing. Not wanting the moment to end, Komir put his hand over hers, gently caressing her silken skin. 
 
    She looked up at him and their eyes locked: the girl’s shy blue, the boy’s intense emerald. Komir felt passion rising inside him like a volcano. He could barely hold back. He wished to hold Aliana, feel her against him, kiss her honey lips and love her right there, on the starlit deck, with the moon as sole witness. 
 
    She looked at him, and in her eyes he read a silent plea, a mixture of desire and forbidding. 
 
    Komir bent over her, but she moved her head. He understood his advances were unwelcome, and felt his heart freeze. His soul filled with painful disappointment. He straightened up and looked ahead once more, trying to hide his embarrassment, wishing the river could swallow him so that he could disappear forever. 
 
    “I’m sorry…” she whispered. 
 
    “You don’t need to apologize…” he replied, not upset, but with a terrible sense of vulnerability. 
 
    “Let me explain, Komir…” 
 
    “You don’t need to… on the contrary, please forgive my behavior. I’m terribly sorry, I shouldn’t have… I have no right…” 
 
    The two of them got caught in one another’s gaze. The moon witnessed the tension between them. Desire was so strong that its scarlet aura was nearly visible. A desire that grew with every heartbeat and was on the point of bursting like a flooded dam. 
 
    Neither spoke: they remained like that, facing one another, afraid to move and thus break the magic moment. In the end Komir could hold back no more. He bent to kiss the Healer’s sweet lips, and this time she did not move away. Komir felt her lips open like a rose and his excitement grew. 
 
    A creak behind him made him stop. 
 
    He turned his head and saw a shadow moving where the noise had come from. 
 
    “What the …” 
 
    The shadow divided and several new ones fell onto the deck silently, moving among the sleeping passengers and sailors as if night itself had broken into a hundred dark silhouettes. 
 
    “What is it, Komir?” Aliana asked, alarmed. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I fear it’s nothing good. Stay here while I see what it is. If you see anything strange wake Hartz and the others.” 
 
    “All right…” she said uneasily. 
 
    Komir moved warily, sword in hand, to where he had seen the shadows. When he got to the spot he discovered several hooked ropes anchored on the rail. He looked down at the river and saw five barges close to their ship. Armed men were climbing the ropes in total silence. 
 
    They were being boarded! 
 
    Komir turned just in time to see two pirates leap on him. 
 
    He defended himself and shouted to Aliana: “Sound the alarm! We’re being boarded!” 
 
    With terror in her face, Aliana began to shout: “Danger! Alarm! We’re under attack!” 
 
    Komir fought the two men off while another six reached the deck. He swore and began to retreat in search of Hartz. But four pirates fell upon him, and he fended them off desperately. 
 
    With Aliana shouting her lungs out, all hell broke loose on board the ship. The pirates began to kill whoever got in their way. Captain Albatros, his first officers and several sailors appeared on the stern, formed a defensive line and began to repel the attack. 
 
    Hartz woke up and sprang to his feet. He unsheathed his big Ilenian sword and cried: “Come over here, you bunch of halfwits, come to me! I’m going to rip your guts open!” 
 
    When he heard his friend, Komir felt an enormous sense of relief. 
 
    Kendas armed himself and protected Asti as he deflected an attacker. 
 
    Chaos and fear spread over the deck. There were desperate screams, blood, men overboard, fighting everywhere. The pirates were river men, blood-thirsty and fierce, killing passengers and sailors alike. They wanted the ship and its cargo, and they knew exactly what they were doing. They were dressed in dark clothes, with their faces covered by scarves so that only their fierce eyes and tanned brows could be seen. They were trying to quell all resistance from the few who dared to stand in their way. The passengers fled in terror to whatever hiding-places they could find. 
 
    Hartz ran to help Komir. 
 
    “Hold on! I’m coming!” he yelled. At the same time he raised his two-handed Ilenian sword over his head. 
 
    Komir blocked a hissing thrust from his right, then twisted to deflect another from his left with his hunting knife. Behind him Aliana was searching for something to fight with. Her bow was out of reach, among her belongings. A curved sword swished by Komir’s head. He managed to duck at the last second. He had barely seen it coming: there were too many to defend themselves against. He heard a cry of rage in Nocean, and when he looked up he saw a raised arm wielding a huge scimitar. He tried to free his sword to parry the enemy’s stroke, but realized there was no way he could manage it in time. 
 
    The scimitar began to descend, the silver edge bringing bloody death with it. 
 
    Komir swallowed. 
 
    His enemy’s arm flew in an arc, amputated cleanly by Hartz’s sword. 
 
    “I’m here!” announced the huge Norriel. “Let’s finish off these little fresh-water pirates!” he shouted with overwhelming confidence. 
 
    Relieved and catching something of his friend’s enthusiasm, Komir felt his courage revive. The weapons of the two Norriel flew in deadly arcs, and the four pirates were neatly cut down. 
 
    Kayti and Kendas were fighting by the mast, protecting Asti and a handful of other passengers who had taken shelter behind them. 
 
    Captain Albatros, together with several of his men, had made a stronghold of the stern and were defending themselves desperately. 
 
    “We have to reach Kayti!” yelled Hartz as he impaled one of the pirates. 
 
    “Right, let’s go!” replied Komir, gesturing to Aliana to follow them. 
 
    The two Norriel began to move forward shoulder to shoulder, looking in all directions. The fighting around them was frantic: pure chaos, men fighting desperately, passengers trying to escape from death. 
 
    “Time to crush some skulls!” howled Hartz over the din of the fighting. He began to strike right and left at the attackers.  
 
    Unable to believe his friend’s daring, Komir shook his head and went to stand beside him. They were going deeper into the fray, and the last thing he wanted was to leave Hartz’s side unprotected. His huge friend taunted their assailants with insults, and challenges. Aliana, close behind them, was trying to steer any passenger they found still alive into safety. Hartz opened the way with great sweeping strokes, while Komir defended him from any treacherous lower attacks. The big warrior paid no attention to protecting himself. He was like a force of nature set loose upon the deck of the ship, driving off any opposition he met. But that particular fighting strategy could cost him his life, and Komir was well aware of the fact. A treacherous or simply unexpected stab in the side or back, and the mighty Norriel would fall without even knowing what had felled him. 
 
    “You’ve got to be more careful, Hartz! You fight as if you were immortal and I can assure you you’re not!” Komir scolded him. “Have you forgotten everything Master Warrior Gudin taught us in the Udag?” 
 
    “Of course I haven’t forgotten. But, what is there for me to be afraid of? Those ridiculous pirates?” He said while decapitating one of them with such a swift stroke that it almost seemed he hadn’t touched him. “I may not be immortal, but I’m certainly invincible as far as this puny rabble is concerned!” 
 
    Komir saw the flash of a knife-stroke aimed at his friend’s stomach and stopped it with a twist of his wrist. Something was happening to his friend: he was not himself. Hartz skewered a pirate with a two-handed stroke. As he watched, Komir realized that it was the Ilenian sword which was responsible for Hartz’s behavior. More and more, the bewitched sword possessed the great Norriel, poisoning his spirit with dangerous feelings of vain glory. “We must do something about that sword,” he thought with deep unease, “or else I’m really worried about what might happen to Hartz’s sanity.”  
 
    They made their way to the great mast amidships, where Kendas, Kayti and Asti were anxiously waiting for them. They had not moved from that post, and had been defending themselves as best they could. 
 
    “Will you please take some notice of your friend, you half-wit!” said Kayti as soon as he reached them. 
 
    “My, you have a temper! Aren’t you happy to see me safe and sound? Anyone would think you’re always waiting for a chance to get angry with me.” 
 
    “I’m at my wit’s end with you!” said the redhead, half-closing her eyes. “Be careful and pay attention to the battle, or we’ll end up having to attend a funeral at sea. Yours, bone-head!” she burst out, her eyes furious. 
 
    “All right, all right… I’ll be more careful… don’t worry,” said Hartz somewhat subdued by now. 
 
    Komir found the fat, richly-dressed nobleman sheltering close to Kendas and Kayti. He had his arms around the young girl they had rescued from the river before. The man’s bodyguards lay dead on the deck in a pool of blood, together with several fallen pirates.  
 
    The girl was crying, while the wealthy man tried to calm her, stroking her hair and murmuring comforting words in her ear. In the midst of all that horror, fighting, screaming and blood, the girl’s terror was absolutely logical. The fat man looked at Komir appealingly, with frightened eyes. The young warrior understood and nodded. 
 
    Captain Albatros, together with several of his sailors, was still defending the ship’s stern in a desperate attempt to stand fast against a large group of assailants. 
 
     Komir identified the leader of the pirates. He was a giant of a man, taller even than Hartz, with a black scarf on his head. His mere presence froze one’s heart. He was wielding two short curved swords in his muscular arms. He shouted orders to his men as he made his way to Captain Albatros, cutting anyone who got in his way to pieces. Komir realized that if the Captain fell, the ship would be lost, the situation was critical. 
 
    “We can’t let them kill the Captain!” he shouted, pointing his sword in Albatros’s direction. 
 
    “Let’s go get them, then!” said Hartz. He was smiling cheerfully, and excitement shone in his eyes. 
 
    Let’s keep a compact line and advance together,” said Kendas, bringing his military training to bear. “That way it’ll be less risky. The fighting is too chaotic to go in separately. I’ll take the right flank.”  
 
    “I’ll take the left,” said Kayti, getting into position while she threw a warning look at the big warrior in the center. “And no bravado,” she added, looking grim. 
 
    “And I’ll stay at the back to help the wounded,” said Aliana. She was kneeling beside a passenger whose head was bleeding. “There are too many of them. If I don’t hurry, many of them will die. I have to try and save as many as I can…” 
 
    “Me help,” said Asti kneeling beside Aliana. 
 
    “Agreed, then,” said Komir, his eyes on the fray taking place in front of them. “Let’s go!” 
 
    No more than a few steps ahead, they were attacked by several pirates. Hartz struck so hard that he almost sliced a man in two. Kayti blocked an attack, then with a twist of her hand caught her assailant in the arm. Komir deflected a stroke to his face, then took a step forward and stabbed the pirate in the stomach. He then looked for the enemy leader, who by now had noticed the group’s presence and was shouting orders to his men. Komir went for him at once. Another pirate tried to intercept him, but Hartz blocked his way. 
 
    “Come to papa!” he yelled, drawing the pirate’s attention to him. 
 
    Komir went straight for the man who had led the assault. The giant met him with a thrust to the chest with one of his curved swords. Komir threw himself to one side and avoided the stroke by a hair’s breadth. Then he had the pirate leader upon him, striking right and left with short powerful thrusts. Komir defended himself, blocking the attack with sword and knife, but he was forced to back up before the enormous strength of the attack. His waist hit the railing of the ship. There was nowhere else to retreat. 
 
    The pirate crossed his swords on Komir’s neck, and the Norriel barely managed to block them by doing the same. The giant smiled triumphantly, showing two golden teeth. With all the force of his powerful arms he pushed both swords, looking for Komir’s jugular. The Norriel’s arms were shaking, from the effort.  
 
    I’m not going to die like this! I can’t! he thought. Nobody’s going to deny me justice! 
 
    With a surge of fury that sprang from the depths of his heart he pulled his head back, then whipped it forward and butted his enemy’s nose. There was an audible crack and the pirate’s nose broke, bringing tears to his eyes and drawing blood profusely. This weakened his opponent, and Komir took advantage of it to slide his weapons along the two enemy swords until they were free. 
 
    The pirate leader took a step back and shook his head, trying to clear it. His entire chest was stained with blood from his nose. 
 
    Komir raised his gaze and saw Hartz and Kendas leading the fray amid the cries of the blood bath. The pirates, undecided and fearful, gave way before them. Kayti freed Captain Albatros, who had been taken prisoner, and stood in front of him defensively. 
 
    Komir smiled. They were winning. All they had to do now was put an end to the situation. He had to get rid of the pirate leader, then they would have saved the ship. Komir showed his weapons to the dark skinned giant. 
 
    But the leader grinned, spat blood and moved forward. 
 
    Just then he heard a plea behind him: “Be careful, Komir!” It was the Healer’s voice. 
 
    He could not help himself looking in Aliana’s direction, and at that same instant, the pirate jumped on him. His swords came down with devastating strength, Komir could barely block the attack and lost his hunting knife in the process. The pirate struck again with both swords, and Komir blocked him with his own, holding it with both hands. The impact was terrible, and he nearly lost his weapon. He stepped back until he hit the rail. 
 
    The pirate struck once more. Komir lost his sword and fell onto one knee. 
 
    The giant laughed. 
 
    Aliana screamed. 
 
    Hartz ran as he yelled, “Let him be!” 
 
    Komir did not believe his friend would make it. Too far away, he thought. 
 
    Both the enemy’s swords rose for the final blow. 
 
    Komir closed his eyes desperately and lunged forward, pushing himself off the rail to gather momentum. He struck the giant in the stomach with his shoulder and grabbed the Nocean’s waist with both arms. The man bent over with a grunt, and Komir used all his strength to lift him over his head and push him overboard. The pirate leader flew in an arc and fell into the river. 
 
    Hartz arrived, and the two of them stared down at the water. The pirate leader was swimming towards one of the barges. 
 
    Hartz slapped Komir’s back so hard he nearly made him lose his balance. “Well played!” 
 
    “I was almost done. I don’t even know why I thought of butting him. I was only thinking of how to get rid of him. His blows were brutal. My arms and wrists are worn out.” 
 
    Kendas came up to them. “The rest of the pirates jumped in the river when they saw their chief fall. We’ve saved the ship, by a hair’s breadth, but we did it. It was close but that was a great fight, Komir, I’m glad you beat him.” 
 
    “Not half as glad as I am!” said Komir. He half-smiled, but pain soon wiped that from his face. 
 
    Hartz gave Komir a bear-hug and lifted him off the floor of the deck. 
 
    “I sure am glad!” he said, smiling, as he twirled his friend in the air. 
 
    “For goodness’ sake, put me down!” scolded Komir. But he could not help feeling tremendous admiration and happiness at his luck in having a friend like that always at his side. 
 
    Hartz put him down with a smile, and Komir winked at him. 
 
    “Look at those rats, how they’re fleeing!” said Hartz as he watched the pirates getting away. “They climb into their nutshells, soaking wet, just to get away from us! Run, you milksops, run! If you ever come near my sword, I’ll gut you like vermin!” 
 
    He looked down the edge of his enormous Ilenian sword, and Komir caught a golden flash which ran down his friend’s arm. 
 
    Steps sounded behind them, and Komir turned sharply. Captain Albatross was coming towards them, limping noticeably. He also had blood on his forehead from a nasty cut to the head. 
 
    “I’ll never forget this,” he said, looking at Komir. “You’ve saved me and you’ve saved my ship. I won’t forget, I swear.” 
 
    The Captain stood in front of Komir and offered him his bloodied hand. Komir shook the Nocean’s hand firmly as the Captain looked him in the eye, then Hartz and finally Kendas. 
 
    “I won’t forget it,” he repeated, and limped away. 
 
    “Help me with the wounded, please!” pleaded Aliana. With Asti’s help, she was tending to a man with a terrible cut in his arm. 
 
    They all worked without pause for the following hours, trying to save as many as they could. The wounds were terrible, and there were many injured. Meanwhile the survivors, following the orders of Captain Albatross, were trying to create some order in the chaos. 
 
    Komir had his eyes on Aliana, who was growing paler and paler. He felt a deep admiration for her as he watched her taking care of the wounded. It was amazing that the magic she possessed allowed Aliana to do so much good for the injured and hopeless. Komir had always believed that magic was a form of power bent on destruction. Now, as he witnessed the good it could work his opinion began to change and his mind began to see the possibilities which a benevolent, benign kind of magic could offer.  
 
    The more he watched Aliana, the more lost he felt. Something was stirring inside him which made him happier and yet at the same time more nervous: something he could not understand. His heart yearned to be with the young Healer, to protect her from any evil, to make sure nothing bad ever happened to her. 
 
    Suddenly Aliana fainted. 
 
    Komir ran to her, fear running wild in him. 
 
    “What’s the matter with her?” he asked Asti. 
 
    “Too much healing. Her body not take more,” said the Usik, her eyes sad and worry on her face. 
 
    “But she’ll recover, won’t she?” Komir said with alarm. 
 
    “Only time can tell,” said Kendas with trembling voice. “The Healers who exceed the limit of their powers can be consumed and die… Aliana has gone far beyond what she should, trying to heal too many people, driven by her great heart. Pray to your gods for her soul, and perhaps they’ll help her return to us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Pursuit and pitiless war 
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    Lasgol had been tracking the Assassin all over the north-east of the Kingdom of Rogdon for more than two weeks, and wherever he went he saw only death and destruction. The Norghanian Army was razing everything they found in its path: nothing could escape the destructive will of the men of the snow. The Rogdonian soldiers were heavily outnumbered, yet as they retreated they caused all the damage they could. The Norghanians occupied the entire north-eastern part of the kingdom with their pavilions and flags rippling proudly over the land in the Rogdonian wind. 
 
    Leaving the cover of the fir-wood, Lasgol went down to the path. A new column of smoke to the East caught his attention. He closed his eyes, searched for his Gift and activated his far-seeing skill so he could see what was happening in the distance more clearly. A greenish flash ran through his body and he was then able to clearly see the vultures flying over the area. That was an unequivocal sign that the Norghanians were razing some Rogdonian city or hamlet. By the size of the houses and the way they were spread out, Lasgol guessed it must be quite a populous village. Could it be Rostembur? He had heard it was famous for its excellent horses, but… that was something it would never be again, thought Lasgol sadly. 
 
    An unpleasant voice screeched behind him: “Our glorious Army in action, eh? It seems we make progress in the conquest of these lands. Aren’t you gladdened by our victories, master-chief?” 
 
    Lasgol shivered when he heard the voice of the man who had become his shadow. He turned to look at Morksen’s bulldog-face which was staring at him with amusement, his head slightly to one side so that his unpleasant empty eye-socket was visible. The disgust he felt for the man was becoming pure hatred with every day they spent together. 
 
    Lasgol looked at him coldly. 
 
    “This war isn’t my concern. I’m here to carry out the mission General Rangulself entrusted me with, nothing more. I’m no soldier. I’m a Forest Ranger and a Royal Tracker. War is not my trade and doesn’t interest me in the least.” 
 
    “I know, Ranger, I can see it in your eyes. But still, you ought to be glad of our Army’s victories. We’re Norghanians and patriots after all, aren’t we? I certainly am,” said Morksen with a mocking sneer. “As to the mission entrusted to us: capture that Assassin with the slanting eyes, you’ll see it through, won’t you my young comrade? Although it doesn’t matter… that’s why they sent me, the old fox of the Royal Trackers… maybe because I’m hard to trick, or else because I always complete the mission I’m given…” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, Morksen, I’ll do what I have to do, rest assured. I’m a man of honor. I never fail either my duty or my word.” 
 
    Morksen sneered, showing his blackened teeth, and winked at Lasgol with his good eye. 
 
    “If that’s the case… there’s no need to worry” said One Eye with a touch of irony. “This old fox will sleep more easily.” 
 
    Lasgol doubted whether the man even slept, and worse still, it made him keep an eye always open. Otherwise one day he would end up with his throat cut, he was sure of that. He would have given anything to get rid of the man and go on by himself, but he had a direct order from the General and he could not disobey it. They would hang him if he did. 
 
    They went on down the path for some way. After a while, as they turned a rocky corner, they came upon an appalling scene, another consequence of that senseless war. A dozen or so corpses had been piled in a ditch. Lasgol walked to it slowly, his heart heavy him: men, women and children alike had been sacrificed. They had been put to the sword and left there, lying one on top of the other like animal carcasses. He felt anger and disgust. By their rags he guessed they had been peasants of the area fleeing from the war with nothing more than the clothes on their backs. Unfortunately they had met with despicable, heartless men, most likely soldiers from his own army. He studied their wounds: they had been cleanly killed. This was not the work of some clumsy outlaws or deserters, this was the work of professional Norghanian soldiers. He crouched beside the ditch staring at that barbaric act, unable to understand what could push men to commit such atrocities. 
 
    “That’s the work of our army too,” he said reproachfully to Morksen when the latter came to his side. 
 
    “Ah… but such is the nature of war, my young Ranger. Didn’t you know? You can’t achieve victory in battle or glory in the conquest without other acts, not quite such glorious ones.” 
 
    “Do I gather you approve of this?”  
 
    Morksen looked at him out of his good eye and thought before answering. 
 
    “I don’t condemn it, which is very different, even though it may sound the same.” 
 
    “Enough of your subtleties, Morksen! This is the work of cowardly, corrupted, heartless soldiers who deserve to be strung up from a tree.”  
 
    “My honorable comrade, you should know by now that war isn’t a fair game between kings and knights. On the contrary, it’s foul and full of abominable deeds. You’d better get that delicate stomach of yours used to it, because whether you like it or not, whether I approve or not, you’re going to see a lot of this. It’s inevitable. It’s the nature of war… I’m telling you this as an old fox who’s lived through quite a few in his time.” 
 
    Lasgol knew the veteran Ranger was right. The same scene was repeated every few leagues. The invading army had left bodies hanging in those village squares where there had been resistance. Outside the conquered cities they had left the heads of those who had dared to fight stuck on spikes, as monstrous warnings intended to crush the Rogdonian spirit. Death and destruction such as only war and the evil in men’s hearts can generate.  
 
    Lasgol sighed, trying to rid himself of the sadness which oppressed his heart like a tight fist. He was aware that his spirit wilted a little more every day, like a plant deprived of water. He had tried with all the means he could think of to stop that crazy war, but had failed utterly. When Kings made war there was no place for reason. At the sight of the horrible consequences of human barbarity his heart bled, and his soul was beginning to doubt the goodness of man. 
 
    “Let’s get back to our horses,” he told Morksen. “The trail goes dead on that bushy hill lower down. The Assassin must have crossed the wood, so his tracks will reappear on the other side. We’d better ride around the woods following the path. That way we should gain some time.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Morksen. “Let’s get a move on, or else the trail will go stale and be harder to follow. That damned Assassin has a gift for covering his trail.” 
 
    Somewhere in the woods the Assassin was hiding, Lasgol had not the least doubt, but they could not chase him through trees and thick undergrowth, and what was more he had an advantage of several days over them. They would never catch him on foot before he came out of the woods on the south-east side. But something else puzzled Lasgol. He could not understand the Assassin’s strategy. He should have left Rogdonian land more than a month ago, but he had not. What was it he was looking for there? Why had he not left Rogdon already? It made no sense for him to remain there risking capture, still less when he knew he was being hunted. And the Assassin was well aware of the fact. On the other hand, facing someone as lethal as this killer meant facing death itself. Lasgol could feel the scythe’s blade on his neck and he did not relish the sensation. 
 
    “Worried, Tracker?” said Morksen with his usual mocking sneer. 
 
    Lasgol did not wish to play this particular game. 
 
    “Very much so and so should you be. We’re up against a very unusual man who’s out of the ordinary and highly dangerous.” 
 
    “I’ve found myself up against a lot of unusual men, and they all fell dead at my feet. This one doesn’t worry me any more than the others who came before him. He’ll die just the same,” said Morksen and spat to one side. 
 
    “You’re making a big mistake underestimating the danger of this man. I tell you there’s very little chance that we’ll come out of this alive…” 
 
    “Don’t try to scare me, Tracker, I have many more years of experience than you, and nobody will catch this old man unawares. I’ll capture the Assassin as ordered, and if he resists I’ll take his head back in a bag.” 
 
    Lasgol gave up. “As you wish, but I must warn you that this is no ordinary man.”  
 
    “Do you think I don’t know that already? I’m not so stupid as not to study my adversary before I hunt him down. I know we’re facing someone with the Gift, and I’m aware of the difficulty it adds to our mission. But even so, I’ll get him. After all, I too have someone with a Gift with me…” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Morksen in surprise. 
 
    “As I was saying, my young Tracker, I always prepare my chase. The amount of information you can find out about a man if you know where to ask, and if you have the necessary means, is unbelievable,” said One Eye with a wink and a sneer. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head. 
 
    “Let’s get to our horses,” he said, not wanting to pursue that subject. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few hours later Lasgol, mounted on his beloved and tireless friend Trotter, was at the southern edge of the woods. He stopped the horse with a gentle word, using his Gift, “Thanks my loyal friend,” he whispered in the horse’s ear, “I can always count on you.” Trotter shook his head and snorted. 
 
    With renewed spirit Lasgol jumped off Trotter and went into the woods. Morksen followed behind in silence. Lasgol nodded to him to stop and both men began to look for signs of the Assassin among the low bushes of the wood. It took them several hours to find any trace. Even though Lasgol made use of all his experience as a tracker, he would not have been able to find the Assassin’s footprints without his Gift. The man seemed to fly above the woods without his feet ever completely touching the ground or his body brushing against the leaves. Morksen was unable to find any trace at all, which pleased Lasgol. The frustration reflected on his ugly face was priceless. But he did not say a word: his pride would not let him. He would rather die than admit he could not find a man’s trail. 
 
    “I notice signs of worry on your face, Morksen,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Less chatter, and let’s get on with the search. There’s a brothel I’ve heard of near here I’d like to visit, with highly recommended ladies of easy virtue. The sooner we find that damned Assassin the better. I’m already looking forward to the big bag of gold I’ll get for capturing him.” 
 
     “Remember, he’s already killed two of the best Royal Trackers.” 
 
    “I know the story. But no matter how much you insist, you won’t daunt me. He’s just a man, nothing more, and as such he’ll bleed red blood like everyone else. You wait and see, no doubt about it.” 
 
    Lasgol shook his head at this. Morksen might not want to listen, but he could see a growing concern in the old Ranger’s face. He was beginning to get nervous, something Lasgol welcomed if he wanted to survive the mission. He used his Gift, activating a deep-seeing skill. His eyes were now able to notice small changes in the vegetation around him which he had been unable to pick out before. The almost-invisible trail the Assassin had left through the woods appeared to his right. He followed it with his eyes and then went on at a crouch, trying to make as little noise as possible. After a couple of hours, the trail vanished into thin air at the edge of the woods. They had reached the entrance to a village. 
 
    A little confused, Lasgol looked at Morksen, who nodded at the trees around them. Lasgol stared at them thoughtfully, trying to guess what his forced hunting partner was trying to convey. With an eloquent hand gesture, Morksen indicated that the Assassin had probably climbed up a tree, then had leapt from the branches on to the roof of one of the first houses on the edge of the woods. Clearly Morksen was right, and that was how the trail had vanished. One Eye was clever no doubt, and astute, which —combined with his lack of scruples— made him dangerous, perhaps too much so. 
 
    Lasgol eyed the entrance to the village from behind some dry bushes. Dolsber was the last of the Rogdonian hamlets this far East, and its situation at the foot of the Mountains of the Half Moon made it a strategic spot. One of the few practicable mountain passes which crossed the grand mountain range began at the back of that small community of farmers. The village could not have more than a thousand inhabitants, and Lasgol was hoping that the war had not yet reached it. 
 
    But his hope died before even being fully formed… 
 
    As he raised his gaze cautiously, Lasgol realized that the hamlet had been taken by Norghanian troops. Once more the horror of war became obvious. The Norghanian soldiers had executed more than a hundred men in the small square. The bodies lay piled up and were being prepared for burning. The hamlet must have fallen just a couple of hours before, with the soldiers still conducting searches through all the houses and farms. They were looking for enemies and spoils, and they would ransack the hamlet without mercy until nothing of value remained. 
 
    A group of soldiers were dragging an old couple, who were tearfully begging for their lives, out of one of the houses. They were taken to the center of the square, and there the Norghanian captain in charge gave the order. They were killed without hesitation. Lasgol felt such a knot form in his stomach that he thought he would burst. Unconsciously he closed his fists so hard they began to tremble. This was his army, these were his fellow-countrymen, his brothers in arms, and they were killing old people, men and women and children without mercy. War was no excuse: they did it for their own sadistic satisfaction. They brought a Rogdonian officer into the square from the northern end of the hamlet amid blows and pushing, along with half a dozen of his men. Lasgol guessed he was the officer in charge of the defense of the site. The square was filled with Norghanian soldiers, more than two hundred of them. He guessed what would happen to these unfortunate individuals next. The Norghanian soldiers formed a circle, with the prisoners in a line in the center. The prisoners were made to kneel and their hands were tied behind their backs. 
 
    Lasgol made a sign to Morksen to follow silently. Morksen looked at him with surprise and showed his disagreement by twitching his bulldog’s nose in a smirk of disgust. Lasgol gave a look that was intended to remind him who was in charge. Morksen shrugged his shoulders and made a mock curtsey. 
 
    They heard the Norghanian Captain ask: “How many regiments are stationed in this area?” The interrogation had begun. 
 
    “You shan’t get a word out of me, I’m an officer of the Rogdonian Army, I’ll die with pleasure before I give you any information, you dirty Norghanian.” 
 
    Lasgol slung his short bow at his back. He and Morksen went swiftly to a wooden hut somewhat to the west of the square. 
 
    “We´ll see whether you’ll speak or not,” said the Norghanian officer. 
 
    As Lasgol took a quick glance, the Norghanian Captain drew his knife across the throat of one of the captive soldiers. Blood gushed forth from the severed neck and the Norghanians clapped and shouted with glee, egging their chief on. The noise was deafening. 
 
    “You’ll speak, oh yes, you will,” the Norghanian Captain was saying, “or else I’ll kill all your men and then I’ll cut off your fingers and toes one by one.” 
 
    The shouting filled the square in a frenzy. 
 
    Lasgol lowered his head, overwhelmed by sadness and shame. He made a sign to Morksen and they went on towards the North, round the square. They advanced crouching since Lasgol had no wish to get involved in that vile act. They reached a large barn to one side and hid in the doorway. A woman’s desperate screams suddenly came from inside the barn. When Lasgol risked a quick look in, he saw five soldiers who had cornered three young women. Terrified, they were trying to get away but could not break the circle of soldiers. 
 
    One of the young peasants, with long chestnut hair, managed to escape, but one of the Norghanians caught up with her, hit her and dragged her down to the ground. He yelled at her: 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going? Stay still. It’s time to please the victors, little rat.” 
 
    He began to unbuckle his belt, with his friends laughing and encouraging him. 
 
    “Show this Rogdonian wench what a real warrior’s like” said one of the soldiers. 
 
    “These peasant women of the West have no idea what a real man is. There’s nothing more than half-men and children here. Looking at the way they fought today I’d have thought they were a bunch of worthless eunuchs!” 
 
    Laughter filled the barn. 
 
    Another soldier grabbed a dark-haired girl and dragged her to a bale of hay, sat on her and pinned her arms to the ground. “The more you resist, the more I’ll enjoy it,” he sneered lecherously. 
 
    The third girl was no more than a child, with golden hair and enormous eyes. She was screaming, and there was pure terror in her face. Another soldier went to her and slapped her with such force that she fell. 
 
    Lasgol nocked his short bow and walked into the barn. He stood at the door and calculated the distance to the men: ten steps. 
 
    “Stop!” he said with cold authority. 
 
    The five soldiers turned immediately. 
 
    “Who are you? This is none of your business,” said one of them, big as a bear and with a nasty scar on his forehead. 
 
    “I’m Lasgol, Royal Tracker and Forest Ranger in the service of His Majesty King Thoran.” 
 
    “You say that, but there’s no reason why we should believe you,” said another as he drew his sword. 
 
    “You’d better believe it fellows, what he says is the truth. I’m Morksen, Royal Tracker, and you’ve probably heard about me.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard talk of any Royal Forest Ranger. What are we waiting for? Let’s kill them!” said the youngest of the soldiers. 
 
    Two of them drew their axes and took a step forward. 
 
    “Stop!” said the one with the scar, “I’ve heard of him, and none of what I heard was good. Whatever goes on here is no business of yours, Trackers. If you want a share of the spoils, you’ll be welcome. If not, you’d best be on your way.” 
 
    “I’d join you with pleasure,” said Morksen with his usual mocking sneer. “But I’m afraid that my young partner here won’t allow me to.” 
 
    “Let them go,” said Lasgol with icy calm. “I won’t say it again.” 
 
    The tension grew as the Norghanian soldiers prepared their weapons. 
 
    “Are you with him?” the soldier with the scar asked Morksen. 
 
    “No, this is none of my business, I’ll wait outside.” Without looking back at Lasgol, he left the barn. 
 
    But the young Ranger did not flinch. He stood his ground with absolute determination. He was not going to allow that atrocity. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool,” said another soldier. “We’re five to one, you have no chance. I don’t want to kill a fellow-countryman, but if you don’t leave this barn at once I’ll finish you off without a moment’s hesitation.” 
 
    “I can’t allow you to lay a hand on these women. You may have no honor, but here is a Norghanian who does have it and will defend it to his last breath. No harm will come to those women, and if I have to kill all five of you to make sure of it, I will.” 
 
    “As you wish, Tracker… Kill him!” ordered the one with the scar. 
 
    Lasgol anticipated the order and made use of his Gift. Before the first soldier even took a step, he pierced his neck with a True Shot. He nocked his bow with inhuman speed and let fly again, hitting the second soldier as he ran towards him. The third one was nearly on top of him and he was not sure he could shoot an arrow before the other reached him. But he had no choice: he had to take the risk. The arrow left the short bow an instant before the soldier reached him. The arrow pierced the chain mail and reached the heart. At the last moment the soldier made a thrust for Lasgol’s head, and he had to duck to one side to avoid it. The swift shooting skill he had invoked had worked. The fourth assailant was waiting. Lasgol would have no time to nock his bow again.  
 
    With a chilling war-cry the Norghanian soldier attacked with his axe. Lasgol moved to one side and activated his cat-reflexes skill. The soldier attacked again, wielding his axe with all the strength of his body, but Lasgol evaded the thrusts with feline flexibility. He recovered and managed to draw his two short blades. He blocked a fierce blow to his head by crossing them, then launched a kick to the soldier’s stomach, forcing him to step back. Taking advantage of the moment, he used his Gift again, activating his defensive-sword skill so that although the soldier attacked repeatedly, Lasgol fended him. A metallic flash caught his eye, and he turned towards the far end of the barn just in time to see the throwing axe leave the hand of the big warrior with the scar. Lasgol bent his body backwards and the axe brushed his shoulder. He felt the sting and realized he had been cut. The soldier nearest to him attacked again and this time Lasgol had no choice but to kill him by quickly blocking the approaching sword and counter-thrusting with his two blades. 
 
    Four soldiers lay dead. Only the giant with the scar remained, and he now picked up a long double axe. 
 
    “I don’t wish to kill you,” said Lasgol. “There’s still time to let the women go.” 
 
    “It’s too late. You’ve killed my comrades and for that I must end your life,” he said as he picked up a round wooden shield. 
 
    “Well, well. The man has a curious concept of honor. Killing to avenge a few miserable fallen comrades is honorable, yet there’s no dishonor in raping, torturing and murdering defenseless women.” 
 
    “Your sense of honor and mine are different, Ranger. They’re the victors’ spoils. They belong to us to do as we please with them. That’s what war is. It’s always been like this and always will be. We’re the winners, and we have a right to enjoy them.” 
 
    “They’re defenseless human beings. You have no rights over their lives.” 
 
    “Prepare yourself, Forest Ranger, it’s time for you to die.” 
 
    Lasgol adopted a defensive stance as he watched the big Norghanian warrior approach, beating his axe on the shield violently to intimidate the Tracker. Lasgol knew that the warrior was strong and experienced and that he would not be able to beat him in a face to face fight. He had to think of something fast. He concentrated his thoughts and activated his strengthening skill: he would need it to resist the attacks of this brutal adversary. He did not have to wait long. The soldier swung his axe powerfully at waist level, and Lasgol blocked the impact with both swords. It was a massive blow, the huge Norghanian took a wide sweep with his shield and caught Lasgol in the chest, he reeled and took a few steps back. He felt a sharp pain in the abdomen and for a moment was breathless, barely in time to recover and block another furious stroke. He would not be able to hold out much longer. He tried a counterattack but the Norghanian, well trained in the use of the shield, blocked him. 
 
    Lasgol began to worry. Things were not going too well, and without his bow he was clearly at a disadvantage against such a strong and skillful enemy. He avoided a couple of savage thrusts, making use of all his agility and reflexes, but the Norghanian was over seven feet tall and a head taller. Suddenly he recalled an old saying of his father’s which he seemed to hear as a whisper brought floating on the wind: “Every warrior, no matter how good, hides a weakness and the weakness of a tall warrior is always at his base.” Lasgol watched how the other one moved, and immediately knew what to do. He took a step back and waited. 
 
    “What are you waiting for, you coward? Attack!” said his opponent. 
 
    Lasgol crouched. 
 
    The big Norghanian attacked furiously, raising the axe above his head and holding the shield high to protect himself. Lasgol waited till the last moment. Just when the axe began to descend upon his head, he dropped to the ground like a rattle-snake seeking to bury its fangs in the big warrior’s ankle. 
 
    With a quick lightning-clean thrust he cut off the heel of his opponent, rolled over and came to his feet behind the giant. 
 
    It had all been so quick that the Norghanian did not even notice what had happened. He turned and tried to hit Lasgol, but his leg failed him. The Ranger repeated his attack, this time cutting the tendons at the back of the knee. 
 
    The warrior yelled with rage and collapsed like a felled tree. 
 
    Lasgol went to his side and kicked the axe out of his hand. He put the tip of his sword on the fallen soldier’s throat and said: “You’re a heartless animal and you don’t deserve to live. But unlike you I do have honor, and I won’t kill an unarmed man, even though death is what he deserves.” 
 
    “You’re making a big mistake,” came Morksen’s voice. “You should kill him right now. If you don’t, then one day you’ll find his dagger in your back. Men like him, or like myself, I must admit,” he added with a wink from his good eye, “can’t be pardoned, because from that moment revenge will guide their step, and if the opportunity arises, they’ll kill whoever it is they hate.” 
 
    “I don’t need your cheap advice, and please let me thank you for the help I didn’t get from you,” Lasgol replied, deeply annoyed. 
 
    “This fight had nothing to do either with me or with the mission we have to accomplish. If you took it on yourself to intervene, you shouldn’t expect my help. We’re not friends. We’re not even partners, so I don’t have to help you. We’re on a mission, and if you wish to die before it’s over, I won’t be the one who stops you.” 
 
    Lasgol ignored this last comment and looked around for the three women. He finally saw them huddled in one corner of the barn, hugging each other and shaking with fear. He went over to them and said in the Common Speech of the West: “Follow me at once without a sound if you wish to save your lives.” 
 
    Morksen looked at him and shook his head with an exaggerated sigh.  
 
    An hour later, on the outskirts of the hamlet, Lasgol was pointing out to the three young women the path they should follow south to safety. 
 
    “Now what, chief? Shall we look for some princess in peril who needs rescuing?” said Morksen, not bothering to hide his disdain. 
 
    Lasgol looked at him, keeping his hatred in check. 
 
    “No. Now we catch the Assassin.” 
 
    “But we’ve lost his trail. We don’t know which way he’s gone.” 
 
    “I do,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “Oh? In that case, would you mind sharing your wisdom?” 
 
    “If he’s come this far, it’s to cross the Half Moon Pass by the high paths, so he won’t be seen by our troops at the Fortress below, where the Grand Pass begins.” 
 
    “I’m with you…” 
 
    “From there he’ll go on to the steppes, Masig territory. To the Fountain of Life.” 
 
    “How can you know that? Does your Gift really allow you to see the future?” 
 
    “No, it’s not the Gift that tells me. I know this man, I know Yakumo...” 
 
    “Even so, how do you know he’s going there?” 
 
    “Because that’s where he’ll find what his heart yearns for more than life itself.” 
 
      
 
    * 
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    Not far from there, Yakumo the Assassin, hiding on top of the wooden roof of a solitary farm, lowered his head so that the wind would not betray him. He was watching a dangerous scene unfold at his feet. He did not want to leave his hiding place, but the situation was getting more complicated every minute. He was hiding on a farm just outside the village of Dolsber, fleeing from the trackers who were after him night and day without respite, and had finally managed to give them the slip. But there was a new obstacle that prevented him from going any further. Half a dozen Norghanian soldiers, with a Sergeant in command were ransacking the farm. He was restless: it was not a good thing to have the enemy so near, where they could easily discover him. 
 
    The Sergeant was questioning the poor farmer kneeling at his feet in Norghanian, “Where do you keep the rest of your winter supplies?” 
 
    The frightened man, who did not understand a word of their language, was sobbing and begging for his family’s life. His wife and two sons were beside him with their hands tied. Further back, on the porch, an elderly couple lay dead, Yakumo guessed they must be the grandparents. A sad end to a whole life of sacrifice and struggle to make the family and farm prosper. Unfortunately, Yakumo knew what the immediate future would bring them. 
 
    He saw another dozen soldiers coming down the dirt path to the farm, leading about twenty prisoners: men, women and children from the neighboring farms. No elders. The prisoners’ faces showed horror and fear. The children were crying, the women trying to comfort them while holding back their own tears. The men were doing their best to keep up a pretense of courage, but were utterly impotent in the face of the bloodthirsty soldiers. The despair they felt in their souls at being unable to defend their families must have been unbearable. Yakumo knew they were praying to their gods for deliverance for their loved ones. 
 
    “Tie them all up to the fence!” ordered the Sergeant to his men as they arrived. 
 
    The prisoners were tied up amid blows, pushing and shouting. 
 
    “I’ll ask you once more, where have you got the winter supplies hidden?” 
 
    The farmer, not understanding the question, begged for mercy. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of this oaf!” shouted the Sergeant, and raised his axe ready to strike the wretched man. 
 
    “Sergeant, I don’t believe he understands a word of what you’re saying,” said one of the soldiers, laughing. “Remember, sir, we’re not in our snowy mountains. In these Western lands most people don’t know our language, still less a bunch of miserable farmers who most likely can’t even read or write.” 
 
    “Hell!” cried the Sergeant, “Then, what am I doing wasting my time?” And he drove the axe into the poor farmer’s neck as if he were clubbing a sacrificial beast. The man slumped to one side dead, amid the woeful cries of his family. 
 
    Yakumo had guessed the outcome. He knew the brutalities of war well, and also what men with dark hearts were capable of doing. He himself had served evil all his life, and scenes of pain and suffering, unfortunately, did not make him flinch. He had served darkness far too long. For that reason he was utterly surprised to find that he was affected by that scene. He had felt a small sharp pang in his chest. It was years since this had happened to him, since the moment when his soul had blackened to the point of no return. What’s happening to me? he asked himself. This was most unusual. My soul doesn’t flinch at another’s pain. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt for others, since I’ve been immune to sympathy or compassion. Then he thought of Iruki, the young Masig he had come to love more than life itself, the one who had brought his dark heart to life again, planting the seed of hope and allowing the yearning every man has for redemption to grow. Yes, this can only be because of the feelings Iruki has awakened in my soul, feelings so powerful they would move mountains. 
 
    The Sergeant addressed the men who had just arrived with the prisoners. 
 
    “Go search that last farm to the north,” he said with a wave of his hand. “We have to finish our work,” 
 
    The soldiers began to protest, but the Sergeant’s voice cut through the noise. 
 
    “You know Captain Jorgensen’s orders, we have to search all the farms and seize anything we find. That means I don’t want to hear another word. Go carry out the orders immediately, or I’ll hang you all from the nearest tree.” 
 
    Reluctantly, the soldiers went towards the last farm. 
 
    “Sergeant, what shall we do with these?” said one of the soldiers, pointing to the twenty or so prisoners they had just brought. 
 
    “Do any of you know the language of the west?” he asked his men. 
 
    They shrugged their shoulders and shook their heads. 
 
    “In that case there’s not much we can do with them.” With a sardonic smile he added, “Take the women into the house. At least we can have a good time.” 
 
    “What shall we do with the rest, Sergeant?” 
 
    “Put them to the sword.” 
 
    Yakumo tensed at hearing this, and the pain he had in his leg came back to torture him. His body had suffered severely at the hands of the torturer, who had nearly crippled him for life. That was why he was still in the West, unable to leave Rogdon. He had been hiding all that time, nursing his battered body. He could still not fully believe he had escaped with his life from the Norghanian war camp. His left leg had recovered almost completely, but his right one was still crippled. His back too was not yet back to normal, and he needed time for it to heal. Time which he did not have. The trackers who had been sent after him were good, very good, and gave him no respite. He firmly suspected it was Lasgol again. Although it was not so much a suspicion, more like a certainty. He could not afford to waste time helping those wretched people: in his present state it was more than likely that he would end up dead. But for all that, something inside told him he must help them, save them from all that brutality and suffering. Yakumo knew why, and the reason lived in Iruki’s words. 
 
    I can redeem myself, Iruki made me see that. But to do that I must act, help those in need. I must undo evil, otherwise my heart will remain as dark and empty as it has been till now. Danger isn’t important, what matters are the consequences. I can’t just close my eyes and let this atrocity happen. 
 
     The Sergeant and three of his men dragged the women inside the house amid heartbreaking cries and pleading. The remaining soldiers began to put an end to the lives of the prisoners. 
 
    Yakumo had no time to think about strategy, he had to act at once. He looked into himself, searching for his Gift, and activated a reflex-enhancing skill. The characteristic red flash, only perceptible to others equally gifted, ran through his body. He lowered himself from the roof and somersaulted to a nearby tree. Three peasants had been murdered. Yakumo swore under his breath, then without a thought jumped on to the first of the enemy soldiers. 
 
    The leap was so dizzying that the soldier did not know what was coming until Yakumo was on top of him. The Assassin’s lethal black daggers pierced the man’s neck as he fell. Yakumo could not help a cry of agony as his right leg landed with a pain so sharp it went right up his back like fire. This made him lose the element of surprise. The other two soldiers turned and faced the Assassin with their weapons at the ready. 
 
    Yakumo was unable to use his extreme flexibility for the pain was paralyzing him. Realizing that he would be unable to move quickly, he drew on his Gift. The two soldiers reacted and lunged at him. Yakumo’s twin daggers flew like lightning in a lethal trajectory with them as the target. There came a sharp thud and both men dropped dead at Yakumo’s feet, with his daggers buried deep in their throats. His enhanced throwing skill had worked once again. 
 
    The terrified prisoners cried out in surprise, and an untimely murmur began to make itself heard. Yakumo gestured to them to be silent. With a great effort, and despite the terrible pain of his injuries, he retrieved his daggers and went to stand at the door of the house. 
 
    He had to think of something fast, or else those merciless bastards would rape the women any moment now. He gestured to one man to start screaming, and after a moment of doubt, the man began to yell desperately. 
 
    “And now what the hell’s going on out there? Go take a look!” they heard the Sergeant shout. 
 
    Two men came out into the hallway. Behind them, his back to the wall, Yakumo called up a blinding skill and blew some of the sand he carried in the pouch at his belt over the heads of the two soldiers. The two Norghanians turned round, bewildered, and the blinding powder fell full on their faces. They tried to hit Yakumo with their swords, but he ducked, then with two swings he killed the soldiers. 
 
    “Help! Help us, please!” came the desperate shouts from inside the house. 
 
    “You damned scum, show yourself or I’ll kill them right now” yelled the enraged Sergeant. 
 
    Yakumo knew there was another soldier in there with the Sergeant, but he had no choice. If he did not show himself, he was sure the threat would be carried out.  
 
    Very slowly he moved into the doorway. Inside, the Sergeant and the other soldier were using two of the women as human shields. The rest were roped to the bed. 
 
    “And who the hell are you?” the Sergeant asked. 
 
    Yakumo did not answer. 
 
    He took two slow steps towards the Sergeant. 
 
    “Stay where you are, bastard! Don’t even try!” 
 
    Yakumo stopped. There were only four steps between them. He calculated his chances of success: there were not that many, but he had to risk it even if it meant sacrificing those two women in order to save the rest. 
 
    “Drop those daggers immediately!” the Sergeant ordered with his sword threatening the neck of the woman he was hiding behind. 
 
    Yakumo did as he was told. With a slow, almost theatrical movement, he let them fall to the ground. 
 
    As the soldiers watched the daggers fall Yakumo called upon his stinging skill. The red flash ran through his body once more. 
 
    “Kill him! Now!” the Sergeant ordered his man. 
 
    The soldier hesitated a moment, but at the sight of Yakumo disarmed his courage seemed to return. He began to come out from behind the woman, and at that moment Yakumo let his arms fall to his sides. In the course of that move, the two sharp throwing blades attached to his arm-bands slipped into his palms. The soldier took a step forward and raised his axe for the blow. Yakumo waited calmly without any fear in his heart, until the axe reached its maximum height. Then at that same moment he whipped out his arms. The man with the axe got a blade in his Adam’s apple. He took a step back, dropping the axe as he did so, and with a horrible gurgling began to drown in his own blood. Yakumo looked at the Sergeant and saw that the second blade had grazed the woman’s ear, causing it to bleed abundantly. Half a step behind her, the blade was embedded deep in the Sergeant’s eye. 
 
    “You… damned… bastard” he gasped, and fell dead. 
 
    Yakumo sighed. He had done it, and the two women had survived. He was overcome by a sense of peace. 
 
    A feeling that was totally alien to him. 
 
    He gazed at the room, then outside. He was surrounded by blood, death, tortured women… war… He felt once again that strange feeling which he had long ago thought lost to his soul: pity, sadness… Straight away he thought of Iruki. He had to get to her one way or another. He had promised. The more he thought about her the more intense were his feelings for the young Masig. Nothing would get in his way. He had to find her, get back to her. His heart called, and he yearned for it. 
 
    He untied the prisoners, told them which way to escape and left the place in haste. 
 
    Iruki, wait for me, I’m on my way to you. 
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    Haradin. —Rilentor, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
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    Haradin washed his hands and face carefully in the basin in his room, as it pleased him to do after dinner every night whenever he could. He dried himself with a linen cloth embroidered with the royal shield of Rogdon, then looked at himself in the oval mirror on the rough stone wall. 
 
    “Not bad… not bad at all,” he said to the face which looked back at him, grey-eyed, out of the mirror. “Time seems not to pass through you, Mage.” He stroked his fine goatee. 
 
    He carried his forty-five years of age very well, too well perhaps: or at least that is what the good people of the land said, intrigued and somewhat fearful. It seemed that Haradin’s hazardous life had not taken its toll on his appearance. He examined the fine features: smooth skin, intense grey eyes, blond goatee and long, still blond hair. Haradin was aware he was an attractive man ̶ at Court the ladies sought his attention. Nevertheless, the lack of a grey strand of hair or a single wrinkle on his face was certainly a mystery to those around him, even though nobody would ever dare say anything about it to a Mage. In truth, he did look like a man twenty years younger, and the passing of time did not seem to have had any effect on his face or body. Haradin remained permanently youthful and attractive. 
 
    “Will we still look the same in ten years’ time?” he asked his reflection, waiting vainly for an answer he knew would never come. 
 
    Haradin knew that although to some extent it was due to his being blessed with extremely good genes, the real reason for his youthful appearance was his Gift: the magic which lived inside him. He closed his eyes for a moment and concentrated on his pool of energy, which was calm, like a lake of sky-blue water. That lake was so deep it seemed bottomless, for the power he held was unfathomable. Yet no matter how deep it might be, it was finite and could dry up eventually. Haradin was well aware of this. His magic had slowed down the aging process considerably in some way that was unknown to him. It was not something that the Mage would have done consciously, since he did not believe in interfering with the natural course of human life. Yet as this was the case, he accepted it gracefully. 
 
    His eyes sparkling in the light of the oil lamp, he smiled and winked at his reflection, acknowledging in it the young, adventurous dreamer and discoverer of other worlds which he had always wanted to be. Unfortunately his obligations to the Crown had kept him away from his true passion for years. He had to serve the King, the Crown of Rogdon, his nation. This is the weight a King’s Battle Mage must carry. There’s no doubt that this position represents an honor, but it also entails duties and responsibilities, which I can’t get away from, although I wouldn’t even if I could. I am a Mage of the Court of Rogdon and I must protect the Crown and our realm. He did have to admit that the King allowed him to attend to his own personal affairs when his presence was not absolutely necessary. But that was not the case in times of war, and unfortunately, these were times of bloody war. 
 
    He crossed the elegant room on the top floor of the Western Tower, which was his home in the royal castle of Rilentor, to the big window, and gazed upon the dark night. The clouds hid the moon, covering the sky and only let a couple of shards of silvery light filter through. A chill ran down his spine as if some treacherous mystical breath of freezing air had reached him through the walls of the majestic stone tower. He looked at the low fire burning by the northern wall, where thick logs still crackled cheerfully. He looked down at the long robe he was wearing and felt it with his fingers, the richness of texture and thickness. It was of excellent quality, grey, with Rogdonian decorations in silver thread. He should not be feeling the cold while wearing that, so how could it be that such a sense of freezing winter ran through his body? Haradin tried to shake off that unpleasant feeling by shrugging his shoulders and waving his arms, but did not manage to dispel it. 
 
    This is indeed a bad omen, very bad. Something’s going terribly wrong… 
 
    He turned to the fire and invoked warmth almost without realizing he was doing so, a simple spell to comfort the body, just as he had done uncountable times before. But to his utter surprise and dismay, the spell did not work. 
 
    “All the fiery demons!” He swore. “Can’t I even do this simplest of spells? Is this what I’m reduced to?” 
 
    Bitterly, he remembered the endless suffering he had lived while frozen in carbon in the chamber in the Ilenian Temple of Earth. He let out his breath in a long, resonant sigh. Damn that treacherous trap. Well, at least I’m still alive… he said to himself, managing to calm his frustration to some extent. I must thank the ancient gods for allowing Gerart and his expedition to find me in the final resting home of that Ilenian lord. If it hadn’t been for them, it’s quite possible that no one would have ever found me. A millennium of horror and suffering, trapped and carbon-frozen, that’s what awaited me down there. 
 
    He spread his arms and dropped them, striking his thighs with outspread palms. The sound of the blow filled the room, and he felt the hot sting. He still found it hard to believe that he had fallen into the last of the Ilenian traps. He did not understand how he had not been warned by his own magic. His Gift had not alerted him. Maybe being so close to the desired object had unwittingly blinded him for a moment, but it had been a fateful moment. He had overcome all the previous traps, managing to pass by the Ilenian Guardian Mage without his presence even being noticed by using a spell that had taken him months to develop. And just when he had the Medallion of Earth in his hand, his prized goal, the thing which had haunted him and which he had sought desperately, the moment of triumph had blinded him. In an unforgivable moment of inattention, without even realizing it, he had activated the trap that captured him. 
 
    The Ilenian trap was meant to hold him alive in death for all eternity. It was overwhelmingly perverse, which did not really surprise Haradin. The Ilenians were far from being the benevolent, altruistic civilization many scholars and men of faith hopefully believed them to be.  
 
    No matter how much they might insist on the idea for the “good of the people”, unconsciously fooling those who listened to them. Haradin crossed his arms over his chest thoughtfully. They had been a very advanced civilization and extremely powerful, no doubt. The amazingly strong magic they had been able to develop made them demigods on Earth. But to call them benevolent was very far from the reality, as the good Mage well knew. 
 
    Haradin stroked his chin, letting his thoughts wander. He had spent most of his life studying the Lost Civilization in secret —it was his sacred mission. The Ilenians had become an obsession with him ever since he had discovered a terrible secret, a secret that meant the future of all mankind hung from a thread which went all the way back to the Lost Civilization. That was the reason why Haradin did not study the Ilenians with the same goal as Abbott Dian, the priest Lindaro of the Temple of Light or the other scholars who traveled all over Tremia looking for Ilenian remains to analyze, in search of knowledge and answers to all the mysteries they posed, for the good of humankind. Oh, no. His reason was completely different. 
 
    “Fools! How much in error you are! If I could stop you all… if I could make you see… but I can’t…” he swore, raising his fist.  
 
    They would not get hold of the benefit they were hoping to gain from the Lost Civilization… very far from it…  
 
    And they keep stirring up that which should not be disturbed. The danger their search poses for all the inhabitants of this continent makes my blood turn to ice. 
 
    This was why Haradin’s vital mission had become even more significant. He had to go on with renewed certainty. It had become imperative to prevent any of those unfortunates from inadvertently unleashing the irreversible cataclysm he dreaded. It was his sacred duty to protect the secret, in order to protect the human race. 
 
    Unfortunately, because of the trap he had fallen into, his mission was in jeopardy. He was now paying for the consequences of having been carbon-frozen, living in a semi-petrified state. Haradin had managed to shield his mind as a form of self-defense, in order not to go mad and to protect himself from the degenerative effects of the Ilenian magic. Somehow the struggle between the power which was trying to reach his reason and his own resistance to it had altered the balance between his mind and the Gift, and now that balance was unfortunately damaged. Before, Haradin had been able to cast spells at a devilish speed, whereas now there were many occasions when he could not even bring them to mind. That frustrated him, and what was worse, made him very afraid. 
 
    Haradin was considered to be the greatest and most powerful Mage in the entire West of Tremia. Some said even in the entire continent, although there was no way of verifying this. Haradin though, was much more prudent, believing that in all probability, there had to be someone in some hidden corner of that huge continent more powerful than he was himself. There is always someone more powerful, or a faster conjuror or even both. The Mage who believed otherwise was a fool, and a dead one at that. There was an unanswerable maxim: “No matter how good one might be in any aspect of life, there’s always someone better. To believe otherwise is wrong, and leads to absolute failure.” That was why fear was scratching at his heart with sharp claws. The thing which he had always believed in and trusted, the thing which defined who he was and had never failed him, his Gift of magic, was indeed failing him… At a time of supreme importance, when his mission called him and his beloved Rogdon was caught between the wall and a bloody sword. 
 
    He felt anxiety clamping his stomach like an iron claw. His situation was getting ever more desperate. He was at a crossroads, feeling totally defenseless. He was torn between having to continue with his sacred mission and protecting his people, the Rogdonians, who found themselves on the edge of defeat and death. He had to do both simultaneously, and this he felt to be practically impossible. And just then, at that crucial moment, he failed them… He had to do something, react in some way, find a solution to his problem, but what? What could one do when magic did not respond to direct commands? 
 
    Haradin swore between his teeth as he walked around the room, his hands at his back, trying to quell his frustration and growing fear. Something was damaged inside him, as well he knew. That fragile symbiosis between mind and Gift, the natural balance in those blessed with magic, had been broken, and he could no longer trust his art. Well, I may not be what I once was, but at least I know something, the bond hasn’t been severed completely. That much I can feel. Thanks be to the ancient gods! I can still conjure spells, unfortunately not always at will or at the necessary speed, but even when things are at their worst I must stay optimistic, because the Gift is still in me and I can still create magic. And when all’s said and done, that’s all that matters. 
 
    “All is not lost” he said out loud, to cheer himself up. 
 
    He turned to his bedroom in a calmer and more positive state of mind. He had to check something before going to his secret meeting that cold, dark evening. He walked in and closed the door behind him. He went around the big oak four-poster bed with its silken awnings, closed the heavy curtains and went to the finely-carved wooden chest against the northern wall. He gazed at the cold rocky wall of the tower against which the chest was set, then he looked at the sides of the room and finally at the closed door behind him. He was alone and out of reach of prying eyes, which was as it should be, because he was on the brink of looking upon one of the most deeply-hidden treasures on the face of Tremia. 
 
    Don’t fail me now… I need to check a most important detail… 
 
    Delving into his inner energy he concentrated, extended his arm, then raised the palm of his hand. “Flame…” he called, and at his will, a steady flame left his hand and struck the solid rock wall. Haradin kept the flame on the wall knowing what was about to happen. There was a crack, followed by the dry grating of stone on stone. The Mage extinguished the flame and noted the opening which was now revealed in the wall. He put his arms in the hole in the wall and very carefully extracted the precious treasure. He placed it on the chest as he had done so many times before, then removed the thick cloth that protected the Ilenian object. 
 
    A book of great size and enormous age was revealed. The golden cover seemed to be pure gold, shining in the light of the oil lamp, and all over it were lines of strange symbols and hieroglyphs. It was thick and heavy, as if the pages were made of metal. A golden treasure, which at least as far as size and weight went, would be the dream of any tomb-raider. Nevertheless, the value of that book went far beyond the imagination of any of Tremia’s thieves. 
 
    “The Book of the Sun,” murmured Haradin, looking at it, moved anew and incredulous. This was the book which contained a part of the most powerful magic of the Ilenians, as well as part of their knowledge and history. It could unleash the end of Man on Tremia, the destruction of the whole civilized world. But only a part… and as long as the Book of the Sun remained in his hands, Haradin feared nothing. He was its protector, its guardian, and he would never allow the unthinkable to happen. He had taken an oath, and his promise was sacred. 
 
    Again he felt a chill down his spine, and shrugged in distaste. He sighed. It was a deep, prolonged sigh. It had taken him years to find the Book of the Sun, and he had nearly lost his life several times in the attempt. But that had only been the beginning of his woes, since the discovery had revealed to him what tormented him day and night, what he could not forget. But it was no longer possible to change it. All those past efforts, all the pain, did not matter anymore: the priceless volume was in his custody, and so it would remain as long as Haradin or the members of the secret society he led were still alive. They would keep it from falling into strange hands. They had promised to protect the Enigma with their lives, even though they might have to shed the last drop of their blood, and they would do that if necessary —their devotion and loyalty were unquestionable. 
 
    Haradin opened the book in the middle, smoothing out the gold pages filled with symbols and runes that were incomprehensible to human eyes. Or almost all human eyes… Only a few scholars, and he himself, were capable of deciphering and interpreting fragments of the unintelligible Ilenian language. Haradin had studied that book day and night for years. At first he had been unsuccessful but then, after consulting with other scholars in the matter and with their help he had begun to understand the great puzzle formed by the runes. It was then that something finally happened which would mark his life forever. His mind began to glimpse the meaning of what his eyes saw.  
 
    That first, fragmentary understanding of the Ilenian scripture brought about a mysterious process which filled him with wonder. His magic, his inner energy and the book began to act jointly. Without knowing how, as if the book was using his own inner energy and magic to transmit the contents of those pages to his mind, the hieroglyphs began to reveal their meaning at last. And it was that strange unheard-of link that allowed him to understand what was coming, what he was now so afraid of. Haradin turned the pages carefully until he reached the point he was looking for. With his forefinger he followed the symbols and read in his mind the meaning of each hieroglyph, of each Ilenian rune. 
 
    And he found what he feared. 
 
    Three thousand years… my fear was well-founded; the fateful moment is near. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Haradin left his bedroom and went down to the basement of the Western Tower. An oil lamp on an old table lit the gloomy circular room. This was dug out from the very bowels of the earth, and it held the weight of the whole tower adjoining the Royal Palace of Rilentor. A winding stair on one side of the wall led from the basement to the first floor of the tower. The door to the basement was firmly locked from inside. No one, under any circumstances, could enter. The meeting had to take place in utter secrecy. Haradin had made sure of this, although perhaps it had been unnecessary given that nobody would ever dare enter his tower without first asking for an audience. Only a fool would venture to disturb a Mage in his most personal domain: his tower. And of course the King’s Guard watched it at all times, so that a dozen guards were always stationed at the entrance to ensure Haradin’s safety. There was a war on and King Solin did not want to take any risks concerning the Mage’s personal safety. 
 
    Three muffled, short, dry raps, followed by two others, longer and more widely-spaced ones, caught the Mage’s attention. He turned immediately, recognizing the agreed call. It came from underground, below his feet. He took a step back and stared at the heavy, rectangular slabs of solid rock which formed the floor. 
 
    “Don’t fail me now. I need to let them in.” 
 
    He concentrated and summoned his Gift, his inner power. He began to utter a spell. The magical energy began to flow and Haradin smiled. The spell was beginning to take shape. His mind ruled the magic, the symbiosis seemed to hold. But the spell failed. He could not finish it. 
 
    Haradin swore furiously and waved his arms, trying to calm the fury he felt at this new setback. His problem did not seem to be growing less with time ̶ the healing process was not progressing, and this worried him. Frustration and fear were beginning to build up 
 
    The secret call came again. He had to open the way for them, but without magic it was impossible to move those slabs. He concentrated again, seeking to empty himself, avoiding any thought but that of absolute nothingness. His mind found balance, a state of almost perfect harmony. Haradin inhaled and exhaled very slowly, then began to utter the spell once more. He used a Spell of Air to invoke a strong gust of wind over one of the slabs, and this started to rise from the floor where it had been fitted. Guiding the gust of wind to one side, he laid the slab on the floor. Where there had been a solid stone floor there was now a square opening. 
 
    A cowl appeared through the hole, and from its folds a pair of clear eyes looked at Haradin with uncertainty and reserve. 
 
    “Come on in, Brother. All is well,” said Haradin, opening his arms to welcome the guest. 
 
    The man greeted Haradin with a nod, climbed through nimbly and stood in front of the Mage. Four other men followed the first. They were all dressed in dark blue, almost black, hooded cloaks. 
 
    “Allow me to see your faces,” Haradin said as he looked at the five men standing in line in front of him. 
 
    They all pulled their cowls back for the Mage. Their faces were those of brave, weathered men, somewhat pale, and their eyes shone with unfailing determination. Under the cloak they all wore robes of indigo blue and riding boots. At their waists they wore a wide belt of the same color, and they each carried two short swords. 
 
    “Truly, I am very happy to see my Brothers again,” said Haradin. 
 
    They all bowed their heads in acknowledgement and greeting. 
 
    “It has been too long. Duty calls once more, my Brothers,” said Haradin. He looked at the five, one by one. “You have answered promptly, although I expected no less. Your devotion and loyalty have always been true.” 
 
    “We hurried to the call of the Master,” said the tallest of the five. 
 
    Haradin looked into his eyes and smiled. He knew that this man would give his life without blinking to defend the sacred duty he had taken a blood-oath to carry out, an oath which bound them for life, as well as their children and their children’s children. 
 
    “Who are we?” Haradin asked in a solemn voice. 
 
    “The Keepers of the Enigma,” they all answered at once, looking straight ahead. 
 
    “What do we protect?” 
 
    “The Ilenian Enigma.” 
 
    “Since when?” 
 
    “Since the time of the first men. Generation after generation. From father to son, until the end of time.” 
 
    Haradin bowed in approval. 
 
    “Show me the badges.” 
 
    The five opened their cloaks proudly to reveal the badges embroidered at heart level. They formed an intricate Ilenian symbol: the Ilenian rune of the Warden. 
 
    “Brothers, Keepers of the Enigma, the time is near. What we fear is close. All the omens tell us so. The terrible end approaches. That is the reason why we must fight without rest, without losing courage, pouring our souls into the goal, or else evil will drown us and we shall all perish forever. All Tremia will perish.” 
 
    “We will, Master,” they replied. There was no trace of doubt or fear in their voices. 
 
    “I have been absent for a long time, and many vital events have taken place without my being able to intervene. I should never have profaned the Temple of Earth… I was able to discover its location at last after many countless efforts… The temptation to get hold of one of the Ilenian medallions was too great for my tormented soul, and I could not help myself. It was a stupid mistake, and I nearly paid for it with my life. I fell into the Guardian’s trap and remained a prisoner. Even now I am still paying the effects of that treacherous trap, and my powers fail me without my being able to find a remedy.” 
 
    “We feared the worst, Master… but you had insisted that we did not intervene,” said the keeper in the middle of the line. 
 
    “True. You did the right thing, otherwise you would have died and there would be no one to protect the Enigma. Now I must ask you about the Chosen.” 
 
    “We have watched from the shadows, in secrecy, without ever being seen, without meddling in their crucial destinies,” the five recited together. 
 
    Haradin looked straight ahead and asked: “What is there to say about the Chosen Komir?” 
 
    The man in the middle stepped forward: “His destiny is beginning to manifest, Master. He is in possession of the Medallion of Ether, the one which will rule them all.” 
 
    “Is that true? Have they found the Temple of Ether?” 
 
    “Yes, Master. They broke into the Temple of Ether, overcame the Ilenian Guard and got hold of the medallion.” 
 
    “Where… where is it located?” Haradin’s voice was fraught with anxiety. 
 
    “Under the Egia Lighthouse on the cliffs, North of Ocorum, Master.” 
 
    “The Egia Lighthouse…” mused the Mage. He turned away from his disciples while he pondered about the discovery. 
 
    “One of the destroyed monoliths stood there… Yes, I believe so… I must study it, if…” Still pondering, turned to face the five. 
 
    “Where is Komir now?” 
 
    “We left them on the way to Nocean territory, near the mouth of the Nerfir River.” 
 
    “We left them?” said Haradin with surprise, looking at the other Keepers. 
 
    “Two other Chosen are with him, Master.” 
 
    “But… how is that possible?” He said, looking from one to the other of the five. 
 
    “That we do not know, Master. But three already walk together the same path.” 
 
    “Unheard of!” cried Haradin. “This can only mean that matters are coming to a head.” 
 
    “Yet only two carry a medallion, Master.” 
 
    “Komir and Aliana, am I right?” 
 
    “Yes, Master, you are.” 
 
    “I understand they are the carriers of the medallions of Ether and Earth. What about the third Chosen?” 
 
    “The third is not aware of being a Chosen.” 
 
    “All right. That will change in due course, I’m afraid…” said Haradin, thoughtfully. 
 
    “They are heading towards Nocean territory. The medallions are guiding them.” 
 
    “Fascinating. What about the other two Chosen?” 
 
    The warden of the far left stepped forward: “The young Masig is under her tribe’s protection. She has the medallion of Water with her, yet she is unaware of her destiny, Master.” 
 
    “I see… The medallion of Water has been discovered… unbelievable… Where is the Temple of Water?” 
 
    “In the Fountain of Life, at its summit, in the heart of Masig territory.” 
 
    “Fascinating, I would never have guessed,” said Haradin. “Several generations of Keepers have been searching unsuccessfully for the Sacred Temples. And now, in a short time, the Chosen have found one after another. Destiny or fate cannot be beaten at its own game, no matter how hard we try. The Chosen are meant to find the location of the ancient Ilenian Temples, unfortunately we are not. No matter how many years of tireless study we have spent in order to find them. Since the moment my path crossed that of Gelmos, Grand Master of the Keepers and my predecessor, and the truth was revealed to me, all those years ago, I have tried in vain to find the Temples, since the medallions are the key to the Enigma. Wise Gelmos warned me that it would be useless to fight against Ilenian magic, too powerful to be stopped by mere mortals. But it is our duty as Keepers. How I miss Gelmos! His wise advice… all the knowledge he accumulated during all those years of vigilance and understanding.” 
 
    “The last of the Chosen is not aware of the destiny which awaits,” said the Keeper to the right. 
 
    “It will come… in due course…” said Haradin. He stroked his chin and gazed at the ceiling. 
 
    “What are we to do, Master?” asked the Keeper in the middle. 
 
    Haradin looked at his disciples again. Calmly he said: “What we have always done, watch over the Chosen…” 
 
    “Do we not intervene, Master?” the shortest of the five wanted to know. 
 
    “We do not, my Brothers. We shall let destiny play out its designs. We are not gods, we are just Keepers with a sacred duty we have sworn to carry out.” 
 
    “And if they come close to discovering the Enigma?” 
 
    “In that case, we shall do our sacred duty. We shall protect the Enigma, we shall protect Tremia. We shall intervene.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 




Extreme Desert 
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    Aliana, Komir, Hartz, Kayti, Asti. —Nocean Empire, South Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    _______________________________ 
 
      
 
    A relentless, scorching sun fell like a hammer on the long caravan crossing the desert in single file beneath a cloudless sky. The camels were heading westwards, guided by riders on colorful saddles carrying bags filled with exotic goods. They ambled rhythmically over the golden dunes. Komir sat high on his camel looking at the landscape around them, wondering whether it was possible for anything to live in that burnt-out environment. Everything around was inhospitable desert. Wherever he looked, there was only sand, and more sand. The dunes around them lost themselves on the horizon, an infinite sea of sand, a lifeless sea. 
 
    “Damn this scorching sun!” complained Hartz bitterly. 
 
    He was dressed in Nocean style and unrecognizable: long brown robe with decorations in black that covered his body and a badly-rolled, faded blue turban which fell to one side of his head and wobbled with the camel’s ambling. 
 
    “Stop moaning!” said Kayti who was riding beside him. “However much you complain, you won’t make this infernal sun any more benevolent. Or haven’t you realized we’re in the middle of a huge desert?” 
 
    “I’m aware I’m not as knowledgeable as you, Carrot-top, and nor will I ever be,” he replied, winking at her, “and I know nothing about these lands, but I do realize there’s nothing more than blasted sand, sand and more sand all around us. It’s as if we’re traveling across an ocean that some vengeful god had drunk dry. It’s awful. I’m sandy all over and my throat is so parched I can’t even swallow my own saliva. And don’t get me started on this insufferable sun. Whenever I forget about it, it burns another part of me!” He looked at the back of his hands, which were as red as his nose. 
 
    “Cover your head properly with the turban, it’s not tied well and it’s going to fall off. You have to wind the cloth tight so it doesn’t move, then put it over your face like a veil, the way the guides showed us, or else you’ll burn again,” said Kayti, pointing at the big man’s forehead. 
 
    “By the three goddesses! This thing is several feet long! How am I supposed to wind it around my head! When they did it, it looked so simple. But as soon as I think I’ve got it done, it unwinds!” 
 
    “Kendas and Komir don’t seem to have any problem with it, theirs are perfectly wound and only their eyes are visible. With the brown robes they’re wearing nobody could say they’re not Nocean.” Katy nodded towards them. “But you stand out miles away. You couldn’t look more foreign to these parts! We’re going into the great deserts, from here on it’s only going to be scorching sun and sand, so stop moaning and save your saliva. You’re going to need it.” 
 
    “If at least we didn’t have to travel on these stinking devils of the desert… Why the heck can’t we travel on horseback like normal people?” 
 
    “Don’t be such an idiot, Hartz. Horses wouldn’t stand up to such a long journey in this kind of arid, waterless terrain, in these high temperatures. Camels on the other hand, are perfectly acclimatized to these harsh conditions, they’re the perfect means of transport through this land. Besides, they don’t need so much water to survive. According to the caravan guides, they can go up to ten days without a drop of water. Their endurance is astonishing,” explained Kayti as she stroked her camel’s neck. 
 
    “Well, as far as I’m concerned these humpbacked beasts are the ugliest I’ve seen, and they’re very bad tempered. What’s more, sitting between their humps is killing my back. What on earth have they got in these humps, anyway? The water they drink?” 
 
    “Treat the poor beast well and it won’t give you any trouble.” 
 
    “He started it, he tried to bite me.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, swore through her teeth, looked at Hartz in annoyance and said: “Every day I find it harder to explain to myself what it is I see in you.” 
 
    Hearing the reproach in her voice, Hartz sat up straight in the saddle and replied: “Strength? Poise? Charisma? Daring?” 
 
    Kayti covered her face with a black veil. With disbelief in her eyes, she tried not to look at the big Norriel as she spurred her camel past him. 
 
    Komir watched the scene between his friend and the redhead with amusement. Aliana brought her mount to his side. 
 
    “I see your friend isn’t enjoying the trip too much,” she said with a roguish grin. 
 
    At the sound of the Healer’s voice Komir felt a knot in his stomach and his heart skipped a beat. He looked at her and marveled once more at her beauty. She was dressed in the style of the desert women: indigo robe with silver threading, and a black cloth with a golden border wrapped around her head and face like a turban with a veil. Several Nocean amulets were hanging over her forehead: the caravan women had told them they served both as decoration and protection against evil spirits. It all made her even more beautiful in Komir’s eyes. He felt at peace just looking at her. Then a more intense feeling, something more basic: desire. He wanted to be with her, have her in his arms, touch her, kiss her. Komir fought against the feeling. 
 
    He cleared his throat and tried to hide the growing fascination she exerted on him. 
 
    “It’s just natural. We’ve been traveling across this infernal desert more than a week, and Hartz, who isn’t fond of either too much heat or too demanding trips, is beginning to lose his cool. But don’t worry, as they say in my land: “wolf that howls too much does not bite”. He loves to play the martyr and complain, but all he’ll really do is moan and let off steam.” 
 
    “I’m glad that’s the case. He really is a character,” said Aliana with a smile, looking at the big Norriel. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re in a good enough state to go through with this journey?” Komir asked. He was still worried about the Healer’s health, after the scare she had given them all when she had fainted on the ship a few days back. 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Komir. I just needed some rest. I overexerted myself in the healing on the ship after the pirates’ attack. I allowed myself to get carried away by the suffering and pain of all those people, and I nearly lost my life because of it. Don’t misunderstand me, I did it from my heart, and if I’d died I would have gone with my spirit fulfilled because I’d helped those in need, the way I’ve always wanted to do, the way I always will. I’m not sorry, I’d do it again without thinking.” 
 
    Komir shook his head. 
 
    “You mustn’t let yourself go that far, you should not cross the line of your boundaries. I don’t want to… we don’t want to lose you. You were unconscious for three whole days and we were beginning to think you’d never wake up. When we reached the port of the Nocean city of Stambus and docked, we had to hide you in the hold. The Nocean soldiers searched the ship twice, looking for spies and contraband. Luckily Captain Albatross was true to his word and never forgot what we’d done for him. It’s strange to see how certain men can change under a debt of gratitude and act in ways you’d never expected of them. He helped us without thinking, he risked his neck for us, which actually saved our lives. If the soldiers had found us they would have hanged us. To be honest, I didn’t expect so much from Albatross.” 
 
    “Even the darkest man is capable of good if his heart so tells him… How did he hide us? What happened?” 
 
    “The truth is, Albatross had a perfect ace up his sleeve. He hid us in the huge barrels of perfumed water. When the Nocean soldiers searched the barrels, we submerged and they didn’t suspect anything. We had to hide you among the dead bodies because we couldn’t wake you up. Captain Albatross came up with the hiding places, then explained to us what to do, I’m pretty sure this wasn’t the first time the rascal had transported people who were wanted.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for the burden I’ve been, and for having endangered you all,” said Aliana, and bowed her head. 
 
    “You’re no burden, you’re a blessing… Don’t you worry, in the end we’re alive to tell the story and that’s what counts. Now we’re on our way, crossing the desert and nearing our destination day by day.” 
 
    “We were lucky to find a caravan that’s headed for the Irisban Oasis. If we’ve calculated correctly, the oasis is near the place we’re going to. Although to be honest I’m having doubts, because the visions from the medallions aren’t at all clear and we don’t know these lands at all. I fear that crossing endless deserts, guided by unpredictable visions, is something that might turn very dangerous, even deadly, if we don’t proceed with extreme caution. Hartz is quite right, this desert is infernal: the scorching sun, the thirst, the exhaustion… they all make it inhuman. If we’d had to cross it by ourselves it would have been reckless. Without the help of the local guides and this caravan of weathered merchants we simply couldn’t have done it.” 
 
    “You’re right. Besides, we would have drawn the attention of the Nocean soldiers if we had traveled alone. In the midst of this caravan, dressed like the locals, we go unnoticed. Well, as long as Hartz doesn’t complain too loudly, you can hear his voice miles away.” 
 
    Aliana smiled as she looked at the big Norriel. 
 
    “Your friend draws attention, even if he doesn’t say a word.” 
 
    “Yes… there’s only one of him, that’s for sure!” 
 
    Aliana, staring east, remained thoughtful. At last she sighed and said: “Don’t worry, Komir. We’ll find it.” 
 
    “I wish I had your confidence, Aliana. But I look around at this place, forgotten by the goddesses, and it gives me the creeps.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll find it. We’re the bearers, the medallions want us to go to a forgotten place and I’m positive we’ll get there.” She put her hand in the collar of her robe and brought out the Medallion of Earth, then held it and stared at it for an instant. “Something important awaits us, Komir, I can feel it. Call it intuition, or perhaps it’s the medallion itself that’s filling me with trust, but I have no doubt we’ll reach this mysterious place. What’s more, I feel certain that something really important will be revealed to us.” 
 
    “I think so too. Somehow it’s linked to my parents’ death, and whatever happens I’m going to find out who killed them and why.” 
 
    Hearing this, Aliana’s gaze turned into one of pity, of worry. 
 
    “Let’s hope you find your justice!” 
 
    “Let’s hope…” 
 
    “Don’t let revenge consume your soul though…” 
 
    “I owe them…” 
 
    “It saddens me to see you suffer like this… your soul is tormented… if you’d let me help you…” 
 
    “Thank you… I appreciate your kindness.” 
 
    Aliana lowered her head, and when she raised it again she looked straight into his eyes. Komir felt the balm of the Healer’s blue gaze of sincere concern. And something else, something more intense which he did not know how to interpret. 
 
    The journey went on at a mournful pace. At dawn ten days later, the group of adventurers left the protection of the merchant caravan. They said goodbye to their guides and turned south, deeper into the desert. Komir and Kendas had given the Noceans gold coins in exchange for advice on the best route to follow. The guides had insisted on the madness of going south, away from the caravan routes. They tried to convince Komir to continue with them until they reached the Irisban Oasis, a safe haven where they could get supplies and rest a while. But that would take them away from the path indicated by the medallions. They had to go on southwards, into the burning, deadly desert. The Nocean guides called them fools and finally gave up on them. They ranted on about something in their own language. Komir had not understood the words, but he had certainly been able to grasp the general meaning. 
 
    They were heading to certain death. 
 
    The caravan leader came up to Komir and solemnly handed him a rolled-up parchment. He bowed his head and spurred his camel away. 
 
    Aliana looked at the document with surprise. “What is it?” 
 
    Komir turned to her and smiled. “More proof that life is a truly strange business, full of coincidences and surprises.” 
 
    Aliana looked on without understanding. 
 
    “It’s a safe-conduct,” explained Kendas. “It allows us to travel through this territory. We also need it to buy goods and services. The caravan wouldn’t have taken us if we hadn’t had it, the same as the dealers who sold us the clothes and food for the journey.” 
 
    Aliana was even more surprised. 
 
    “We got it while you were unconscious,” said Komir. 
 
    “A Nocean safe-conduct… but how?” she asked in confusion. 
 
    “We owe it to Hartz and his foolish heroism,” said Kayti. 
 
    The big man grinned, “Bah! It was nothing, just a nice swim with a few unwanted guests.” 
 
    Komir smiled. 
 
    “The young woman we saved from the crocodiles: she was the daughter of a powerful nobleman of Stambus. She was traveling with her uncle…” 
 
    “The richly-dressed man?” 
 
    “Exactly. A little before we reached port, with the city already in sight, he came up to us and introduced himself. He wanted to thank us for our help. Using Albatross as a translator and mediator he offered us gold, but Kendas, very skillfully, asked him whether he could get a safe-conduct for us by using his influence.” Komir, smiled in the direction of the Lancer. 
 
    “And that same evening, a messenger brought it to us on the ship, with the nobleman’s gratitude,” said Kayti. 
 
    Aliana nodded in understanding. 
 
    “Yes, fate never ceases to surprise us. People we meet casually, paths which cross by chance with those of people who are so different and at the same time so united by the fates of their lives… Unbelievable, it makes you wonder… One good action… fortuitous… and its repercussions…” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just coincidence,” said Kayti, “but I’d say this is something more.” 
 
    The group remained silent, pondering, each wrapped in his own thoughts. 
 
    When the last of the camels of the long caravan had disappeared behind the dunes, Komir called them to assess their situation. 
 
    “The time has come to consult the medallions.” 
 
    The young healer nodded and got hers out, letting it hang from her neck. Komir brought his out in turn and prepared himself. He closed his eyes and tried to concentrate in spite of the scorching sun. Drops of sweat ran down his cheeks from under the black cloth that covered his head and face. The rest of the group watched in silence. They were aware that Ilenian magic was going to manifest any moment, conjured once more by the two youngsters.  
 
    Komir felt the sweet, now-familiar tingle and concentrated on his inner energy. Recently he had seemed to connect with it more easily. He realized now that it had always been there, even if he had not been aware of it. This inner energy, his Gift had always been a part of him, and as such he understood it now and accepted it. From the moment that knowledge had sunk into his soul, the use of the medallion had turned into something far easier, more natural and harmonious. Komir opened his eyes and looked into Aliana’s. He saw that the healer was ready, and began what was coming to be their ritual: 
 
    He lowered his eyelids and murmured:  
 
    “Show me the way, the place I must go to.” 
 
    Aliana repeated the words. 
 
    He asked using both his voice and inner energy at the same time, and as he did so the medallion awoke from its lethargy. With a crystalline flash, it announced its awakening, and began to send strange Ilenian symbols into Komir’s mind. Aliana’s medallion flashed too, coming to life with a brown sparkle. A beam of light burst from both medallions and merged into one another. Komir guessed that similar symbols were dancing around the healer’s mind too. Both beams turned a bright gold and showed the path they must follow, crossing the dunes in front of them to the South. They all looked towards where the golden beam lost itself in the distance. They could just see desert, and more desert, as far as the very horizon. 
 
    Hartz shook his head. “I don’t like this at all,” he protested. “We’ll roast if we go on that way. We’ll end up turning into cockroaches or scorpions. They’re the only things that survive around here.” 
 
    Komir stopped the projection of the beam with the order “Enough”, which his mind sent to the medallion. This was something he had learnt to do recently. It gave him the false feeling he had some slight control over the Ilenian jewel, but he knew he was deluding himself. It was the medallion, once it was activated, which really controlled the situation. 
 
    “It’s pointing south, just as we’d expected,” said Kayti.  
 
    A lock of red hair was falling over her forehead, slipping out of the turban that covered it. Without her white armor, which she carried in the camel’s saddlebags, Kayti looked much younger. 
 
    “According to this map there’s nothing South but desert and desolation,” said Kendas as he looked in an old faded leather map with a worried expression. “I don’t put much trust in this map we got in Stambus either, but as the most important city in this area it should show any oases, temples and cities nearby pretty precisely, at least up to a point. To the North and West I can see two cities and three different oases marked. But there’s nothing to the South, at least not for many, many leagues. I don’t know where the medallions are leading us to, but I fear that if we continue into the desert it’s very likely we’ll never return. In the Army we always establish a route for withdrawal, and in this case I don’t see one. We’re gambling everything on just one card. If the medallions lead us to a shelter we’ll be saved, but if not we’ll all die swallowed up by this desert.” 
 
    Hartz was restless, pacing the sand slowly and heavily. He had taken the cloth off his face, and his sunburned features showed worry. 
 
    “We don’t know that the medallions will lead us anywhere,” he said with a frown. “We don’t even know what’s awaiting us wherever it is they want us to go. I’m sure it’s a damned trap, and we’ll find ourselves surrounded by that infernal golden magic which will bring us no good.” 
 
    “Me not like desert. No water, no trees, everything dead, only sand, no life…” said Asti, very upset as she looked around her. 
 
    “This endless sea of sand seems abandoned by the hand of Light,” said Kendas. He crouched to pick up a handful of sand and let it seep through his closed fingers. 
 
    Komir stared at his medallion, momentarily lost in thought, then said, slowly and very clearly: 
 
    “I understand your doubts, my friends. This endless desert fills me with fear as well, and I’m very much aware that death awaits us, whatever direction we choose to go. But now that we’re here in this faraway land, in the middle of this infernal desert, we can’t give up. We’re at the end of the road. I’m going on. I’ll find out what’s hidden in the place the medallions are leading us to. The risk is enormous, I know. I also know that I might even die in this inhuman sun, but I haven’t come this far just to turn around. Not now we’re so close. I have to know what answers are waiting at the end of this desert, and I’m going to find them.”  
 
    “But Komir…” Hartz began. 
 
    “I’m not going to ask you to come with me, because to go on is only madness, I know. But I just have to. Those of you who want to go back to the caravan are still in time to do just that and travel under their protection as far as the oasis. It won’t be difficult to find another caravan to take you back…” 
 
    “I’m going wherever you are,” Hartz said at once. He looked at Kayti out of the corner of his eye, as if he sought her approval, which did not come. She just gave a hostile glance at the big Norriel and her expression turned sour. 
 
    Aliana looked towards the dunes where the last of the camels had already disappeared. Then she turned south, protecting her eyes with her hand. 
 
    “I’ll go with you, Komir. I too need to know what’s behind these medallions and why they’re leading us into the depths of this desert. If we’ve been chosen to bear them, and I honestly believe we have, then we must find out why.” 
 
    Kendas stepped forward, sinking his riding boot in the sand, “I’ll go with Aliana. It’s my duty to keep her safe and bring her back to Rogdon. Prince Gerart would never forgive me if I left her and something happened to her. So, I’m coming too.” 
 
    A gust of wind lifted a layer of sand, which struck Asti in the face. She spat out the sand that had got into her mouth and said: “I go too, but hate desert.” 
 
    Komir looked at Kayti who was the last to speak. 
 
    “Wherever that half-wit goes, I’m going too,” she said at last, and gave Hartz a very unfriendly glance. 
 
    Komir nodded in acceptance. 
 
    So they marched on, they went on for days, towards the south through the impressive dunes, which rose like waves in a stormy sea: an infinite sea of heat and sand. The camels carried them, swaying in their characteristic amble. The temperature during the day was like a furnace, and their bodies suffered from the extreme rigor of the climate. They covered every inch of skin, aware that the sun-rays robbed them of their pallor as if they were being slowly cooked over live coals on a huge grill. Then at night the temperature fell dramatically, so that they had to shelter close to the camels and wrapped in woolen blankets not to get sick.  
 
    The hostile weather was beginning to take its toll on the group. Even with Aliana’s careful nursing, Asti, Kayti and even Kendas were beginning to weaken. Hartz was not protesting as much as before, which was not a good sign. Komir identified the signs of exhaustion in his own body and he knew they were all going through the same hell. Aliana tried to give them some sort of respite when they stopped to rest, but Komir had ended up forbidding her, because she was the one who looked worst of all. The journey was hard enough without her having to heal everyone else when she was also at the end of her strength. Komir could not sleep, thinking about the healer’s sickening look. He feared for her life. 
 
    And then the dreaded moment arrived. They ran out of water. Nobody said anything, but they all knew what this meant. They looked at each other and went on. It was too late to go back now. Get there or die. 
 
    At sunset of the second day without water, fear began to take over the intrepid adventurers: without a miracle, they would surely die in that waterless inferno. Komir stopped when he saw the suffering and exhaustion in his friends’ faces. They could not go on without water, and all he could see around them was this sea of sand. Not the least sign of life which might bring some hope for their onward journey. They prepared their camp for the night: tired, thirsty, starving and hopeless. 
 
    Kendas came to sit beside Komir, who was trying to maintain his hope even in the knowledge that Death was close. He could almost smell her foul stench hovering above them. 
 
    “We can’t go on any more. Another day will kill us,” confessed Kendas, beaten. 
 
    “I know, but we have no choice, Kendas.” Said Komir, and shivered. “If we stop we’ll die of thirst. We won’t see another dawn.”  
 
    Night began to close around the group, and the temperature fell fast. Komir looked up at the sky. Above their heads was an infinite canvas with millions of welcoming bright stars. He was caught up in the beauty of the clear sky, filled with little diamond lights which pulsed to the music of a nocturnal melody as eternal as it was inaudible. 
 
    Kendas followed Komir’s gaze. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Just as beautiful as it is deadly,” Komir replied. “I can’t believe this place is an insufferable, cruel inferno during the day and then by night turns into this peaceful, quiet, incredible beauty.” 
 
    “Until the temperature drops so much it makes your teeth chatter,” said Hartz as he sat down beside Kendas. “Damn this place!” 
 
    Komir looked at him uneasily. 
 
    “Don’t be upset, my friend,” Hartz said hastily, seeing the concern in Komir’s face. “I’ve told Kayti to watch her carefully and not let her perform any more healing at all. She’s too weak. We nearly lost her today. She won’t survive tomorrow without water…” 
 
    Komir nodded, and helplessness grew inside him. Kendas was looking towards Aliana as she wrapped herself in a blanket and hid her ghastly face. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” asked Hartz. 
 
    “We’ll keep going in the direction the medallions have set, there’s nothing else we can do…” replied Komir, hanging his head. 
 
    “I see… We either find that damned place the medallions want us to go to or else we’ll die in the attempt. If we don’t find it before noon, I fear Aliana will die and Asti will follow.” 
 
    “And by nightfall the rest of us will fall…” said Kendas. 
 
    “We’ll find that place. We will survive” Komir said in an attempt to inject a little courage in them. 
 
    He could not allow his comrades to die on his account in that forsaken desert. He had dragged them there to find the answers which his soul craved. The responsibility was his, and only he would be to blame if they died there. It could all end the following day, tragically, for all of them. 
 
    “We’ll find it,” he repeated, looking up at the stars. “Don’t lose hope, I’m sure we’ll find shelter, and then everything will be all right.” 
 
    Shortly before dawn the group renewed their journey. The camels complained while Hartz and Kendas helped Aliana and Asti mount. Komir watched them in silence, feeling ashamed at the sorry state they were in. The two girls could barely stand. They were emaciated, and their faces looked cadaverous. Komir tried to calm himself and cheer his battered spirit, but concern and worry overcame him with pessimism and he felt as though a cage had closed about him. Kayti glared at him as she got onto her camel. She seemed better prepared for the hardships of the trip, which did not really surprise Komir. Kendas rode his camel skillfully while Hartz struggled with his, cursing colorfully. He managed to control his animal at last and climbed up, adjusting his big body between the camel’s humps. 
 
    And another infernal day commenced. It was a nightmare that repeated itself every day at dawn. But today it would come to an end, one way or another. Komir looked up and saw enormous dunes looming ahead. He tried to swallow, but there was no saliva left in his mouth. His throat was parched, his lips a mess of blisters and scabs. 
 
    “We’ll make it” he said to himself once more as he attacked the first dune on his camel. The group followed him in silence, like a caravan of wounded elephants going to their secret graveyard. When they crowned the last of the dunes, the sun was at its highest. Komir looked ahead from the back of the camel. The hope of finding salvation behind the dunes, which had kept him going all morning thinking one more step, just one more, and we’ll reach our goal died in an instant. Before their eyes was another sea of sand and dunes like an endless golden ocean. Nothing. No oases, no city, no temple, or help to succor them. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Only a murderous desert which stretched in all directions. 
 
    Komir’s soul sank into the deepest well of hopelessness. 
 
    He turned his head to check on the others with a heavy heart. Aliana had fallen off her camel and was lying on the sand. Kendas and Hartz rushed to help her. Asti tried to get off hers, but she also fell with a muffled moan. The sun shone with punishing strength. The two women were going to die, Komir knew it and his soul screamed in agony. 
 
    It’s my fault, it’s all my fault! Komir felt as if a mountain of guilt were crushing him. 
 
    “Sandstorm!” shouted Kendas. 
 
    “By the goddesses!” cried Hartz. 
 
    Komir could not believe their bad luck. 
 
    What else can the gods of this hell throw at us? Why bother if we’re already dead? 
 
    The storm devoured the group. 
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    Iruki Wind of the Steppes raised her gaze at the majestic mountain. She never tired of admiring the Fountain of Life, one of the greatest wonders of Mother Nature. According to the Masig legends, this was the origin of her people. She stared in awe at the gigantic waterfall. An immense volume of whitish water leapt from the heavens to the foot of the mountain with the roar of a thousand lions. Her tribe, the Blue Clouds, had been camping at the foot of the sacred mountain of the steppes for several generations. She looked along the course of the river, the one which carried the flow of life from the mountain range to the great sacred lake. The spiritual lake with its peaceful waters always calmed Iruki’s fierce and restless soul. Although not on that particular day. Neither the waterfall from the skies nor the sacred lake at her feet could soothe the horrible unease which was gnawing at Iruki’s heart. 
 
    Her father, Kaune Eagle Warrior, leader of the Blue Clouds, had fallen seriously ill, and they could not make the fever abate. She was consumed by worry: her beloved father. That noblest, most pure-hearted man had been sick for days, and no remedy could be found. 
 
    Ilua Hidden Path, the Healer Woman of the tribe, came out of the tent followed by Iruki’s uncle Unco Lake Owl. After them came Oni Black Cloud, the Shaman of the Blue Clouds. 
 
    As soon as she saw them Iruki ran to Ilua Hidden Path, “How is he?”  
 
    “I’m sorry, child, there’s no change. I haven’t been able to stop the fever. I’ve given him a concoction of medicinal herbs and the salve you helped me prepare will prevent the fever from increasing. But for the moment I’ve only been able to control whatever it is that ails him, not cure it.” 
 
    “Tell me the truth, is it the Prairie Fever? I’m only your apprentice and I haven’t even been that for long, but I recognize the symptoms. Don’t lie to me, please. Has Mother Nature inflicted upon my father the worst of the diseases of the steppes?” 
 
    Ilua Hidden Path lowered her gaze and sighed deeply. 
 
    “I’m sorry to say that you’re right, you’re a bright student. There’s no doubt, it really is the Prairie Fever. We have to isolate your father’s tent and let nobody come in contact with him, the disease is very contagious. The last time there was a bout among us I was just a child, and it decimated the tribe. Only a few youngsters survived, the ones who fled in time before they could catch it. We’re faced with a life or death situation, not only for your father but for the whole tribe. We have to act quickly or our people will be doomed.”  
 
    “Damnation!” cried Iruki, torn by the terrible prospect. “The worst of our fears has become true. My poor father… why? Why do the evil spirits punish us by sending one of the worst diseases known to the Masig? If it spreads… what shall we do? We must save him. He must survive this plague, my father must live to guide the tribe to a better future.” 
 
    Oni Black Cloud spoke now: “The evil is still inside our beloved leader, his spirit is poisoned. I have consulted the spirits from Beyond in a ritual over burning stones, by the sacred lake. The Bear Spirit has talked to me. He came to me in a mystic vision. He showed me the arrival of the Crow Spirit… that is a very bad omen…” 
 
    “The Crow Spirit…?” 
 
    “The Crow Spirit symbolizes the nearness of death. It is even more worrisome that it was the Bear Spirit who showed him to me, because the bear has a brave heart, he represents your father. I am very sorry, Iruki, but this is how I interpret the vision.” 
 
    Iruki began to weep. She was terribly anxious for her father, and the words of the tribe elders made it even more painful. 
 
    “Is that all the spirits told you about my brother?” said Unco Lake Owl. 
 
    “There is something more…” began the spiritual leader doubtfully. 
 
    “What is it? We have to know everything the spirits told you,” said Unco Lake Owl. 
 
    “As you wish… At the end of the vision, Bear Spirit showed me Vulture Spirit flying in circles over our sacred lake. The Blue Clouds were not in their tents. The village was deserted…” said the Shaman. 
 
    “How can we interpret this last vision?” said Unco, hanging his head. 
 
    Oni Black Cloud took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, as if with it he could allow the vision to issue from his body. 
 
    “If the Crow gets his remains, the Vulture will follow. And the Vulture will feed on the remains of all the Blue Clouds. 
 
    “Do you mean to say that in your vision you’ve seen our whole tribe, all the Blue Clouds dying?” asked Unco Lake Owl, deeply upset. 
 
    “It is what the spirits have shown me in my vision. But the world of the spirits is whimsical, and it might be that this vision is just a warning. Or even that it might be seeking to confuse our hearts.” 
 
    “What is your belief?”  
 
    “This time, I believe the vision is true. That is how my soul feels it, and my spirit too. If we do not act and change the course of the vision, the Vulture Spirit will feed on our bodies.” 
 
    “We must isolate Kaune Eagle Warrior’s tent right away, to prevent the contagion spreading to others,” said the Healer Woman. “If the disease spreads, then Mother Nature will demand that our bodies return to her womb.” 
 
    “And Oni Black Cloud’s vision of the spirits’ warning will come true.” Iruki could not hold back her tears. 
 
    “I must take my brother to the other side of the sacred lake and camp there,” said her uncle. 
 
    The Healer Woman looked towards the great mountain. “The members of his hunting party must accompany the Great Chief,” she said. “Two other warriors are beginning to show signs of the Prairie fever, so the whole party must be isolated.” 
 
    Unco Lake Owl crossed his hands behind him and looked thoughtfully at the lake. 
 
    “This is terrible news,” he said after a moment, “Mother Nature tests her children’s temper, but we are Masig, children of the steppes, and once again we’ll overcome whatever test the evil spirits throw at us. I’ll take my brother and his hunting party with me and see that nothing happens to them.” 
 
    “I am sorry, Lake Owl,” said Oni Black Cloud, “but that is not a wise course to follow. Your heart is noble and the good spirits recognize it as such, but you cannot go with your brother on this journey. He must take this path alone, for if you both share the same path and die in the struggle, the tribe will be lost.” 
 
    Unco looked at him, his brow furrowed. He did not seem convinced. 
 
    “Our wise Shaman is right,” Ilua Hidden Path told him. “As long as our great leader is fighting for his life, your place is here leading the Blue Clouds. These are difficult times, and our people need an experienced leader with a noble heart. They need you, Unco Lake Owl.” 
 
    Iruki was left with a divided heart. On the one hand she wanted her uncle to help her father survive, and yet on the other she knew that the best thing for the tribe was for Unco to lead them. 
 
    Unco himself was annoyed. His parched reddish face showed deep worry. He was weighing the decision he had to make. It was a difficult one between his responsibility towards the tribe and his love for his brother. 
 
    Finally, he made his decision. With a voice steeped in wisdom, he said: 
 
    “I’ll lead the tribe. It’s my duty and I owe it to my brother. We’ll take Kaune Eagle Warrior and his hunting party to the other side of the lake and set up a camp for the sick there. Oni Black Cloud, pray to the good spirits so they may protect them.” 
 
    The Shaman nodded in acceptance. 
 
    “I shall prepare a ritual of safekeeping and perform it tonight. The moon will be full, and that will make its power greater. Let us hope that the spirits and our Mother Steppe are favorable to us.” 
 
    “If any of the sick should die, we won’t be able to give them back to Mother Steppe,” warned the Healer Woman. “They’ll have to burn in a funerary pyre to avoid contagion.”  
 
    “In that way their spirit will be purged,” the Shaman said. 
 
    “So it shall be done,” said Unco. 
 
    Iruki looked at the Healer, full of concern. “What else can we do to save him? What can we do to stop the disease spreading and killing the whole tribe? I can’t let him die, I can’t! Is there no cure?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, child… We Masig, don’t know of any way to cure the Prairie Fever.” 
 
    Iruki put her hands to her eyes and wept. 
 
    Oni Black Cloud stepped forward with his hands behind his back. “Perhaps the Masig do not,” he said, “but other peoples must have suffered from the same illness.”  
 
    “What do you mean, wise Shaman?” said the Healer Woman. 
 
    “Several years ago a foreign soldier from the East was brought to me. Our warriors had captured him on the eastern steppes, near the Thousand Lakes. He was completely lost. He was questioned, but said nothing, so they brought him to me: I used some herbs whose effects produce truth and speech,” the Shaman explained as a smile began to appear on his face. “What the soldier told me was hard to believe, but today it takes on a special relevance. He spoke of how he had been sent not on a scouting mission but in order to collect certain water-plants in the Thousand Lakes. Looking for those plants, he had become separated from his column and found himself lost. It was then that he ran into our hunting party and was captured.” 
 
    “What has that got to do with the Prairie Fever?” Iruki asked impatiently. 
 
    “Let him finish, child. I feel that what he’s telling us is of great importance.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Healer.” 
 
    The Shaman looked at the sacred lake and went on with the story: 
 
    “He told me he had been sent by a great surgeon of his kingdom to gather some very rare water-plants. These lilies had very specific medicinal properties, and were needed to put an end to a terrible outbreak of a very contagious disease. He described it as a fever which turned people’s skin the color of hay and which killed them in a matter of days amid vomiting of blood…” 
 
    “The Prairie Fever!” burst out Iruki. 
 
    “It could be,” said the Healer. “The symptoms are similar and this evil illness could affect other realms…” 
 
    “In that case, we have to go in search of those plants at once!” said Iruki. 
 
    “It’s very dangerous territory,” said Unco. “Several kingdoms are disputing the Thousand Lakes.” 
 
    “I don’t care, I have to go! I won’t let my father die without doing anything, I wouldn’t be worthy of his blood. If there’s any hope, I have to hold on to it.” 
 
    “I’ll go with her,” said the Healer. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry,” said Unco. “You have to stay to take care of the sick. We have nobody else with a knowledge of healing.” 
 
    “You must stay, Healer Woman,” agreed the Shaman. “The situation will only get worse, and we shall need your help and all your experience. Fortunately, or perhaps by the will of the spirits you took a gifted apprentice and have taught her well. This will allow her to go and to recognize those plants with the medicinal effects. In truth I do believe the spirits are lending a hand here. This is no mere coincidence… The good spirits meant you to take an apprentice, so that she can save the tribe from a death which is already very near us.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it is so,” said the Healer. 
 
    “Did the soldier describe the lilies he was looking for?” said Iruki. “How will I recognize them?”  
 
    “He called it Sky Weed. He said it could be recognized because when squeezed, the extract obtained was pale blue. He said it had the shape of a star and that it floated in small bunches on lakes and marshes. That’s all I can remember of what he told me. Unfortunately this was several years ago, and at the time I did not consider it so important.” 
 
    “I’ll go to the Thousand Lakes and find the Sky Weed!” said Iruki with determination. 
 
    “You will take a group of our best warriors with you so that you come to no harm,” said her uncle, Unco Lake Owl. 
 
    “We’ll leave at dawn,” said Iruki and with that she went into her father’s tent to take her leave. 
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    Four weeks later Iruki was crouching by the shore of a great lake, very carefully gathering several of the lilies which grow on the bank. They were a yellowish-green, and of a variety she had never seen before. This was a good sign, although she had so little experience that almost all the varieties she was finding were totally unknown to her. She had been Ilua’s apprentice for too short a time, and she rued the fact bitterly. 
 
    “Any luck?” Asur White Wolf said. He was the chief of the war party which was protecting her in hostile territory. 
 
    Iruki looked carefully at him. He was a true Masig warrior. His face had an untamed beauty, and his dark hair and red skin gave him a powerfully masculine air. His eyes shone with the unmistakable light of leadership, revealing honesty to whoever looked into them. He was also strong, tall, with wide shoulders and a well-honed physique. He was well respected, and it was said that there was no better warrior in all the Masig tribes. He had yet to be beaten in combat, competition or fight. 
 
    But Iruki felt nervous in the company of the magnificent Masig warrior. Asur White Wolf had been the first to ask for Iruki’s hand when she returned from the Ilenian Temple of Water. She had rejected him, and her father, greatly disappointed, had been obliged to send the suitor away. Iruki knew that Asur was her father’s favorite, and that she should wed him to ensure a strong leader for the tribe. But because of her refusal, Asur had had to step back. Her father had been so upset she hardly expected him to forgive her…  
 
    Those memories reawakened her yearning for Yakumo, the man her heart loved. Would he still be alive, or would he have perished under the inhuman torture of the Norghanians? Her mind insisted on the impossibility of Yakumo being alive, but her heart kept the flame of hope burning bright. She would never let that flame die as long as she was alive. Probably a barren hope, but hope after all, and one which she would cling to forever. Yakumo had promised he would stay alive and return for her one day, and that meant the world to Iruki. Every new day was an opportunity for her dream to come true, and Iruki faced every morning filled with new hope. When night came she cried silently, because once more her dream had failed to come true and the flame in her burned a little less brightly. And for all that, a few hours later her hope would be renewed with dawn. She would live that eternal cycle until she died. 
 
    Yakumo would come for her someday. He would. Her heart was certain. 
 
    “Let me check, Asur White Wolf,” she said, without daring to look him in the eye. He watched her, impressive on his piebald horse. 
 
    “Let’s hope you find the medicinal plants the tribe needs so badly. We run a great risk, coming into this territory.” 
 
    “But it’s here that the Sky Weed we’re looking for grows.” 
 
    “We are far from our own people, in the land of the Thousand Lakes. This is a territory in dispute between the kingdoms of Zangria to the North-East and Erenal to the South-East. We might very well come upon troops of both kingdoms at any moment.” 
 
    “We must keep looking. Unfortunately, these aren’t the Sky Weeds we need either…” 
 
    “Very well, Iruki Wind of the Steppes, we’ll keep looking. I’ll keep you safe, ride beside me,” said the warrior. 
 
    “Thank you, I appreciate that,” Iruki replied, lowering her head. 
 
    “There’s no need to thank me. It’s my duty to protect you. Your uncle, Unco Lake Owl told me to. But even if he hadn’t, I would anyway…” 
 
    Iruki looked into his eyes and saw that this magnificent warrior would sacrifice his life for her without the slightest hesitation. Such was Asur’s heart. The discovery filled her with a sense of security, but at the same time, it made her feel uncomfortable because she knew it sprang from the warrior’s feelings towards her. 
 
    “Which way shall we turn?” 
 
    “East, deeper into the Thousand Lakes,” she replied confidently. 
 
    Asur imitated a cuckoo’s call, prolonging the sound by using his hands, and two dozen Masig warriors appeared from nowhere on their piebald mounts. 
 
    “Four scouts, two East, one North and one South,” he ordered his men. They left immediately. 
 
    Iruki watched the riders go. They were all young, strong warriors, chosen by her uncle for that difficult mission. She felt proud looking at them: all brave, well-trained, carrying spears and short war bows. She felt safe in their company. 
 
    They marched for three days, always towards the east, bordering the bright, peaceful lakes, as blue as the sky above, which Iruki never tired of admiring. She had heard her father and her uncle talk about that area, but she had never dreamed the landscape would be so beautiful. The combination of the green and brown of the forests around the lake, and the blue, intense as the clear summer sky, left her breathless. Her ancestors’ sacred lake was overwhelmingly beautiful, surrounded by the steppes and under the Fountain of Life. But that landscape of interconnected lakes and thick forests did not pale in comparison. With a tiny sting in her heart she had to admit this might even be more beautiful. 
 
    The second day of their journey something out of the ordinary happened, something that left Iruki in a state of worry. She was riding beside one of the lakes, when suddenly the Ilenian medallion she wore around her neck gave off a bluish flash. Iruki, startled, thought at once that the other two bearers, the warrior with the emerald eyes and the pretty girl with the big blue eyes, were trying to communicate with her. 
 
    Iruki waited, anticipating the link… 
 
    But it did not come. 
 
    Instead, the medallion gave off a beam of bluish light pointing towards the east. This perplexed Iruki. What was going on with the medallion? Was it showing her the way? The way to… what? But her questions remained unanswered, hanging in the cool breeze of the early evening. As they were already following the course the medallion had pointed at, Iruki shrugged and went on with her search, which was what really hung heavy on her spirit. 
 
    During the night they camped in silence, not daring to light a fire at all. Asur did not want their presence known to any enemy patrol. The Masig warriors were used to sleeping out in the open, coping with the night-time fall in temperature but not Iruki. The second night in the lakes was colder that the first, and she began to shiver. Asur came to her with an honest smile and offered her a colorful blanket. 
 
    “Here, don’t catch cold.” 
 
    “Thank you, Asur.” 
 
    “We can’t allow our future Healer to fall sick and fail in her mission. None of us would be able to find those strange weeds. We warriors were born to fight, we know nothing of medicine.” 
 
    “I won’t get sick, Asur, don’t worry.” 
 
    The warrior looked into her eyes. His was a noble gaze, honest, and Iruki smiled at him with unusual shyness. The look became more intense and Iruki saw desire shining clearly in his eyes. She looked away and wrapped herself in the blanket. 
 
    At dawn they marched swiftly again, this time bordering a smaller lake shaped like an apple. One of the warriors came up to them at a gallop. 
 
    “Plants and weeds on the shore ahead,” he said, pointing with his spear. 
 
    “Good,” said Iruki, “let’s go.” She urged her piebald mount towards the place he was pointing at. 
 
    She jumped off and began to collect and carefully study the weeds, which were a new species, unknown to her. The wide variety of lush water-plants in those lakes was incredible. For a Masig of the steppes it was an unimaginable natural world. 
 
    “Could it be these?” asked Asur with interest. 
 
    Iruki shook her head. 
 
    “Mother Nature is playing a cruel joke on her children of the steppes,” said the warrior. 
 
    Iruki’s spirit was beginning to flag in disappointment. They were not finding what they were searching for, and they had already been among the lakes for days. But she could not give in to pessimism. She would find the Sky Weed: her father’s life and that of the whole tribe depended on it. Oni Black Cloud’s vision would never happen, the Vulture would not feed on the corpses of her people, not while she had a breath left in her body. 
 
    “Do you really believe that Sky Weed exists?” Asur asked. He too looked a little disappointed. 
 
    “We have to hold on to that hope. Otherwise we’re all doomed.” 
 
    Asur nodded. His face was worried. 
 
    One of the scouts arrived at a gallop. 
 
    “Erenal soldiers, to the South, coming close,” he told Asur. 
 
    “How many?” the leader asked. 
 
    “Light cavalry, a column of fifty men.” 
 
    Asur remained thoughtful. 
 
    “What shall we do?” said Iruki, worried. The last thing they needed was an armed conflict. 
 
    “We’ll go on towards the North-East and get close to Zangrian territory. Their yellow and black banners will soon flutter on the horizon. We’ll have to move with the stealth of a gazelle so as not to be discovered. Further on is the great lake, the biggest of all. They say it’s as big as an ocean. You can’t see one shore from the other, only the horizon. It’s as if Mother Nature had set a sea in the middle of the woods.” 
 
    “Have you seen it?” said Iruki, intrigued. 
 
    “I haven’t, but Oni Black Cloud has. He told me of its existence. Few Masig have dared penetrate so deep into the territory of the Thousand Lakes. And still fewer have come back. We must be as cunning as foxes, or we shan’t survive to say we saw the endless lake.” 
 
    Iruki caught the concern in the leader’s rough voice, and felt a pang of fear in her breast. 
 
    They rode in silence all day, wary of the presence of enemy troops, sending scouts every now and then. When night fell they camped beside a small waterfall which was fed by a crystal-clear stream which came down from a wooded mountain behind it. Beside them an enormous lake extended towards the east. The landscape was idyllic, with the waterfall behind them and the placid lake in front. Iruki relaxed completely, allowing the exhaustion of the past days to leave her body as if it were a bad spirit. One of the warriors brought her some dried meat and a full water-skin. She gulped the meal down and fell into a reverie.  
 
    The sound of the water lapping rhythmically against the shore was too hard to resist, and she began to dream. She saw herself, some not-too-distant day, being invested as Healer of the tribe in front of her father, who looked on proudly. She saw that her knowledge of healing surpassed even that of her mentor. She knew every medicinal plant and could easily prepare any healing potion. She saw her people living free of disease thanks to her care. Children played happily, and the warriors did not die from infected wounds. Suddenly a fateful shadow hovered above her. She looked up and against the clear blue canvas of the sky saw a huge vulture, its great black wings outspread. Her heart skipped a beat. Fevers, desolation: that vulture was bringing death to her. 
 
    And she opened her eyes. 
 
    A short distance away, four huge barges were approaching stealthily from deeper within the lake. Iruki stood up in alarm. The Masig scouts had not been aware of the barges moving over the water. Now they were close at hand, Iruki saw they were soldiers, dressed in yellow and black mail. They were Zangrian soldiers! Iruki was on the point of shouting when the alarm was sounded. 
 
    “We’re under attack! From the lake!” yelled one of the look-outs. 
 
    Arrows flew from the four barges to the Masig camp site, carrying death to the braves of the steppes. One arrow grazed Iruki’s head and she threw herself instinctively to the ground. 
 
    “Take the barges, Masig brothers!” ordered Asur White Wolf. 
 
    The fight which followed was terrible. Cries of war filled the idyllic surroundings. The clamor of the battle became deafening, men yelled, steel struck against steel. The Masig warriors fought with the bravery and fierceness of cornered lions, but the Zangrian soldiers outnumbered them. Iruki counted more than twenty men in each barge, all wearing mail and helmet in silver over yellow and black. They were well-equipped with steel spears and rectangular shields with painted yellow and black stripes. They were an assault group. Iruki could not understand why she had not seen them coming. The attack must have been very well planned. With only tanned leather and bone to protect them, the Masig were no match for their opponents, but they fought fiercely. Each Masig warrior was worth three of the enemy soldiers. 
 
    One Zangrian soldier fell before Iruki with a terrible axe blow on the face. Frightened, she moved back until she had retreated into the forest, and here she drew the short sword she had found in the tomb of the Ilenian king. It would not be much use to her, since she did not know how to use it, but she would defend herself to the death. She grasped it with both hands and went on retreating. The fight was turning into carnage, with the screams of the fighters growing more desperate. One Masig warrior was pierced through with an enemy spear, but before he died he buried his knife in the eye of the soldier who had killed him. Iruki watched despairingly as one by one all the brave warriors of her party fell, crushed by the superior numbers of the Zangrians. 
 
    A red-bearded officer was ordering his men to form a defensive line. Asur White Wolf finished off the last of his attackers and turned to face the barrier. Only the great warrior and one of his men were still standing. The Zangrian officer had fifteen men forming the barrier. Iruki’s heart sank. There was nothing they could do against so many. They were lost! 
 
    Suddenly she heard a noise to her right. She turned, wielding her sword, and found herself face to face with a Zangrian soldier. He made a move to attack, and Iruki stepped back. The soldier gave her the evil smile of someone who knows he will be victorious over a weaker rival. He attacked with his spear. Iruki tried to fend it off with her Ilenian sword, but did not manage it completely. The sharp point of the spear caught her arm, cutting it. This enraged her and her rebellious spirit awoke. She began to deliver two-handed strokes like a wounded panther. In the face of this fierce attack the soldier took a step back and covered himself with his shield. Iruki went on striking right and left, seeking to punish that wretch. But the soldier recovered and began to block her thrusts with ease, his shield stopping every blow. Panting from the effort, she stopped for a second to breathe. At that moment the soldier gave a heavy blow with his spear, which caught her on the temple. Iruki felt a sick pang, stumbled and fell to the ground, losing consciousness. 
 
    Grotesque laughter brought her back. She did not know where she was. She looked around and saw that she was lying on the ground. Her hand still held the Ilenian sword, and the blood that flowed from the cut in her arm was soaking the pommel red. She looked up and saw the despicable Zangrian laughing. The point of his spear was aimed at Iruki’s stomach. She looked right and saw Asur and the last of his men facing the barrier of Zangrian soldiers. They were lost, they would all die there, and with them her father, her tribe and all the Blue Clouds would die too. Oni Black Cloud’s vision would come true. Despair overwhelmed her so virulently that she almost thrust the spear into herself. But something happened at that instant of despair. Iruki heard a murmur in her ear, a faraway whisper which came from the dawn of the age of men. She thought that the pain must be making her lose her sanity.  
 
    The Zangrian soldier asked her something in his own tongue, but Iruki did not know the language and did not understand. 
 
    The same whisper reached her from afar, and she realized it was in her own head. Who was talking to her? Why could she not hear clearly what it was saying? And the murmur became stronger: the more she listened, the more the voice grew in intensity and clarity. She could almost understand what it was saying now. 
 
    Blood… I request… and your servant I shall be… Iruki managed to make out. 
 
    When she heard the word blood, Iruki looked at her bloodied hand. Suddenly, the pommel of her sword shone with a flash of pure gold. Iruki had already witnessed something similar. She knew what it meant, and she was aware that she was confronted with Ilenian magic. 
 
    His blood I desire… will you give it to me? she heard the voice in her head say. She looked at the soldier and at last grasped what was being demanded of her. But what she could not understand was where this whispering was coming from, cold as it was dangerous. She looked around expecting to see an Ilenian Guardian Mage, but there was no one. The soldier seemed to be losing his patience. He raised his spear: he was going to skewer her! 
 
    “I grant you what you wish!” cried Iruki, without knowing who she was calling to. 
 
    The spear came down forcefully towards Iruki’s stomach. 
 
    But her Ilenian sword, as if it had a life of its own, blocked the blow, deflecting it to one side. The spear embedded itself in the ground under its own momentum two fingers away from her ribs. Iruki was astonished. She had deflected the spear ˗ or had it not been her at all? But how? What was going on? The soldier grunted and raised the spear again to finish her. At that moment Iruki felt something unexpected: the golden flash from her sword ran through her whole body. As if she were being borne along by an unknown force, she rose to her feet in a single smooth leap-turn. The soldier attacked, thrusting the spear towards Iruki’s heart. Once again, without her having any control over her arm, the Ilenian weapon deflected the attack to one side. The soldier spat on the ground in rage. 
 
    Don’t be afraid, young warrior… his blood is ours… my blade shall drink the red elixir of life and rejuvenate my existence. I shall guide your body, my warrior soul fills you now… don’t resist… let me get that which I yearn for and I promise you shall survive… As she heard this in her head, Iruki understood. It was the sword which was bewitched. It had conjured some kind of powerful enchantment ˗ Ilenian magic˗ over her body. 
 
    “Go ahead, my body is yours,” said Iruki with her heart filled with fire as she looked at the beautiful sword in her hand. 
 
    The soldier came at her again. This time the sword parried the blow, so the man moved closer to her. With dizzying speed, the sword amputated the attacker’s arm cleanly. Spear and limb fell to the ground before the astonished gaze of the soldier. Before the Zangrian could cry out with pain, the sword sparked. For an instant Iruki did not know what had happened, then the soldier’s head fell off his shoulders and rolled to the ground. Iruki was in shock. It had been absolutely incredible. Her body had moved to the sword’s orders, carrying out the movements it dictated to her as if she had been a perfect swordswoman. 
 
    Ahhh! The elixir of life coats my blade once again. It restores youth to my soul. Years beyond counting have passed since the last time… I remain at your service, young warrior. You I serve now, my mistress. 
 
    Iruki stared at the sword with her mouth open. 
 
    “Run! Quick, Iruki, run!” Asur’s urgent voice got through to her. 
 
    She turned and saw him coming. His arm and leg were bleeding. A dozen soldiers were after him. Without a second thought she began to run as fast as she could into the forest. 
 
    They ran and ran up the mountain. Like the gazelle pursued by the lion. 
 
    Iruki reached the top of the hill. She was surrounded by woods and underbrush. She was panting, her lungs burning from the effort. She stopped and risked a look back. A little lower down, Asur was finishing off one of the soldiers who had caught up with him. The rest, weighed down by the heavy armor they wore, had stopped half-way up. 
 
    Asur reached her side. “How are you, Iruki? Can you go on?” 
 
    “I’m all right, but you’re losing a lot of blood. We have to dress those horrible wounds, or else you’ll bleed to death.” 
 
    “There’s no time, we must go on. They’ll recover and come after us. We have to go on.” 
 
    “Listen carefully, Asur. You’re no good to me dead. I won’t let you sacrifice yourself in vain. We have a good lead. We’ll make use of it to patch you up, then keep on running.” 
 
    “Iruki, you must survive, for the sake of your people…” 
 
    “Asur, you’re a great warrior, leader of the war party. But they’ve all gone to the spirit world now. There’s just you and me left. Now I make the decisions. I’ll heal you, and then we’ll go on.” 
 
    Asur looked into Iruki’s eyes. She returned the look, letting him know that she would not back down. 
 
    Asur nodded. 
 
    At almost the same time as the Zangrians renewed their chase, Asur and Iruki ran down the other side of the mountain. They leapt over rocks, scrub and fallen trees as though they were great cats. Iruki had stitched the warrior’s cuts and plastered them with a salve to prevent infection. As the healer she now was, she always carried with her a variety of plants and potions in leather pouches at her belt. Living up to his name, Asur was running down the mountain like a wolf. Iruki, fearlessly, let herself fly after him. When they reached the edge of the forest, she had gathered such speed that she could not stop, and fell headlong into the lake. 
 
    Asur jumped in after her and pulled her out by the waist as if she weighed no more than a feather. 
 
    “Thank you, Asur. I could not stop.” 
 
    “It’s no time for a swim,” said the warrior. And for the first time Iruki saw him smile. 
 
    His handsome manly face reddened, and he lost all trace of his usual seriousness. Any young Masig woman would wish for such a mighty strong handsome warrior. Iruki could see in his vibrant eyes how much he desired her. Despite that, her heart was spoken for. It belonged to Yakumo, and nothing could ever change that, no matter how great the temptation. 
 
    “We have to go on,” said Asur, looking north. 
 
    “Wait…” 
 
    Iruki was looking with surprise at some green-blue lilies she had never seen before. 
 
    “Let’s not waste time, they’re just some more weeds,” said Asur, gesturing at the danger behind them. 
 
    “Let me check…” 
 
    It was blue! Blue! Blue! 
 
    Such was her joy that she leapt with excitement. 
 
    “We found it, Asur, we found it! This is the Sky Weed! The Sky Weed!” 
 
    “Are you sure, Iruki?” 
 
    “As sure as that we’re the children of the steppes.” 
 
    The death of all those brave warriors would not have been in vain. Iruki tested them the way Ilua Hidden Path had taught her. And she obtained the extract. 
 
    Asur smiled and helped her collect the rest. 
 
    “There are some more on the northern bank,” she told him. “You go for those while I gather the ones on the southern bank. The more we have, the better chance of healing our people.” 
 
    Asur hesitated, looking in both directions. 
 
    “All right. But please don’t linger. The enemy is close at hand.” 
 
    “Asur, the lilies are what matters. They must reach our people. Promise me that.” 
 
    The warrior looked into her eyes. His face was serious, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “They’ll get to them, Iruki, I promise you. Now, let’s hurry.” 
 
    The two separated and went to the two points where they could see the lilies floating, with that unusual green-blue color. Iruki hurriedly gathered as many as she could and put them in the leather pouch she had prepared for them. Her heart was filled with joy now that she had found the thing that would save the Blue Clouds from extinction. She began to move back towards Asur, who was already signaling her to hurry. 
 
    But Iruki stopped. 
 
    Halfway between her and the warrior on the lake shore there were a dozen Zangrian soldiers. 
 
    She looked at Asur, far away, and he at her. 
 
    “Save the Blue Clouds!” Iruki yelled with all the power of her lungs and the rage in her heart. “Save them!” 
 
    Asur looked at her. He raised his strong arm, holding the pouch with the Sky Weed high, then ran to the north. Eight soldiers ran after him. 
 
    Iruki looked at the remaining four soldiers for a moment. They started in her direction. She turned on her heels and ran towards the south. 
 
    Run like a cheetah, run, she said to herself, without looking back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Unexpected Event 
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    Sonea. —Kingdom of Erenal —East Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    Sonea and Lindaro were walking slowly through a wild forest which seemed to be seeking to dissuade them with every step. They were tired, but more than that, they were frightened. Lindaro looked at Sonea and put a finger to his lips. The exiled librarian-apprentice stood still and silent, like a statue. The breeze from the lake on the other end of the bushy hill brought them the sound of several voices. Instinctively, both scholars ducked under the shrubs. 
 
    “Zangrian soldiers on patrol,” whispered Sonea. 
 
    “Do you understand their language?” Lindaro asked in another barely audible murmur. 
 
    “Yes, I studied with the Master Archivist of Languages. I can speak more than twenty different languages from all over Tremia. It’s one of my favorite studies. Nothing thrills me like learning to communicate with others.” 
 
    “You are a prodigy,” said Lindaro with a smile. “I only speak four languages, the commonest ones.” 
 
    “But you’re a man of faith, you devote a lot of time to the works of Light. I’m a… was a… librarian. My mission was to learn and preserve knowledge. Languages in particular and the need to communicate have always fascinated me. Besides, the more languages you know the wider the knowledge you can acquire.” 
 
    Lindaro smiled at the little scholar’s seriousness. 
 
    “Your passion and knowledge leave me speechless,” he said in a muffled whisper. 
 
    “They’re going west, let’s wait for them to go by and then continue north. The lake can’t be far away.” 
 
    The Zangrian column of soldiers walked by following the forest’s edge, but luckily for Sonea and Lindaro, did not go into it. With a sigh of relief, they stood up and went on carefully. 
 
    After half a day of walking northwards they left the forest, going down a steep hill which made for a difficult descent. 
 
    Sonea opened her mouth in astonishment. 
 
    A sea as blue and infinite as the sky was before them, a mirror for the sky on earth. 
 
    “By the all-creating Light!” said Lindaro. “It’s absolutely magnificent!” 
 
    Sonea could not say a word for several moments. It was as if the ancient gods had placed an indigo sea in the middle of those woods, a sea whose horizon vanished in the distance. 
 
    “It’s… it’s wonderful…” she stammered. 
 
    “But is it a sea or a lake?” the man of faith asked himself aloud. “According to the maps of these lands it should be a lake, but it’s so incredibly big that the eye can’t see its end.” 
 
    “That’s easy to find out,” said Sonea. She crouched on the rocky edge, scooped up some water with her hand and tried it. “Fresh. It’s a lake,” she said with a roguish smile. 
 
    “Excellent empirical deduction, what was I thinking!” Lindaro blushed. 
 
    “We’ve reached our destination,” said Sonea with pride. “This is the lake we’re looking for. And we’re still in one piece! Not bad at all for two peaceful, unarmed adventurers in hostile territory.”  
 
    “So what now?” asked Lindaro, looking at the blue expanse before them. 
 
    “The grimoire showed me this landscape. I’m sure of that, so I suppose what we have to find is somewhere in the lake.” 
 
    “You mean in the lake itself?” Lindaro said, looking confused. 
 
    “I don’t know. But I can’t think of any other explanation.” 
 
    “I only see leagues and leagues of water. Let me look at the map.” He took it out of his bag and studied it closely. “The maps show this lake as a single huge body of water. There aren’t any islands in it, or at least they aren’t shown.” 
 
    “The vision took me right to the center of the lake, at least that’s the impression I had. It was the center… I think we should find a way to sail across this lake and see what’s at its center…” 
 
    “That’s a very risky idea, Sonea. We don’t know how to sail, and we don’t even have a boat.” 
 
    “It didn’t seem too complicated. I was paying attention to how Flint managed his fishing boat, and I think I could do it. I learn quickly.” 
 
    Unable to stop himself, Lindaro burst out laughing. 
 
    “You do learn quickly. Is there anything you can’t manage?” 
 
    “Authority,” said Sonea with a sardonic grin. 
 
    Lindaro laughed again, “let’s find ourselves a boat, then. It’s an enormous lake, there should be a quay somewhere on the shore…” 
 
    “The thing is it’ll probably be military…” said Sonea with disgust. 
 
    “Yes, that would be a problem…” 
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    Iruki Wind of the Steppes was running for her life. Four Zangrian soldiers were close behind her. She was running as fast as her nimble legs would allow, and her lungs were about to burst. She ran downhill, leaping over rocks and brush, avoiding pines and firs at dizzying speed. She risked a brief look back and realized she was establishing a lead. She could not let herself be caught, not now that she had the Sky Weed, which meant salvation for her father and her tribe. She left the forest and came out on the edge of a new lake. Here she stopped, panting, trying to regain her breath. This place was a labyrinth of lakes and forests with no way out. She looked ahead and saw that this lake was enormous, like a sea, much bigger than the others she had left behind in her search for the medicinal plant. 
 
    The lake was like an enormous tear of an immortal god. 
 
    Suddenly a blue flash made her start. 
 
    “By all the spirits of the prairie! What’s happening now?” 
 
    The flash came again, sharp, from her chest. 
 
    The Ilenian medallion! I don’t have time for this now! She shook her head. Where shall I go? she wondered anxiously. I came running from the south-east to the north, I must go north. If I go south I’ll get even further away from my steppes. 
 
    The medallion flashed in the form of a beam of blue light toward the center of the lake. 
 
    Iruki looked at it for a moment. I don’t know what it wants, but this isn’t the time and I can’t go into the lake, no matter how much I wish I could, she said to herself. She began to run north following the shore of that immense indigo expanse. She was breathing through her nose and exhaling as she ran as fast as she could. Behind her she heard the soldiers on her trail. But she was not wearing armor and she was a light daughter of the steppes. She would run like the prairie wind carried on invisible wings, and would put land between them and her. They would never catch her. Never. 
 
    And she ran and ran, without looking back. She rounded a bend and stopped in her tracks. She could not believe it! Her bad luck was unbelievable! The skunk spirit must have cursed her. Before her, less than five hundred paces away, was a small fort crowned with yellow and black flags. Protected by it was a small dock where half a dozen war barges rested in the water. The military building had been erected on top of a hill at the edge of the lake. It was made of rock and wood, not too big but sturdy. It surely housed a whole detachment of soldiers, more than one hundred for sure. She had come upon the Zangrian army’s military base for the area. 
 
    She turned round and saw that the four soldiers who were chasing her were not running any more but walking towards her, looking exhausted. She wondered which direction to turn in. She could neither go on or retrace her steps, and the lake beside her was suicide no matter how strongly the medallion indicated that way. The only thing to do was go into the forest. Without thinking twice, she began to climb the hill. With a little luck she would lose them among the brush, since after all she was quite a way ahead of them. 
 
    Then she heard the sound of hooves. 
 
    She turned and bitterly cursed all the spirits of the Beyond. Four soldiers on horseback, in yellow and black, were climbing after her. They must be a patrol from the fort, and clearly they had seen her. Iruki went on uphill but the horses gained on her rapidly and reached her before she got to the top. One of the soldiers hit her in the back with his steel spear and she lost her footing. 
 
    With a cry of impotence and rage she rolled downhill. 
 
    She fell, hitting rocks, earth and trees on the way, and ended up at the edge of the lake violently bruised. Her body ached as if a whole herd of pintos had passed over her. The pouch with the Sky Weed had fallen off her belt, but she found it a few steps away on the ground. She lunged to retrieve it ignoring the terrible pain. Nothing would stop her, nothing. 
 
    A rider reached her, shield and spear ready. 
 
    Iruki refastened the pouch to her belt and unsheathed her Ilenian sword. 
 
    “Let us drink the blood of the enemy, my warrior, let my soul become young again as it bathes in the red fluid of life. Will you allow it, my mistress?” the same cold, dangerous voice spoke inside her mind, seeming to come from the dawn of time. 
 
    “I allow…” she said to the bewitched sword. 
 
    A golden flash ran through her from head to toe, and she realized at once that it was no longer she who controlled her own body but the Ilenian sword. She was possessed by its soul. 
 
    The soldier directed his spear to Iruki’s chest without a word or gesture of warning, but the sword cast it aside with ease. Iruki saw herself turn on her heels and approach the rider in a single move. Before he could attack again the sword cut deep into the soldier’s thigh, hacking half his leg through its armored protection. Iruki turned again getting out of the horse’s way and saw the rider tumble from his mount amid screams of agony and fear. 
 
    “The nectar of life is delicious. My essence gains eternity with it, my soul finds its youth renewed with each tasty sip,” the sword said in her mind. 
 
    Two other riders appeared, coming downhill and charged her. 
 
    Iruki noticed her body moving lightly, with the balance and dexterity of a lethal warrior, of a master swordsman. She was possessed by the spirit of an artist of the sword-fight. Her body crouched, then leapt, and the sword shone in the sun. A moment later she turned, advanced, parried, and the sword flashed again. In the blink of an eye both riders had died in the lethal dance which her body had performed. 
 
    She was flabbergasted. 
 
    Her four original pursuers arrived from the south. 
 
    “Don’t you even try unless you want to end like them,” she warned, not wishing the sword to end more lives. 
 
    The four soldiers exchanged doubtful glances, but then decided to attack. 
 
    “Today is my day, my mistress, today my blade will be rejuvenated by nectar and my soul will be delighted once more.” 
 
    The soldiers attacked, forming a barrier of interlocked shields, with their spears ready to launch against Iruki’s body. That scared her, since they were well protected and she was afraid, thinking the sword could not break that defensive formation. 
 
    She was wrong. 
 
    The moment the soldiers moved forward to launch their spears from behind their rectangular shields, Iruki’s body gave a huge leap and turn that took her right past behind the line of soldiers in an impossible somersault. She then swerved like a panther behind them and faced the unprotected backs of the men as they tried desperately to turn in time. The sword flashed four times like lightning and the four soldiers were dead before they even realized it. 
 
    Iruki was in absolute awe. She was possessed by the soul of an amazing warrior. The Zangrian soldiers could never stop her. 
 
    She was wrong again. 
 
    The fourth rider, whom she had already forgotten, came out of the trees at full gallop. 
 
    Iruki saw her body turning. 
 
    The soldier’s spear hit her on the head. 
 
    The sword fell from her hand as darkness enveloped her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Iruki woke up to the cold drip of water on her face. Her head hurt furiously. She opened her eyes, trying to focus. She was shackled to a rough rock wall, and by the looks of it she was in a dungeon. Three men in Zangrian uniforms were staring at her with hostility. By the uniforms she guessed they were officers, not common soldiers. 
 
    One of them asked her something in Zangrian. Iruki shook her head. 
 
    “Do you speak the Common Tongue of the North?” asked the oldest of the three. He had white hair and was very tall, and by the braids on his jerkin he was probably the officer in command. 
 
    “Yes, I do…” said Iruki, understanding that they wanted to talk. The strange Zangrian language was unknown to her, but she knew the tongue of their northern neighbors. 
 
    The soldier nodded. The officer asked her: “What were you doing in the lakes?” 
 
    Iruki looked around the dark, gloomy room. She saw her belt with the leather pouch for the Sky Weed on a table beside her Ilenian sword. 
 
    “I was searching for medicinal plants,” she said, nodding towards the belt. 
 
    “It’s a little strange that a score of Masig dare to enter the Thousand Lakes,” said a second officer with a thick black beard and green eyes. 
 
    “The medicines we seek are very important for our people. Many have fallen sick and are at risk of dying. That’s why we came.” 
 
    “They’re spies, no doubt, working for the Kingdom of Erenal. The Masig never come this far into the lakes,” said the third one. He was fat and bald. “It’s absurd! They come into our territory fully armed in search of medicinal plants? Lies, I say!” 
 
    “We’re nobody’s spies. We came searching for the Sky Weed, that’s the truth. My tribe is sick, I need to take it back to my people. The lives of many Masig depend on it. You have to believe me, please…” she begged. 
 
    The officer in command walked up to Iruki and took her cheeks in his hands. He made her look up and stared into her eyes. 
 
    “I’ll ask you one more time, Masig. What were you doing in the lakes?” 
 
    “I’m telling you the truth, you have to believe me. Look in my belt, you’ll see I’m a Healer Woman.” 
 
    “A healer she says, the bitch! After killing three riders and four infantry soldiers!” shouted the bearded officer, enraged. 
 
    “You’re an assassin sent by Erenal to spy, or else to kill Count Ulmitch, lord of this fort. The men who came with you were your escort,” said the bald one. 
 
    “I’m telling the truth, I just defended myself. Your soldiers attacked us without any provocation.” 
 
    “Do you really expect us to believe that a savage Masig, a healer, is capable of killing seven Zangrian soldiers without any assistance?” 
 
    Iruki had no answer to that. They were not going to believe her no matter what she said and she could not explain about the spell on the Ilenian sword: they would think she was trying to fool them. 
 
    “Silence is as good as an admission,” said the white-haired officer, taking a step back and straightening his uniform. “You are guilty of the death of seven Zangrian soldiers. As the officer in command of this garrison and by the power given to me by the King, I condemn you to death. Take her to the tower and execute her.” 
 
    Iruki was struck dumb. She tried to say something in her defense, but she could only mumble incomprehensibly. 
 
    “Guards!” the officer called. “To the tower with her.” 
 
    Two soldiers came into the cell and took off her shackles. They took her belongings and dragged her away upstairs to a room on the top floor. They went up and up and endless staircase. When they came into the room, she saw with alarm that it was an execution cell. She was lost. All she could see was a little window to one side and a tree-stump with a basket beside it. 
 
    She knew what that meant. She swallowed. 
 
    The two soldiers made her kneel at the stump and forced her face down on to the wood as they held her arms. She commended herself to the good spirits of the steppes. They were going to cut her head off. 
 
    “Allow me the honor, they were my men,” said the bearded officer. 
 
    “The honor is yours, Sergeant,” replied the bald officer. 
 
    “Appreciate it, Captain.” 
 
    Leaning beside the stump was the biggest sword that Iruki had ever seen: a two-handed sword with very sharp edges. The Sergeant went to the sword and wielded it, weighing it in the air. He turned to Iruki. 
 
    “By order of the King and as the military representative of his designs, I now carry out the sentence. 
 
    He placed the blade on Iruki’s neck. 
 
    He raised the sword. 
 
    Iruki thought about her father, her tribe… and felt utterly desperate. She was going to die without being able to save them. 
 
    At that precise moment the tower window exploded into fragments. A shadow slid into the room. 
 
    The executioner turned his head. A throwing dagger caught him in the eye. 
 
    “Damnation!” cried the Captain. He took his sword from its sheath. 
 
    A cloud of black smoke filled the room, and Iruki could not see what was happening. She heard a grunt of pain, followed by the sound of a body dropping to the ground. Suddenly the pressure the guards were exerting on her vanished, and she was able to raise her head. She heard a murmur on her right, and another body hit the floor. Another grunt on her left, and one more body fell. She did not know what was going on, but there were men dying in the blink of an eye. Through the black smoke she made out her sword on a table. Without thinking twice, she lunged for it, unsheathed it and cried: “Possess me, my body is yours!” 
 
    The sword awoke, and its light ran through her body. 
 
    “Ilenian magic,” a voice whispered. 
 
    Sword in hand, Iruki looked in the direction of the voice. The smoke was beginning to fade. 
 
    “Who are you? Show yourself!” she cried. 
 
    The smoke dissolved completely and Iruki saw that the four Zangrian soldiers were dead. 
 
    “Has it been so long that you don’t recognize my voice, Iruki Wind of the Steppes?” 
 
    She was petrified. 
 
    Out of the shadows of a corner Yakumo came out. 
 
    He was dressed all in black, with only his slanting dark eyes visible. 
 
    “Yak… Yakumo?” 
 
    The Assassin pulled back the black scarf which covered his face. 
 
    Iruki’s heart nearly burst in her chest. The Ilenian sword fell from her hand. 
 
    She could not believe her eyes. Her beloved was there, alive!” 
 
    Through her whole body there burst such a feeling of joy that she was overwhelmed. 
 
    “Yakumo! You’re alive!” 
 
    He came to her and looked into her eyes. “I gave you my word that one day I would come back for you.” 
 
    “I… I can’t believe it,” she stammered as she held him in her arms, fearful that this was nothing but an intangible dream. 
 
    Yakumo held her close and smiled, and as he did Iruki’s soul lit up. 
 
    She kissed him passionately, filled with happiness and joy. They both poured their feelings into that kiss as their love and desire surged, taking over the reins of their destinies. Time stopped, and everything around them vanished in that moment of an impossible encounter born of a desperate promise. In the arms of the man her heart yearned for, the one her thoughts had clung to day after day all-but-hopelessly, Iruki was fulfilled. 
 
    The door to the tower opened suddenly and two soldiers ran in. Yakumo reacted at once and rolled onto the floor, while attacking the guards with his lethal black daggers, taking them by surprise. Iruki crouched, holding the Ilenian sword in both hands. The Assassin’s daggers did their job taking life, and the Masig’s sword sought the blood it craved. Both guards died instantly. 
 
    “We must flee, Iruki. They’ve sounded the alarm, and more soldiers will come.” 
 
    “Guide me, Yakumo, I’ll follow! I’ll follow you to the end of the world!” 
 
    He smiled, gazing at her lovingly, then climbed onto the window-sill and offered her his hand. 
 
    “Follow me, Iruki Wind of the Steppes! I’m not worthy to have you come with me, but maybe one day I’ll be able to redeem myself at your side.” 
 
    With the help of a rope Yakumo carried with him, the two fugitives climbed to the roof of the tower. On the other side they climbed down onto a large building with a sloping roof. 
 
    “Careful, these are the barracks…” whispered Yakumo. 
 
    The whole fort was on alert. The soldiers were running all over the courtyard, and there were cries of alarm everywhere. Luckily for both of them, night had already fallen and there was barely any light on the roofs. They were wrapped in the darkness of night, and they escaped under her wing. Crouched and in silence, they made their way to another smaller building, and Yakumo leapt on to the roof with the ease of a cat. Iruki made it to the roof a little off-balance and began to slip. She almost fell, but Yakumo grabbed her in time. 
 
    She thanked him with relief. 
 
    “It’s time to hide and disappear.” 
 
    “Are we going to jump the wall?” 
 
    “Look over there,” Yakumo pointed to the inner courtyard, where more than thirty riders were preparing to leave. “Patrols, out to get us. They’ll comb all the forests around on their horses.” 
 
    “How are we going to escape from them?” 
 
    “Always do what the enemy least expects,” he replied with an enigmatic smile. 
 
    An hour later the fugitives were hiding among the hay in the upper floor of the stables. 
 
    “It’s crazy, they’ll find us!” said Iruki. 
 
    “On the contrary, they’ll never think of looking for us here. All the riders have left and they won’t come back until dawn. The stables are closed, so to speak. Nobody’s going to come up here, there’s no need, no horses to feed.” 
 
    “It’s crazy, but if you think it’s best…” 
 
    Yakumo smiled. They were facing a mountain of dry hay. 
 
    “Follow me,” he said, and began to climb up the hay towards the far end of the stable. 
 
    They made a hole there and hid in it. Behind that pile of hay they were invisible. Iruki stretched her tired body, although her heart was beating at a gallop. Yakumo sat beside her, looking at her tenderly. She took his hand and drew him to her. She looked at him and stroked his face, the face of her savior, her heart, her soul… She felt a growing desire for her man. Hiding there, surrounded by enemies, in danger and lying beside the enigmatic foreigner her heart yearned for, she bent to kiss him. 
 
    But he stopped her. “Iruki, I’m not worthy…” 
 
    She did not want to hear that, she only wanted to be loved by the one her heart had chosen. Yakumo tried to resist, but Iruki would not let him. She held his neck with both hands and drew him to her once more. She kissed him, and Yakumo’s defenses crumbled. He let the love he felt for her overcome him and gave in to their passion. 
 
    That night, surrounded by dangers, two human beings, as different as they were alike, became one with a passion and a love so honest and so great that the moon had to look away, blushing. 
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    Sonea, crouching by the wall, pulled Lindaro’s sleeve. The footsteps of the two watchmen rang on the fort parapet. The two scholars were hiding among the high brush under cover of night, trying not to be discovered by the Zangrian guards. It was almost dawn, and if they wanted their plan to work they had very little time left. If dawn arrived and they were discovered, they would be lost. 
 
    “Come on, Lindaro, let’s go,” Sonea encouraged him in a whisper. 
 
    The priest looked at her with anguish, but regained his composure and followed her. 
 
    They had planned it well, and it was going to work. Sonea was sure of it. They would make it, just as long as nothing they had not considered came up… which given the latest events was all too likely. The real world was very far from her beloved library. She thought of her Master and of the many hours of study they had shared. She had to improvise now, with whatever means she had at hand in order to survive. And mistakes were paid with death, not mere scolding. She sighed and tried to ease her restless spirit: she had to control her emotions. They were in great danger. 
 
    They stood at the spot they had chosen by the wall. Sonea nodded at Lindaro. They took two steps back from it and readied themselves. Now came the hard part of the plan. Lindaro prepared the sack they had brought with them, filled with stones and dry grass. He opened it, and they covered it with their own bodies. 
 
    The crucial moment had arrived. 
 
    A barn-owl flew above them, and Sonea’s heart nearly jumped out of her mouth. 
 
    “Come on, Sonea, hurry.” 
 
    Very carefully, Sonea took out her flint and lit the grass inside the sack. After several attempts she finally managed it. Luckily the guards did not see the sparks. They waited until the inside of the sack was on fire. They had to throw it. The bottom part was rock, paper and grass which they had soaked in lamp oil. Once the fire reached the bottom it would burn intensely. The idea had occurred to them when they happened upon an empty hunting shelter near the southern end of the great lake. They had spent a long while puzzling over the plan and had finally decided to go ahead with it. 
 
    Lindaro looked towards the wall. 
 
    Sonea heard the steps of the guards walking away. 
 
    “Now!” she said in his ear. 
 
    Lindaro closed the sack, then with calculated skill threw it over the wall. 
 
    They both lay on the ground and waited, looking at each other expectantly. 
 
    “I think it’s a hit,” whispered the priest, controlling the excitement in his voice but not in his lively eyes. 
 
    The fire did not take long to catch. They had thrown the incendiary bomb to the barn beside the stables. They had spent half the day up in a huge fir tree, spying from afar on what went on inside the fort whose walls were not very high, fortunately. From their launch position the sack must have made its way into the barn through the open front. Lindaro had been practicing the throw all day, aware that they would only have the one chance. 
 
    The smell of burning reached them with the wind. The barn was beginning to burn, with the flare of the flames already visible. 
 
    “Danger! Fire! Fire!” came the alarm in the fort. 
 
    The guards ran to put out the fire and a hundred voices screaming and shouting filled the night. 
 
    “Water! Bring water!” cried the soldiers. 
 
    Things were going according to plan. Sonea and Lindaro took advantage of the confusion to get to the dock and hide behind the small shed that housed the equipment for the boats. 
 
    The access door from the wall to the dock opened and an officer appeared at a run followed by several soldiers. They were carrying wooden pails. 
 
    On the dock, half a dozen men kept watch by the war barges. 
 
    “Hey you, make a line!” 
 
    The guards at the dock looked at the officer, bewildered. 
 
    “We’re going to carry water from the lake to the barn. We’ve got to stop the fire,” explained the officer. 
 
    The human chain formed at once, and the pails of water began to make their way from the lake. The soldiers worked without stopping, with all their attention concentrated on the fire. 
 
    “Now’s the time!” said Sonea. 
 
    The priest nodded and smiled nervously. 
 
    “I hope we make it,” he implored the heavens. “Help these your children, oh all-powerful Light!” 
 
    Sonea and Lindaro came out from behind the shed, crouching in the shadows. They reached the barges at the dock without being seen, then went to the farthest one of all. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Sonea whispered to Lindaro, and the man of faith smiled. His eyes were filled with excitement at all the action and danger. 
 
    Sonea jumped into the barge, and Lindaro loosened the rope ready to make their escape. 
 
    A whispering voice at his ear stopped him in his tracks. 
 
    “Stealing the barge?” 
 
    Lindaro made to turn, but felt the brush of cold sharp steel on his neck. 
 
    “Don’t kill me, please! I’m just a man of faith,” said Lindaro. He was absolutely terrified. 
 
    “A man of faith who burns a fort and steals a Zangrian war barge…” 
 
    “Please… let me… let me explain, I beg you.” 
 
    “Who’s the girl in the barge?” 
 
    “The girl? She’s a librarian from Erenal.” 
 
    “A priest and a librarian? Do you really expect me to believe that?” 
 
    Lindaro felt the pressure of the steel increase on his neck. He began to shake. 
 
    “By the all-illuminating Light, my word as a priest of the Temple of Light, I swear.” 
 
    “Don’t kill him,” said another voice, a woman’s, and Lindaro felt some hope. 
 
    “To the barge, quick!” said the man. Not feeling the steel on his neck any more the priest turned. The surprise nearly made him lose his balance, and he almost fell into the river. 
 
    It was not a Zangrian soldier! It was a man with slanting eyes dressed in dark clothes! And with him was a red-skinned Masig woman. 
 
    Lindaro stood agape. 
 
    “To the barge, quickly!” the man repeated, Lindaro reacted. 
 
    The three of them climbed aboard. Sonea’s surprise and fear showed on her face. 
 
    “Who… are they? What’s going on?” 
 
    “To the oars, quick. We have to get away immediately or the guards will discover us. You two in front and us behind,” ordered Yakumo. 
 
    Sonea and Lindaro obeyed without a word. 
 
    The barge began to move on the quiet lake. They all rowed in silence away from the dock. In the distance, the roaring fire illuminated the night. The barn and the stables were ablaze with great flames. They could hear the echo of the soldiers’ voices above the lake. They would have to work all night to put out a fire like that. 
 
    They rowed and rowed without speaking, keeping up the rhythm, looking for safety in the immensity of the lake around them. Dawn came, and a warm sun fell on their tired bodies. The fort disappeared in the distance, and soon they found themselves surrounded by water in every direction. 
 
    “I’m done…” said Sonea, as she let go of the oar, her face pale from the effort. 
 
    “Me too,” said Lindaro. He was looking warily at their captors. 
 
    Yakumo and Iruki stopped rowing. 
 
    They all remained silent while they got their breath back, except for the Assassin who was looking out to the horizon. He turned, saw the two barrels of supplies at the stern and opened them. One contained water, the other salted fish and meat. 
 
    “Time to get our strength back,” he announced. “Drink as much as you can and eat, we still have a long way to row.” 
 
    When he saw the fear in the two prisoners’ eyes Yakumo looked at Iruki. She smiled at him. 
 
    “We’re not going to hurt you,” said the Masig with a smile. “We needed to escape too, and just like you we decided to go for the boat farthest from the guards. What I would never have imagined was that you two would be capable of creating such a chaos in the fort. You nearly burnt us alive. We were hiding in the stable that caught fire from the barn.” 
 
    Sonea stared at the Masig in disbelief. 
 
    “I’m very sorry. We didn’t think there would be anybody there at night…” 
 
    “That’s what Yakumo thought when we hid there,” said Iruki. She nodded towards the Assassin, who was checking the supplies. 
 
    “I’m Iruki Wind of the Steppes, of the Blue Clouds, of the Masig people,” she said. “This is Yakumo, my man.” Yakumo looked at her uncertainly. 
 
    “I’m Lindaro, Priest of the Temple of Light.” 
 
    “And I’m Sonea, librarian of the Order of Knowledge of Erenal.” 
 
    “Good. Now that our names are known by the spirit of the wind, you needn’t be afraid. We’re not going to hurt you.” 
 
    Sonea nodded toward the weapons which both Iruki and Yakumo were carrying. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid, they’re to defend ourselves from enemies.” 
 
    “And now where to, Yakumo?” said Iruki looking at her lover against the immense blue surface surrounding them on all sides. 
 
    Before he could answer, a flash burst from the Ilenian medallion under her short leather tunic. 
 
    “There it goes again,” said Iruki, while Sonea and Lindaro rose to their feet, greatly interested. 
 
    Iruki took out her medallion and to Sonea and Lindaro’s astonishment the jewel shone again, sending a flash of blue light to the northeast. 
 
    “I think the medallion wants us to go in that direction,” said Iruki with a smile. 
 
    “That thing has a great power, and a very ancient one. I can feel it,” said Yakumo worried. “It’s the same power we fought in the caves under the Fountain of Life.” 
 
    “I got it in the Temple of Water, from the sarcophagus of the dead King, the same as the bewitched sword.” 
 
    Yakumo nodded, then said. 
 
    “Its power is very impressive. We must be careful when we use it or it could cost us our lives.” 
 
    Sonea and Lindaro, listening to every detail, were fascinated. 
 
    A new flash, followed by another beam of blue light, left the medallion. 
 
    “It’s insisting, as if a spirit were showing us the way. What I don’t know is whether the spirit is a good or bad one.” 
 
    “And you don’t know why it wants us to go in that direction either,” said Yakumo. 
 
    “We could find out…” said Sonea innocently. “We’re out of danger, surrounded by peace and quiet. We have nothing to lose if we find out where it leads us…” 
 
    Lindaro looked at her, and his mouth stretched in an uncertain smile. 
 
    “I think the same. We’ve already escaped. We’re safe, let’s find out what this is about.” 
 
    Yakumo looked at them, intrigued. For a couple of peaceful scholars, these two seemed to have a tendency to leap headlong into trouble. 
 
    “I’m not at all sure. That magic… is very dangerous,” said Yakumo. 
 
    At that moment a dark spot appeared on the horizon to the south. 
 
    Yakumo went to the stern and activated his gift of Sight to increase his vision. A red flash enveloped him. 
 
    “Take the oars! Quickly!” he cried. 
 
    They all hurried to their positions. 
 
    “At my signal! Row!” 
 
    The oars swung together.  
 
    “Now we have no option, we’ll go in the direction the medallion showed.” 
 
    “What is it, my love? What did you see?” 
 
    “A light vessel, to the south. It’s chasing us.” 
 
    “Zangrian soldiers?” Her face showed her fear. 
 
    “No, Iruki, much worse…” They were all hanging agog on Yakumo’s words. “It’s Lasgol, the Norghanian Tracker. He’s coming for me.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sweet Awakening 
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    Aliana, Komir, Hartz, Kayti, Asti. —Nocean Empire, South Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    A stinging pain in her side woke Aliana. She opened her eyes with difficulty —her eyelids were as heavy as slabs and the light of the sun hurt her eyes. She was lying on the sand, and her body hurt terribly. She did not know what was happening but the pain was killing her. Was she being tortured? Or had she been tortured and was now suffering the consequences? She tried to remember what had been happening but the terrible pain in her chest returned with a vengeance. What’s wrong with me? What’s this burning? What does it mean? She put her hand on the sand and leaned on it to raise herself to her feet. 
 
    The sand did not burn. 
 
    That puzzled her. 
 
    She put her hand to her chest, and to her surprise found the medallion hanging from her neck right against the spot that hurt. Could the medallion be causing the pain? She tried opening her eyes again and was blinded by the flashing of the Ilenian jewel. The pain intensified until it was unbearable and she was wide awake at last. She pressed the medallion against her in an attempt to stop the agony. In that same moment Ilenian symbols filled her mind, and the next thing she saw was an image, as clear as if her eyes had been wide open: a crystalline waterfall. 
 
    She nodded instinctively understanding the message, the reason for the pain: water. The medallion had awakened her with a purpose: to drink so as not to perish. And the moment she understood, the pain disappeared. 
 
    Aliana opened her eyes again and saw something that stunned her more than anything she could have imagined. Before her there spread a beautiful oasis at the foot of a formidable wall of rock, she could only stare at it in bewilderment. There was a lake, with water as blue as the sky on a summer afternoon, surrounded by luxuriant palm trees. At the edge was more vegetation, and beyond the palm trees everything was sand and dunes stretching as far as a high wall of reddish rock. It was so beautiful that Aliana could not even respond at first, until the pain struck again. She looked around and realized that she was under the shade of two great palm trees which protected her from the scorching sun. On the other side of the lake the camels were drinking peacefully, unaware of anything else. It seemed a dream. 
 
    Komir was lying among the vegetation to her right, his head leaning on the roots of another palm tree. At the sight of the Norriel warrior her heart skipped a beat and then went into a gallop. It was not the first time this had happened. During the last few weeks of their journey, every time she had been alone with him, or their gazes had met, she had felt so stirred that her heart beat like a war-drum. When he spoke to her she felt butterflies in her stomach, which was a pleasant feeling but also a little upsetting. She knew what it meant, for she had experienced it before with Gerart, and it worried her. 
 
    “I have to help him,” she said aloud, as if doing so would reassure her that she was not dreaming. 
 
    Beyond Komir were the bodies of her other companions, also lying in the shade of the trees. They were all unconscious. She tried to stand, but was unable to as she had no strength and the pain was killing her. I’m too weak to help anybody. If I don’t drink water right now I’m going to die. That’s what the medallion is trying to tell me, that I have no time. 
 
     She rolled onto her stomach and dragged herself painfully to the water. Luckily the lake was only a few paces away. When she reached the water she drank like an animal, aware that her life depended on it. Once she had drunk her fill she put her head in the lake, and the feeling was glorious. She turned over onto her back and stayed there, with her head and shoulders half in the water. She gazed at the sky, as blue and beautiful as the lake that had saved her life. She thought she would always remember the glory of that moment. 
 
    As soon as her system had absorbed the water, Aliana used her Gift to heal the damage that the terrible journey had inflicted upon her body: blisters, burns, ulcers, exhaustion and especially the brutal dehydration which had almost caused her death. In so doing she realized that a moment longer would have meant just that. I’m alive by a miracle. My time was almost up. That fact made her suddenly aware that her companions could die at any moment. Suddenly panicking, although she could still not stand, she crawled over to Komir. His Medallion of Ether was shining brightly, and the young man’s face was twisted with pain. 
 
    “Komir, wake up! Komir!” 
 
    “My chest… pain…” 
 
    “Yes Komir, it’s the medallion, it wants you to wake up,” 
 
    “I… can’t…” 
 
    “Wake up, or you’ll die!” she cried, shaking the Norriel’s shoulders as hard as she could. 
 
    Komir managed to open his eyes and wake up. Aliana hugged him and kissed his cheeks in a burst of joy. 
 
    “You’re alive! You’re going to live!” 
 
    Komir looked around, baffled and still half-blinded. 
 
    “What… happened? Are we dead?” 
 
    “We’re in an oasis, there’s water. We’re going to survive!” 
 
    Komir looked at the rest of their companions. 
 
    “We have to help them,” he said. He tried to stand up but could not manage it. 
 
    “Your body needs healing, it’s taken too much punishment. You won’t be able to stand. Let me help you, and you’ll feel better in no time.” 
 
    Komir’s eyes met hers and Aliana felt that her soul would burst into song. 
 
    “No, not me,” he said urgently. “You have to help Asti. She’s the one who needs it most.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Don’t argue, please do as I say. Help Asti. I’ll drag myself to the water. Hurry up or she’ll die. I have a bad feeling.” 
 
    Aliana looked at the young Usik and saw that she was barely breathing. She crawled to her and put her hands over the girl’s heart and forehead: her pale green skin was of a sickly, ghostly white. She began the healing. The frail girl was reduced to skin and bones. Her state was almost terminal and irreversible, and Aliana was afraid she would lose her. She breathed in deeply and braced herself for the struggle. 
 
    “I’m here, Asti, my friend. Don’t be afraid, I won’t let the crows of night take you away from us. You’ll live! Even if I die myself!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nighttime fell peacefully over the oasis, bringing with it quiet and a pleasant coolness filled with the scent of sweet dry grass. The enchantment of the music of the stars found Aliana lying under a palm tree, spent but happy. Komir covered her with a blanket. 
 
    “How… are the others?” she asked with a voice so weak it was barely audible. 
 
    “Rest, Aliana. You have to rest and get your energy back. You’ve worked a real miracle. They’re all fine.” 
 
    “Asti?” she said with a pang of fear. 
 
    Komir nodded to his right. 
 
    “She’s sleeping like a baby. Her breathing is stable and a little stronger. Kendas says she’ll pull through. I don’t know how you did it, but you’ve snatched her back from death.” 
 
    Aliana smiled happily. 
 
    “And the others?” 
 
    “They’re all fine. You take too many risks. You shouldn’t.” 
 
    “I had to help… it’s my duty…” 
 
    “If you die then you can’t do your duty. You mustn’t risk yourself so much, otherwise you’ll die. And I… I… wouldn’t forgive myself.” 
 
    Aliana looked into his eyes and smiled. She tried to tell him she appreciated his concern, but exhaustion took over and she fell into a sleep so deep she could no longer struggle against it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three weeks went by before they all recovered their health. Aliana would remember it afterwards as a time of bliss. Their surroundings were so beautiful, unreal and magical that they all felt wrapped in a cloak of wellbeing and happiness. In that heavenly oasis they were alone, surrounded by the most terrible of deserts which isolated them from the world, blessed in that unrivalled landscape in which all the dangers of the universe vanished as if by magic, swept away by a breath of warm wind. Their journey had been so infernal that all this beauty, peace and harmony was like a balm for their souls and bodies. They felt as if they had arrived at the paradise of an absent god. 
 
    Hartz and Kayti were enjoying themselves like children, swimming and playing in the lake during the day. At night they disappeared in the shadows, away from the camp fire, not to be seen till dawn. At times the warm breeze brought back the echoes of their passion, and Aliana felt herself blushing with envy and yearning as she thought of the caresses the lovers would be exchanging. She would then turn over not to hear the wind’s whispering. 
 
    Asti rested most of the day as her body gradually recovered the vitality she had lost. Kendas showered her with attention, making sure she rested enough and got her energy back. It was a miracle that the green girl was alive. While the Usik slept the Lancer explored every inch of the oasis, every shadow, ever alert. But in that haven of absolute peace nothing bad could disturb them. 
 
    And in the midst of that paradise Aliana was filled with happiness, not only because of the beauty of the place and the safety it provided, but because she was sharing it with the enigmatic green-eyed warrior. Komir never left her side and she was surprised to find him watching her with a secret smile, honest and at the same time unfathomable. Aliana tried to keep her feelings in check, but she was finding it impossible. 
 
    “How about a swim?” Komir had asked her one evening. She had tried to refuse, make him see it was not a good idea as her heart was already struggling, trying to decide between Gerart and her duty towards the Order of Tirsar. 
 
    “It’s just a swim,” he had said. He had taken her hand and led her to the water, looking into her eyes all the time with his mysterious, green gaze. 
 
    She had felt intensely nervous while Komir took off his tunic, revealing a nimble, firm, muscular body: the handsome body of a well-trained warrior, she could not breathe until Komir jumped in the water. 
 
    “It’s just a swim,” she had admitted to herself, unable to resist the strong feelings the young man awoke in her. 
 
    And she swam with him. 
 
    That evening and all the evenings after. 
 
    They enjoyed the water, each other’s company and the silent complicity of their glances. Aliana felt her defenses crumbling as, first by chance and then intentionally, their skin brushed in the water and her desire grew to fill her completely. But she felt it was wrong, that this was a forbidden desire and one that would create an impossible triangle. She knew what was happening, and she also knew that it would eventually divide her heart and cause her to suffer bitterly. 
 
    Yet she could not resist the young Norriel’s magnetism. 
 
    One nightfall Komir had come to her. 
 
     “Shall we take a walk?” 
 
    Aliana looked into his eyes. It had been just an honest question, without any malice or concealed meaning. But Aliana knew that if she accepted, it might mean a journey for her heart which allowed no possibility of return. 
 
    “Thank you, it will do me good,” she had said, against her better judgment. 
 
    Every evening they walked along the lake’s edge, deep either in conversation or a shared silence. Those night-walks under the winking starlight, with the breeze from the desert ruffling her hair and Komir at her side, were creating indelible memories in Aliana, who wished those days would never end. 
 
    But Nirvana came to an end at last… 
 
    That morning Aliana was chatting with Asti, by now totally recovered, when her medallion began to pulse with brown flashes. She immediately glanced aside at Komir, who was sharpening his weapons with a whetstone under a palm tree. The Norriel’s medallion began to pulse with similar crystalline flashes. 
 
    “Oh, no…” said Komir, looking down at his chest. 
 
    Aliana felt a growing concern: the medallions were acting of their own accord, and that was something that greatly worried the Healer. They could not control the medallions, but the opposite could happen. A chill ran down her spine the moment the two beams flashed out of the medallions, then met and melted into each other over the lake. She watched with fascination as the beams, now united and golden, focused on a spot on the rocky wall at the back of the oasis. 
 
    Kendas, who was tending the camels in the shade of the wall and checking that their dwindling supplies were not rotting in the saddlebags, cried in alarm as the golden beam went by his head. 
 
    “By the wild horses of Linder!” 
 
    A terrible noise filled the oasis. It came from where Kendas was standing, like a powerful blast of thunder. A great tremor shook the ground violently, causing them all to lose their balance and fall. There came a second tremor, and the noise became deafening. After a third wave it stopped as suddenly as it had begun. 
 
    Komir got to his feet and ran to help Kendas. Hartz and Kayti followed him. Aliana grabbed her short Nocean bow and followed, with Asti behind her. When they reached the wall they found something astonishing. The high surface of reddish rock seemed to have divided in two, and now there was a deep gorge cutting into the mountain. 
 
    “I’ll be damned!” said Hartz. 
 
    “It’s as if the mountain had divided in two and moved five paces to one side…” said Kendas. 
 
    “How could this happen?” said Kayti as she looked into the great canyon which now opened before them. 
 
    “It’s the medallions…” said Aliana, looking at her own, which was now dull brown again. 
 
    “It’s Ilenian magic,” said Komir. He took a step into the canyon. This has to be the place they wanted us to come to. For a moment I thought… I wished… it was the oasis which had saved us from death in the dunes, but this new event… I think it means they want us to go on. There’s nothing in this oasis that the medallions want us to see.” 
 
    “And we’re going to leave this paradise and go into that dead alley?” Hartz grunted. He crossed his arms over his chest. “No, no, no. We’re very well off in this unbelievable place. Why should we go into the wolf’s den? After what we went through on that infernal journey! No way! Besides, who can guarantee the mountain won’t close again when we’re half-way through and squash us like ants? I say we’d better stay where we are and enjoy it!” 
 
    There was a silence after the big Norriel’s words. Aliana knew they were all thinking the same thing. No one wished to leave that dream-land and venture into the unknown. But they could not stay there forever… or perhaps they could… 
 
    “I’m going in,” said Komir. “I have to know why we were led here. And this time I’m going alone. I almost led you all to your death. If you’re alive, it’s thanks to the three goddesses. I won’t let it happen again. If I must die in this quest, so be it. But you won’t die on my account. Wait here, I’ll go alone.” 
 
    Aliana felt a pang in her heart, knowing she could lose him. “You can’t go alone, Komir,” she said. “It’s too dangerous. Not only crossing that canyon, but what might be waiting beyond: Ilenian magic, mortal danger… you know very well you can’t just go alone.” 
 
    “I’m not making the same mistake again. I’m going by myself, and that’s the end of it.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you, my friend,” said Hartz taking a step into the canyon. “Aliana is right, it’s too dangerous for you to go without me.” 
 
    “I said I’m going in alone!” insisted Komir. 
 
    “Think twice, Komir, please,” begged the Healer. 
 
    “It’s my destiny, my responsibility!” He looked at each of his companions one by one. “No one is coming with me! Understood?” 
 
    Kendas and Kayti shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    Komir turned to them, looking like an angry tiger. 
 
    “Wait for me here. If I don’t come out in one day, head north. Don’t follow me, 
 
    Hartz began to move, but Aliana noticed and held him back. 
 
    “Let him go,” she whispered. 
 
    Hartz looked at her, worry in his eyes. Aliana made a calming gesture. 
 
    Without another word he turned on his heels and went into the canyon. 
 
    They all watched as he walked away, growing smaller as he went in deeper. He finally vanished at the end of the canyon. 
 
    “Time to move,” said Aliana. 
 
    They all looked at her with surprise. 
 
    “Are we going in after him?” asked Hartz, agitated and hopeful. 
 
    “Of course we are. You didn’t really believe we’d let him go on his own?” she replied cheerfully. 
 
    “But then… why didn’t you let me convince him before? Ah, woman, I don’t get you!” 
 
    Aliana and Kayti exchanged a look of understanding. Kayti went over to Hartz and put her hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “The experience in the desert has affected your friend,” she said. “Even more than he himself can imagine. He feels responsible for nearly causing our death, and that guilt is so overwhelming it’s affecting him. Confronting him or trying to reason with him would have pushed him over the edge, it’s best not to contradict him. You get it?” 
 
    Hartz looked lovingly at the warrior, smiled and kissed her cheek tenderly. “Thank you.” 
 
    Kayti smiled at his show of affection and kissed him back. “Let’s go, then,” she said, and they all went into the canyon following Komir’s way. 
 
    They advanced carefully, going deeper into the unnatural gorge with its red granite walls. The two halves the mountain had split into were fifteen feet tall, and the canyon a thousand paces long. Tension soon became palpable. As they walked, Aliana had a growing feeling of oppressive threat. Luckily, the sun was shining high in the sky, and that helped her master what she was feeling. 
 
    “By all the hairy cows in my village!” cried Hartz. “These walls look as if they’re going to close in on us any moment. And this canyon seems never-ending!” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” Kayti’s expression was graver than usual as she looked up at the walls. “Better not to tempt fate.” 
 
    “We’d better hurry,” said Kendas, looking warily at both walls. They were as smooth as if a river had run through them for thousands of years. “We don’t know what might happen. Although, as long as Aliana, the medallion bearer, is with us, I don’t think anything bad can happen. After all, the medallions opened the way with some purpose in mind. I doubt they’d close it on the bearer so that she died before she reached the end…” 
 
    “Better not stop” said Asti, quickening her pace and not waiting for anyone else. 
 
    They reached the end of the passage and came to an enormous wall with a door carved into the rock. The door was open, with only blackness visible beyond it. If that was odd, what was even more so was the fact that the whole wall was covered with Ilenian symbols. Thousands of them had been carved into the rock, forming unintelligible hieroglyphs. Aliana stared at the beauty and magnificence of the engravings. The wall must have been twenty-some feet tall and the same across. The door looked tiny in comparison with the massive size of the carvings. 
 
    “Truly impressive,” said Kayti. She was tracing the relief of one of the symbols with her finger. 
 
    Hartz shook his head. “There we go again with these drawings… it stinks of all that damned Ilenian magic.”  
 
    “We have to go on or else we’ll lose Komir’s trail,” said Kendas. He pointed at the door. 
 
    “Yes, let’s go in,” said Aliana, and went through and into the mountain. They all followed suit while Hartz grumbled audibly. 
 
    It took them a moment to adjust their eyes to the reigning darkness inside. A hall had been dug out from the bowels of the mountain, ending in a corridor. Along both walls, about half-way up, a line of symbols shone pale gold, allowing the group to more or less see where they were going. Aliana found herself wondering whether the symbols always shone that way, or if they somehow knew that someone had arrived. She guessed it was the latter, and it made her uneasy. 
 
    They went on following the lines of symbols on both sides, going deeper into the bowels of the mountain. There was no trace of Komir, so they had no choice but to continue their way into the depths. As they made their way along a narrow tunnel, Aliana felt the temperature begin to rise noticeably. Up till then, a certain coolness had pervaded that rocky landscape, but now the air on their faces was more than warm. They soon began to sweat under their Nocean tunics. Hartz’s hair was wet, his forehead was running with perspiration. Kendas, who was in the lead, raised his fist and at his signal they all stopped in silence. The Royal Lancer crouched and moved forward a couple of paces in absolute silence. Something was wrong. 
 
    Suddenly, a tremendous gust of smoke came out from where Kendas was. It hit them all with ash and sand which made its way into their mouths and lungs. Aliana began to cough, followed by Asti. Kayti seemed momentarily blinded, and Hartz assisted her as she tried to wipe her eyes. Kendas appeared surprisingly clean. 
 
    “Everybody all right?” he asked, looking at the group covered from head to toe in ashes and dust. 
 
    “What the heck was that?” barked Hartz. His enormous body was covered in fine grey dust. 
 
    “I’m afraid that was a blast of vapor or gas, or some other natural phenomenon,” replied the Lancer. “It was in the hall next to this one, and it was so strong it reached as far as this. It took me by surprise. I managed to avoid it by reflex, but I didn’t react fast enough to warn you. I’m sorry…” 
 
    “We’re all fine, Kendas, don’t worry,” said Aliana, looking at her friends. 
 
    “In that case let’s go on,” said Kendas urgently. “I’ve got the impression that another blast might be imminent and it could be dangerous.”  
 
    With the Lancer in the lead, they all crossed the place the blast had come from. The hall was huge, with a dome of red granite. On both sides of the floor were large holes, through which threatening smoke rose as far as the dome. A fetid smell filled the hall. 
 
    “Argh!” said Hartz, covering his nose with his hand. 
 
    “Better that we don’t stop under any circumstances,” said Kendas. “The smell can only mean gases, and from what I’ve heard they can be very dangerous.” 
 
    “Nobody’s to light a fire under any circumstances,” said Kayti sternly, Hartz looked at her, uncertain. “You do what I say, you bullhead,” she told him curtly. There was no time for explanations. 
 
    They were crossing hurriedly to the other hall when behind them, two columns of smoke and ashes blasted forth from two holes in the floor, nearly reaching the dome above them. The temperature in the cave turned infernal with the blast. 
 
    “They’re burning gasses!” said Kayti. She moved away from the vents, pushing Hartz in front of her. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here or else we’ll be boiled to death!” cried Kendas, running toward the exit. 
 
    Aliana looked behind her and met Asti’s frightened eyes. She grabbed her hand, and they both crossed the enormous opening in the rock Kendas had just disappeared through. Suddenly the light of day hit her eyes, blinding her. It took her a moment to recover and manage to open her eyes again, letting them adjust to the new clarity and light. 
 
    She looked around and saw the rest going through the same process, all except Kendas, who seemed already used to the bright light, which could only make sense if the dome of the cave had vanished… Aliana looked up uncertainly, and her suspicions were confirmed: the granite dome had disappeared completely, and in its place was the sky of the desert, forever clear, with that scorching sun now shining on them. 
 
    They all looked around, surprised. Aliana noticed they were standing on a colossal round platform. Around it —it must have been at least a hundred paces across — the walls rose to the sky. These were at least a hundred and twenty feet tall, and surrounded the entire platform. Staring at this strange place, Aliana was awed. 
 
    “Where are we?” said Kayti, voicing everybody’s thoughts. 
 
    “Bad place, I not like,” said Asti. The look of fear on her face made Aliana uneasy. The young Usik, was a lot more perceptive than the rest of the group, and she was aware of something. 
 
    “Nonsense,” said Hartz. “There’s light here, much better for fighting and defending ourselves.” He flexed the muscles in his chest and back. 
 
    “What do you think, Kendas?” asked Aliana. 
 
    The Royal Lancer took a couple of steps toward the center of the chamber, and looked up at the sun and the high walls. 
 
    “I’d say we’re in some kind of crater…” 
 
    Aliana tried to make sense of that statement, but before she could put her thoughts in order something caught her attention. On the other side of the platform, a figure had appeared. 
 
    “Komir…” she whispered, suddenly hopeful. They all followed her gaze to the spot where the figure had made its appearance. 
 
    “It’s not Komir,” said Kendas. Something in his voice suggested danger. 
 
    Aliana squinted, protecting her eyes from the sun with her hands, to determine who it was. Then she identified it. It was a figure dressed in a white robe, with a hood of the same color trimmed with gold. In one hand it carried a staff, in the other a golden book.  
 
    “Ilenian Guardian!” cried Kendas in warning. 
 
    Hartz and Kayti reached for their swords. Aliana thought of her bow and reached over her shoulder for it. But before she could nock it a sound both terrible and familiar, reached her ears. The Guardian was intoning a spell. Aliana hurried, fearing for her life and that of her companions. 
 
    The floor shook. 
 
    Aliana kept her balance with great effort. 
 
    The shaking became more violent. 
 
    They all fell to the floor. 
 
    “Cursed Guardian!” swore Hartz, trying to get back on his feet. But a new violent shock threw him to the ground again. Pieces of rock began to fall from the walls around them with a fierce new tremor which shook them where they lay. 
 
    “Earthquake!” shouted Aliana. An earthquake conjured by the Guardian to finish them off. She tried to stand with her bow in her hands, but it was impossible to keep their balance in the midst of those terrible shockwaves. 
 
    As the rocks fell from the walls, the floor began to crack. Great gashes opened all along the platform after a new, massive shock. 
 
    “The ground is breaking up!” cried Kayti. She was on her knees, trying vainly to stand up. 
 
    Another deafening blast followed hard on the heels of another violent tremor, and the floor broke into a thousand pieces. A huge block of red granite rose in front of Aliana and leaned at an unlikely angle, while another huge block plunged into the depths. The thundering noise went on while the granite floor broke and twisted on itself, with enormous blocks sinking into the abyss. The whole floor was unstable. They could sink with it at any moment, and staying on their feet was impossible. 
 
    “Hold tight!” warned Kendas. 
 
    “Afraid!” cried Asti. 
 
    Kendas, crawling on the ground, tried to reach her. 
 
    And as if Asti had truly been able to sense that something even worse was on its way, several huge blocks from the floor exploded violently and launched themselves toward the sky. Below them, flames of extreme violence and power were propelled outwards to the sun as if they were alive and possessed irrepressible fury. Aliana looked at the intense, wild fire and was petrified with fear. Other explosions took place along the platform, with broken granite blocks blasting towards the sky and hellish flames bursting from the abyss. 
 
    “It’s not only a crater!” cried Kendas. He was staring at the chasm which had opened scarcely three feet away from them, revealing a sea of magma at full boil. The explosions of lava were growing in frequency. 
 
    “We’re right on top of an erupting volcano!” 
 
    Aliana commended herself to Helaun, the founding mother of her Order, and closed her eyes.  
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    Lasgol climbed onto the prow of the small boat which was making its lively way across the lake, borne by the single sail on its short mast. Morksen sat at the stern, guiding the fishing-boat over the endless surface of water. The veteran Forest Ranger was trying to catch up with the war barge which was fleeing before them. His face was grim and cynical. 
 
    “To hell with it! Water and more water! There’s nothing but water in every direction!” Morksen barked in disgust. “I don’t like this one little bit. It worries me very much when I can’t feel the earth beneath my feet. Water is for fish to swim in, not for men to sail across. Anyone who spends his days at sea must be half-witted. Only a fool would sail on this lake in a floating nutshell like this.” He spat overboard. 
 
    Lasgol smiled to himself at the one-eyed man’s unease. 
 
    “Is it them?” asked Morksen. 
 
    Lasgol put his hand over his eyes to try and make out whether the Assassin was indeed on that boat, but the distance was too great to let him be sure. 
 
    “Can’t the great Tracker, with his unequaled Gift, use one of his extraordinary skills and enlighten this poor mortal?” said Morksen with exaggerated scorn, winking his good eye. 
 
    Lasgol made a fist. He felt the urge to punch him, but discarded the idea. 
 
    “I’ll try,” he said dryly, without even looking at Morksen. 
 
    He concentrated, searching inside him for the small pool of accumulated energy in his chest, and activated his far seeing skill. A green flash enveloped him. With his skill activated, he was able to reach out with his sight as far as the fugitive vessel. 
 
    “I can make out… four people in the boat…” 
 
    “Four? How can there be four people on that barge?” said Morksen, very surprised and visibly upset. He spat on the floor of the boat. 
 
    “I see two men and two women. One of the men is certainly the Assassin.” 
 
    “Yes! At last we have him within our reach! It’s the first time in weeks of chasing after him that we’ve seen his face. Who else is with him?” There was a dangerous excitement in Morksen’s good eye. 
 
    “The other man is wearing a robe… he looks like a priest, and judging by the star with thirty points I see on his chest, he must belong to the Temple of Light. If I’m not mistaken, he’s a Rogdonian priest.” 
 
    “And what the hell is the Assassin doing with a priest? I don’t understand, it doesn’t make sense. This smells worse than a skunk in heat. And the two women? What can you say about them?” 
 
    “I see Iruki, the Masig girl the Assassin’s been looking for all this time. He’s found her at last. He’s made good his promise and come back to her.” 
 
    “You say it as if you were glad, young master… I don’t suppose that’s really the case, is it?” Morksen said in a threatening tone. “Do I have to remind you of our mission?” 
 
    “You don’t need to remind me of anything, Ranger. I know my mission and my duty perfectly well, and I’ll carry out both of them.” 
 
    “I hope so. Remember that good old Morksen is here to make sure of it,” He gave a sinister grin and patted his hunting knife. 
 
    Lasgol looked at him with cold defiance. He would not let this rat intimidate him. 
 
    “So it was for a woman, a mere woman, a despicable savage Masig, that we’ve had to chase him through all the steppes and half the Thousand Lakes?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “A very special woman…” 
 
    “Very special indeed, the bitch…” Morksen spat again. “It wasn’t logical that this scum would go first to the steppes and then the lakes. He’s dragged us all over the place for weeks, swallowing dust and grass, against the clock! Bastard! I can’t believe it!” 
 
    “He went to the steppes because he thought he would find her there with her tribe, the Blue Clouds. But she wasn’t with her people, she’d left. That’s why he went to the Thousand Lakes, following her trail, the tracks of the war party she went with. When we arrived in Blue Clouds territory on the Assassin’s trail, I noticed that he’d only been there for a short while, one night and no more. Then he’d left at dawn following the tracks of about twenty riders.” 
 
    “How did you know she was among the riders?” 
 
    “I didn’t, but he did.” 
 
    “Ha! Very smart, chief. Well played!” 
 
    Lasgol shrugged. 
 
    “And who’s the other woman?” asked Morksen, stretching his neck. “Can you identify her?” 
 
    Lasgol focused his attention on the fleeing barge. 
 
    “I don’t know who she might be. I’d never seen her before. She’s also wearing a very distinctive robe with an enormous eye embroidered on her chest. She must belong to some order or cult I don’t know about. I couldn’t tell you which.” 
 
    “Strange group, very strange… I was expecting to meet soldiers, mercenaries or bandits. But this is truly weird. Although, on the other hand, one priest and two women shouldn’t pose too much of a problem. Rather the opposite. We might even have fun with them,” said Morksen with an evil smile. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Lasgol warned him. “The Masig has the heart of a lion. She’ll work miracles to stop us catching the Assassin.”  
 
    “Ah, love… pretty, isn’t it? Unfortunately I can’t say I’ve tasted it myself, but it’s known to cloud the reason of the most intelligent and experienced of men. It’s much safer to visit brothels and places of doubtful reputation to enjoy the pleasures of the flesh with experienced professionals in the art of love, a lot less confusing and burdensome in my opinion. But we must take advantage of the opportunity the Masig is giving us. I’ll get rid of her first and take care of the risk that way, then we’ll see how her afflicted lover reacts.” 
 
    “Definitely not, Morksen! The Masig must not be hurt under any circumstances, and that’s a direct order. Don’t touch her! I’ll cut your rotten heart out if you do!” 
 
    Morksen looked at Lasgol, mouth agape. 
 
    “Is that clear?” 
 
    “And may I know the reason? No? I feared as much… well I’ll see what I can do… As you know perfectly well, this type of confrontation tends to be unpredictable and anything might happen…” 
 
    “The Masig must go unscathed and the Assassin must go back alive,” said Lasgol. He looked sternly at the treacherous Ranger. “If anything else happens, I swear I’ll kill you with my own hands,” he added, his voice cold as ice. 
 
    “Well, well, well… I see our young Ranger has a temper after all. Don’t let your blood get hot and go to your head, laddie. You don’t want this old rascal as your enemy…” 
 
    Lasgol remained unmoved by the implicit threat. 
 
    “I’m warning you, don’t try my patience, Morksen.” 
 
    Morksen grinned evilly. 
 
    “Ha! I see I’ll make a man of you after all.” 
 
    “That’s enough! Now shut up and take the rudder. They mustn’t get away.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, Lasgol secured the sail. The breeze on the lake was strong, and the lively fishing-boat skimmed across the blue surface. 
 
    “Don’t you worry, young master. We’ll soon catch them with this little fishing-boat I got for us. Their boat is a lot heavier and slower than ours.” 
 
    At that moment, as if they had been overheard talking, a large white sail was hoisted on the war-barge. 
 
    “You were saying?” 
 
    Morksen furrowed his brow, looking more than ever like a bulldog. 
 
    “We’ll catch them. We’re lighter and faster, it’s just a matter of time.” 
 
    “Maybe, but there are four of them and I’m afraid they’ll be rowing as hard as they can…” 
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    Iruki, Yakumo, Sonea —Thousand Lakes, —East Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Row! Row for your lives!” Yakumo implored his three companions on the war-barge. He had just hoisted the ship’s sail. He fastened it well, making sure it would hold, then resumed his position beside Iruki to continue rowing. 
 
    They all rowed as one to the rhythm set by Yakumo. 
 
    They rowed and rowed and rowed… aware of the danger. But the tiny spot chasing them on that blue horizon kept getting bigger and bigger. 
 
    “They’re getting closer…” said Iruki nervously. “Why is Lasgol hunting you again? I don’t understand it. Why doesn’t he let us live in peace? What evil spirit of the steppes have we wronged to deserve this endless, vengeful pursuit?” 
 
    Yakumo looked at her while he pulled on the oar. His eyes showed a silent tenderness. 
 
    “They’ve been after me for more than two months. I don’t know the reason, but I  guess it has to do with the fact that my escape was successful. There was treason among Norghanians, foul play. That’s how I managed to escape, otherwise in all likelihood I would’ve perished. There are two of them after me, Lasgol and another Tracker. I was forced to hide in Rogdonian lands until the wounds my torturers had inflicted on me healed sufficiently. My body was severely punished, they maimed my legs and back. Luckily the damage wasn’t permanent. I managed to recover to some extent and kept them busy moving in circles, gaining time until my injuries were healed enough and I could come for you at last.” 
 
    Iruki smiled as she heaved on the oar. 
 
    “When I reached your tribe you weren’t there. Hidden in the shadows of the night, I deceived the watch, looking for you. But I didn’t find you. I found out about the terrible illness, and for a moment I thought the worst had happened. But thanks to my Gift I could identify your scent, along with that of twenty other warriors, and I knew you’d left with them. I followed the trail straight away to the Thousand Lakes.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe you got there in time to stop my execution.” 
 
    “The benign spirits of the steppes must have helped me,” said Yakumo with a wide smile. 
 
    Lindaro stretched his neck to look at the vessel behind them. 
 
    “It’s smaller and lighter than ours,” said the man of faith. “If the wind doesn’t change, I fear they’ll catch up with us.” 
 
    Sonea stood up. Her gaze was thoughtful. 
 
    “Even though there are four of us and only two of them, as Yakumo says, the weight of this bigger boat is slowing us down. The wind is coming from the southeast, and they’ll catch up eventually,” concluded the librarian. 
 
    “We won’t make it easy for them. Row, row with all your might,” said Iruki. 
 
    But the young Masig was fully aware that instead of gaining distance, they were losing it. Besides, even though as far as his body was concerned Yakumo was a force of nature, and Iruki herself would fight to the last breath, she doubted that their new traveling companions would last much longer. They were not warriors, nor did it seem they were used to living it rough. Instead they looked rather feeble… She was ashamed of this thought at once, but that was the reality, a priest and a librarian rowing for their lives… no, things did not look good for them at all. Luckily Yakumo rowed with the strength of a giant and she knew that her lover could go on rowing for hours. Even so, doubt and the fear of being caught, cramped her stomach like bitter acid. 
 
    The wind began to blow more strongly, filling the sail and giving impetus to the pursuing boat. This did not look good for them. A moment later, to the surprise of the four fugitives, the wind rose to blow with the force of a hundred white horses at full gallop. 
 
    “The wind’s getting stronger! This is bad for us!” said Sonea above the whistling breath of the gods. 
 
    “Look at the lake surface. It’s getting rougher, making waves,” said Lindaro, uneasily. 
 
    Iruki stretched her neck to take a look at the boat behind. Being lighter, it rode the waves and was gaining on them fast. She could make it out more clearly. She did not know Lasgol’s reach with his longbow, especially if he used his Gift, but she feared they would soon be within shooting range. It made her uneasy, and she found it hard to swallow. 
 
    Yakumo could read her fear. 
 
    “I won’t let them separate us again,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    That was what Iruki most feared, that he would risk his life once again. In that moment of anguish for the safety of her loved one, a sudden blue flash issued forth from the Ilenian medallion at her neck. It was so intense that Iruki lost her balance, surprised, and almost fell backwards. 
 
    Yakumo reacted at once and held her, helping her sit down again. 
 
    The medallion gave off a new, more powerful blue flash. They all stared at it, enthralled by its beauty. Suddenly the winds gathered strength, and the sky above the lake began to darken. 
 
    “A storm!” cried Sonea. She pointed at the sky, which was rapidly growing darker swallowing the sun, the clouds and the blue canvas itself. 
 
    “It’s the medallion that’s brought it on!” said Lindaro, shouting over the roaring wind. “There’s powerful magic in that object.” There was surprise and worry on his face. 
 
    The water was turning rougher, and by now the wind had reached hurricane-force. The sky had vanished above their heads, and in its place there was a darkness so deep that even the gods themselves must have left their abode. A great bolt of lightning flashed down from the dark to touch the wild waves. An instant later there came a loud blast of thunder which made Sonea and Lindaro crouch in fear like children. 
 
    “It’s a pretty nasty storm, so hold on to your benches!” said Yakumo. He was taking in the sail as fast as he could, to save the boat’s mast. 
 
    Lindaro looked out at the lake. They seemed to be on the high seas, in the midst of one of the worst storms an experienced sailor could ever dream of. The man of faith began to pray to the Light, his soul fearful of what was brewing out there. 
 
    A huge wave hit the boat to starboard, drenching the four fugitives. Iruki shook the fresh water from her face and hair and stared at the waves. Her heart shrank. The waves were reaching unbelievable heights now. Fear began to take hold of her. 
 
    “The boat won’t hold! The waves will overturn us!” she shouted to Yakumo, in horror. 
 
    “Keep on rowing, or the boat will capsize!” said Yakumo as they rode a huge wave. 
 
    It seemed to Iruki that they would not make it. But suddenly the boat began to rise, riding a wave as enormous as the one before. Lightning lit a nightmare sea, and the deafening blasts of thunder which followed spoke of an abysmal storm. 
 
    “We’re going to die!” she cried desperately. 
 
    “Keep calm and don’t stop rowing! said Yakumo. He was trying to maneuver the boat to take the next giant wave. Sonea and Lindaro, drenched and terrified rowed on without a word. They knew their lives were at stake. 
 
    Iruki glanced at her medallion and cursed bitterly to herself. It was all the fault of that wretched jewel from the Temple of Water. 
 
    “Curse the medallion! Curse the magic!” 
 
    And right then, as if the medallion had listened, Iruki felt it drawing on something within her chest, a pool of energy unknown to her. And it flashed again, like a beacon in the night. 
 
    A giant whirlwind began to form in the center of the lethal storm! 
 
    The lightening was getting worse, zigzagging amid the surrounding darkness illuminating waves of unbelievable height. In the midst of that killer storm a gigantic whirlwind was beginning to swallow sea and sky alike. 
 
    “By the Light! It’s not a storm, it’s a cyclone! We’re lost!” cried Lindaro as he watched the huge swirl rising into the infinite blackness of the sky. 
 
    The boat was a tiny nutshell beside the gigantic size of the whirlwind. 
 
    “The cyclone has generated an enormous eddy! It’s something that doesn’t often happen on the water!” explained Sonea as she contemplated the incredible strength and voracity of the immense natural funnel. 
 
    “It’s swallowing everything! It’s going to swallow us!” shouted Iruki as she saw it growing in size and virulence. The wind had the strength of a hurricane. 
 
    “Row backwards! Let’s get away!” ordered Yakumo in a desperate attempt to avoid perishing in the maw of that monster of a thousand winds. 
 
    Despairingly, the four began to row in the opposite direction. 
 
    “The vortex is too big; it’s going to eat us up!” cried Sonea. 
 
    The cyclone was gathering shape under the black, terrifying sky, painting spirals of hopelessness. The giant began to approach them over the lake. The four fugitives could barely hold on to the boat with the hurricane thrashing it as if it were paper. The boards were beginning to work loose with the violent shaking of the killing storm. 
 
    “We’re going to die!” cried Sonea. 
 
    “Hold tight!” yelled Yakumo. 
 
    “By the spirits of the deep! We’re all going to die!” cried Iruki. 
 
    “May the almighty Light take pity on our souls!” prayed Lindaro. 
 
    “We won’t die!” cried Yakumo bravely. “Hold fast! We’ll manage to ride the storm! Hold tight and fast!” 
 
    A tremendous bolt of lightning exploded in the black sky behind the Assassin, accompanied by a deafening blast of thunder. The sky split open. 
 
    The gigantic whirlwind came down on them. Its vortex generated such an abyss that it seemed to reach down to the very bottom of the lake. Everything around it disappeared, sucked in by the devastating force of the vortex. The water itself gyrated in giant spirals which climbed to the dark heavens. 
 
    They were trapped by terror. 
 
    The phenomenal whirlwind reached them. It gulped them down with devastating power, pushing the boat up to the sky, trapped in a giant spiral of pure terror. 
 
    “Noooooooo!” screamed Sonea. 
 
    “It’s the end!” shouted Iruki. 
 
    And in that moment of absolute despair, the Ilenian medallion round Iruki’s neck flashed again with blinding intensity. 
 
    The great vortex swallowed them up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Blackness. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Iruki! Wake up!” Yakumo’s voice was urgent. 
 
    Iruki felt herself shaken. But she could not open her eyes, did not wish to open them, knew the whirl was devouring them, taking them to the abode of the evil spirits. 
 
    “Iruki, it’s me, Yakumo. Wake up.” 
 
    As she heard her beloved’s voice, her fear began to vanish from her heart. After a moment she managed to open her eyes. She found herself in a cave, whose strange limestone walls were encrusted with crystalline minerals which shone with an unusual mother-of-pearl sheen. The floor of the cave was also limestone, and Sonea and Lindaro were still lying on it unconscious. Iruki looked around the cave, wondering. She noticed that part of the ground they were standing on had disappeared, most likely crumbled and submerged in the water she now looked upon. 
 
    “What’s happening? Are we alive, Yakumo?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re alive. I don’t know how but alive we are, although we should be dead. Nothing could survive such a whirlwind, nothing. All the same, here we are. I can only assume it’s because of the magic of the Ilenian medallion.” 
 
    “And what about them?” she asked uneasily, pointing at the other two. 
 
    “Unconscious but alive. I just checked. I thought it best not to wake them for now, until we know where we are and what happened.” 
 
    Iruki looked around the unusual cave and felt glad that the priest and the librarian were also safe. “They seem to be kind-hearted people. I wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to them. Yakumo, what is this place?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Iruki, I’m absolutely at a loss. It looks like the inside of a cave, but I have no idea where we are. I do suspect… let me check…” 
 
    Yakumo walked to the water’s edge. With a look at Iruki, he said: “I’ll be back presently, don’t worry.” Then he dived head first into the water. 
 
    “Be careful!” she cried. 
 
    Moments that seemed endless passed before Yakumo resurfaced. Iruki’s heart beat faster as worry cramped her stomach. 
 
    Nimbly as a cat, Yakumo emerged from the water. “I was right after all. I know this will sound crazy to you, but we’re at the bottom of the lake, in a cave in the deep…” 
 
    “But… that’s impossible. The spirit of air dwells in this cavern. That’s why we can breathe. If the spirit of air wasn’t present we’d die. Those are the laws of Mother Steppes and they always apply. But the water does not flood the cave. That’s against Nature’s teachings. It shouldn’t be like that, should it?” 
 
    Lindaro and Sonea woke up with the explanations. 
 
    “Not necessarily…” said Sonea, massaging the back of her neck. 
 
    “No? How can we be at the bottom of the lake and still breathe? It should all be submerged. The spirit of air should have left this place, to be replaced by the spirit of water. This goes against nature. The laws of Mother Nature have been violated in this cave.” 
 
    Lindaro looked at Sonea in some surprise. 
 
    “I’m totally with Iruki on this. This place defies the laws of nature and the teaching of the Light. The water should have submerged and covered this cave if, as Yakumo says, we’re at the bottom of the lake!” 
 
    Sonea stood up. When she had composed herself somewhat, she explained: 
 
    “It might be just that the cave has a great bubble of air in it, and because of that the water can’t penetrate. The pressure of the water can’t overcome that of the air bubble.” 
 
    They all looked at her in puzzlement. 
 
    “When a boat capsizes, if it’s well built it can sink with a certain amount of air inside. That air can’t escape because of the pressure of the water around the boat. In some cases, men have been able to save themselves by breathing this air under water. They study this at the Great Library.” 
 
    “I shan’t oppose you in this,” said Lindaro, sounding extremely doubtful. “You’re the scholar, and you have more knowledge of advanced sciences than this humble man of faith.” 
 
    “Or it could be due to some powerful Ilenian magic,” said Yakumo. 
 
    “That might be…” admitted Sonea. 
 
    “Whatever the case, we’re alive, we’re breathing air under water and we have to find a way out,” said Iruki, rather more calmly. 
 
    The four adventurers composed themselves as best they could and prepared to go into the cave. They went along a narrow corridor of curved walls, white as lime, with encrustations of strange luminous minerals. 
 
    “Let’s go on very carefully,” warned Yakumo. “I don’t have a very good feeling about this place.” 
 
    “The way we’ve reached it makes me think of magic,” said Lindaro. 
 
    “I agree with Lindaro. I guess the reasons and the means point to some very powerful kind of magic,” said Sonea. 
 
    Somewhat fearfully, they went on until they reached a great oval chamber. Walls, floor and ceiling were of a polished lime-white, as if the whole chamber had been smoothed with infinite care. In the middle of the hall several mysterious symbols had been etched on the floor. Iruki and Yakumo went to look closer. 
 
    “Those strange symbols again,” said Iruki. 
 
    Yakumo knelt and stretched out his hand. “Yes, I can feel the power emanating from them.”  
 
    Sonea and Lindaro came to stand by the symbols. They studied them carefully in silence. 
 
    “Do I gather from your comments that you’ve come across symbols like this before?” said Lindaro nonchalantly. 
 
    “Yes, we’ve seen this type of symbol in another cave,” said Iruki. 
 
    “And, was it in that cave that you found the medallion?” Sonea asked, also nonchalantly. 
 
    “That’s right…” 
 
    “Why all these questions about the symbols and the medallion?” asked Yakumo, with suspicion. 
 
    Sonea and Lindaro exchanged nervous looks. 
 
    The Assassin put his hands on his daggers: “You’d better tell me all you know right away.” 
 
    “All right, don’t get upset… There’s no need to resort to violence, we’ll tell you everything,” said Lindaro now very nervous. “Sonea and I are here for a very concrete reason. We’re looking to solve a great mystery. We’re trying to decipher the Enigma of the Ilenians.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you’re here? Were you looking for this place?” Iruki was looking at both scholars with her brow furrowed. 
 
    “Well, not exactly… we didn’t know the exact location but we knew it was in the lake…” stuttered Lindaro apologetically. 
 
    “How could you even know of the existence of this place?” said Yakumo, with a threatening voice. His gaze was distrustful. 
 
    “I can explain. Calm down, we’re not hiding anything,” Sonea said in a soothing tone. “The strange symbols you see on the floor and the hieroglyphs they make up belong to a very advanced civilization which disappeared mysteriously more than three thousand years ago: The Ilenians, the Lost Civilization. Both Lindaro and I have spent most of our lives studying them, the few remnants they left behind.” 
 
    “Did this civilization you speak of use ancient, powerful magic?” asked Yakumo, as if this was something he wanted to check. 
 
    “That’s right, extremely powerful magic,” said Sonea. Lindaro nodded in corroboration. 
 
    Iruki was very interested in what she was hearing. It fitted perfectly with the dramatic events she had lived through in the Temple of Water. 
 
    “What brought you here?” she asked. 
 
    Sonea looked at Lindaro, who nodded. The Librarian came to stand in front of Iruki and Yakumo and without omitting a single detail, told them the strange things which had happened in the Great Library when she had unwittingly activated the Ilenian grimoire, and the decision they had reached when they found the place the ancient mysterious book had shown them. 
 
    Yakumo and Iruki remained silent, digesting what Sonea had told them. After a moment Iruki asked: “And where did the grimoire Lindaro sent you come from?” 
 
    Sonea looked at the priest, who smiled back at her. 
 
    “We’d better sit down. The story I have to tell is a long one, and the details are very important.” 
 
    They sat down on the floor around the Ilenian symbols, and Lindaro told them about his incredible adventure in the Temple of Ether, under the great Lighthouse of Egia. He told them about his companions, Komir, Hartz and Kayti, of the monsters with the body of a man and the head of an animal, of the Ilenian magic, of the Guardian Mage and the sarcophagus containing the King of the lost civilization. When he had finished his tale, Iruki gave Yakumo a look of understanding. Here were answers to a puzzle whose pieces were beginning to fit together. 
 
    “And what did you find in the Ilenian King’s sarcophagus?” she wanted to know. 
 
    “Some very valuable jewels and a great two-handed sword, bewitched with Ilenian magic,” said Lindaro.  
 
    Iruki unsheathed her Ilenian sword and showed it to the priest, holding it out with extended palms. 
 
    “Were the engravings at all similar to these?” 
 
    Lindaro examined it carefully. Sonea stretched her neck to look at the sword curiously. 
 
    “The symbols are the same as those on Hartz’s sword. There’s no doubt it’s Ilenian, is there, Sonea?” Lindaro looked at the small scholar as she scratched her dark hair with an intrigued expression on her face. 
 
    “Definitely Ilenian… I recognize a couple of symbols which are very curious. On the one hand the symbol of the Soul, and also one I think represents a Great Warrior or Fighter.” 
 
    Iruki was amazed that it fitted so perfectly what her sword represented. 
 
    “Didn’t you find anything else in the sarcophagus?” Iruki went on, with a touch of suspicion in her voice. 
 
    “Well, I think it was Komir who looked inside the sarcophagus, but I don’t remember him finding anything else.” 
 
    “Tell me, Lindaro, does this Komir have eyes of an intense emerald green and long brown hair?” 
 
    Lindaro was surprised. 
 
    “That’s right. How… how did you know? Do you know him perhaps?” 
 
    Iruki smiled. “Let’s say I’ve seen him… that we’ve been… connected…” she emphasized the element of mystery in her words. “But your friend Komir hasn’t told you everything, Lindaro.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked the good priest nervously. 
 
    “I mean this,” replied Iruki. She took out the Medallion from the Temple of Water she wore around her neck and showed it to him. 
 
    “A medallion, I don’t see…” 
 
    “You’d better listen carefully, because the story I’m going to tell you now equals the one you’ve just told us. Only the spirits of the steppes know how we managed to survive. It must have been they who protected us when we were on Masig sacred land.” 
 
    Iruki told them then how she and Yakumo had escaped from their tireless Norghanian pursuers, the climb to the Fountain of Life, the traps inside the Temple of Water, the sea snakes of the abyss, the Guardian Mage they had had to confront, and the medallion of the King she had found in the sarcophagus. 
 
    Lindaro and Sonea listened open-mouthed, speechless, riveted by the story the young Masig was sharing with them. Sonea was the first to react. 
 
    “That Temple of Water has to be an Ilenian Temple!” she said excitedly, waving her arms enthusiastically. “It has too many things in common with the Temple of Ether to be just a coincidence. The odds that these two temples aren’t related are, in my humble opinion, practically non-existent. That sword and the medallion prove it. Their origin is Ilenian, which means that both temples must be the same, and what’s more, there must be a connection between them. There’s still more that I can’t manage to see, even though it’s right here in front of us…” 
 
    Lindaro had astonishment written all over his face. 
 
    “By the Light that guides us and illuminates us! I agree with Sonea. This is wonderful news! Two Ilenian temples, in two distant points of Tremia, related. It’s amazing. We must find out what else is behind the temples and the mystery they hide.” 
 
    “The temple of Water and the Temple of Ether…” said Yakumo thoughtfully. “My master taught me the Way of the Five Elements. This is a doctrine that gives the power to survive under the most extreme conditions, and to make use of the five elements when using the Gift…” 
 
    “Have you been blessed with the Gift?” Lindaro asked, impressed. 
 
    Yakumo nodded in silence. 
 
    Sonea broke the silence: “He’s right. In our culture the basic elements are four: Earth, Water, Fire and Air, and we don’t include Ether as a fifth element. But because of my studies at the Great Library, I know that some cultures do.” 
 
    “Then do you think the Ilenian temples are related to the five elements of nature?” said Iruki. 
 
    “No doubt of it!” said Sonea and Lindaro at the same time. They looked at each other and laughed. 
 
    “And what about this place we find ourselves in?” asked Yakumo, looking around him. “My Gift warns me there’s a powerful magic here. A magic that exudes antiquity, together with something else I can’t grasp. But its essence is very similar to what I felt at the Temple of Water.” 
 
    “The grimoire of the Temple of Ether showed me this place. That’s why we came here intending to find out what it hides.” 
 
    “My medallion showed me the way to this place too,” said Iruki.” That can’t be a coincidence either.” 
 
    “No, I’m sure it’s no coincidence,” said Sonea. “This place was built by Ilenians. The symbols and runes engraved on the floor show that. 
 
    Lindaro looked around warily. “So we must assume that we really are in an Ilenian temple.”  
 
    He fixed his eyes on Iruki’s medallion, and his expression became thoughtful. 
 
    “You said before that Komir hadn’t told me everything. What did you mean?” 
 
    Iruki smiled at the man of faith. “Your friend didn’t tell you that he found a medallion in the sarcophagus, around the neck of the King who was resting there in his eternal sleep” 
 
    “No… but I don’t see. How do you know that was the case?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you, man who serves the Light.” 
 
    Calmly, the Masig told them of her encounters with Komir and the girl with the golden hair, by means of the link provided by the medallions they carried. 
 
    Sonea clapped her hands in delight. 
 
    “Three medallions! That means… three Ilenian temples!” 
 
    “We can surmise so…” said Lindaro. 
 
    “Could you communicate with Komir now?” Lindaro asked excitedly. “They left before I’d recovered from the wound I got in Ocorum, and I haven’t heard from them since then. I pray to the Light to protect them and I hope they’re well. Is it possible for you to find out?” 
 
    Iruki shook her head. 
 
    “I’m sorry, man of faith. The visions are not called upon by this daughter of the prairies. I believe they are created by your friend Komir, whom I mistook for an evil spirit sent to steal my soul. The medallion around my neck,” —she said caressing it lightly ̶ “acts of its own accord. I’m nothing but a means for its magic. I can’t activate it or control it. Perhaps Oni Black Cloud, the shaman of my tribe might be able to…” 
 
    Yakumo stood up and unsheathed his daggers. “If we’re in an Ilenian temple, we’re in danger. We must prepare ourselves and be ready. Remember the traps, remember the Guardian Mage. It’s time for extreme caution.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not far away, in another limestone cave, Lasgol awoke, bruised and bewildered. He looked at the blue water around him, only a part of the ground was solid rock. Beside him, undaunted, Morksen was sharpening his hunting knife. 
 
    “Where are we…?” Lasgol asked. 
 
    “I haven’t the least idea, but it’s time to hunt the Assassin.” 
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    The night was perfect for the risky mission. 
 
    At last. 
 
    Gerart looked at the sky, searching for the moon, but did not see it. He looked for a star shining above, but there were none to be seen either. On that dark night the clouds covered the whole firmament and not the least sparkle came through to reach the damp earth. In that blinding darkness the forest rose threateningly like a nightmare monster waiting to devour anyone who dared go into it. Gerart turned cautiously. He could see nothing behind him, but at the same time no one would discover them. 
 
    “Look for the Nocean watchmen. None of them are to escape alive, or else the mission will fail. And get rid of the bodies,” he whispered to the three officers who followed him. The officers saluted, and a few moments later three dozen men left stealthily to carry out the orders of the Prince of Rogdon. In the blink of an eye they had disappeared, swallowed up by the dense forest and the reigning darkness. 
 
    Two scouts came back to Gerart. Their faces and clothes were camouflaged and they were barely discernible, they looked like forest shadows. One of them was bleeding from a cut on his forehead. Gerart did not see the wound at first, but when he noticed it he looked at the soldier’s eyes and in a muffled whisper asked him what had happened. 
 
    “A Nocean watchman, your Highness.” 
 
    “Is he dead?” 
 
    “Yes, your Highness.” 
 
    “Good. Is the way clear?” 
 
    “Yes, your Highness. We found another watchman a little further on, but we took care of him before he could run and alert the rest.” 
 
    “Good, excellent job, soldiers. Now take us to the hermitage.” 
 
    “At your command, your Highness,” said the scout. He and his companion turned around to lead the way. 
 
    How those men could see within the forest on such a dark night was something Gerart did not understand. He was unable to identify anything more than two hand’s-breadths away from his nose. He had asked for the best scouts of the realm, and that was what he had got. The mission was critical for the survival of Rogdon. The kingdom’s fate was hanging by a thread. If the mission failed, the thread would break and Rogdon would perish. But Gerart preferred not to think about such a possibility at that moment. They had been preparing the mission for weeks, and now it was vitally important that everything went according to plan.  
 
    He glanced back. A dozen Royal Swords, all in black, followed closely. Their faces were painted black so that only their eyes, filled with courage and loyalty, could be seen. They were dressed like his own guard: black chain-mail and doublet, black tanned-leather gloves, reinforced black pants and high black riding-boots. On their backs they wore a long black woolen cloak with a hood that covered their blond heads completely. Even the swords and daggers they carried were black. He touched his own cheek and put his finger in his mouth. The black paint which covered his face tasted of rust. 
 
    A wolf howled in the distance. Gerart could not help the thought: if a single Nocean watchman discovered them, everything would be lost. They went on deeper into the forest, which was growing thicker and steeper as they advanced, making the silent incursion more difficult. 
 
    “This way, your Highness,” whispered the experienced scout as he turned east, circling a group of moss-covered rocks. Gerart followed him to what looked like the edge of the forest. The second scout came up to them. 
 
    “The open area begins right ahead. The hermitage is in the center,” whispered the first scout. 
 
    “Shall we go?” Gerart asked uncertainly. The darkness prevented him seeing the hermitage, although he did see part of the flat land around it opening before them. 
 
    “We’ll have to check the perimeter first, your Highness. There may be an enemy watchman or a patrol near the area. Wait for our signal.” 
 
    Gerart nodded, and both scouts left at once. The first one went westwards, following the edge of the forest, and the second went eastwards. Both of them at a crouch, hiding under the trees. Neither set foot on the open area of land. Gerart and his Royal Swords waited, tense and alert. After a long moment a Royal Owl called three times from the opposite side of the forest. 
 
    “That’s the signal. We must move on.” 
 
    Gerart signaled to his men to enter the open area. As fast as they could, crouching and with the utmost caution, they crossed it and reached the old stone hermitage. They waited with their backs to the walls of the small building in silence, away from prying eyes. All of a sudden the two scouts appeared at his side. Gerart’s stomach gave a lurch. 
 
    “There’s no danger, Sire. Go inside,” whispered the one nearest him. 
 
    They followed him into the hermitage. It was a simple building, plain and with space for only twenty people, as was the tradition for these buildings of the Order of Light. The priests would come to these rustic chapels about once a month, attracting the nearby residents of the areas without a village. There were many scattered farms whose dwellers made a living from the mountains and woods, which because of the war were now deserted. The Nocean army commanded the southern region of Rogdon, and most of the people who lived there had gone north long ago. 
 
    Gerart walked into the hermitage through the main door. He followed the two scouts between the lines of benches till he reached the pulpit. An enormous but plain symbol of Light, carved out of wood, hung on the wall. Gerart looked at it for a moment: a star of thirty points in shining white set inside a circle of the same color against a black background. When he looked closer, he realized the black background was nothing more than a dark cloth fastened to the stone wall. An enormous stone chest, with prayers and blessings chiseled on it, rested below the symbol of Light. The two door panels were shut behind Gerart’s back, leaving the place in complete darkness. Four small windows, two on each side wall, would normally have let in some light, but that night was so black that none passed through them.  
 
    “Have the torches at the ready, but don’t light them until I give the order,” said the Prince of Rogdon. Blindly, Gerart followed the wall with his hands until he reached the black cloth hanging behind the great symbol. 
 
    “Quickly, lift me up,” he said. The two scouts by his side followed his order. Gerart ran his fingers over the cold, rough stone under the cloth until he came to the center of the great symbol. Come on, come on, it has to be here. Abbot Dian confirmed it. The Order of Light has kept the secret for centuries, and it’s never been revealed, but it’s here and I must find it. 
 
    He heard a loud crack under the pressure of his hand and his heart filled with joy. He jumped down to watch in astonishment as the slab which covered the massive stone chest sank, revealing a narrow passage under it. “Blessed be the Light and the blessed priests who protect it!” cried Gerart to himself. 
 
    “Scouts, watch the entrance. The enemy must not find this secret passage.” 
 
    “At your command, your Highness. We’ll protect it with our lives.” 
 
    Gerart nodded. Without wasting another moment, he went into the chest, then down the passage to a tunnel dug under the forest. The dozen Royal Swords followed suit. 
 
    “Torches!” he cried, and his men, at the ready, lit two torches. 
 
    The tunnel was wider than Gerart had imagined. That was good news, and some of the restlessness that gnawed at his guts disappeared. In the light of the torches the tunnel looked like that of a mine and had been built and reinforced in the same way. Dampness seeped through the earthen walls. Judging by the state it was in, it was clear that no human had set foot in that passage in many years. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said to his men, and they all moved on quickly down the dark, abandoned tunnel. It took them several hours to get to the position Gerart wanted to reach. 
 
    “Move on silently now,” he whispered, putting his finger to his lips. “We’re right under the first wall, the outer one.” 
 
    Before Gerart rose the granite foundations of the first wall which had fallen into enemy hands weeks ago. Gerart went on to a metallic door with black bars set into the rock wall. He stared at the intricately wrought-iron lock and shook his head. They could not break through that iron door. Luckily, he had counted on that. He took two huge keys from a pouch at his belt. The biggest keys he had ever seen. Abbot Dian had given them to him, together with the map of the secret passage. “King’s Escape” he had called it. The priests of the Order of Light kept very valuable secrets, on his return he would have a chat or two with the good Abbot of Ocorum. 
 
    They went on underground. Above them rose the foundations of the great city: neighborhoods, streets and plazas. They crossed it quickly to reach the second and inner wall, where his brave countrymen were still resisting the siege. Gerart opened the second wrought-iron door and went on to the Duke’s castle. They reached the rock wall where the tunnel ended. Gerart stared at the wall by the light of the torches, in puzzlement. He had not expected this. Abbot Dian had not warned him of this particular obstacle. He grabbed a torch and ran it along the wall, but there was nothing to be seen. Upset and angry, he pulled his hood back, and in so doing his eyes went unconsciously to the ceiling. There was a trap door there, covered with dirt and mold. 
 
    “The entrance to the castle!” 
 
    Together with two of his Royal Swords, Gerart pulled the ring on the trapdoor, and it gave with a fearful squeal. They went up some stone steps to a heavy marble slab. It took several of his men to lift it. 
 
    They found themselves inside the castle chapel. 
 
    They got to their feet, coming out of one of the Duke’s family tombs. 
 
    Gerart looked around. With great surprise he found himself confronted with twenty Rogdonian soldiers, who were staring at him with disbelief. 
 
    A dear friend led them. 
 
    “Welcome to Silanda, your Highness,” said Mirkos the Scholar, stretching his arms with a wide smile. 
 
      
 
    From the top of the inner wall, Gerart looked at the lights above the besieged city. Even on that night, with neither the moon nor stars as witnesses, he could make out the devastation and ruin which the Noceans had wreaked upon the once-prosperous and beautiful city, the jewel of the south, the southern capital of the Kingdom of Rogdon. Thousands of fires, torches and oil lamps illuminated the destruction.  
 
    And during those terrible moments in which his soul bled for his people, he found his thoughts turning to what his heart yearned for: his beloved Aliana. He had lost her somewhere in Usik territory, but with his whole being he refused to accept that she was no longer alive, in the same way that he refused to accept that this war was lost for Rogdon. 
 
    No! We’ll come out of this trap, we’ll come out victorious. Against wind and sea we shall win. They day of Victory shall arrive with Aliana at my side, sharing that glorious moment with me. 
 
    Dawn arrived while Gerart still struggled with feelings that threatened to flood him like torrential rain. With the first rays of the sun the view of horror became clearer, and his heart shrank with pain. Hundreds of buildings had been destroyed, whole portions of the city razed to the ground. Several of the most emblematic neighborhoods had been completely demolished, those of the arts, the merchants’ quarter, the district of craftsmen. The Nocean army had taken up its position in the rubble of the once flourishing city, far enough to remain out of reach of Rogdonian arrows, yet close enough for the last defenders to feel the constant threat and pressure of the enemy. The invaders had made a giant pile out of the bodies of the fallen from both sides and had placed it well in sight of the defenders. The putrid stench of the bodies reached the wall on the southern breeze. 
 
    “It’s heart-breaking, isn’t it?” commented Mirkos sadly from beside Gerart. 
 
    “All this death and destruction… it is horrible…” said the Prince. 
 
    “It’s the price innocents pay for the excessive greed of Kings, my young Prince. Never forget these images, keep them in your memory. One day you will be King, and the decision to avoid atrocities like this will be in your hands.” 
 
    “You needn’t worry, dear friend. However long my life might be, I shall never forget what our kingdom, our people, are suffering in this vile war. I know my father has done all he could to prevent it, and I would have done no less.” 
 
    Mirkos smiled and stroke his long white beard. But the smile lasted only an instant. His face shadowed. 
 
    “We’ve been under siege for months. Day after day they punish us, either with catapults and ballistae from a distance or by attacking the walls with the help of their Sorcerers. The Curses Magic is wreaking havoc among our people, even though I do my best to stop it from reaching the walls and the Duke’s castle. Day after day, good old Dolbar defends the wall masterfully. It’s to him we owe the fact that Silanda still holds fast. Without his unequaled expertise at the head of the defense, the city would have fallen a long time ago,” Mirkos indicated Duke Galen’s younger brother, who was watching the enemy. 
 
    Dolbar bowed his head at the great Mage’s words and sighed heavily. 
 
    “Every day we have more losses here on the walls, while the Noceans destroy and plunder some new part of the city. Soon we shan’t have enough men to defend the whole wall… and on that day it will fall, and soon after it the Duke’s castle, our last redoubt. Not even Mirkos’s powerful magic will be able to stop them for much longer.” 
 
    “How many men do we have?” asked Gerart. 
 
    “Something over four thousand… that can still fight,” replied Dolbar. “Another thousand wounded and sick, two hundred more beyond hope waiting in pain for the hour of their death.” 
 
    “We’ll hold fast. This old sack of bones guarantees that we’ll hold. Magic is strong in me. We’ll go on fighting for Rogdon.” 
 
    “Your magic is very powerful, Mirkos, but finite,” said Dolbar. His voice was grave. 
 
    “True, my intelligent, skillful friend, unfortunately very true…” 
 
    “I’ve seen all I needed,” said Gerart. “Now it’s time to pay my respects to your brother, Duke Galen. I guess he’ll be at the Castle. Could you take me to him?”  
 
    A silence, cold as a February morning, fell over the three men. 
 
    “My brother… is badly wounded. He was hit a few days ago defending the center of the wall. I asked him a thousand times not to take part in the battle, since his life is vital for the safety of the city. But you know him. He was born to lead his men, and there was no way I could dissuade him.” 
 
    “I am deeply sorry,” said Gerart. He put his hand on Dolbar’s shoulder. “Take me to him, quickly.” 
 
    When he walked into the rich chamber Gerart stopped and bowed his head. Duke Galen was lying on his bed, dying. It was so evident that Gerart did not even ask. The chest wound had been dressed, but it was bloodied. It had been impossible to suture the great gash completely.  
 
    The Master Surgeon gave a slight bow when he saw them come in. The doctor himself looked like a corpse, a creature overcome with exhaustion. 
 
    “I have given him juice of poppy and flower-of-dreams. You have a few moments before he falls asleep.” 
 
    “How long?” his brother asked in a whisper. 
 
    The surgeon bowed his head. 
 
    “He won’t see another dawn. I’m terribly sorry, there’s nothing more I can do. He’s a great man, my sorrow is deep, I mourn with the family.” 
 
    “Thanks, Master Surgeon. I am well aware of your regard and I appreciate everything you have done for him in the last moments of his suffering.” 
 
    With a small bow to Prince Gerart and Dolbar, the surgeon left the chamber. 
 
    “Brother, wake up, Prince Gerart has graced us with his presence,” whispered Dolbar in his brother’s ear, trying to bring him out of his comatose state. 
 
    “His Highness… the Prince?” he said. “Here? Help me dress… I must receive him appropriately.” Feverishly, he tried to rise. 
 
    “There’s no need, brother, lie in peace.” Dolbar said. “I took charge of his welcome myself. Relax and rest.”  
 
    “Good… good… that’s good, brother…” 
 
    Gerart came to the bed. He remembered the Duke well: a charismatic man with a strength of character as great as his loyalty to the Crown. The man he now looked upon was but the shadow of what he had once been and it saddened Gerart’s soul. 
 
    “My father, King Solin, conveys his regards to you and wishes me to inform you that for your masterly defense of the city during these months you are to be granted the highest honors of the Kingdom. You have contained the invasion of the Nocean army, allowing the King to regroup his forces so as to face both attacks. With your leadership, courage and tenacity, you have gained us crucial time for the King, and because of that the Crown is grateful for your loyalty and commitment.” 
 
    “I… only… followed his… orders…” 
 
    “You have done more than that, and you know it well, my friend,” said Mirkos. 
 
    “My father wishes you to be decorated for your undeniable courage and loyalty.” 
 
    “It is… an honor.” 
 
    “A well-deserved one,” said Mirkos. 
 
    Duke Galen raised himself in his bed. Staring in front of him, eyes wide, he cried: “The Prince, here! He’ll certainly have brought reinforcements with him. We’re saved!” 
 
    Gerart gazed at him, moved. 
 
    “Reinforcements will arrive soon, Duke Galen,” said the Prince, softening his voice. 
 
    “Reinforcements… Solin sends reinforcements… the city will be saved…” muttered the Duke. He slumped back onto the bed and Dolbar tucked him in lovingly. The Duke fell into a dreamlike state, eyes open, mumbling incoherent words. Soon afterwards he fell asleep. 
 
    The three men left the chamber and went to the great hall. 
 
    Mirkos smoothed out the folds of his silver robe with its black trimming and passed his hands over the jet-black tower embroidered on his chest. He looked up at the lofty domed ceiling. 
 
    “A great man…” he said. His voice was unsteady. 
 
    “What now, my Prince?” asked Dolbar. His face showed signs of his deep sorrow. 
 
    “Now we carry out our plan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The evening sun gilded the wide area in front of the city of Silanda’s outer wall. Sumal looked up at the powerful granite structure. Flags and banners rippled in the south wind above the door and each of the towers. The flag of the Nocean Empire, a shining golden sun on a black background, marked the conquered domain. 
 
     Sumal could not help feeling pride at the sight of his banner rippling over the outer wall of the enemy city. All we have to do now is conquer the second wall and the city will be ours. A matter of pride for the Empire, a show of Nocean power. And afterwards the whole of southern Rogdon will fall. We’ll strengthen our position and then head north until we reach the capital, Rilentor, conquering every inch of the territory to the greater glory of our Emperor Malotas. This humble spy will make sure of the plans to guarantee this, and then will see the black and gold banners wave all over Rilentor. The experienced Nocean spy smiled in anticipation. 
 
    A group of soldiers on patrol passed by him and headed towards the east. There was a constant watch, which extended along several leagues in all directions. The city was completely surrounded, like an island of rock in the middle of a Nocean sea. It was only to the north, in the first woods beyond the city, that they had encountered some Rogdonian incursions.  
 
    Sumal looked around him. He was surrounded by the Nocean army which was stationed there. Thousands of blue and black tents extended from the conquered walls to the south. The banners and pavilions that announced the Nocean legions filled Sumal’s heart with satisfaction. The power of the men from the desert was incontestable. There was frantic activity in the camp as they prepared for a new assault. The soldiers readied their weapons and equipment while they began to put their armor on. The whips lashed ceaselessly, compelling the hundreds of slaves who accompanied the army to carry out a variety of tasks for their masters. 
 
    He identified the luxurious Command tent that belonged to Mulko, Regent of the North of the Nocean Empire, and headed towards it. The leader of that glorious army had requested his presence. 
 
    “My lord…” said Sumal, bowing low before Mulko. 
 
    His lord was presiding, seated on massive gold and silver cushions, surrounded by silks and a cloud of exotic perfumes. The tent was huge and magnificent. On his head the Regent wore a red turban with pearls. His magnificent red silk tunic was richly embroidered in gold on chest and sleeves, and his gold slippers were as luxurious as the rest of his attire. Sumal thought the whole array must have cost as much as the yearly pay of an entire infantry battalion. The Regent was being entertained by six exotic dancers so beautiful that they took the spy’s breath away. 
 
     Sumal stared at them while he waited for his lord to call him. With their scant clothing of transparent silks, which sought to cover their charms but still left little to the imagination, they were a sight to captivate any man. The sensuality of their movements as they danced, and their sinuous bodies, awoke something in the spy which he quickly suffocated as best he could. 
 
    “Sumal, my deft spy. Come in, there’s a great deal for us to talk about,” the Regent of the North invited him with a gesture. “You, out, fast!” he said to the dancers in a tone which suggested that he was bored by them. 
 
    “Thank you my lord, you honor me…” 
 
    “Come, we were waiting for you.” 
 
    “Great Master…” he said, repeating his bow before Zecly, who was sitting at the Regent’s right. He had not seen him before because of the dancers. The spymaster, counselor and very powerful Sorcerer smiled at him and touched his chest with his hands in greeting. 
 
    “I believe you already know Ukbi, my Military Counselor, don’t you?” Mulko waved his hand toward the renowned Nocean General on his left. 
 
    Sumal glanced at the Counselor. The whole Empire knew of the brilliance of that small man with harsh features, his brilliance and… pitiless cruelty. It was his custom to torture and then put to the knife all the enemies captured in battle, to instill fear in the hearts of the rest of his opponents. Sumal looked into the soldier’s black eyes and knew at once that pity did not exist in this man. Sumal would never forget, no matter how long he lived, what he had witnessed at the hands of the General in Silanda. 
 
    Ukbi had ordered punitive action with the object of demoralizing the enemy: to skin alive the Rogdonian soldiers captured. Hundreds of them had been caught during the fall back to the second wall: one by one they were tortured before the great door, in plain sight of the Rogdonian troops but out of reach of the merciful arrows their comrades could let fly. For days their cries of pain were insufferable. The torture was only interrupted when an attack began, to be resumed until there were no more prisoners left. But there were so many that for days and days their screams filled the defenders with horror. The General’s methods were inhuman, but Sumal knew they were effective. If they had their effect on him, he could only begin to guess how the Rogdonians on the wall would feel as they watched. 
 
     Nevertheless, Duke Galen had addressed his troops from the top of the walls. Sumal remembered the scene well: 
 
    “Soldiers of Rogdon! Listen to me, all of you! Today we watch impotently how the enemy tortures our comrades in arms, Rogdonians, men of great courage who gave their lives for their country. Those tortures, those cries of our countrymen are witness to the baseness of a race which has no scruples, morals or bowels of compassion. These are the actions of a cowardly people without honor, of sewer rats. Nothing, I repeat, nothing will make us yield one step, and now still less! Remember the suffering you are now witnessing in your comrades when you have these rotten rats before you and give them the death they deserve. For Rogdon! For our comrades!” 
 
    Sumal remembered them well: great words of a great leader. He wondered if he were still alive. Lowering his gaze before Ukbi, he made a deep bow as protocol required before someone of higher rank or power. The General replied to the bow with a slight nod of his turbaned head. Sumal understood the greeting as a clear indication that the spy was not considered worthy of the General’s attention. Sumal did not feel slighted, he was well aware of his position within the hierarchy of power at the Regent’s Court. 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” said Sumal in reply to the Regent’s comment. “Everybody knows the Great General’s brilliance and the skill with which he leads our armies to victory.” 
 
    “Ha! I’m not so sure about that anymore,” said Mulko to his Military Counselor. “We’ve been stuck here for months in this never-ending siege. This accursed city should have fallen long ago. We must advance north towards Rilentor, where that coward Solin is hiding. And worst of all, the Norghanians have not only taken the fortress of the pass, they’re now camped at their leisure north and east of Rogdon. They’ll advance to the capital before long, and if they take it before we do, Rogdon will be theirs. The whole West of Tremia will be theirs. I cannot allow that to happen! What have you found out about their plans, Sumal?” 
 
    “The Norghanian army is trying to reach Rilentor, but they’ve met with a few mishaps. Their heavy infantry is being attacked by the Lancers as soon as they come out into the open. The Norghanian infantry is helpless against the Rogdonian heavy cavalry. The Lancers are undefeatable in the open field. Because of that, the Norghanians are being forced to advance very slowly, making use of their greater numbers. Right now they’re moving like a giant turtle, well-shielded but slow. Around them the Lancers, although fewer in number, attack their flanks and rearguard, then run away fast. They avoid any direct confrontation. Instead they use this campaign of attrition to wear the Norghanian army down little by little and slow its advance. At the same time, I’ve tried to contact Count Volgren, but he’s hiding his movements. He doesn’t seem interested in listening to any offer from our side. A joint attack would be highly beneficial for both parties, but he doesn’t respond to our requests for dialogue. I believe, my lord, they know they have the advantage and they expect to reach Rilentor before us. I don’t believe he’ll cooperate with us, my lord.” 
 
    “By the sun of the Red Deserts! We must begin to level the whole south of Rogdon and reach the Rogdonian King at once! I want his head on a pike! A Nocean pike, not a Norghanian one!” 
 
    “And so it shall be,” said Ukbi. He sounded troubled. “The Rogdonian resilience is something out of the ordinary, but they haven’t enough soldiers left to defend the wall. They will fall, I promise.” 
 
    “Promises, promises, promises! You’ve been making promises for an eternity! Promising a victory that never comes!” 
 
    “The Rogdonian Mage of Battles is tearing our men to pieces with his magic of the four elements.” Ukbi said accusingly, looking at Zecly as he did so. “One day he scorches us with infernal fires, the next he freezes our men as they climb the walls. I need our own Sorcerers to give us more protection. They aren’t counteracting the enemy’s magic.”  
 
    Zecly smiled. “My dear General, as you know very well, Mirkos the Scholar is not just any Mage. His power is great, as is his intelligence. In order to beat him we must use cunning, and not brute force. No matter how many waves of men you send against that wall, you’ll do no more than erode it. Yes, in the end it will fall, but it will take time and many men.” 
 
    “There’s no more time!” shouted Mulko in a fury. “The Great Emperor Malotas himself has sent me a letter making plain his unease at the delay in the invasion of Rogdon. He expects Silanda to fall immediately, as the first step in the conquest. And that means that if it doesn’t fall he’ll ask for my head on a platter. The city must fall, now! Is that understood? Now!” 
 
    Zecly rose to his feet and went to Sumal’s side. 
 
    “We’ll take charge, my lord. The city will be yours. Tonight!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was midnight when the casting of the Great Spell began. Sumal, wholly absorbed, watched one of the most incredible and frightening spectacles a man could ever imagine. In front of the great door of the second Rogdonian wall, out of reach of enemy arrows, three Nocean Sorcerers had begun to invoke the terrible Curses Magic. Sumal recognized Isos, the Great Master, in the center, escorted by the two others. Sitting around them in a circle, a dozen acolytes had put their bodies at the service of their masters. Sumal could almost feel the magical energy of the acolytes as it was consumed in order to bring the effect of the Great Spell into being. 
 
    Behind them, twenty-five thousand Nocean soldiers were waiting restlessly for the order to attack the wall. They were armed to their teeth and wearing long tunics in shades of blue and black over dark pants and were protected by chainmail which reached down to their thighs. Over chest and back they wore armor decorated with the golden sun-emblem of the Noceans. Their heads were covered with round helmets which bore a sharp spike a hand’s-breadth high. They were ready for action, but Sumal knew that the secret spectacle they were witnessing filled their hearts with fear.  
 
    Isos raised his arms and shouted incomprehensible words to the night, chilling the blood of all who beheld him. A column of blackness began to rise from the pile of dead bodies which had been left there to haunt the spirits of the defenders. It formed a great cloud. A thread of pestilence and rot began to feed the cloud from each of the bodies in the pile, charging it with putrid, sickly horror. Sumal felt a chill run down his spine at the sight of the foul cloud being conjured. Isos and the other two Sorcerers of Curses kept on invoking that ghost, absorbing all the vileness of the putrefied corpses as they did so. 
 
    When Sumal saw Asuris, the Great Master of the Blood Magic, he immediately guessed that something even more dreadful was about to happen. One look at the face of Asuris, pale as if all life had abandoned his body, and those red blood-shot eyes which chilled the soul, filled Sumal with a real panic. Asuris placed himself behind the circle of acolytes and motioned to a group of soldiers, who were dragging hand-cuffed prisoners and slaves behind them. Sumal counted two dozen being taken to the Great Sorcerer.  
 
    All were made to kneel, one Nocean soldier behind each. Asuris began to intone a chant as he looked up to the dark sky. He raised his arms and shouted ancient, secret words, wielding a silver dagger in the shape of a snake. He approached the first prisoner. The soldier pulled the head of the slave back, and Asuris cut his throat. Sumal swallowed hard. Blood began to run down the chest of the sacrifice, and under the cut the Sorcerer placed a golden chalice bearing the symbol of a scorpion to gather the blood. Asuris slowly repeated the process with all the prisoners, one by one, amid the hysteria of those remaining, until there was none left. When he had finished, he murmured a few words and drank from the chalice. Sumal felt his stomach turn. Asuris lifted the chalice above his head and intoned a grim chant, which hovered over the audience like an evil curse. 
 
    The dark, putrid cloud began to expand across the space which separated the Sorcerers from the wall crowned by the Rogdonian defenders. The blood ritual was expanding the area of the spell’s effect and with it, very probably —Sumal guessed— its duration and power. This was Asuris’ specialty. 
 
    The rotten cloud of horror began to grow ever greater. Soon it would reach the wall, and Sumal had no doubt of the terrible effect it would have on the defenders. He did not even want to imagine the horror of the enemy soldiers. Borne by the fateful chanting of the Sorcerers, the maleficent cloud reached the wall. Yet the defenders did not move. Sumal could make out the bodies and flashes of armor and helmets under the torches and oil lamps. 
 
    Nobody was moving. 
 
    “They’re crazy! Why don’t they retreat inside? The horror’s going to reach them!” 
 
    At that moment, Sumal saw a blinding light explode above the door. The dazzling power of the light was such that it lit up the whole city, forcing them to cover their eyes. 
 
    “Mirkos! It’s Mirkos. He’ll destroy the cloud and the attempt will fail.” Sumal raised his eyes and saw that the foul cloud had retreated but had not been destroyed. 
 
    Then Zecly came out of the shadows. 
 
    He walked wearily to stand beside Asuris, who offered him the chalice with the blood of sacrifice. The Great Master Zecly drank and intoned a sinister chant. He gave the chalice back to Asuris, and the Sorcerer offered him the silver dagger. Zecly took it and used it to make a cut in his hand. Blood dripped to the ground. At the same time Zecly began to cast a spell, with Asuris assisting him. As the spell took shape, the cloud of pestilence advanced again towards the wall. Sumal feared Mirkos would be ready to reject it, so that the cloud would never reach its destination. 
 
    But something odd caught the spy’s attention. Over the Great Master Zecly, a strange shape was beginning to form. It looked like… an enormous bird-demon. Its body was translucent and intense red, and there was a quality of evil about it. The beak was murderous, the claws bleeding knife-blades. To Sumal it looked like an enormous evil vulture, but a ghostly one. He was awed by the sight of it. 
 
    Above the wall the blinding light exploded once again, throwing back the cloud which the Nocean Sorcerers were trying to send to the enemy with all their power. Several of the acolytes had already fainted, all their energy spent. Sumal thought it was probably true of their vital energy as well. They would never waken. 
 
    The Great Master Zecly pointed the dagger at the source of the light and murmured ancient words. 
 
    The bird of blood flew in the direction indicated by its master. 
 
    The blinding light became visible again, pushing the pestilent cloud even further back. 
 
    Sumal thought they were not going to manage it. 
 
    Then the great bird with its lethal beak and claws of blood fell upon the origin of the light. 
 
    And the light vanished. 
 
    It did not come back.  
 
    Zecly turned and addressed Sumal in a whisper: 
 
    “A blood demon. It’s extremely dangerous to invoke one, as it has a tendency to turn against its master. But it was necessary. When the cloud reaches the battlements, no human being will be left alive. Wait for the spell to disappear, then take the wall. Make sure you go with them, I need eyes I can trust up there, and I must rest. The spell has spent all my magic and left me weak,” 
 
    “Yes, Master. As you command.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sumal reached the top of the battlements shortly before dawn, and with him five thousand Nocean soldiers. They were part of the second wave. The first had already taken the wall and the Duke’s Castle. His surprise when he arrived on the parapet was so great he would never forget it. 
 
    He looked around. “No… no… It can’t be…” he mumbled. On the wall where should have been the bodies of at least four thousand enemy soldiers, dead and twisted in horror, what he found was something unheard of. 
 
    “Sir… they’re sacks of wheat,” an officer explained to Sumal when he saw his look of shock. “They’ve been dressed up with armor and helmets to make them look like soldiers from a distance. It’s a ruse.”  
 
    “But… then… where are the defenders? In the castle?” Sumal asked trying to make sense of what had happened. 
 
    The officer looked at him with fear in his eyes. 
 
    “No, sir. The castle is deserted too. We’ve only found Duke Galen, dead in his chambers. As for the rest, there’s not a living soul in the whole fortress… It’s… it’s as if they’d been swallowed up by the earth…” 
 
    Sumal could not believe what was in front of him. Five thousand men had vanished before his eyes. But that simply could not be. Mirkos had been casting a spell right there, above the door and that was impossible. Sumal was looking at the rock floor, trying to find some logical explanation, when something caught his attention. He went to it. On the ground was a wooden object: a staff crowned with a crystalline sphere. He crouched to study it. 
 
    Beside the staff he found blood… a lot of blood which formed a puddle. 
 
    The defenders had vanished mysteriously, but at least there was one piece of good news to make the Great Master Zecly happy. 
 
    The blood demon had killed Mirkos the Scholar. 
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    Warily, Komir went into the funerary chamber. It was round, and in the middle he could see a decorated altar on top of which rested a sumptuous sarcophagus presiding over the chamber. The walls and floor of this room had been polished, giving the impression that the entire room was made out of red marble. The altar itself and the sarcophagus in particular were of such an intense red that Komir could not take his eyes away from them. Around the coffin, a circle of strange runes had been carved in the polished surface of the floor. It must be some protective spell, or perhaps a trap. Better stay away, he thought when he saw them, and instinctively took a step back. When he looked at the walls he saw the Ilenian symbols which covered them like great stone tapestries. In the dim light he had not noticed them, and immediately he was filled with a sense of foreboding. He did not understand how he could have arrived there without falling into a trap or coming across some guardian creature or mage. And what was even stranger, the whole way had been clear, as if someone had opened all the doors so he could reach that chamber. 
 
    It doesn’t make any sense. It’s too easy. I know where I am, this is the sacred chamber which is the resting place of the Ilenian King, just like the one we found at the underground temple below the Egia Lighthouse. I shouldn’t have been able to arrive without any opposition. Something’s wrong, he thought, and at that moment the floor of the room began to shake. He nearly lost his balance, although he managed to stay on his feet. He turned toward the entrance and realized the tremors were coming from the great crater he had crossed before reaching the funerary chamber. He tried to walk to the entrance, but a terrible quake threw him down. Earthquake! By the three goddesses! A new and stronger tremor made him fall on his face. He did not move, knowing that there was no point trying to stand up while the earth was shaking. 
 
    A languorous chanting reached Komir in the middle of the terrible noise. The blood froze in his veins and a cold shudder ran down his back. That chanting could only be an Ilenian Guardian Mage. Suddenly, even as hell itself was being let loose outside in the crater, the round walls of the room began to burn with an intense flame. Komir made his way back, crawling along the floor amid tremors and quakes, while the thundering noise seemed to burst like an explosion inside his mind making it impossible for him to think. He dragged himself towards the center of the room, where the sarcophagus was. The ring of strange symbols protecting the altar burst into fierce flames and Komir, stretched out on the floor, tried to hold fast so that the tremors would not push him into the fire. The heat in the chamber was becoming asphyxiating.  
 
    This is a nightmare, he thought as sweat streamed off him. 
 
    He tried to retreat, but realized to his horror that the ring of fire which covered the marble walls was beginning to move towards the center, towards him! The Ilenian symbols carved on the wall were shining now with the golden light of Ilenian magic. Komir looked behind him; the inner ring remained static but the outer one was advancing slowly and inexorably towards him, with flames so intense they were rapidly consuming the air of the chamber and generating a hellish heat. He crawled to the inner ring of fire, aware he had no escape route. If the outer ring went on closing, it would merge with the inner one and he would be burnt to ashes. 
 
    And at that moment of despair, when salvation seemed impossible, a figure came in through the door of the chamber. Komir’s heart skipped a beat, suddenly hopeful, expecting to see one of his companions who would be able to save him from the horrible death which awaited him. 
 
    The figure raised its head. 
 
    Golden eyes gazed at him. 
 
    It was the Guardian Mage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Outside the funerary chamber, in the great crater, the rest of the group of adventurers were fighting for their lives. A large section of the reddish granite floor of the platform had given way with the violent earthquake. Under their feet they could see the volcano getting ready to erupt. 
 
    Aliana was horrified, her body was trembling uncontrollably. 
 
    “Try to move to the other end!” Kendas urged them, seeing that it was now impossible to reach the entrance. “We can’t go back!” Behind them was only an abyss of infernal fire. 
 
    Aliana recovered some of her courage when she heard the Rogdonian Lancer’s voice. 
 
    “The Guardian Mage has gone!” she cried, pointing to the spot where he had appeared. 
 
    “We have to get out of here!” Kendas cried as he dragged Asti away from a block of rock which was falling into the abyss of incandescent magma. 
 
    Hartz got to his feet. The tremors were less violent now, but the explosions from the volcano under their feet would finish them off before very long. With every blast the heat was growing. Soon it would be unbearable. 
 
    “Hold my hand!” he cried to Kayti, and both of them leapt over several unstable blocks, trying to keep their balance and dodge danger. 
 
    Everything around the group was disintegrating, the volcano fire exploding furiously towards the clouds. Hell itself was opening up under their feet. 
 
    “Watch your heads!” cried Kendas, looking up. “Rain of fire!” 
 
    Aliana covered her head with her hands and felt acute pain in her arms as they were showered by fire. She had to throw herself to one side to avoid the burning rain, blackened by choking smoke, which was falling from the sky. 
 
    The volcano roared with the rage of a betrayed god. 
 
    Explosions of incandescent lava broke out all over the place, and the blocks of granite still standing over the volcano began to crumble with a horrible crunching sound and fall into the void. An inferno of fire, ash, black smoke and scorching heat unleashed itself around them. 
 
    “Quickly, quickly!” cried Kendas, jumping from one block to the next toward the opening at the other end of the crater. 
 
    Asti followed him with difficulty, holding fast as best she could to the unstable blocks of granite before they collapsed in the explosions of fire. 
 
    “It’s going to burn us alive!” cried Hartz, who was trying to put out the fire in one of his arms by shaking it furiously. He cursed the sky with a grimace of pain, then went on climbing a huge slanting granite block before jumping on to another one which was totally twisted by the pressure. Kayti, much nimbler that the giant, followed him closely. 
 
    Aliana brought up the rear, following Hartz and Kayti as best she could. She was terrified. 
 
    “This is crazy! We’ll never manage!” Kayti said, falling to her knees as she stared at the terrible spectacle around them.  
 
    Hartz went back to Kayti. Grabbing her shoulders, he said: 
 
    “Look at me, Kayti. I won’t let this place finish us off, you hear me? Trust me. Follow me and I’ll get you out of here.” 
 
    Kayti looked into his eyes and believed in the Norriel’s blind faith. She got to her feet and followed him with renewed energy. Aliana caught up with them and went on advancing along with the couple, dodging obstacles and explosions as she went. 
 
    Kendas and Asti managed to reach the ledge that led to the way out and waited for the others, urging them on their way. 
 
    Aliana could feel the blocks falling into the abyss of magma as she jumped from one to another. Everything was crumbling behind her, and the eruption was growing more intense. In place of the small explosions it seemed a massive one was now brewing. The heat was unbearable; soon it would kill them all. Hartz and Kayti finally reached the ledge, and Kendas and Asti grabbed them to stop them falling into the depths of lava. Only Aliana was left. She had to make it; she was almost there. She leapt to one of the remaining blocks just as a blast behind her hurled the block into the void. 
 
    Aliana lost her footing. I’m falling! I’m going to die!  
 
    “Hold on!” cried Kendas. 
 
    Aliana pushed her body forward and managed to grasp the last block still attached to the ledge. 
 
    “You now there!” Asti encouraged her. 
 
    She crawled over the surface of the block, afraid of slipping. Another eruption at her back followed so violently that the four companions fell on to their backs. The block split from the ledge and began to lean towards the abyss. The flames from the incandescent lava lapped against Aliana’s legs. She screamed in agony. 
 
    “Help!” 
 
    The block gave way under her weight and fell into the fiery void. 
 
    It’s the end.  
 
    Just as she felt she was beginning to fall, a strong hand grabbed her by the hair. 
 
    She yelled in pain. 
 
    “Hold on, I’ve got you!” Hartz said, and with iron muscles he pulled her up to safety. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Komir looked with rage at the golden eyes of the Mage and got to his feet. Fear surged through him, but he made an effort to hide the fact from his enemy. He unsheathed his sword and knife and stood tall and defiant, although he knew full well that the situation was desperate. Behind him the inner ring of fire would not let him retreat any further, and in front of him the outer ring was closing in and would very shortly incinerate him. The presence of the Ilenian Guardian Mage in the chamber did nothing but make a desperate situation even worse. But he would not let that Mage see a Norriel warrior tremble, and nor would he beg for release. I won’t fail. I’ll die like a true warrior, fighting. When the ring reaches me I’ll jump on my enemy. I’ll burn to death, but I might be able to get to him and take him with me. 
 
    “Norriel we are and Norriel we shall die!” he cried, already feeling the burning heat of the fiery ring on his body. 
 
    He prepared to leap. It would be his last attack. 
 
    Suddenly the medallion around his neck shone with its characteristic crystal light. 
 
    As if reacting to the flash, the Guardian Mage raised his staff and murmured something unintelligible. 
 
    The ring of fire stopped its advance. 
 
    Komir remained motionless, undecided. He stared at those golden eyes which had him trapped in a cell of living fire. The Guardian looked at him and Komir felt something hit his mind, like a mental blow. What’s this? What does this creature from the abyss want? Does he mean to get inside my head? A new blow struck his mind, and Komir realized the creature wanted to communicate with him. A distant murmur, profoundly ancient, from a forgotten era, reached his mind. 
 
    Medallion… 
 
    Bearer of sacred medallion… 
 
    I Guardian of Temple of Fire… 
 
    Rest the great Lord of Fire… 
 
    But you deceive … 
 
    You not pure blood… 
 
    Die… 
 
    Komir understood then that the flash from the medallion had confused the Guardian, leading him to think Komir was one of his own, an Ilenian… Unfortunately the confusion had been brief, but it might be enough… 
 
    With a swift move he threw his well-balanced dagger at the Mage. 
 
    He had prepared it during that instant of doubt. He was no more than ten paces away from his enemy. There was no way he could miss. 
 
    The Guardian saw it and moved his staff extremely fast. 
 
    A burning sphere formed around the Mage. 
 
    The dagger crossed the ring of fire, aiming straight at the Guardian’s heart. 
 
    The fire won’t stop the dagger, he’s lost, thought Komir looking at the burning sphere which protected the Mage. But when it reached it, the dagger hit something solid. He stared in bewilderment. The sphere of fire was made of solidified lava, and the dagger had bounced off and fallen to the floor.  
 
    Cursed Ilenian magic! 
 
    The Guardian pointed his staff at Komir. 
 
    He swallowed. Death by fire was on its way. He could almost swear there was a triumphant gleam in those demoniac golden eyes. I’m helpless… I’d give anything to be able to do what that Ilenian fiend just did. By the three Norriel goddesses, I wish I could work Ilenian magic! Is this how I’m going to die? Is this my destiny? No, it can’t be, this isn’t the destiny Amtoko foretold in our lands. I’m not going to die like this, defeated by this golden-eyed demon! With no answers and no justice for my parents! The frustration Komir felt in his soul was as intense as the violence of the erupting volcano. For the first time in his life, in the midst of that rage which was gnawing at him, he became fully aware that he must accept what he had tried to avoid right up to that fateful moment: his destiny. 
 
    “I claim my destiny! With all its consequences! My destiny is mine and here today, at this moment and in this place I thus claim it for myself! Goddesses, grant me my destiny!” 
 
    A tremendous thundering outside, making the whole mountain shake, came as a reply. The great volcano had finally erupted, and the whole chamber shook with its power. The Guardian lost his balance for an instant and seemed to be about to fall, but amid the deafening noise he managed to stay upright. Komir had to bend one knee not to fall. He recovered and stood tall, without fear, the floor still shaking under his feet. The Guardian murmured a word of power and a bolt of pure fire shot from his staff. 
 
    Komir saw the fire-bolt aiming straight at his heart. 
 
    “Noooooooo!” he cried in fury, and covered his heart with his right hand. 
 
    The fire caught Komir on the back of his hand. A terrible pain filled him, so terrible he thought his hand was melting. The Guardian kept up the beam of fire, increasing its intensity. In the middle of the unbearable pain, Komir’s medallion began to give off a gleam, almost ethereal, and he saw an almost translucent layer of energy enveloping his fist, like a gauntlet. The strange Ilenian symbols floated through his mind, and he knew the medallion was casting a spell. He felt the energy of the medallion interacting with his own, and experienced that sweet feeling he already knew so well. The medallion used his own inner energy to conjure Ilenian magic, ancient magic of incredible power. The back of his hand hurt hellishly, but he could feel the medallion’s energy struggling with the beam of fire, rejecting it. The energy of the Medallion of Ether shone more and more powerful, winning the magical battle. 
 
    The Guardian stopped his beam of fire all of a sudden. Komir looked at his wounded hand, expecting to find the back of it grotesquely burnt, but to his immense surprise it was completely golden, as if it had been dipped in gold. Komir was left in a state of shock. He attributed it to an unexpected effect of the fight between the magic of Fire and that of Ether. 
 
    He was marked… 
 
    Marked… 
 
    For ever… 
 
    “Is this all you can do?” he shouted scornfully, showing his enemy the golden back of his hand. “I’m Komir, the Marked!” He took a step forward fearlessly, knowing what he had to do. “My destiny is awaiting me. Move aside and I’ll let you live, you fiend! Move, I’m telling you!” 
 
    But the Guardian did not move away. The golden eyes under the cowl shone fiercely, and raising his staff once again he caused the outer ring of fire to advance anew. Komir understood he was going to be burned to a crisp. I need to protect myself, or else I’m dead! 
 
    Help me, medallion! Help me!  
 
    The Medallion of Ether seemed to understand what Komir was begging for and shone vividly. 
 
    The scorching heat of the ring reached him. 
 
    The golden Ilenian symbols danced in his mind, forming a spell which Komir did not understand, but which all his hopes rested on. The jewel throbbed again, and he sensed that the spell was complete. 
 
    He opened his eyes. 
 
    He was in the center of the incinerating ring, surrounded by scorching fire. 
 
    “By the three Norriel Goddesses!” he cried in disbelief, and jumped. He touched his body, expecting to feel the flames and the agony of burning. 
 
    But he was not burning, and there was no pain. 
 
    Komir shook his head, deeply shaken, and in so doing noticed that the fire did not reach as far as his body. A translucent sphere enveloped him completely. He wondered at this protective sphere of Ether. He was in the midst of the most intense of fires, yet it was unable to penetrate the sphere. Unbelievable! I’m not burning! It’s amazing! But something inside him, a small unconscious warning, caught his attention. He closed his eyes again and focused on that sense of danger. He saw his own pool of energy, his store of power, his magic, and discovered that it was diminishing, slowly but steadily. And he grasped it. The protective sphere! The spell must be maintained with my energy. It’ll only hold as long as I still have some left. When it’s gone, the sphere of Ether will be gone, and my protection with it. 
 
    Komir would not be able to keep things up indefinitely. He had to finish the Guardian —but how? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hartz knelt beside Aliana to check the burns on her legs. They looked serious, and this worried him deeply. The young Healer had fainted from the pain. He looked ahead. The eruption had reached its peak, and gave the impression of a warrior god releasing all his fury on humanity. In reality Hartz was enjoying that appalling spectacle. He knew perfectly well that the situation was desperate and infinitely dangerous, but he could not help feeling fascinated by the cruel brutality and unfathomable strength of that tremendous force of nature. 
 
    He turned for a moment to look at his companions on the ledge. They were all tense, looking at Aliana with deep worry on their faces. Kayti, sitting with her back to the rock wall, was looking at the Healer grim-faced, showing her concern. 
 
    “What shall I do, Kayti?” he asked her. 
 
    “You have to… you ought to wake the Healer…” 
 
    “But she’ll be in terrible pain. Those burns are very serious.” 
 
    “If you don’t wake her… she’s doomed… Those burns will get infected and she’ll die.” 
 
    “Her pulse is very weak,” Kendas said in a whisper. “I don’t think she’ll survive much longer… I agree with Kayti, we must wake her or else she’ll die, no matter how cruel it is. She’s the only one who can work a miracle with her Gift.” 
 
    “All right, we’ll wake her up,” Hartz said. “I don’t like it, but I see we have no choice. May the three goddesses forgive me.” He crouched beside Aliana. “Give me a hand, Kendas. Hold her shoulders. I fear it’s going to be a horribly painful awakening.” 
 
    Kendas nodded and held the Healer fast. Hartz shook her remorselessly, but she did not wake. 
 
    “You’ll have to hit her,” Kayti said. “I know you loathe the idea, but she’s not going to wake up any other way.” 
 
    Hartz looked into Kayti’s eyes, the eyes of the woman he loved and which lit up his life with the color of happiness. A happiness he felt every day he spent at her side. Every chiding she gave him increased his love for her a little more, if such a thing was possible. Even in the worst of situations, like this one, he could not deny her anything, not even that. It was against his honor as a Norriel to hit a woman, but with things as they were he could do nothing else. He nodded and slapped Aliana’s face to bring her back to the world of the living. 
 
    She reacted and woke. 
 
    With her face distorted by the searing pain, she screamed like an animal being sacrificed. 
 
    Her eyes stared wildly from their sockets. 
 
    Kendas and Hartz together held her tight so that she would not fall into the void or hurt herself with her wild convulsions. She twisted with pain, on the verge of madness. 
 
    Hartz felt so deeply for the unfortunate Healer that tears broke out in his eyes. He choked them back. Looking at Aliana, he said: 
 
    “You have to use your power on yourself, you must heal yourself!” 
 
    “Use your Gift, Aliana!” Kendas cried. “Use your Gift to calm your pain!”  
 
    But she did not seem to hear. Her gaze wandered and she thrashed in agony as she screamed, caught in a nightmare. 
 
    “Come on, Aliana! React!” Kayti shouted at her. 
 
    The Healer convulsed again, then closed her eyes and stopped moving. 
 
    Hartz did not want her to lose conscience. Waking her again might well mean she would die of pain, and he did not want to run such a risk. 
 
    “Come, Aliana,” Asti said, weeping with frustration. 
 
    Something caught Hartz’s attention, and his fears lessened: Aliana’s legs were beginning to heal. 
 
    “She’s doing it! She’s healing her burns!” he cried, filled with irresistible joy. 
 
    “She’s an amazing woman! Kendas said. “What strength of will she has! The horrible pain she must be suffering and she’s capable of overcoming it and performing this miracle!”  
 
    Kayti nodded. “Truly, she’s a remarkable woman,” she agreed. 
 
    A voice from the depths of the mountain reached Hartz. 
 
    By the three Norriel Goddesses! 
 
    A voice he knew well: Komir’s. Immediately his stomach lurched, and he turned towards the entrance hewn into the rocky grotto. 
 
    “It’s Komir!” he cried, looking at Kayti. 
 
    The redhead looked back at him and said. 
 
    “Go help him!” 
 
    “Sure?” Hartz said hesitantly, already reaching for his sword. 
 
    “Sure! If anything happens to Komir you’ll never forgive yourself, and I very much fear it’ll take Aliana some time and effort to heal those burns. Kendas will help me if I need it. Go, I tell you!” 
 
    Hartz looked at her once more and smiled. Kayti smiled back, sweetly this time. That was more than enough for the big Norriel. He unsheathed the Ilenian two-handed sword and went into the grotto. Behind him he heard Kayti’s voice: 
 
    “And by the Custodian Lady Zuline, be careful, acorn-head! I couldn’t bear losing you…” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 You not worthy 
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    Sonea looked at Yakumo with imploring eyes as she crouched beside the Ilenian symbols engraved on the floor. 
 
    “Before anything else,” she said, pointing at them, “please let me try to decipher these.” 
 
    “I don’t trust this place,” replied the Assassin, his black eyes scrutinizing their surroundings, “but… all right, go ahead. It might help us find the way out of this cave.” 
 
    Sonea began to study the symbols. Immediately Lindaro offered to help her. 
 
    Both scholars spent a long time analyzing and deciphering the Ilenian symbols. Yakumo and Iruki, meanwhile were looking for a way out of that underwater cavern, but were disappointed. The chamber was sealed, so there was no way to leave except through the lake. They were buried alive in the depths of the immense lake. 
 
    “I don’t like this at all,” said Iruki with a voice that shook a little. “What if we run out of air? I don’t think it’ll last forever…” 
 
    “No, certainly not naturally, unless it’s kept going by the magic of the Ilenians… although actually I don’t think that’s true, because at the moment I don’t feel any active magic in this place… I can only feel a very distant presence… I’ve used my Gift several times, but I can’t locate it. For now… I don’t feel there’s any imminent danger.” 
 
    “I believe we’ve discovered something!” cried Sonea excitedly.  
 
    Yakumo and Iruki stared at the two scholars. 
 
    “What have you found? Can it help us get out of here?” Yakumo wanted to know. 
 
    “This is really intriguing!” said Lindaro, equally excited. 
 
    Sonea clapped enthusiastically. 
 
    “This hieroglyph indicates there is a way to leave the cavern.” 
 
    “How?” said Iruki. 
 
    Sonea smiled. “It’s not so easy, it’s really a riddle. In order to leave this place we must find the key that opens the hidden exit.” 
 
    “A key…? How? What does it open?” said Yakumo doubtfully. 
 
    “As far as we can gather, the key makes reference to one of the four natural elements. It’s taken us so long to decipher because the reference to the element isn’t a direct one. The hieroglyph only says it’s the element which allows whoever reads it to decipher it…” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Iruki. 
 
    “It was difficult for us too to realize what the riddle meant. What allows us to decipher this hieroglyph is essentially the same thing that allows us to live down here.” 
 
    “Down here?” Iruki asked baffled. 
 
    “Air!” said Yakumo, “They mean air.” 
 
    “Exactly! Good instincts, Yakumo,” said Sonea. 
 
    “So the key to leave here is Air, or rather Wind,” Said Lindaro. “There’s not much we can do with air, but wind gives us more of a chance. But of course this is all just a guess, based on an inconclusive theory…” said Lindaro. 
 
    Iruki looked at the man of faith without fully grasping his meaning. 
 
    “We’ve also discovered the symbol of the Guardian and the symbol of the exit, but we think we have the key: the wind will guide us to the exit but we don’t know where that is. And as for the Guardian…” 
 
    “Finding a reference to the way out is wonderful,” said Lindaro, “but finding the symbol of the Guardian scares me to death.” There was perspiration on his forehead. 
 
    “Let’s focus on the one for the exit,” said Yakumo. “That’s the really important thing.” 
 
    “Which one is it?” asked Iruki with interest. 
 
    Sonea pointed at it. 
 
    Iruki came to look closer. With all her heart she wanted to leave that underwater cave and return to the surface and her beloved plains. And at that moment, the medallion around her neck gave out its characteristic lively blue flash. The Ilenian symbol for the exit, the one Sonea had identified, lit up with an intense golden sheen as if it were liquid gold. 
 
    “By the Light!” cried Lindaro. He took a step back. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to!” said Iruki. “The medallion acts of its own volition.” 
 
    The Ilenian rune shone with increased intensity. They began to feel a breeze running through the chamber. 
 
    “I can feel the Ilenian magic all around us,” warned Yakumo. “Be ready.” 
 
    “What’s that strange breeze?” said Lindaro. “Maybe it’s to renew the air we’re breathing?”  
 
    The breeze increased, turning rapidly into a powerful wind. 
 
    A chill ran down Iruki’s spine. She began to feel fear. A fear that was very real, almost tangible. 
 
    “Wind! The Key!” said Sonea looking in every direction. 
 
    They all tried to hold on to something as the breeze turned into a real gale. A moment later they were caught up in a whirlwind. 
 
    “Hold on!” cried Yakumo. 
 
    “Don’t lose your balance, or else the wind will drag you away!” cried Iruki. 
 
    Sonea and Lindaro tried to hold on to the walls of the cavern as the gale got stronger and stronger. 
 
    “We won’t be able to stand up to this wind!” cried Sonea in terror. “It’s going to drag us away!”  
 
    Looking at her, Iruki noticed how small she was, and feared for her. She could not weigh more than a fawn, and she was going to be drowned by the cyclone that was forming. She held on to Yakumo with all her might and looked around trying to find a handhold, but could find nothing but bare limestone walls. 
 
    “There’s no place to get a hold!” cried Lindaro. He was desperately struggling with his robe which seemed ready to fly off his lean body. 
 
    Iruki, holding on to Yakumo, stretched out her hand toward Sonea with great difficulty. The little librarian could hardly stand. 
 
    “Grab my hand, Sonea, hurry!” 
 
    Sonea grabbed Iruki’s hand, aware that her life depended on it. 
 
    “Lindaro! You as well! Hold fast!” 
 
    “By the blessed Light!” cried the man of faith, and held on to Sonea with all the strength he could. 
 
    The cyclone turned more intense. The winds had reached an unbelievable speed by now. The four adventurers were trying to stay on their feet by holding onto each other, while their clothes lashed all around them. 
 
    Sonea lost her balance, Lindaro and Iruki managed to keep hold of her. The poor girl was suspended between the two, hanging from her arms. 
 
    “It’s taking me!” she cried terrified. 
 
    They all pulled hard to keep their hold on her. 
 
    “Hold on! Hold on!” shouted Yakumo. 
 
    Suddenly the cyclone changed its course and began to push them from the floor towards the dome of the cavern. 
 
    “What on earth!” cried Yakumo. 
 
    The dome of the cavern lit up, flashing several times with the characteristic golden sheen of the Ilenian magic. Suddenly, a huge hole opened in the ceiling and the gale began to push toward it. It seemed that the cyclone had come to life and was trying to get out of the cave through that opening in the ceiling. 
 
    “Don’t let go!” shouted Iruki. 
 
    But the force of the winds dragged them all along amid desperate screams. The four flew out of the chamber through the hole in the ceiling. It dragged them to the upper level, flattening them against the ceiling of the chamber. They could not move. 
 
    “What can we do?” shouted Iruki. Her face and body were pressed against the hard rock of this other dome. 
 
    Before Yakumo could reply, the wind changed again and pushed them violently against the eastern wall of the chamber. The blow was overwhelming, they all dropped to the floor breathless. Even Yakumo needed a couple of minutes to recover. 
 
    Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the cyclone stopped completely. The four adventurers were left on the ground, winded. 
 
    After a while, Iruki opened her eyes. She was sore all over, just as if a whole herd of wild buffalo had passed over her. She saw they were in a cavern with dark walls and a domed ceiling. Yakumo was getting to his feet and Lindaro and Sonea were unconscious, she ran over to help them. 
 
    Lindaro came to, dizzy and with a lump on his forehead. “What happened?”  
 
    Sonea raised herself with difficulty. She had been equally affected by the impact. 
 
    “It was dragging me…” she said, “I couldn’t stay on my feet. The force of that wind was too much for me.” 
 
    Iruki looked miserably around the cavern. There was no other exit except the hole on the ground through which they had been propelled from the lower cave. How were they going to get out of there? She did not want to go through another experience like the one at the Temple of Water. But when she thought of leaving the place she felt something in her chest, a strange sensation she had already felt before… Something was brewing in her abdomen. The medallion she wore around her neck flashed again. 
 
    “No!” She tried to stop whatever it was that the medallion wanted to invoke against her will. 
 
    But there was no way she could. 
 
    Yakumo was pointing. “Look!” 
 
    In reply to the medallion’s summons, the cavern sparkled with the mystical gold of the Ilenian magic. To everyone’s bafflement, the northern wall of the cavern crumbled as if it had been blown down by the wind. 
 
    “It may be the door we were looking for, the exit the key opens!” said Lindaro, full of hope. 
 
    But just then, a figure appeared in the opening. 
 
    Iruki shrugged. 
 
    “Oh no!” she cried, paralyzed by terror. 
 
    Before them was an Ilenian Guardian Mage, wearing a white robe trimmed with gold. His bright golden eyes were visible under the hood which hid his head and face. In one hand he carried a strangely carved staff, and in the other a book with golden cover. 
 
    “A Guardian! Beware!” cried Lindaro. 
 
    Sonea opened her eyes in bewilderment, not understanding what was happening. 
 
    “He’s… is he carrying… is that an Ilenian grimoire in his hand?” she asked as she recognized the book. 
 
    Iruki, who like Lindaro was very much aware of the mortal danger they were in, put her hand to her Ilenian sword. 
 
    Yakumo acted immediately. In two strides he leapt towards the Guardian, his black daggers unmistakably intent on death. Iruki recognized the red flash that enveloped the Assassin as he called upon one of his lethal abilities. She realized she could sense the use of magic better than before, and it gave her an odd feeling. She remembered how at first she had recognized the magic of Lasgol the Tracker, but that had been so faint she had almost not noticed it. Now, though, she felt it in all its strength and intensity. She could not tell what skill Yakumo was using, but it was obvious that it was a very aggressive one. 
 
    In the face of the attack the Ilenian Guard acted swiftly. He moved his staff towards Yakumo. A powerful wind came out of the staff with such a fierce roar that Iruki felt the blood freeze in her veins. Yakumo was hit by the deadly breath and thrown against the wall, hitting his back forcefully. 
 
    He fell to the ground and did not move 
 
    “Noooooooo!” cried Iruki, fearing the worst. 
 
    She ran to help her beloved, but as she did so the Guardian murmured and pointed the staff at her. Iruki’s heart skipped a beat. Before she could reach Yakumo, a whirlwind more than six feet high, swirling at a tremendous speed, materialized before her. 
 
    What’s that? What does the Guardian want? 
 
    Frightened, she stood a step back. She saw the column of air in front of her, threatening, rotating with enormous speed and strength, it was going so fast that it whistled, it was whitish and cloudy. Iruki stepped sideways to try and get past this magical monster and reach Yakumo, but the whirlwind fell upon her at a speed she would never have thought possible, faster than a leopard of the steppes. It caught her and enveloped her completely. She struggled against it, but was unable to move while it swirled around her crazily. She was a prisoner in a cage of wind. She looked at Yakumo lying on the ground, wounded, and fear crushed her soul like a weight. 
 
    Once again the Guardian raised his staff above his head. His sinister golden eyes shone, and he began to intone a gloomy chant… Iruki wanted to shout, but her throat was tightly clamped. Three new whirlwinds were conjured, trapping Sonea, Lindaro and the prostrate Yakumo in their vortexes. They were all paralyzed inside the swirling spirals. Iruki tried with all her might to escape the whirlwind but the hungry force of the wind around her held her trapped. It was an indestructible cell of wind, spinning at dizzying speed 
 
    “By all the Lights of the Heavens! What new spell is this?” shouted Lindaro. “We’re trapped! I can’t move! This is not natural!” 
 
    “It’s a prison made of wind, horribly ironic and absolutely fascinating!” said Sonea in amazement. 
 
    “Think of something!” yelled Iruki. “We’ve got to get ourselves out of this!” 
 
    The Ilenian Guardian took a step forward and pointed his staff in the direction of the Masig. 
 
    Iruki swallowed hard. What was he going to do next? She was defenseless… 
 
    The medallion around her neck gave off a bright flash. 
 
    The Guardian Mage seemed to hesitate… 
 
    He lowered the staff but directed it at her again immediately. He murmured something in his strange language. 
 
    Iruki felt a shock against her head, a mental blow which bewildered her, it was as if the Mage wanted to get inside her thoughts. A new thrust, and Iruki understood that the Guardian was trying to communicate with her. The blows against her mind gave way to a distant murmur which came from the past, gradually awakening understanding in her… 
 
    You… 
 
    You not worthy… 
 
    You of ancient blood… 
 
    But not pure… 
 
    Do not fool… 
 
    Me Temple Guardian… 
 
    Temple of Air… 
 
    Holy Temple… 
 
    Great King rest… 
 
    You insult Lord of the Air… 
 
    You fool… 
 
    You die… 
 
    All die… 
 
    “No, please! We just want to get out of here, the medallion acts of its own will. I didn’t try to fool you. You have to believe me! I swear it by the holiest, our Mother Steppe! May the evil spirits take me if I lie!” 
 
    The Guardian went back to casting the spell. The swirls began to change color, turning from a cloudy white to a nightmarish black, like that of a moonless winter night. Iruki felt an intense fear. She could not understand what was happening, but it was a bad omen. 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Sonea. There was shock in her voice. “What’s he doing to us?” 
 
    “I pray to the Pure Light that this may not be our end, and that we may witness a new day,” Lindaro muttered in terror. 
 
    “Hold fast!” cried Iruki, trying in vain to instill courage in them. 
 
    The whirlwind which enveloped her was now so dark she could not see around her. The blackness absorbed her completely, penetrating her body and mind as if it were some evil, pestilent essence. 
 
    And she lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Iruki woke up with a terrible headache. Her sight failed her and everything around her was hazy and incoherent. Where was she? What had happened? The Masig had no idea, her mind could not remember exactly what had gone on before. Her head was torturing her and nothing was clear. She got to her feet with difficulty and tried to focus. She found she was on a long, narrow bridge of rope and wood, which began to sway as she stood up. She immediately reached for the rope guide. The bridge was so narrow that only one person could stand on it at a time. Fear returned with the swaying, the structure did not seem at all robust. She looked ahead, but could not make out what was at the end of the bridge. She half-turned and looked behind, but it was the same. Am I losing my mind? What’s going on? I can’t see what’s ahead of me. But I should be able to, it’s not so far and there’s nothing between it and my eyes… 
 
    A voice reached her ears. She looked ahead and recognized the voice of her beloved father, the scene became clear before her: her father in his Masig tent, lying in his bed, very sick. He was calling her name amid the hallucinations the high fever gave him. 
 
    “Iruki… Iruki…” His voice sounded broken, dying. 
 
    Iruki’s heart nearly broke from the pain of it, and she burst into inconsolable tears. She reached for the leather pouch at her belt and checked that she still had the Sky Weed with her. 
 
    “I have it, father! You’ll be all right, I have the cure!” she cried. She felt guilt as great as the very Fountain of Life itself. “I couldn’t bring them to you before, I was… fleeing… I was… trapped…” But the pain of not being there, with her father, was tearing her soul apart. 
 
    “Iruki…” the dying leader of the Blue Clouds called again. 
 
    “I’m coming, father. I have the cure!” 
 
    At that very moment, just as she was about to run to her father, she heard the muffled voice of Yakumo behind her. 
 
    “Iruki…” 
 
    She turned around and saw her beloved lying on the ground, badly wounded, on the other side of the bridge. He was bleeding massively from a terrible wound in his stomach. 
 
    “No! Yakumo!” she cried desperately. She realized he was going to bleed to death. 
 
    Iruki howled to the wind, powerless in the face of the situation. Her heart and soul were tearing her apart. 
 
    I have to save them! They can’t die! I can’t let them die like this for my sake! But she could not decide which of them to save. She knew without doubt that the one she ran to first would be saved, but the other would perish. Iruki’s suffering made her feel as if she had been tied to two horses which were pulling her in opposite directions. She loved both men so much that she could not breathe. 
 
    I’m suffocating, I have no air. I won’t be able to save them! 
 
    She made a final, desperate effort to breathe, but the air never reached her lungs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Yakumo woke up, he immediately focused all his senses on grasping what was happening around him. He set himself on full alert, trying in spite of the pain of his various wounds to identify any danger close at hand. Nothing. He could not feel anything that threatened his life. He looked around, knowing he was in a familiar landscape and that for some reason it was not one he loved. Everything was hazy. He shook his head, trying to remember what had happened and why his body hurt so badly. 
 
    “It’s been a long time,” a rough, sibilant voice said behind him. 
 
    Yakumo turned around and found himself face to face with his Lord and Master. The landscape around him finally became clear, and he recognized where he was. He was in the Hidden Temple. That was where his Gift and soul had been forged by hot iron and blood, to serve his masters blindly, to carry death wherever it was needed without hesitation. Many were the memories of suffering and agony which that place aroused in Yakumo. His soul sank as he remembered them. 
 
    Yakumo knelt before his lord. “My Lord and Master.” 
 
    “Young Assassin of the shadows,” replied his Master. His voice was rough and deadly. 
 
    Yakumo stared at his lord. He had not aged a single day. There was the same cold look in his face which showed the same constrained and yet endless hatred. 
 
    “Who am I?” 
 
    “Life and death, Master,” Yakumo replied, submissive. 
 
    “It pleases me to know you are still faithful to my teachings. I would not wish you to lose your head here today.” 
 
    “I’m still faithful, Master.” Yakumo knew if he said otherwise he would be killed on the spot. He could feel several eyes fixed on his back. One word out of place, one wrong gesture and they would jump on him. He would not survive. 
 
    “My old heart rejoices to find you still alive,” the Master said with an evil smile. 
 
    “Thank you, Lord and Master. So does mine at finding you in good health,” Yakumo lied warily. 
 
    “Did you fulfill your last assignment?” 
 
    “Yes, Master, I did. I murdered the one I was ordered to. That is the doctrine of the Dark Assassin, the death of the adversary in success, death in failure.” 
 
    “I am pleased to hear that. You remember well the punishment associated with failure to fulfill your doctrine.” 
 
    Yakumo nodded. “Torture and suffering till death.” 
 
    “Why are you here today?” 
 
    But Yakumo did not know either the reason for his being there, before his Master, or how he had come there. He could not remember anything from his immediate past. 
 
    “I don’t… wish to continue on… this path,” was the only thing he eventually mumbled without really knowing why. 
 
    “This is the path of the Dark Assassin and once you begin to walk it, it cannot be abandoned. You know the doctrine well, young Assassin.” 
 
    Risking sudden death, Yakumo said: “I don’t wish to rob more lives…” 
 
    He watched his Master, waiting for the signal for them to jump on him. But the Master’s gaze was one of intrigue. 
 
    “And to what do you owe this change of heart?” 
 
    Yakumo did not wish to confess that the reason why he wanted to leave everything and begin anew to redeem his sins was Iruki —the woman he loved even more than life itself and without whom he did not wish to go on living or would even be able to. 
 
    “I don’t wish to continue on the path of bringing death to others.” 
 
    “It’s rather late for you now, Assassin.” 
 
    “Yes, Master. But I wish to begin a new life and redeem my sins.” 
 
    “Do not think, young Assassin, that I cannot read what your heart desires. The woman you yearn for and for whom you risk your life here today… I see her.” 
 
    Yakumo tensed. How could he know it? Anyway it did not matter, he just had to go on. He could not go back on his words. 
 
    “I need your blessing, Master.” 
 
    “Do you really believe yourself worthy of that woman, Assassin? Your heart is as black as mine… Your soul is condemned just as mine. Nothing you try will ever redeem you. You have killed many times. You have robbed the lives of good, honest men. Nothing you may try now will bring life back to them or repair the broken hearts of their wives and children. You have caused suffering of such magnitude that it will never be redeemed. Your soul cannot be saved, your heart will forever be black as a moonless night. Once the first blood is shed, the soul is condemned forever. You will never be free of the price that must be paid.” 
 
    “I must try! Even though I never become worthy of her.” 
 
    “Listen to the sound of your words, and in them you will find the answer you seek. Do you really believe you will ever be redeemed, that you’ll ever be worthy of her?” 
 
    Yakumo remained thoughtful. As much as he might wish it, he was aware with growing clarity that it was impossible. Thinking it made the illusion possible, but saying the words out loud made them unbelievable. With heavy heart he began to realize his Master was right, he would never manage it; he was an Assassin with a condemned soul. The pain of losing her was tearing him apart, and he could not breathe. The more he thought about losing her the more he suffocated, the greater his anguish. He looked at his Master, who was smiling at him. It was an evil smile, filled with an abysmal hatred. And the air did not reach his lungs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lindaro woke up dizzy, without any clue as to where he was. He was lost and disoriented. Everything around him was blurred, dark and menacing. A howling wind ruffled his hair and a sense of helplessness engulfed him. His lively spirits began to subside as his feeling of uncertainty grew. He tried to calm himself but he could not remember anything of what had happened, or where he was and how he had got there. However much he looked around him, all he succeeded in doing was to lose himself in the cloudy darkness around him, which only served to make him even more uneasy. All-powerful Light that lights up all with your goodness, I beg you to guide this humble servant of yours in this moment of darkness and loss.  
 
    A strong gust of wind hit him from the side, so that he almost fell. Lindaro felt a pang of fear and tried to hold on to something but there was nothing around him but darkness. What’s happening to me? Where am I? Is this some kind of purgatory I have to go through? If it is, it must mean I’m dead… 
 
    Another gust, even stronger than the last, hit him from the opposite side and threw him to the floor. The darkness itself was attacking him. The feeling of despair flooded his soul, and he felt as defenseless as a child. Why this punishment, oh Light? What have I done wrong? In what way have I strayed from your path? Darkness enveloped him completely, and terror overcame his body and soul. 
 
    Two lights began to shine in front of him, one was white and luminous, the other golden and attractive. Lindaro watched them grow until they became two scenes taking place before his frightened eyes. The powerful whitish light showed him the image of the Temple of Light in Ocorum where his brothers of the Order were at prayer. Lindaro’s heart began to fill with serenity and peace. He stretched his hand towards them, trying to reach the quiet his soul needed, the quiet provided for him by his Order. The golden light shone with the strength of the sun, and Lindaro saw Sonea in front of a great mural with an enigmatic Ilenian hieroglyph engraved on it. The librarian was studying the symbols with an Ilenian grimoire in her hand trying to decipher them. The image filled him with joy, interest and excitement. 
 
    Then Abbot Dian appeared between both images and opened his arms. He looked to right and left, then finally at Lindaro. 
 
    Then the young priest understood the meaning of the test. He had to choose between the Light and the Ilenians: his two passions, his two obsessions. But he could not choose, they both gave him so much… both of them filled his soul with joy in different ways. He did not want the one without the other. He could not choose. 
 
    “Do not make me choose. Allow me to follow both paths, I beg you.” 
 
    The abbot shook his head. 
 
    “But I won’t be happy that way,” Lindaro begged. 
 
    And while his soul debated, unable to make a choice, he began to feel a terrible anxiety. The air began to turn thinner. He put his hand to his throat and tried to breathe, but there was no air to inhale. 
 
    I’m suffocating… I’m dying… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sonea woke up and jumped to her feet. Everything around her was blurred and blackish. Her tireless mind interpreted the situation as unnatural and probably dangerous. She tried to rationalize what had happened, as was her custom, but for some reason she could not remember anything. This made her suspicious. Not remembering what has happened to me and these weird surroundings tell me I’m in a complicated situation… She heard a noise behind her and turned quickly. To her great surprise, Grand Master Lugobrus appeared out of the dark fog. His face was somber, his attitude threatening. 
 
    She tried to summon up the right questions to ask in that strange predicament. “Grand Master, what’s happened to me? Where are we?”  
 
    “I see you’re still flaunting those non-existent manners of yours,” the Grand Master said reproachfully, looking at her with fiery eyes and a furrowed brow. 
 
    “I… I’m sorry… Grand Master, you see, I’m lost…” 
 
    “That doesn’t really surprise me. You’ve always been lost, ever since the day you were abandoned at our door as a baby.” 
 
    “Why do you say that, Grand Master? Your words hurt me.” 
 
    “That’s their intention. We should have never allowed you to enter the Order of Knowledge. A bastard like you, from the infected streets.” 
 
    “I’m no bastard and if my parents abandoned me they must have had their reasons.” 
 
    “I never doubted it. The first and most important: get rid of a bastard who was a further drag on their already vile existence. One more mouth to feed, one more nuisance in their foul lives.” 
 
    “Why does everybody attack me? I haven’t done anything wrong and I work tirelessly in the Great Library.” 
 
    “Nobody wants you here, Sonea, just as your parents did not want you, and so left you at our doorstep. 
 
    “Yes, they wanted me!” 
 
    “No, Sonea, do not fool yourself. Your parents never loved or wanted you, and here at the Order of Knowledge nobody loves you either.” 
 
    Sonea began to cry, her eyes turning into a torrent of pain. Her greatest fear, that of not being accepted and loved by her own people was turning real, and in her heart she knew it was so. Anguish overcame her. She began to breathe with difficulty, and after a few moments she was unable to breathe at all. Her chest was clamped tight by the overwhelming sense of despair and abandonment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Guardian Mage placed himself in the center of the four intruders. He watched them lying on the floor, trying vainly to breathe, facing their separate terrors and doubts, failing, and because of that, dying. 
 
    I Temple Guardian… 
 
    All die… 
 
      
 
   
  
 




Three walk one destiny 
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    Aliana, Komir, Hartz, Kayti, Asti. —Nocean Empire, South Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    _______________________________ 
 
      
 
    Hartz ran into the funerary chamber, smiling as he remembered his beloved’s recent words. But his smile faded when he saw what was going on in there. The first thing he identified was the Ilenian Guardian in the white hooded tunic, and that made his hair stand on end. Then, in the center, he saw Komir. 
 
    For the first time in his life, Hartz was speechless. 
 
    Komir was standing on a ring of intense fire, but for some inexplicable reason, he seemed not to be burning, as if he were immune to flames. This left the giant totally baffled. 
 
    But how can it be? What’s going on here? Magic, that’s what it is: filthy, treacherous Ilenian magic.  
 
    Hartz half-closed his eyes to see better, and was then able to make out a reflection on the translucent sphere around Komir. 
 
    Ah, so that’s it! A damned magical sphere that acts like a shield! 
 
    A little reassured by the discovery, he launched his attack. 
 
    “Hartz, be careful!” Komir shouted, stepping forward and crossing the ring of fire. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m going to skewer him like a pig!” cried Hartz as he ran with his sword raised above his head. 
 
    The Guardian turned to him and raised his staff. 
 
    Too late, you’re mine, I have you at my sword’s reach, thought the huge Norriel with a smile, and struck the figure at head level to decapitate him. 
 
    The sword bumped against a layer of solid lava and bounced back. A sphere of fire became visible around the Guardian. 
 
    “What the…” exclaimed Hartz, totally perplexed. 
 
    “Careful! He has a sphere of fire and lava that protects him from attacks!” Komir warned him. 
 
    This worried Hartz. If this being was protected against his attacks, things were going to get ugly. 
 
    The Mage advanced towards Hartz and he was forced to retreat; the flames of the sphere were too intense to bear. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” he asked Komir nervously. 
 
    “I don’t know. Let me think!” 
 
    “Well, think fast or he’ll roast me!” 
 
    The Guardian cast a spell with his maleficent chanting, and a ball of fire shot out of his staff towards the giant. Hartz threw himself to one side by instinct. The missile brushed his shoulder, burning him painfully, and crashed against the wall at the far end, where it burst into scorching flames. When he saw the explosion Hartz felt real terror; he had already witnessed the devastating power of that kind of magic in the hands of Mirkos, at Silanda. The charred bodies of the Nocean soldiers came to his mind. Magic in general scared him, and fire magic most of all. He stood up and saw that the rings of fire had gone out. With a look at the Guardian Hartz knew he was going to be burned to ashes. 
 
    “Do something, Komir! He’s going to roast me!” he shouted to his friend, and ran like one possessed towards the altar in the center of the funerary chamber. At his back he heard the lugubrious chanting of the Guardian and knew that another ball of fire was coming his way. He dropped the big sword and reached the altar. Using all his momentum he put his hands on it, then leapt over it and fell on the other side. The ball of fire which was chasing him exploded against the altar, flames bursting out at the front while Hartz huddled at the rear against the red granite. The flames tried to reach him around the edges and over the top of the coffin, but the giant crouched down as tightly as he could and the flames did not reach him, by a hair’s breadth 
 
    “Hartz! Are you all right? Say something, big guy!” shouted Komir. 
 
    “Kill him, Komir or else I’m a dead man!” Hartz shouted back, aware that he would not survive another attack from the Guardian’s fire magic. 
 
    In that moment of despair Hartz recalled the face of his fierce redhead, the woman who with her character, strong temper, far-eastern beauty and heart of a tigress had captured his heart forever. He did not want to die in that chamber, not from some selfish feeling of self-preservation, but because he did not wish to part from his beloved and leave her drowned in a pool of pain and bitterness. He had to think of something, even though strategy was not exactly his strong point. Komir was the one with the brilliant ideas. Hartz knew his limitations and was used to leaving that sort of thing to his friend, so he could concentrate on what he did best: crushing skulls! 
 
    He crawled to the right-hand edge of the altar and took a peek. The Guardian was attacking Komir with bolts of fire, trying to penetrate his friend’s protective sphere. Komir’s face showed signs of his exhausting struggle. The Guardian began to launch balls of fire against Komir, who was forced to retreat to the back of the chamber in the face of the flames which sought to devour him. Hartz ducked back again; the chamber was an oven of flames and heat. 
 
    Think, think! I must save Komir, or else he’ll be killed. He won’t be able to hold out much longer. If Kayti was here… she’d know what to do, she always has a plan in that little head of hers… But I’m alone, I must find the way to help Komir by myself. Think! Think!  
 
    Komir bent one knee. His arms were stretched out in front of him trying to prevent the sphere from being destroyed. 
 
    Seeing this, Hartz had an idea. 
 
    “Move towards him!” he shouted at Komir. 
 
    His friend looked at him, not understanding. 
 
    “Do what I say, move towards him!” 
 
    Komir looked at him for a moment, then stood up with a terrible effort and began to move toward the Guardian, who kept sending him spell after spell of fire. 
 
    “Go on, don’t falter, go on!” 
 
    Komir moved forward, keeping up the sphere around him, with a supreme effort. He reached the Guardian, and the two spheres touched. 
 
    “Now attack! Break his sphere with the magic of the medallion!” Hartz said, “All you have to do is reach out your hand and touch his sphere.” 
 
    And then Komir understood what his friend had planned. 
 
    “Come on, break it with your touch,” cried Hartz. “I know you can do it, you’ve done it before!” He was referring to the fateful incident during the Bear Ceremony, which had given him the idea. 
 
    Komir closed his eyes. Concentrating all his power, he reached out to touch the protective sphere of the Guardian just as a bolt of fire reached his own. 
 
    As a result there was a tremendous explosion. A dazzling crystalline blast of light filled the chamber. Komir was thrown backwards and hit the back wall with a tremendous impact, which made Hartz’s heart sink. The Ilenian Guardian was thrown back in the opposite direction and hit the entrance wall with a brutal impact. 
 
    Both of them fell unconscious. 
 
    Hartz leapt over the altar in a single breath. He picked up his sword from the floor, and before the Guardian could get up again he clove him in two with a massive blow. 
 
    “Not bad at all for a blockhead like me, right?” he cried, full of pride, looking at the shattered Guardian. “Today Hartz saves the day!” 
 
    Komir moaned, badly hurt, and collapsed. 
 
    Hartz ran to help him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kendas was examining the two halves of the Guardian’s body with analytical eyes, studying every bit of that dry, shriveled being. All its fluids had been consumed a long time before. It looked more like a mummy than someone who at some distant point in the past had been alive.  
 
    Asti and Aliana came up to him. The Healer had been working bravely for hours, healing the horrible burns she had suffered throughout her body. Kendas could not explain to himself how Aliana had managed to use her Gift with all the pain she was enduring. It must have been a true horror. She was exhausted. Her face was extremely pale, and her eyes had deep lines under them. The burns on her young flesh had been very serious, and hence would need a long period of recovery, the Healer had explained this to him. Unfortunately there would be ugly scars on her skin which Aliana could not remove with her Gift. Those scars would mark her body as a testimony to the day they had faced the great volcano and come out alive. Kendas felt bad for the brave Healer. 
 
    Aliana sat on the floor and closed her eyes. Asti helped her lie down so she could rest. Kendas found himself smiling at the Usik girl. Asti, so delicate, seemed out of place among them, in that inhospitable landscape, and he felt a constant urge to protect her from the dangers which surrounded them. A subconscious need which had begun during the escape from Usik territory and which he knew was growing all the time, even though there was nothing he was able to do about it. Of all the members of the group she was the most fragile and helpless, and the greater the dangers they came across, the more Kendas felt this need to protect the young girl with skin the color of eucalyptus leaves. As he watched the delicate features of the girl she looked into his eyes and returned a faint smile, only to look away shyly. 
 
    Kendas wondered what the young Usik was doing there, mixed up in this dangerous situation which might end her life at any moment. She finds herself dragged into this chain of hostile events, just like me. What am I doing here? I must think it over, seriously. I ought to be fighting for my country in the battlefield like the Royal Lancer I am. This wretched quest had nothing to do with me. It’s something that concerns Komir and Aliana, not me, not Rogdon. But I promised Prince Gerart that I’d rescue Aliana, and until I deliver her back safe and sound I can’t leave her, no matter how much my soldier’s heart may wish to go and defend my country. And now Asti… I must protect her too… she’s like a helpless little bird surrounded by predators, she won’t survive this nightmare we’re immersed in. I have to stay with the group and protect both Aliana and Asti. They mustn’t come to any harm, on my honor as a Royal Lancer!  
 
    Komir was moaning low. He was leaning against the wall, slowly recovering from his fight against the Guardian, and did not look well. He was exhausted. Hartz was talking to him.  
 
    Night fell, and the group rested without thoughts of anything but sleep. The following day it was several hours before they gradually began to recover from that terrible experience. In the middle of the afternoon Aliana stood up with difficulty and took the grimoire from the mummified hands of the dead Guardian. She examined it carefully, turning the pages with care as if afraid that the symbols might disappear under her fingers. 
 
    “It’s just like the one we found at the Temple of Earth,” she said without taking her eyes off the volume. 
 
    “Do you understand it?” Kendas asked. “Can you read what’s written in it?”  
 
    “No, unfortunately I can’t decipher these symbols, they’re totally alien to me.” 
 
    “The one we really need for this is Lindaro,” Kayti said. 
 
    “The good man of faith will be praying at the Temple of Light in Ocorum. It’s a bit far…” Hartz said. 
 
    “Anybody else here know anything about Ilenian symbols?” Kayti asked. 
 
    They all remained silent. 
 
    Komir stood up with Hartz’s help; his body seemed barely able to support him. He took a couple of steps and stopped. Hartz held him up with his arm. 
 
    “We’ll have time to study that arcane volume. I’m sure there are spells of great power in it, but this isn’t the time. We have more urgent things to deal with.” 
 
    Kendas saw something in Komir’s eyes that made him ask: 
 
    “What are you talking about, Komir?” 
 
    The Norriel warrior turned to his companions. 
 
    “The medallions brought us here, to the middle of nowhere, far from the hands of the goddesses, in the deepest deserts. We nearly perished in the dunes, we’ve faced a giant volcano erupting and an Ilenian Guardian. All that for one reason only, with one single purpose… to reach this Ilenian Temple… this funerary chamber… to find…” 
 
    Understanding dawned on Aliana’s face. “The Medallion of Fire…” she said, and pointed to the vivid crimson coffin. 
 
    Komir held his own medallion in his hand, looking at it as he went up to the sarcophagus. 
 
    “That’s what the other two medallions, its brothers, wanted us to find. I don’t know the ultimate purpose, but there’s no doubt in my mind, in my soul, that we’re in the Temple of Fire of the Ilenians and that the Medallion of Fire is what we came here to find. Hartz, help me get to the coffin.” 
 
    Hartz helped his friend. and Komir stretched out his arm and put his hand in the sarcophagus where the Lord of Fire, the Ilenian King, rested. 
 
    Kendas came closer, anxious to take a look at the mummified body. Aliana had told him all about the medallion of the Temple of Earth which she wore, and since then curiosity had been pecking at his spirit like a woodpecker on a tree. 
 
    Komir removed the dust and dirt which covered the chest of the great Ilenian lord, and the medallion was revealed. It was very similar to the other two medallions, but in this case the jewel was crimson, like an enormous ruby. Kendas was stunned at the size of the pendant and the beauty of the gem. It must be worth a fortune in gold! 
 
    Komir picked it up. 
 
    His own medallion flashed intensely. 
 
    Komir cried out with pain, let go of the medallion and took a step back. 
 
    “What is it, Komir?” Aliana cried as she ran to his side. 
 
    “It burns! The medallion… it burns!” 
 
    “Damned Ilenian magic!” snorted Hartz as he supported his friend. 
 
    Aliana healed Komir, making the pain from the burn disappear. 
 
    “Whichever way you look at it,” Kayti said with a trace of irony, “it looks as though the medallion doesn’t want Komir to have it…” 
 
    Komir glowered at her. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s because he’s already the Bearer of the Medallion of Ether,” reasoned the Healer. 
 
    “In that case you shouldn’t take it either, Aliana,” said Kendas. 
 
    “You’re probably right, my friend, but I must give it a try,” she replied and without waiting for the others to react, she lunged on the coffin and seized the Medallion of Fire. The Medallion of Earth around her neck flashed, followed by the Healer’s cry of pain. 
 
    “Are you all dim-witted? Don’t touch the blasted medallion!” barked Hartz. 
 
    “But we have to!” said Komir. “That’s why we came here, that’s the final purpose of this journey! Someone has to take it!” 
 
    “This makes no sense at all…” Aliana said, looking at the members of the little group. “Komir is right, we’ve been led here to get the Medallion of Fire. A new Bearer has to be among us.” 
 
    “Don’t look at me!” Hartz croaked. 
 
    “I’ll try,” volunteered Kayti. Hartz immediately looked at her with fear in his eyes, but she waved her hand to stop him. She went to the sarcophagus. 
 
    They waited in silence, as though in a trance, for the officer of the Custodian Brotherhood to make her attempt. 
 
    Kendas was thinking that if Komir and Aliana were out of the game, it made total sense that the redhead should be the chosen. She was the one with the most to offer: smart, daring, characterful, a member of a secret order which had trained her to discover objects of power, not to mention well-versed in arcane matters and an excellent warrior… Yes, the new Bearer had to be Kayti; he was sure of it. 
 
    Kayti reached out with her hand and took the medallion. Immediately she let go of it with a grunt, shaking her hand, trying to relieve the pain. 
 
    “No, it’s not me…” she said, half-hurt, half-disappointed. Hartz’s face on the other hand lit up like a beacon. 
 
    “Well then…” said Kendas, surprised. “I’m sure it’s not me, but I’ll try anyway.” He picked up the medallion. 
 
    The pain when he held it was so intense that he thought for a moment he was holding a hot coal. He dropped it at once. 
 
    “Damn! If the Rogdonian has the guts, then I’m going to try too!” roared Hartz. Like lightning he seized the medallion with his huge right hand. His howl of pain echoed through the chamber. 
 
    When he had finished cursing, silence returned to the hall. 
 
    All eyes turned to one person. 
 
    The last member of the group. 
 
    “No, no, no. No me…” Asti protested with terror in her eyes, like a little girl lost in the forest who hears a howl in the night. 
 
    “There’s only you left, Asti,” Aliana told her, trying to smile encouragingly. “Don’t be afraid, nothing will happen to you. It has to be you. Come and pick it up, don’t be afraid, it won’t burn you.” 
 
    “No want… I Usik, no Bearer. Magic bad…” 
 
    “Well said!” barked Hartz with his arms crossed over his chest. Kayti, who had come to stand by his side, elbowed him in the ribs. 
 
    “Have no fear, my friend, pick it up,” Aliana repeated sweetly, and went to the Usik to give her comfort. 
 
    Kendas looked on with a shrinking heart as the two girls came up to the sarcophagus. Aliana nodded encouragingly at Asti. The Usik looked at the Healer, decided to trust her and grasped the medallion with her right hand. They all held their breaths expectantly. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “No hurt…” said Asti. The faces of the others relaxed at once, and they smiled. 
 
    Aliana cried out: “It’s her! Asti is the bearer!” 
 
    Kendas felt enormous relief; the young Usik was unharmed. But a shadow darkened the moment, for he was aware that Asti’s life would never be the same again. She was now a Bearer, and the Ilenian Magic would now be part of her. Nothing would be the same for her again. Nothing. 
 
    Komir collapsed on to the floor. 
 
    “It wasn’t all for nothing…” he said from where he was huddled on the polished rock surface. “It wasn’t all for nothing.” 
 
    Kendas understood the reason for that comment, the heavy weight had vanished from his shoulders. Komir had led them all there, taking them with him on a journey filled with danger and suffering, a journey on which they had nearly died. Finding a reason to justify all that must mean an enormous relief for him. Clearly it was a huge responsibility he was shouldering. 
 
    Aliana ran to Komir’s side, 
 
    “We were right! The medallions led us here for a reason, and one which I think is actually two in one: to find the lost Medallion of Fire and to reveal its bearer.” She looked at Asti, who was hanging the medallion around her neck with trembling hands. Kayti helped her fasten it. The magnificent ruby-red jewel gave out a gleam so vivid that it filled the entire chamber. 
 
    Asti opened her eyes wide, surprised and fearful. 
 
    “Feel magic inside chest… fear…” she said 
 
    “Relax, Asti,” Aliana hurried to say. “Nothing bad is going to happen to you. The medallion must be interacting with your own inner energy… and that means…” 
 
    “That you also have the Gift,” Komir finished for her. 
 
    Kendas was stunned. He had not thought of that, but Komir was right. According to what Aliana had told him, in order to interact with the medallion one had to have the Gift. Otherwise the medallions could not invoke the Ilenian magic, or at least that was what she had gathered from her experience and Komir’s. Asti had been blessed with the Gift… that frightened, fragile creature… It made Kendas worry even more. Komir was an exceptional warrior and could face any danger; Aliana was a Healer, brave and also an expert archer. But Asti… She was no more than a frail doe, helpless before the power of evil and the dangers it brought with it. And that medallion could bring her nothing good… He must protect her, now more than ever… 
 
    Aliana stretched her arms out to Asti with a calming smile. The Usik looked at her and took her hands straight away, smiling back timidly. At that moment both medallions shone brightly. 
 
    “Here we go again…” protested Hartz, shaking his head. 
 
    Aliana freed her right hand and offered it to Komir. The young Norriel walked up to them and took it. Asti offered him hers, and the three held hands forming a circle. When the circle was made the three medallions shone simultaneously, each with its own particular quality: Aliana’s brown, Komir’s crystalline and Asti’s ruby red. They all watched, hypnotized. The medallions began to flash at different intervals; to Kendas it seemed they were… communicating… talking to each other… But that could not be—or perhaps it could—; the Lancer did not know what to think. Suddenly the flashes ceased, and in the middle of the circle of three a mist began to rise. The mist gave way to an image which became steadily clearer, like a summer dream. Kendas could now make out two women, and his attention was caught because… 
 
    Both wore Ilenian medallions around their necks! 
 
    One was a beautiful Masig, unmistakable because of her red skin and air of wildness; in contrast the other’s skin was pale, she was smaller and wore her hair short, and since she wore a tunic with an enormous eye on the front she seemed to belong to some kind of Order. 
 
    “It’s the Masig we’ve communicated with before,” Aliana said. 
 
    “Yes,” Komir said, puzzled, “but who’s that with her?”  
 
    Kayti took a step toward the circle. Looking at the image, she said: 
 
    “Their two medallions plus the three here make five. The five elements: Earth, Fire and Ether are here, so they must be bearing the medallions of Water and Air. I think it’s fair to assume that the medallions are showing us this image of the other bearers because they want to join their brothers.” She pointed at the image in the mist. 
 
    “What’s their intention?” Kendas asked, trying to make some sense of it all. 
 
    Komir’s face twisted. 
 
    “We don’t know, but it’s linked to my destiny… something which Amtoko, my tribe’s witch, warned me about a while ago… my destiny is linked to a deeply important event. It’s a destiny I can’t refuse or escape, as it would mean the end of my Tribe. Amtoko believes an evil of immense proportions is near, and that it will sink all Tremia in abysmal pain and suffering, the like of which has never been known before. Thousands of people will perish. Death, destruction and suffering are riding towards us and a devastating darkness will settle on all Tremia for more than a hundred years. That’s what she foretold to me. That’s the terrible destiny I must fight against ceaselessly. That’s why we must go on. We must reunite all five medallions before the darkness and pain reach us and there’s no way of turning them back.” 
 
    “I believe that too,” Aliana agreed without taking her eyes off the image. 
 
    “Then we have very little choice,” said Kayti. 
 
    “That is, if we believe the Norriel witch and her catastrophic vision…” Kendas said, rather skeptical. 
 
    “Nobody hates magic and everything connected with it more than me,” said Hartz, jabbing his thumb at himself, “but let me assure you that when Amtoko the Silver Witch guesses something, she’s never wrong.” 
 
    “What more proof do you need, Kendas?” Kayti asked. “It’s enough for me. I agree with Komir and Aliana. Something is brewing, something of apocalyptic proportions and fateful consequences. My intuition tells me so, and the fact that these medallions have awoken confirms it.” 
 
    Kendas hesitated briefly, trying to put his thoughts in order and make sense of all the information he had been given. “You’re right, we must go on and find the other two bearers. Whether the Witch is right or not in her prophecy, we must at least reunite the five medallions and see what happens when they meet.” 
 
    “Everyone agreed, then?” Komir asked. 
 
    Gradually the image in the mist began to fade, and with it the two bearers, as if they belonged to an intangible other-world, distant and alien. After a moment there was emptiness inside the circle formed by Asti, Aliana and Komir. 
 
    “The vision is over… So now how do we get out of here?” Kendas said as he studied the walls of the funerary chamber. “There’s no way out of this hall except through the door we came in, and out there the furious volcano is waiting for us. It would be madness, we’d all die.” 
 
    “There must be a way out somewhere,” said Hartz, looking around him. He went up to one of the walls and began to feel the polished surface with his enormous hands. “Surely there must be some crack or hidden spring that would open up a way out. We can’t be trapped here forever in this tomb with that dried-up mummy and the corpse of its evil-smelling Guardian.” 
 
    Kendas imitated the big Norriel and began investigating another wall. His feeling was the same as Hartz’s: they could not be trapped there, there had to be some escape from that sinister place. Somehow they had to find it. Following the two men’s example, Kayti began to examine the farthest wall. They searched carefully along all the walls until they had to give up. The chamber was airtight. The only way out gave directly on to the volcano, which was still roaring outside like a badly-wounded warrior god. 
 
    “Let’s use the medallions,” suggested Komir. “Perhaps with Ilenian magic they might show us a way out. We’re inside an Ilenian Temple, so here the power of the medallions should be absolute.” 
 
    “We’ve nothing to lose by trying,” Aliana said, smiling faintly. 
 
    They formed the circle once again, joining their hands together. 
 
    “What do now?” Asti asked unsurely, looking at the other two. 
 
    “Close your eyes and think of a way of getting out of here,” said Aliana. 
 
    The three bearers concentrated and the whole group remained silent, expectant. Kendas had the feeling that the attempt had a touch of desperation about it, but now was the time for drastic, desperate solutions; they had already used up all the realistic ones. He trusted his friends would work a miracle that would get them out of there, although to the eyes of a soldier like himself it was a lot to ask for. Critical situations did not get solved by magic but by intelligence, courage and daring. Even so, he wished his friends the best of luck in the attempt. 
 
    A cavernous silence filled the hall. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Kendas shook his head; they were doomed… 
 
    Suddenly Komir’s medallion shone with a whitish flash. A brown one followed from Aliana’s, and a moment later the ruby-red flash of Asti’s medallion joined the other two. None of the three bearers opened their eyes, but instead remained focused. Kendas was in awe at seeing the Ilenian magic at work once more. He had no idea what was going on, but he was sure something was now happening. The medallions flashed again simultaneously, three times in succession, lighting up the whole chamber with an indeterminate color which was a mixture of all three. 
 
    There came a loud hollow crack in the center of the chamber, under the altar. 
 
    The grating sound of rock shifting against rock filled the chamber. 
 
    Kendas, aghast, saw the whole altar slide to the right, revealing a secret passage carved out of the ground. 
 
    “I can’t believe it!” cried Hartz. His cry broke the concentration of the three bearers, who opened their eyes at once. Without a second thought, sword in hand, Hartz ran down the stone stairs of the passage. Kendas followed close after him in case the giant found himself in trouble. 
 
    But what they found beneath the funerary chamber left Kendas struck dumb with amazement. They had come down into a small hall whose walls shone with a golden gleam which lit up the whole room, as if they were made of gold mineral. Hartz’s jaw dropped at the sight of something so unusual and at the same time spectacularly beautiful. 
 
    On the furthest wall a huge magical artifact, like a giant ring of gold carved on to the rock wall, shone intensely.  
 
    It was bigger than Hartz himself. That fabulous ring had been carved into the rock and was covered with hundreds of strange Ilenian symbols. But what really left Kendas speechless was the inside of the ring. At first he thought it was an enormous mirror, since it was bright silver. But when he looked at it more closely he realized that there was no image reflected on its surface. And the most baffling thing of all was a wave moving on the surface of the inner ring, as if it were a silver lake. 
 
    “I’ll be damned if I know what all this is about…” said Hartz. 
 
    The rest of the group came to join them, and they all looked in wonder at the strange Ilenian artifact. The waves rose in the middle and expanded as far as the rim of the golden ring. 
 
    “Can’t be, lake on wall,” Asti said, putting into words what they were all thinking. 
 
    “What do you think it is?” Komir asked. 
 
    “It has to be a way out of some sort,” Aliana said. “That’s what we’ve been asking the medallions to show us.”  
 
    “It’s certainly not a mirror, although it looks like one,” said Kayti. She was looking at the silver surface from a prudent distance, as if afraid the thing might swallow her. 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” said Hartz. Without wasting any more time thinking about it, and to everybody’s astonishment, he put his hand into the undulating silver surface. 
 
    “Hartz! What are you doing!” shouted Kayti, desperately worried. 
 
    “Finding out what this is,” said the giant calmly. He drew back his hand and looked at it to check it was still attached to his arm. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid!” Kayti scolded him furiously. 
 
    “What do you mean, stupid?” Hartz said, and a moment later put his head through the silver surface. 
 
    His head vanished, as if he had submerged it in the slimy water of a silver pool, while the rest of his body stayed there in the same place, to everybody’s amazement. 
 
    “Hartz!” Kayti cried, losing all restraint, and pulled him back. Her face was white with fear. The big man stepped back and his head reappeared intact, joined to his body. Kayti passed her hands over his face as though making sure everything was still there where it should be. 
 
    Hartz smiled. 
 
    At the Norriel’s smile Kendas breathed out in relief. He was unscathed. 
 
    A furious red spread across Kayti’s cheeks. She raised her hand to slap the giant, but held back at the last minute. 
 
    Hartz smiled again and threw her a kiss. He turned to the group and explained cheerfully: 
 
    “I saw another chamber… like this one, or very similar… with another artifact like this, on the other side. It’s there… but it’s not there… it’s weird, I don’t know how to explain it. I think this artifact is really a way out, a tunnel, to another chamber, somewhere long away but connected to this… That’s the impression I got.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Komir asked the group. “Do we risk crossing to the other side I don’t want to lead you into some new danger and risk your lives. Tell me what you think, freely.” 
 
    Aliana went to stand beside Komir. Looking into his eyes, she said: 
 
    “I’m coming with you. My destiny is linked to yours. Wherever you go, I’ll come with you and see our destinies through.” 
 
    When she heard herself say it out loud, Aliana realized that there was something more, that she did not wish to be separated from the Norriel, and that made her think about Gerart. She felt ashamed and guilty in her heart at this small betrayal of the one she had longed for. She thought of the handsome Prince: what might have happened to him? She recalled his chivalrousness and honesty: where might he be now? 
 
    And while these thoughts occupied her mind, her Ilenian medallion flashed suddenly with a strong brown light. 
 
    The golden ring of the artifact began to turn; the runes it bore turned with it, and three of them moved up to the top. 
 
    They all stared at the arcane artifact in puzzlement. 
 
    Komir looked at Aliana, but she could only shrug her shoulders since she had no idea what had happened. 
 
    “You seem to have activated it, Aliana,” said Kendas. 
 
    “It seems that way. I think we should go in. If there’s danger, we’ll face it together, just as we have till now. We must go on, and this Ilenian portal is the only way out of this chamber. We can’t go back. That’s why… I’m sure of it, we have to cross it.” 
 
    Aliana looked at Kendas, who nodded. Then her eyes turned to the others, one by one, and they all nodded. 
 
    “Then that’s decided. We’ll go into the artifact. May Our Founding Mother Helaun protect us from what might be waiting for us in the shadows on the other side.” 
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    Lasgol —Thousand Lakes, —East Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    Lasgol had a terrible headache. He put his hand to his temple and looked around the cave he was in. It was a spacious grotto, and part of the floor had disappeared under water. The walls were limestone, with encrusted minerals shining as if by their own light. He became alert at once and activated his ability to move like a cat, seeking to sense any hidden danger or threat. Everything appeared calm around him. Morksen was sharpening his hunting knife, completely at ease. 
 
    “Will you stop doing that, it makes me nervous,” said Lasgol. 
 
    “All right, boss, but will you explain what the hell just happened?” 
 
    “I’d say we’ve been swallowed by the giant whirlpool, and somehow it’s dragged us here.” 
 
    “And where exactly is here?” 
 
    “Wait a moment, I’m going to check something,” Lasgol said, and dived into the water. 
 
    It was not long before he came back. 
 
    “We’re in a cavern at the bottom of the Great Lake,” he said, shaking the water off his clothes. “It’s completely unbelievable that we can breathe air down here.”  
 
    Morksen shrugged, 
 
    “Mysteries of nature, I guess. I’ve no time to waste wondering how all this is possible. We’re breathing, which is what matters. There’s another cave ahead, you’d better go and have a look at some runes I found carved on the ground. They give me the creeps…” 
 
    Lasgol went to see the place Morksen had mentioned, the symbols, which formed a perfect circle, he realized at once that they were very similar to those he had seen inside the Fountain of Life. This worried him deeply; many good Norghanian soldiers had perished in that expedition, and he himself had only survived by a miracle. 
 
    “I’ll use my power to try and sense if there’s someone close and whether some kind of magic is being used.” 
 
    Morksen, who was right behind him, shrugged and readied his short war bow. 
 
    Lasgol placed his hand over one of the symbols and concentrated. He searched for his energy, a sky-blue energy of great power, even though his pool was not particularly big, at least compared with that of a Battle Mage. Even so, Lasgol was grateful to the Gods for his Gift, although he had never considered himself worthy of it. He had never understood why the gods had blessed him, a mere forest ranger, with that power. Still more taking into account that he devoted his days to hunting and capturing men, an aim he did not find enriching at all, much less glorious or important. 
 
    Shaking these negative thoughts out of his mind, he used his power with the aim of finding out whether there was magic at work in that cavern. Immediately, as if reacting to his own magic, the symbols began to shine with that golden gleam which Lasgol recognized at once. 
 
    “Ilenian magic!” he cried in alarm. 
 
    Morksen tensed and stood on guard, running his gaze along every nook and cranny of the cave. 
 
    The symbols shone once more, and Lasgol felt a strong breath of air at his back. He turned around and was shaken by a strong gust of wind. Morksen grabbed him to stop him falling. 
 
    “What kind of madness is this?” he shouted. “The wind’s attacking us in an underwater cavern! It’s totally impossible!”  
 
    “It’s a very ancient and very powerful magic that works by manipulating the Elements,” Lasgol explained as he tried to keep his balance in the face of winds that were reaching hurricane force. “It’s conjuring the power of the element of Air.” 
 
    “Nooooooooo!” Morksen cried as he was carried away by the winds and bumped hard against the wall. 
 
    Lasgol was caught by a whirlwind and began to spin again and again, rising into the air. 
 
    The whirlwind stopped suddenly. 
 
    Lasgol fell to the ground from a considerable height, suffering a blow to his back and head. The wind in the cave turned into a regular hurricane and he had no doubt that if they stayed in that grotto, they would die brutally at the mercy of winds which had already reached unthinkable speed and strength. 
 
    “It’s a death-trap, and we’ve activated it! The winds are going to kill us! Follow me if you want to live!” he yelled at Morksen, and without a second thought ran to the water and jumped in. 
 
    Morksen fought against the gale and jumped into the water as best he could. 
 
    Lasgol swam around the rocky surface of the bottom, looking for another cavern like the one they had left which would allow them to breathe at that depth. He looked up, but all he could see was an endless blue ocean above their heads. They were too deep to try to reach the surface. Nor did he have any skill which might help him in that predicament. He went on searching, without losing hope, although nervous tension began to run through his body like a silver eel. He looked back to check that Morksen was close. He identified two openings among the rocks and swam to check the first. His lungs were beginning to hurt. He checked to see if it led to another cavern, but found it blocked by rocks. He swam to the second and put his head inside. A narrow way led upwards.  
 
    Lasgol hesitated, but he had very little choice, so he followed it. He was overcome by a terrible feeling of imprisonment. The passage was very narrow, and he could barely get through. He summoned up his courage and went on. The rocks were pressing against his back and chest; soon he would not be able to go on. But there was no turning back; he had no air left in his lungs. Either he reached another cavern with air or he would die a horrible death, stuck among the rocks at the bottom of that lake. He gave a last push, and his reserve of air ran out. 
 
    He was drowning. 
 
    He stretched his neck in a desperate attempt to breathe, and in that final moment his head broke the surface of the water. 
 
    There was air. 
 
    He breathed and began to cough convulsively. He dragged himself out of the water, inside a cavern with walls covered with moss and pond-scum. He turned to help Morksen, who was trapped in that tunnel and could not manage to break the surface. A malicious thought formed in Lasgol’s mind. This was the perfect occasion to get rid of the bastard. If he did not help him, he would die there. Lasgol hesitated, seriously tempted for a moment to leave him and go on his way without looking back. But his damned conscience would not let him. He could not let him drown. He would never forgive himself. He reached into the water until he could grab Morksen’s shoulders, then pulled with all his might until he had got him out. The old Tracker lay on his side, throwing up all the water he had swallowed. Amid convulsions and gagging he managed to start breathing again. 
 
    I know I’ll come to regret this, I know… Lasgol thought. 
 
    “You… missed… your chance,” muttered Morksen, and smiled with malicious sarcasm. 
 
    Lasgol swore silently and stood up. They had to find a way out of there. He concentrated, and with his inner power tried to pick up the presence of any human being. At first he could not distinguish anything, but he went on trying with all his senses, letting the sensations flow into him. 
 
    Morksen watched in amusement, and made a questioning gesture. 
 
    Lasgol raised one hand to brush away the interruption and went on sensing. One essence reached his mind: human essence… and something more… something not entirely human… He raised his hand and pointed to an opening high on the wall which led to a passage. 
 
    Morksen shook his head and began to climb. 
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    The Guardian Mage of the Ilenians raised his staff and began to intone the gloomy chant which gave warning of lethal magic. The walls shone with golden gleams, and a black miasma began to fall on the four adventurers stretched out on the ground. Death was descending upon Iruki, Yakumo, Sonea and Lindaro, drowning them in an endless nightmare of anguish from which they would never wake. One after the other would die suffocated, trapped in an imprisoning nightmare. 
 
    A discordant sound caught the attention of the Guardian Mage. 
 
    He turned quickly. 
 
    Morksen rolled down from the upper passage and came to a stop against Yakumo’s unconscious body. Before he could get to his feet, the Guardian Mage stopped his chanting and with a swift move of his staff launched a projectile of air against the veteran explorer. Morksen tried to avoid it, but was not fast enough. The missile hit him in the back with terrible force. 
 
    The Guardian Mage murmured something unintelligible, and another missile struck Morksen in the head. He fell to the ground unconscious. The Guardian took a step forward to finish him off, but at that moment Lasgol, from the opening above, let fly an arrow. The shot headed straight for the Guardian’s heart. The merest breath before impact he raised his staff, and a cataract of wind formed before him, deflecting the arrow. 
 
    Damn! He’s very fast and powerful!  
 
    A claw of pure wind gripped Lasgol’s chest and threw him across the cave with awesome brutality. The impact on the floor was tremendous and Lasgol thought he might be broken; his body hurt all over. He looked at the four bodies lying helpless at the Guardian’s feet, including Morksen’s against the far end wall. If he did not stop it they would all die in the next few instants. But how could he stop such a powerful Guardian? Nothing came to his mind. The Guardian looked at him out of his insane golden eyes and began to chant what Lasgol knew had to be the final spell that would kill them. He looked around for his bow and saw it on the floor two steps away, together with his quiver and scattered arrows. He would not have time to lunge for it; he would die in the attempt. 
 
      
 
      
 
     In the midst of the esoteric blackness surrounding her, Iruki was struggling desperately against the asphyxia which was killing her. She had to save her father and Yakumo. She could not choose which of them to save, so she would have to save both of them, no matter how unlikely that might be. But her lungs were completely empty of air. Even so, she resisted dying; her rebellious spirit rose indomitable. 
 
    I can’t die now, I have to save them! I need air!  
 
    But she had been deprived of air by the infernal nightmare which had her under its control. 
 
    Something awoke in response to her cry for help. She felt something at her chest, a sweet sensation, and the Ilenian medallion flashed blue. At once her lungs filled with the breeze of the steppes and she could breathe as if she were once again on her beloved prairies. She could almost feel her moccasins treading on the dry grass of her beloved land. Her thoughts flew to her father, sick and on the verge of dying. At that moment the medallion flashed again and showed her a familiar image. Before Iruki’s eyes her father’s tent took shape, and in it both the Shaman Oni Black Cloud and her teacher, Ilua Hidden Path the Healer Woman. For a moment Iruki thought that everything was lost, that her father had been taken by the moonless night. But then she recognized Asur, the great warrior, beside Ilua, and realized he had managed to save himself and get back to the tribe. 
 
    He must have brought them the Sky Weed! 
 
    And the image showed her father, drinking a bluish brew. Although the leader of the Blue Clouds looked weak, he seemed much healthier than when she had said goodbye to him. He did not seem to be suffering from the fever any longer; it looked as though he was on the road to recovery. 
 
    Yes! He’ll be healed! They’ll all be! What a great warrior you are, Asur! How much we owe you for bringing salvation to our people!  
 
    Such was her joy at the vision that for a moment she forgot where she was. But when she remembered, the image vanished. Iruki realized with relief that she could still breathe. Immediately her thoughts went to Yakumo. Her father was out of danger, but not Yakumo. Her beloved lay on the floor, badly wounded, losing a lot of blood. 
 
    I have to help him! I must do something!  
 
    She ran fearlessly along the hanging bridge, towards him, to save him. She did not need to choose now, since her father was on the mend. Her anguish vanished. 
 
    And at that moment of understanding the spell was broken. 
 
    Iruki was now free of her deadly sleep. The darkness around her vanished and she breathed the moldy air of the cavern. Beside her she saw her three companions lying on the floor. Before her eyes was the Guardian Mage, and a little further away was a man she hated to the death: Lasgol! 
 
    The Tracker watched that final instant as if time had stood still. The Guardian mage’s staff was rising in his direction in a slow, agonizing movement which made his heart shrink at the thought of the end which awaited him. 
 
    A woman’s voice shouted with all the strength of her lungs: 
 
    “What have you done to us?” 
 
    The Guardian turned without having completed the spell on Lasgol and was confronted with Iruki, sword in hand, ready to strike. He looked at Lasgol on the ground, then at Iruki, and decided on the Masig. The brave red-skinned girl began to run, sword raised, to finish the Mage, who raised his staff and intoned words of power. 
 
    Seeing his opportunity, Lasgol did not hesitate. He lunged for his bow in spite of the terrible pain in his body. 
 
    Iruki thrust her Ilenian sword against the Mage, but he repelled it with a strong whirl which sent the Masig flying against the ceiling of the cavern. 
 
    Lasgol seized his opportunity and launched two arrows with astounding speed. 
 
    The Mage turned to defend himself and deflected the first arrow, but the second hit him full in the chest with a hollow sound. The Guardian stepped back, while Iruki fell from the ceiling and hit the ground with a moan. 
 
    Lasgol called upon his skill to shoot powerfully and skewered the Guardian from one side to the other. The Mage collapsed, and the light in his fateful gold eyes went out. 
 
    One of the walls slid to one side, revealing a chamber. It was of white limestone, and at the center there rose a great altar on which lay a huge marble coffin, dominating the whole room. 
 
    Iruki got painfully to her feet. 
 
    “Did you kill him?” 
 
    “I think so. His eyes aren’t shining anymore.” 
 
    “So what now, Tracker?” said the wild Masig, threatening him with her sword. 
 
    “Now we kill the Assassin and take his body back to General Rangulfsen,” said Morksen, who had already placed his hunting knife on the throat of the still-unconscious Yakumo. 
 
    “Noooooo! Don’t touch him!”  
 
    Lasgol nocked an arrow and called upon his skill for a true shot. 
 
    “The Assassin is to suffer no harm,” he said in an icy tone. “If anything happens to him at your hands, this arrow will go through the one eye you’ve got left.” 
 
    Morksen looked at him defiantly, sure of his game. 
 
    “Drop the bow, boss, you know perfectly well you won’t kill a Norghanian who’s just doing his duty.” 
 
    “That’s true enough, but our orders are to take him alive. If you disobey, I’ll be forced to pass judgment and sentence. You know full well the punishment for disobeying a direct order is death.” 
 
    The struggle of personalities went on for a few tense moments. 
 
    At last Morksen gave up. 
 
    “No need to get upset, young master,” he said, and let go of the Assassin unharmed. 
 
    Iruki ran to Yakumo and Morksen moved back, showing his hands to Lasgol, who was still aiming at him. 
 
    “Wise choice,” Lasgol said. 
 
    Morksen grinned sarcastically and gave a small nod. He retrieved his bow and tensed it calmly, disregarding the arrow which Lasgol was still aiming at his heart. 
 
    “What… what’s going on?” asked Lindaro. He was just waking up from his nightmare, free at last of the influence of the Ilenian magic. 
 
    Morksen pointed his bow at the man of faith. 
 
    “Don’t shoot, I’m not armed!” ‒ and he raised his hands, waving them to prove the point. 
 
    “He’s a priest of the Light!” warned Sonea, who was also waking up from her own personal hallucination. 
 
    “Don’t shoot, Morksen,” Lasgol ordered him with authority. 
 
    Iruki pushed herself between the two Norghanian Forest Rangers and her three companions. She brandished her Ilenian sword and looked at both men defiantly. 
 
    “You Norghanian pigs! If you take one more step, I’ll kill you! I swear by the holy mother steppes I’ll kill you!” 
 
    “It seems the Masig isn’t too fond of our people. That’s a real pity. But since she’s threatening us and she might be a danger, I’d better kill her,” said Morksen with the cold-bloodedness of an unscrupulous assassin. 
 
    “Stop!” said Lasgol. “Nobody’s going to die here!”  
 
    Morksen looked aside at him enquiringly. 
 
    “I said stop!”  
 
    Morksen looked aside at him again, this time disapprovingly. But he lowered his bow, albeit not fully. 
 
    “Iruki, listen to me,” said Lasgol to catch the young Masig’s attention. “You know I don’t wish you any harm, neither you nor Yakumo, but I must take him prisoner. Those are the orders we have and we have to carry them out.” 
 
    “If you take one more step, Lasgol, I’ll cut your throat,” Iruki said firmly, flicking her black hair to one side. 
 
    Lasgol looked her in the eye. Her eyes, red like her skin, shone with fury and the force of a herd of wild horses. The more he looked at the young Masig the more he admired her, for her tremendous courage and her strong heart. 
 
    “Lower your sword, Iruki. I’m not going to hurt you and you know it, you know me…” 
 
    An arrow crossed Lasgol’s field of vision and his heart turned over. 
 
    Morksen had fired. 
 
    Lasgol followed the arrow and saw it impact on the handle of Iruki’s sword, making her lose her grip. The sword fell to the ground with a clash of steel on stone. 
 
    Morksen lunged for it and grabbed it. 
 
    Lasgol breathed out in relief. Nothing had happened to Iruki. 
 
    “All of you, go into that hall,” said Lasgol, pointing with his bow. 
 
    Sonea and Lindaro did so immediately, but Iruki stayed looking at Lasgol, without moving from the side of Yakumo, who was still lying on the ground. 
 
    “You won’t harm him…” she begged. Her eyes were moist. 
 
    “I promise you, Iruki. I’m only going to tie him up to make sure he doesn’t escape. No harm will come to him, I swear.” 
 
    Morksen spat on the ground and swore. 
 
    “Don’t worry about him,” said Lasgol. “Go with the others, please.”  
 
    Iruki obeyed, her heart heavy and left the two Norghanians tying up her beloved. 
 
    Sonea was awed when she came into the hall, which she immediately recognized as a funerary chamber. The immaculate walls showed Ilenian carvings with hundreds of symbols and hieroglyphs. The whole room was made of white marble and shone with a faint light whose origin Sonea could not pinpoint. An unnatural cleanliness reigned there, without a single speck of dust or dirt. She looked at Lindaro; the courageous man of faith was already trying to decipher the meaning of all this. 
 
    A gentle, impossible breeze reached them, coming from the great coffin in the middle of the hall. 
 
    “It’s a mortuary chamber, isn’t it?” Lindaro asked. 
 
    “That’s right. From what I can see in the symbols on the walls, here lies an important man, a King or Lord of the Ilenians,” Sonea said as she passed her hand over some of the symbols carved in the stone, wondering how many thousands of years old they might be. 
 
    Sonea went up to the great polished marble coffin and looked inside. The mummified body of the Ilenian King rested in its eternal sleep. Around the neck of the great Lord a beautiful gem caught her eye, and she put her hand in to take it. But when she tugged at it she realized it was a medallion, very similar to the one Iruki wore around her neck. 
 
    “Iruki…” she called. 
 
    The Masig came up to her, keeping her eye on how the two Norghanians were tying up Yakumo. 
 
    “It… It’s very much like mine…” she said, looking at the medallion Sonea was showing her. Involuntarily, her hand went to touch her own Ilenian jewel. 
 
    “From what you’ve told us, Iruki,” Sonea said, looking at Iruki and then at Lindaro, “and from Lindaro’s experience, we can assume we’re in the Temple of Air and that the one lying here is the great Lord of Air. Am I right?”  
 
    They both nodded. 
 
    “This chamber is very similar to the one we discovered at the Temple of Ether,” said Lindaro. 
 
    “It’s also very much like the one at the Temple of Water,” agreed Iruki. 
 
    “Curious…” said Sonea, contemplating the jewel in her hand. “This medallion shines with a whitish gleam, whereas Iruki’s is bluish.”  
 
    “It must be because of the elements that feed them,” said Lindaro, looking at both medallions. “One is Water, the other Air…”  
 
    “What should I do with it?” Sonea wanted to know. “Most likely it’s a powerful magical artifact.” 
 
    “My medallion works in a strange way and I also believe there’s some kind of magic inside it,” said Iruki. “Ilenian magic…”  
 
    “You found it, Sonea, it ought to be yours,” said Lindaro. “Besides, the paths of the Light are mysterious. Perhaps it’s no coincidence that you found it after all. Perhaps it was written thus…” 
 
    “Is that what you believe, man of faith? That this humble Masig of the steppes and a helpless librarian have been chosen by the spirits to find these powerful medallions? It doesn’t make sense. Strong, brave leaders should be the chosen, not us two. You must be wrong, man of faith.” 
 
    “It seems unlikely, but for some reason that’s what I believe. Komir has the medallion of Ether, according to what you told me, Iruki, and I can assure you that he’s someone special, very special.” 
 
    “Iruki is also special,” said Lasgol, walking into the chamber, leading the tied-up Assassin with a rope. Behind them Morksen waited at the entrance with his bow at the ready. 
 
    When Iruki saw that Yakumo was already recovered, she ran to him. 
 
    Yakumo smiled at her. 
 
    “What do you mean by ‘special’, Norghanian?” Lindaro asked, intrigued. 
 
    Lasgol looked at Iruki, then at the Assassin. 
 
    “Iruki has the Gift, she can perceive the glimmer of magic when it’s invoked, both in me and in the Assassin. Only a Chosen, a person blessed with the Gift, can do that.” 
 
    “Certainly intriguing,” said Lindaro. “In that case, we can assume that Sonea, who discovered this new medallion, is also special…” 
 
    “That would only make sense if your theory was true, that whoever finds the medallions is special,” said Sonea, looking at the priest with her hand on her chin. “That’s something I don’t believe. It goes against all logic and reason. Those are what I always follow. The men of faith believe in concepts which can’t be weighed up or explained rationally or empirically. But scholars base their beliefs on what’s established and legitimate. It’s much more likely that it’s simply a coincidence and that those of us who have found the medallions are not special at all.” 
 
    “I think we could prove that easily,” said Lasgol, looking fixedly at Sonea. 
 
    “What are you proposing?” asked Lindaro distrustfully. 
 
    Lasgol came up to Sonea and put his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Look carefully at my arm, try to focus on grasping its shape, its essence.” 
 
    Sonea did as she was asked. 
 
    Lasgol called upon his power and activated his ability to shoot true. A green flash ran along his arm, a gleam which only those possessing the Gift could see. 
 
    Sonea took a step back in fear. 
 
    “Magic!” she said, her eyes staring from their sockets. 
 
    Lasgol smiled. 
 
    “She has the Gift, therefore she’s special, a Chosen, just like you, Iruki. I don’t know what’s happening here, but I can assure you that it’s practically impossible to gather four people with the Gift together under the same roof. In each kingdom there are only a few Chosen, a dozen if that, not more. Something very strange is happening to us, and I have to say I don’t like it at all.” 
 
    Iruki and Sonea exchanged a look of complicity. 
 
    “What are you planning to do now you’ve captured me, Lasgol?” Yakumo interrupted. 
 
    “First we must go up to the surface, then we have to take you to the Norghanian Generals. They want to talk to you…” 
 
    “I see… This time I won’t go without a fight,” he said, his eyes on Iruki. 
 
    Morksen hit Yakumo on the back. 
 
    “Don’t touch him, you pig!” cried Iruki furiously. 
 
    “I was afraid this would happen. Don’t use your dark arts, I’ll know, and you’ll give Morksen the excuse to kill you he’s looking for.” 
 
    Yakumo looked over his shoulder and considered the one-eyed Tracker. 
 
    “They want to know who sent those men to the torture tent and what happened there.” 
 
    “And why would I know?” 
 
    “Because you’re a very intelligent man and because you killed them.” 
 
    Yakumo looked at Lasgol and smiled. 
 
    “I wouldn’t like to bother our captors,” Lindaro interrupted, looking worried, “but how are we going to reach the surface? We’re at the bottom of the lake.”  
 
    “We’ll find a way,” Lasgol said, but he did not sound as convincing as he might have hoped. 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” Sonea said pleadingly, “I’d like to bring the Guardian’s grimoire with me to go on studying it. It’s very valuable.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Lasgol said. He stepped back and readied his short bow. 
 
    When he looked at Yakumo he saw Iruki stroke the Assassin’s hair tenderly. The Masig’s eyes shone with the gleam of passionate love. Lasgol felt an enormous envy. At that moment there was nothing he would have wished more than to change places with the Assassin and feel the soft, sweet touch of those loving fingers. 
 
    Sonea came back from the chamber with the Ilenian grimoire under her arm. Morksen gave her a lewd glance. She ignored him and came to stand beside Lindaro. The keen man of faith motioned her to put the medallion around her neck. Sonea did so unobtrusively, while Lasgol inspected the back of the chamber in search of a way out. 
 
    “Nobody breathe, or I’ll have to shoot you through,” Morksen threatened them. “And don’t think for one moment that I wouldn’t do it with the greatest pleasure.” 
 
    “You’re despicable!” Iruki spat at him. “One more example of a race of rapists and filthy unscrupulous rats!”  
 
    “I know, little one, I know, and nothing could make me happier.” 
 
    Iruki wanted to lunge at the brute, but Yakumo stopped her with a look. 
 
    Morksen spat, and smiled gloatingly 
 
    She wanted to kill that Norghanian swine, but she could not endanger Yakumo and the others. They had to get out of there first. But how? How could they escape from an underwater cavern at the bottom of an unfathomable lake? Mother Steppe, she prayed, help your daughter, send a benign spirit to rescue us.  
 
    But no spirit came. 
 
    Sonea shifted uneasily. Iruki noticed her. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Sonea?” 
 
    “I feel something strange in my chest, as if an invisible hand was pulling at my soul,” exclaimed the scholar fearfully, unable to find any logical way of explaining what she was feeling. “But it’s totally irrational!” 
 
    “Stay calm, Sonea. I know what it is, don’t resist it, let it pull at you.” 
 
    “Pull? Who?” asked the young librarian, surprised and puzzled. 
 
    “Be quiet! You’re giving me a headache, you pair of clucking hens!” said Morksen harshly. 
 
    And at that moment the two medallions, Iruki’s and Sonea’s, gave out a synchronized flash which blinded everyone in the tomb of the Lord of Air. 
 
    “What the…” cried Morksen, covering his eyes. 
 
    The medallions pulsated twice more, each time more strongly, then went out. 
 
    “Oh… Oh…” muttered Lindaro. 
 
    At that moment an enormous whirlwind began to form in the hall. 
 
    “Hold on to each other, quick!” Yakumo said. 
 
    The wind grew stronger, and in an instant it was whipping them with the force of a hurricane. Lasgol reached them and held on to the others, who were bunched tightly together. A moment later Morksen did the same, with gritted teeth. The vortex of the whirlwind enveloped them and the six were pushed up to the ceiling, spinning fast, floating in the hurricane winds. Up and up they went towards the lofty vault of the tomb. An instant before they struck it, the wind reached its highest speed and power, the dome of the cavern opened with a golden flash and the whirlwind shot out towards the surface. 
 
    The six wretched prisoners of the whirlwind lost consciousness. Helplessly, they were swallowed up by the cyclone. 
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    Aliana, Komir, Hartz, Kayti, Asti. —Nocean Empire, South Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
 
      
 
    _______________________________ 
 
      
 
    Komir crossed the portal and felt a strange sensation, followed by a sharp pain running along his entire body, a generalized cramp which left him breathless, as if all his muscles had atrophied after some exhausting effort. There was no trace of strength left in his body. He was absolutely helpless, trying not to drop his sword or the hunting knife in his hands, which could barely hold them. He looked around the rectangular hall he was in. Ilenian hieroglyphs were carved on to the smooth surfaces of the walls. A lugubrious silence pervaded everything. The place looked abandoned, as if no one had set foot there in hundreds of years… 
 
    A dull buzz to his right made him turn his head, and he saw Hartz appear out of the portal. With a grimace of pain, the giant was trying to hold on to his sword, but it looked as if he was going to drop it at any moment. 
 
    “What… what the hell…” he muttered. 
 
    “It’s the effect… of crossing the portal…” said Komir, who was beginning to get some of his strength back, even though he still could not move. And the pain, unfortunately, did not ease. 
 
    Another buzz told Komir of the arrival of Kendas to his left. He was also affected by the strange physical effects of crossing the portal. 
 
    It took the three friends some time to recover completely. 
 
    “Any idea where we are?” Komir asked, with a gasp of relief now that he was over the painful experience. 
 
    Kendas shrugged. 
 
    Hartz shrugged too. “Don’t ask me!” 
 
    “I think we ought to explore…” Komir said, and the three men crossed the chamber carefully, alert to any sudden danger. 
 
    “There are some stairs here,” Kendas said, pointing at the wall opposite the portal.  
 
    “Where do they lead?” Hartz asked. 
 
    “To the ceiling, but it’s sealed…” Kendas replied. 
 
    “There doesn’t seem to be any other way out of here…” said Komir once they had checked the chamber. “Let’s wait for the others and see if we can manage to get up there.” 
 
    When they had all crossed over and recovered from the adverse effects of the experience, they went to the stairs. Hartz and Kendas tried to lift the sealed trapdoor by pushing with their backs, but to no avail. 
 
    “Phew… impossible…” said Hartz as he gave up. 
 
    “Komir, you should try with the medallions, those stairs seem to be sealed by some arcane means,” said Kayti as she checked the ceiling. 
 
    Aliana went up to Komir and offered him her hand with a smile. He took it and smiled back. They reached out to Asti and she joined them. The three bearers formed a circle with their hands linked. 
 
    “Focus on finding your inner energy,” said Aliana, “and once you do, ask the medallion to open the sealed trapdoor.”  
 
    Komir had no trouble doing so; each time he found it easier to find his power. From his medallion came a crystalline flash, followed by a brown one from Aliana’s and then a ruby one from Asti’s. The Ilenian magic was becoming active. The medallions shone once more, simultaneously, filling the empty room with light. 
 
    There came a stony crack above their heads, followed by the sound of rock being dragged against rock. An opening appeared at the head of the stairs. 
 
    With a huge smile of satisfaction Hartz went up to the next level, sword in hand. 
 
    Kayti tried to stop him but she was too late. “Wait… you halfw…” 
 
    Hartz ran up the stairs and came into a room lit by oil lamps. This puzzled him. If they were in an Ilenian temple, or some other place of Ilenian origin, there could not be oil lamps burning; even he could see that. Although he had to admit that lately his ideas had been getting pretty good, brilliant even. Perhaps he was not such a moron after all… 
 
    Something moved to his right, and Hartz turned to face the danger. 
 
    “Don’t move a hair, you damned Mage!” he shouted, using his Ilenian sword to threaten a figure in a dark tunic with a volume in its hand. 
 
    The figure took a step back and collapsed onto the floor. 
 
    Hartz was taken aback. Had he caused the Guardian to die of fright? No, it could hardly be that — or could it? He glanced around the room, and it seemed vaguely familiar… Another figure appeared in a doorway with a staff in his hand and a volume in the other. He wore a grey hooded tunic. Hartz could not see his face but had no doubt it was another Mage. Something in his guts told him. Without second thoughts, and shouting at the top of his voice, he charged at it with the intention of skewering him before he could work his magic. 
 
    But he was not quick enough. 
 
    The Mage raised his staff. Pointing it at Hartz, he cast a rapid spell. 
 
    Hartz felt a cone of freezing cold reach his body. The cold was so intense, so icy, that it seemed to be freezing his soul. He looked at the Mage for the briefest of moments before he was frozen alive and lost consciousness. 
 
    “Noooooooo!” shouted Kayti, who had just arrived in the room. “I’ll kill you!” she yelled and ran toward the Mage, with Kendas following close behind. 
 
    The Mage muttered under his breath. Pointing at Kayti with his staff, he conjured a whirlwind which threw the redhead flying to the end of the room. She lay there stunned by the blow. 
 
    Kendas saw what was happening and hesitated. He would not have time; this Mage was too fast. He looked around and saw an altar with a sarcophagus like the one they had just left behind in the Temple of Fire. The Mage pointed his staff at Kendas, who leapt behind the altar. Suddenly he found himself surrounded by a ring of fire which stopped him moving from his hiding place. 
 
    Komir came up the stairs, and Aliana and Asti moved to stand beside him. He watched what was happening with his heart beating fast. He looked at the Mage and instinctively knew he had to protect himself from the enemy’s power. 
 
    “It’s a Mage!” he cried to his two companions in alarm. “Protect yourselves!” 
 
    The Mage raised his staff. 
 
    Three flashes from the three medallions, each with its distinctive elemental tone, lit up the hall. 
 
    The Mage cast his spell. 
 
    Three protective spheres rose around the bearers. 
 
    The enemy spell had no effect on them. Komir breathed out in relief. 
 
    In response the enemy Mage raised a protective sphere around his own body. 
 
    A tense silence filled the room. 
 
    Komir decided to act. He unsheathed sword and knife and began to walk towards the Mage, trusting that his sphere would protect him. 
 
    “Komir, wait!” Aliana said behind him. 
 
    Komir stopped and looked at her uneasily. 
 
    “We’ll do it together, the three of us,” she said. The two girls walked up to him. 
 
    “Earth!” cried Aliana, holding her medallion in her right hand. A brown beam flashed from it and began to attack the Mage’s sphere. 
 
    “Fire!” cried Asti, following the Healer’s example, and a red beam flashed from her medallion. 
 
    “Ether!” cried Komir, and a crystalline, almost translucent beam attacked the Mage’s sphere. 
 
    The three bearers kept attacking, while the beams tried to penetrate the protection. Komir was amazed to see what they were capable of with the medallions. More power! More! he begged of his own medallion, and the beam seemed to get even stronger. The enemy mage was not conjuring, which Komir guessed was either because he had problems or else because he was saving energy in order to keep up his shield. He struck the floor with his staff, murmuring words of power as he did so. A ripple beneath the ground began at the point where the staff had hit the rock and moved towards the group like an underground wave, lifting the floor as it passed. 
 
    Kendas pointed to it. “Careful!” he said. 
 
    Komir saw the floor rise in front of him in a great undulation and realized that the sphere would not protect them against this. 
 
    He was not wrong. 
 
    The floor under the bearers’ feet rose and destabilized them completely, so that they lost their balance and fell. Komir rolled to one side and got back to his feet. The sphere which protected him from magic attacks vanished, and suddenly he felt naked before the Mage. He was now at the mercy of that being’s magic. He thought of using the medallion again, but rejected the idea. He grabbed his sword with both hands, took a step forward and said to himself: We’ll do it the Norriel way. 
 
    A voice, kind but firm, came from under the Mage’s cowl. 
 
    “In order to keep the sphere active you must keep up your concentration. It’s a spell that requires a great deal of study time to perfect, and there’s a real art in managing to hold it steady. It takes years of practice…” 
 
    Surprise at hearing a man speak stopped Komir in his tracks. 
 
    “But of course you wouldn’t know what I’m talking about, would you, young warrior? Given that you’re not a Mage, nor were you the one who cast the spell. It was created by that Ilenian medallion hanging around your neck.” 
 
    Komir thought at once of his past confrontation with the Dominator Guzmik. This Mage was not an Ilenian Guardian, as he had thought at first, but he was certainly a Sorcerer wanting to kill him. Convinced of this, he prepared to attack. 
 
    “Komir, wait!” Aliana begged. 
 
    He looked at her in confusion. 
 
    “That voice… it sounds familiar… I think I know it…” 
 
    The Mage raised his staff and showed it to her. 
 
    “And this… do you recognize it?” 
 
    Aliana looked at the object with half-closed eyes. 
 
    “It’s the… it’s… the staff of power of...” 
 
    The Mage pulled back the cowl, and Komir saw a blond man with grey eyes and kind features, with a light golden goatee. He was still in his thirties, attractive, and he was smiling. 
 
    “Haradin!” cried Aliana full of joy. “I can’t believe my eyes! Haradin!” 
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    “It’s been quite a while, my dear Aliana,” the Mage said, with a small bow to the Healer. “It gladdens my heart to see you safe and sound.” 
 
    The man with grey eyes twirled the staff, and the ring of fire which imprisoned Kendas vanished. 
 
    “Whether you’re a friend of Aliana’s or not, I’ll cut your throat if anything happens to Hartz,” said Kayti in a threatening voice, limping perceptibly to the side of the big Norriel, who was still frozen in the middle of the room. 
 
    “You needn’t worry,” Haradin assured her. “The effects of the freezing will disappear by themselves in a matter of hours. Nothing will happen to him. I could accelerate the thawing process, but there’s some risk in doing so.” 
 
    “In that case don’t. But if you lie to me and any harm comes to Hartz, consider yourself dead, Mage,” Kayti said, looking at him with the eyes of a tigress. 
 
    “Same here, Mage,” Komir said, joining Kayti. 
 
    “I assure you that nothing bad will happen to him,” Haradin said with complete confidence. 
 
    Aliana went up to Hartz and placed her hands on the Norriel’s head, then concentrated. A moment later she looked at Kayti and nodded with a smile. The redhead seemed to relax a little. Aliana turned to Haradin. 
 
    “Where are we? What’s this place? We thought we were in an Ilenian temple. What are you doing here, my dear friend?” 
 
    Haradin smiled. 
 
    “And you wouldn’t be wrong, Healer of the order of Tirsar. Allow me…” He murmured a word, and a white light appeared at the end of his staff, lighting up the whole room. 
 
    And then Komir recognized where he was. 
 
    “We’re in the Temple of Ether, under the Egia Lighthouse!” he cried in amazement. “We’ve been here before, in this chamber… but we didn’t find the secret passage under the altar.” 
 
      
 
    _______________________________ 
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    Haradin nodded. 
 
    “Your appearance out of the shadows was truly impressive. The poor priest of the Order of Light who was making an inventory of the hall almost had a heart attack when he saw this big fellow enter.” He indicated the unconscious man on the floor. “For one moment I thought myself that the Ilenians had returned from the depths of the Earth to claim possession of this temple.” 
 
    Haradin woke the priest of the Order of Light. He got up with his face as white as if he had seen a ghost rising from a sarcophagus. 
 
    “Easy, Brother Leonius, easy, there’s no danger, they’re friends,” Haradin said soothingly. “Go tell Abbot Dian that we have guests.” 
 
    “Yes… yes… of course… right away,” he said, and ran out of the chamber.  
 
    Aliana hugged the Rogdonian Mage with enthusiasm. 
 
    “I’m so happy to see you recovered, my dear friend!” she said. 
 
    “Oh yes… the last time you saw me I must have looked pretty terrible,” he replied, with a laugh of genuine amusement. 
 
    “It was in the Usik forests, during our escape. You were still half-petrified…” 
 
    “I’m still suffering the consequences: a truly horrendous experience. I wouldn’t wish it upon any mortal… From what Gerart told me I owe you my life, young Healer.” 
 
    “Gerart? How’s the Prince, is he safe?” Aliana stumbled over her own words, with a sudden anxiety she could not hide. 
 
    Komir noticed her concern and felt a twinge of jealousy burning inside him. He wondered whether it was well-founded. 
 
    “Yes, Prince Gerart is well, and has been leading the fight against the Norghanian and Nocean troops. He’s proving to be a very good leader, with admirable courage and charisma. We’re all very proud of him; his behavior has been exemplary. A worthy son of his father.” 
 
    “I’m glad to… to hear that… I had no news of him… whether he’d managed to get out of the Usik forests alive…” Aliana said, blushing and immediately trying to hide the fact. 
 
    Komir noticed this, and felt a certain uneasiness growing in his stomach. 
 
    “It was clumsy of me to fall into that Ilenian trap,” Haradin admitted. “The thing is, I didn’t see it coming. I was so close to getting what I’d spent so much time searching for that my eagerness got the better of me. A mistake which I can assure you I won’t ever make again.” 
 
    “What were you searching for that nearly cost you your life, Haradin?” 
 
    The Mage looked at Aliana’s medallion, and his eyes narrowed. 
 
    “That very special medallion hanging around your neck, my dear. I’d been on the trail of the Ilenian temples of the five elements for a long time, but I’d never managed to puzzle out where they were. I worked for years trying to find them, deciphering every hieroglyph, every Ilenian relic that had been found. I knew of their existence, but luck eluded me. At last, I found the trail which led me to the Temple of Earth in Usik territory. Where the Ilenians had buried one of their lords, together with an object of immense power… an object I wanted to possess… the Medallion of Earth. Which I now see is in your power…” 
 
    “If you want it, it’s yours, Haradin, but I believe the medallions choose their bearers, from what we’ve gathered. I don’t know whether it’ll let you manipulate it. Although as a great Mage, with immense power, you might be able to interact with the Ilenian artifact.” 
 
    Haradin remained thoughtful. He was looking at the medallion with his silvery gaze. 
 
    “Would you mind if I tried?” he asked at last. There was a touch of excitement in his voice. 
 
    “Of course, Haradin, please do. How could I refuse.” 
 
    The Mage smiled and reached out his hand to the medallion. Just before grasping it he stopped and closed his eyes. 
 
    “The medallion’s rejection is quite painful…” Aliana warned him. 
 
    A blue gleam issued from the Mage’s hand and enveloped the medallion. Haradin kept it up for an instant, as if analyzing the powerful object. A golden gleam from the medallion surprised everyone. Haradin stopped. 
 
    “You’re right, Aliana. The medallion rejects me, even using my power. I don’t believe I can use it… you can’t imagine how sad it makes my heart… I perceive the power within the medallion in all its immensity. I don’t understand why it refuses me. Since it’s an Object of Power, a Mage should be able to manipulate it… Why can you, a Healer, use it and yet I, a Mage, can’t? It doesn’t make sense… For what purpose did the Ilenians make these?” 
 
    Aliana, feeling uncomfortable, took a step to one side, her eyes on the floor. 
 
    “We… we believe we’re… the Bearers… that we’ve been chosen…” 
 
    “We?” Haradin said, arching his eyebrows. 
 
    “Komir is the Bearer of the Ether Medallion,” Aliana said, looking at the young Norriel, who showed Haradin his medallion. “Asti is the Bearer of the Fire Medallion,” she went on, pointing to the young Usik. 
 
    Asti showed her medallion to Haradin and said: 
 
    “I… Bearer.” Aliana smiled at her. 
 
    Haradin looked at both and was silent. 
 
    “You’re in possession of three Ilenian medallions…” he said, trying to take in that extraordinary fact. “That’s something unheard-of… It’s a discovery on an enormous scale, and with even greater repercussions.” 
 
    He went up to Komir and examined his medallion closely, without touching it. He used his power to analyze it, then rapidly did the same with Asti’s. When he had finished, he looked at Aliana and proclaimed: 
 
    “This is the greatest discovery of the last hundred years! More than that, the last millennium! Three of the very powerful medallions of the Lost Civilization, found and borne by three young people… It’s something of inconceivable importance. The repercussions will be unimaginable.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Haradin, we don’t follow you…” said Aliana in puzzlement. 
 
    Haradin smiled and returned to Aliana. 
 
    “Chance doesn’t exist, my dear Aliana. If you’ve found these medallions and are in possession of them, it’s for some very powerful reason, Destiny, not chance. Otherwise it would be me holding your medallion, but it’s not. I’m better equipped to use it because my Gift is powerful, and not only that, I’ve studied the Ilenians and their magic. Even more, I found it first. But, did I manage to get hold of it? No, the Ilenian trap stopped me. Can I get hold of it for myself now, even though your generous heart offers it to me? Not that either, as we just saw. Not even with all my power and all my knowledge can I get it for myself. No, it’s not by chance, Aliana, it’s for a reason.” 
 
    “And what reason is that?” Komir asked. His expression was surly. 
 
    “I’m afraid, warrior, that’s a conversation for later, as there’s a lot to understand first. Now that I come to think about it, where are the other Temples, and how did you come to appear here? Where have you come from?” 
 
    Komir looked at the Mage, unsure whether to trust him or not. He did not know him, and he was a Mage… On the other hand, he was Aliana’s friend. Not a mere acquaintance, but someone closer, someone in her confidence. If Aliana trusted him, perhaps he should too. He decided to remain cautious, but in deference to Aliana, to tell the Mage everything they knew. He hoped he was not making a mistake. He remembered the negative reaction of Mirkos the Erudite when he refused to hand over the medallion to him. 
 
    “Follow me, Haradin. I’ll show you how we got here.” 
 
    Komir led him to the lower level and showed him the secret artifact. Kendas followed them in silence and went to stand behind Haradin. This made Komir feel more at ease. In case of trouble Kendas would help him. But the Mage was too taken up with the discovery to pose any danger. He was barely able to breathe with his excitement.  
 
    “It’s some kind of portal,” said Komir. “From what we gathered it joins the Ilenian temples. We don’t know if it goes any place else…”  
 
    “It’s…wonderful… the power of Ilenian magic is extraordinary.” 
 
    Haradin began to study the runes inscribed within the ring of the portal, completely forgetting about the two young men. Komir glanced at Kendas, and the Lancer shrugged. For some time the Mage went on studying the portal. He used his power on several occasions, so that a grey gleam ran through his body, something which Komir could see clearly. 
 
    “I believe the portal doesn’t only lead to the temples of the five elements but to other Ilenian secret places, according to what I can make out from the inscriptions… Frankly, it’s an amazing discovery, unbelievable. I’d give anything to decipher its way of working and be able to manipulate it, but I’m afraid that will take more time than I have available. Up there on the surface a terrible war is ravaging our beloved country, and unfortunately for all, Rogdon is in serious difficulties. I’d just come down here for a moment at the request of the brothers of the Temple of Light. I must go back at once to my duties as the King’s Battle Mage. I can’t stay and study this incredible object, or the wonders hidden behind it.” 
 
    “What’s the state of the war, sir?” Kendas asked. “I’m a Royal Lancer, I served with Prince Gerart.” 
 
    Haradin turned to look at him. 
 
    “I won’t lie to you, Lancer, the situation is really critical. Silanda has fallen. Norghanians and Noceans are moving towards Rilentor. Soon they’ll reach the capital. The battle for the city will be the bloodiest ever known in the West of Tremia.” 
 
    Kendas bent his head at the news. 
 
    As he was listening, Komir unconsciously stroked his medallion. A crystalline gleam lit up the chamber. 
 
    Haradin looked at Komir in puzzlement. “How did you do that, warrior?”  
 
    “I don’t really know… I was thinking the hall was very dark…” 
 
    “And the medallion created light…” Haradin said. 
 
    “Yes… but I don’t control it. It… it… has a life of its own…” 
 
    “An intelligence, rather,” Haradin said. “And tell me, Komir, are you aware of having the Gift?” 
 
    Komir shrugged. 
 
    “Yes… I am… it doesn’t make me especially happy… but I accept it…” 
 
    “Why do you say that? The Gift is a blessing, a gift from the gods.” 
 
    “Among my people, sorcerers aren’t much appreciated.” 
 
    “He’s a Norriel,” Kendas explained. 
 
    “A Norriel, you say? Curious… very curious… A Norriel with emerald eyes, possessing the Gift, and with an Ilenian medallion hanging around his neck. You’re not just any Norriel… How old are you?” 
 
    Komir, a little taken aback by the scrutiny, took a moment before answering. 
 
    “Nineteen.” 
 
    Haradin smiled and shook his head several times. 
 
    “Life is full of unimaginable surprises, there’s no doubt about that… How can this be possible? It can only be Destiny, there’s no other explanation. You, Komir, shouldn’t be here today. You should never have left the highlands. Our meeting should never have taken place.” 
 
    “Why do you say that, Mage?” 
 
    “Because I made it a condition that it should be so.” 
 
    Komir stared at Haradin without understanding. 
 
    Haradin looked him in the eyes and said: 
 
    “You and I already know each other, Komir, son of Mirta and Ulis, of the Bikia Tribe of the Norriel.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
Betrayal 
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    Lasgol, Sonea —Thousand Lakes, —East Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol woke with a start and tried to get to his feet. A terrible dizziness came over him, and as he was getting up he fell back to the ground. He had no idea where he was, and looked around him in puzzlement. The young librarian was lying beside him, and next to her the Priest of the Light. They were unconscious but alive. He scanned his surroundings uncertainly, in some confusion. They were on the eastern shore of the Great Lake… At the sight of the great mass of blue water, memories came flooding back into his mind. 
 
    The great whirlwind! The underwater cavern! The funerary chamber of the Lord of Air! But where were the Assassin and Iruki? Damn, they had escaped! There was no trace of their presence. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Lindaro asked from the ground, looking sick. 
 
    Lasgol tried to explain in the midst of his own confusion. “Somehow… we’ve appeared on the shore of the lake…”  
 
    “It’s a true miracle of the Light” said the man of faith, looking at the sky. 
 
    “I’d say Ilenian magic,” said Sonea, who was coming to at the same moment. 
 
    “Well, yes, that too,” Lindaro said, smiling as he stood up and shaking the dust and mud off his tunic. 
 
    “I have to go on with the chase,” said Lasgol, picking up his bow and slinging it over his shoulder. “Duty awaits me, so you’re free to go on your way.” 
 
    Lindaro looked at Sonea, and she looked back at him uncertainly. 
 
    “If it’s not asking too much… we’d like to go with you, Tracker. You see… neither Sonea nor I are any good at exploring… and without supplies, and surrounded by soldiers and other natural dangers… I don’t think we’d survive very long, to be honest.” 
 
    Lasgol frowned. 
 
    “You can’t come with me, you’d get in my way, and what’s even worse, you’d put the three of us in danger. I must hunt the Assassin, and he’s an extremely dangerous man. I can’t have you tagging along. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “But you can’t just leave us here!” Sonea protested. “You’re condemning us to certain death. We won’t make it without your help, we’re scholars, not warriors or explorers.” 
 
    “That’s none of my concern. I have more than enough with my own problems.” 
 
    “Help us, please, just till we come out of the Thousand Lakes,” Lindaro implored. “This is a maze of forests and lakes. We’ll get lost. Besides, we won’t be able to avoid the patrols that are bound to be searching for us.”  
 
    “What kind of a human being abandons two helpless people to their fate?” Sonea said with a look of bitter reproach. 
 
    The last thing Lasgol wanted was those two traveling with him. They would only hinder him in his pursuit, and they would put his life in danger. But once again his wretched conscience was playing tricks on him. It would not allow him to leave them to their fate. A fate which Lasgol knew would certainly be the death of them, I’m the silliest of men. I can’t understand why I’ve been cursed with this conscience that won’t let me do what any rational person would in this situation: leave them here and go. But no, I’d never forgive myself, their deaths would haunt me for the rest of my days. The gods of the Snow have decided to make my life into something they can mock and ridicule. I must be the most laughable dope in all Norghana, and the gods must be laughing themselves sick.  
 
    “Follow me in silence, and when I say silence, I mean it!” he said in some irritation. 
 
    Lindaro and Sonea smiled and almost clapped their hands, as if salvation had descended from the heavens to seek them out. 
 
    Lasgol shook his head and grumbled to himself. It took him some time to calm down, and when at last he did, he began to inspect the area in search of marks he could interpret. He turned south and then west without leaving the shore, followed silently by the two scholars at a safe distance. An orange sun was beginning to go down on the lake, as if it sought to bathe in the fresh water and quench its eternal fire. At last Lasgol found the trace he was looking for. He could clearly make out Iruki’s footprints, and beside hers the faint, almost ethereal mark of Yakumo’s feet. 
 
    And a third set of prints. 
 
    Morksen’s discreet footprints. 
 
    The heartless rat! 
 
    “He’s betrayed me!” cried Lasgol. Reading the tracks, he deduced he had taken the two prisoners east, crossing the steep fir-woods. 
 
    “What is it?” Lindaro asked uneasily. 
 
    Lasgol was furious. “That treacherous snake has played me for a fool!” 
 
    “What a surprise…” Sonea said with a smirk. 
 
    “I knew he’d try something, but I didn’t believe he’d betray me like this. The stinking rat.” 
 
    “He won’t harm them… will he?” Lindaro asked, looking worried. 
 
    “I very much fear he won’t hesitate for a single moment if the wind isn’t blowing in his favor. I hope Iruki doesn’t let her wild nature get the better of her, or else she’ll be in serious trouble. Morksen is an amoral man and a crook, he won’t hesitate to get rid of whatever gets in the way of his own goals. If you want to help them, pray to your Light, because they’ll need it.” 
 
    “Let’s hunt him,” suggested Sonea, as if at that same moment she had turned into an experienced hunter of men. 
 
    Lasgol looked at her incredulously. Sonea blushed. 
 
    “I’ll hunt them down. You two follow my trail at a distance. Morksen is extremely dangerous and won’t hesitate to use you against me if he gets the chance. I’ll leave a trail you won’t miss. Don’t stray from it or you’ll risk getting lost, or even worse, running into Zangrian patrols or some wild beast in these forests.” 
 
    Lindaro nodded. “We won’t stray an inch,” he said. 
 
    “All right, then. I must get going. They’re too far ahead as it is.” 
 
    Lasgol started to run towards the forest, and Sonea shouted: 
 
    “Thank you, Lasgol! We owe you our lives!” 
 
    The Norghanian Forest Ranger turned, looked at the little librarian for a moment and nodded in recognition. The next moment he had vanished into the forest. 
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    Iruki felt the sharp edge of the knife on her neck and froze. Behind her Morksen was holding her fast, one hand on her waist and the other threatening to cut her throat. 
 
    “If you try anything else, she dies,” he said to Yakumo. The Assassin’s hands were tied behind his back and he was looking at the old Tracker with a lethal gleam in his black eyes. Morksen pressed the knife harder, and a drop of blood ran down Iruki’s neck. 
 
    The tension between both men was extreme. 
 
    Iruki knew that if she tried anything now it would mean her death. This heartless swine was extremely dangerous and slippery as an eel. 
 
    Yakumo took half a step back, as far as the cord which tied him to Iruki permitted. Both prisoners were joined at the waist with expert knots. 
 
    “Attaboy, that’s the way I like it. Don’t you forget who’s the boss here.” 
 
    Yakumo nodded slowly, as if making a bow. 
 
    Morksen spat to one side. 
 
    “I’m going to remind you, Assassin, that I don’t need her. I can get rid of her annoying presence at any time, whenever it pleases me. She won’t even realize: one quick sure stroke and she’ll die in the blink of an eye. So don’t you forget, Assassin, she’ll go on living as long as she’s useful to me, so you’d better not try anything stupid. With or without the Gift, Assassin or not, you’re not quick enough to stop me killing her. So make sure you remember that. I can assure you, death is my business, I’ve been dealing in it for many years. I’m a master.” 
 
    “The way is long… and we’ll be on our guard…” Iruki threatened him. 
 
    “Shut up, you Masig bitch! Or I’ll cut your throat like that of a rabbit right now.” 
 
    Yakumo glanced at Iruki. His eyes were bright with worry, and she understood that this was not the time to bring the dangerous situation to a head. She decided to keep quiet and wait for the right moment. A moment which she would wait for eagerly and patiently. 
 
    “Turn around!” Morksen ordered Yakumo. 
 
    The Assassin did as he was told and turned slowly, keeping contact with Iruki’s eyes until he had completed the turn. When she saw the deep concern in her beloved’s eyes she felt a pang in her chest. How she loved him… how she wished to be with him, to be free to ride on the steppes beside him, free to love him all night under the full moon! She would do anything to make that love come true. 
 
    Morksen looked back over his shoulder. 
 
    “We’re going to move at a good pace. Lasgol will come looking for us soon, and I’ve no intention of letting him catch me like a novice just because of you two. No, that’s not what’s going to happen. The reward for your capture will be mine, Assassin. Mine alone. General Rangulfsen has offered a good sum of gold for handing you over, and I plan on collecting it all for myself. I wasn’t going to share that sort of prize with a stupid, idealistic, honorable idiot like Lasgol. No way! The moron can have his reward in righteousness if he so wishes, but the gold’s mine. Now let’s go on. Night’s not far off, and we have a long way ahead of us.” 
 
    Iruki felt Morksen withdraw the knife from her neck, and breathed again. She had been very close to dying at the hands of that Norghanian hyena. They had to escape; she could not let him deliver Yakumo to the Norghanians. There must be something she could do. There would be an opportunity to escape at some point or another; it was just a question of waiting for the right moment. The stench of Morksen’s putrid breath assailed her and made her gag. 
 
    “Come on, you bitch of the steppes, and don’t forget I’m not taking my eyes off your back for a single moment.” 
 
    A chill, a mixture of loathing and fear, ran down her spine. 
 
    Perhaps the moment would not come. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol found the trail without too much trouble, and this surprised him. Morksen was an expert tracker, regarded as an infallible hunter of men, and for some reason Lasgol could not understand he was not hiding his trail with the care the situation demanded. There’s no doubt Morksen knows I’ll come after him. Why isn’t he hiding his trail better? It almost looks as though he’s not even trying. It doesn’t make sense… He stared at the footprints and immediately recognized those of Morksen, guiding Iruki before him. Ahead of the two he could make out the Assassin’s, those tracks which were practically undetectable if Yakumo chose to make them so. Too obvious, too easy. Something’s amiss.  
 
    He looked up and scanned the dense poplar forest. He went in carefully and activated his ability to camouflage. He remained still and silent. His body began to blend in with his surroundings as if he were a chameleon, adopting and assimilating the colors of the vegetation around him. After a moment he was practically invisible to the human eye, assuming he made no sudden movements. 
 
    He went on deeper into the woods, following the trail of the three fugitives as far as an open gully with a crystalline brook flowing down it. Beside the brook he saw Morksen crouching to fill a water-skin. A little further away Iruki was struggling with her bonds, trying to break loose from the tree he had tied her to. But there was no trace of Yakumo, and this worried Lasgol deeply. He prepared his approach and very carefully began to move, looking to surprise the treacherous veteran tracker from behind. He moved very slowly, crouching, in absolute silence, stalking like a great predator. He came within two steps of Morksen’s back without being discovered. He was preparing to take him by surprise when he heard a voice. 
 
    “He’s only two steps away from your back, Morksen.” 
 
    Lasgol’s blood froze. It was Yakumo’s voice. 
 
    Morksen turned at once and unsheathed his hunting knife. 
 
    “I can’t see you, Lasgol, but if the Assassin says you’re there, you must be.” 
 
    Lasgol could not understand what was going on. Was Yakumo really cooperating with Morksen? Why? Why would he help a snake like that? It was impossible! 
 
    And then Morksen surprised him again. Instead of fighting, he ran to hide behind Iruki. 
 
    What on earth was going on here? Lasgol was totally confused. Yakumo emerged from the shadow of two big poplars, making himself visible. Lasgol did not move, even though he was aware that the Assassin had detected him by using his dark power, the one he had used to make himself disappear among the shadows of the trees so that Lasgol could not see him. 
 
    Morksen and Iruki were looking in his direction, trying to locate him, but Lasgol knew they would not be able to. 
 
    With extreme care he nocked an arrow and aimed at the Tracker hiding behind the young Masig. 
 
    “He’s aiming at you,” Yakumo warned again. This confused Lasgol even more. Why was the Assassin warning his enemy? 
 
    Morksen hid himself completely behind Iruki, not allowing Lasgol a clean shot. Even so, he might risk it using his skill to make an arrow find its target, although the risk was high and if he missed he would kill Iruki. 
 
    “Finish him off,” Morksen barked at the Assassin. “What are you waiting for? 
 
    Lasgol looked at Yakumo and saw the red gleam of his shadowy magic as he activated it. Is he really going to take me out instead of killing that treacherous scum? It’s crazy! What’s he doing?  
 
    With a lightning-quick movement the Assassin threw two silver blades at him at a dizzying speed. Lasgol saw them heading straight for his chest, and using his enhanced reflexes he placed his bow in the way. Both blades stuck in the wood, and with the abrupt movement Lasgol was revealed. 
 
    “So there you are! Now you won’t get away!” Morksen cried exultantly. 
 
    “I should’ve let you drown when I had the opportunity. I knew I’d regret it.” 
 
    “But you didn’t do it, boss, you lost your chance.” He shook his head and gave a sneering smile. “And now you’ll pay dearly. That’s what happens with men of ideals, lots of honor, lots of courage… but unfortunately they don’t usually live long, as it’s going to turn out in your case. Kill him, I said!” he cried, turning to the waiting Assassin. 
 
    Iruki struggled. 
 
    “Don’t kill him, Yakumo! Please, I beg you. You know I’d celebrate the death of any Norghanian pig. They’re no more than a race of rapists and murderers without a conscience. But not like this, not serving another Norghanian. If you kill him serving this rabid dog you’ll just be killing all over again following the orders of vile, heartless men. That’s not the way to redemption. If you do what this scum wants you to do, your soul will blacken once again, you’ll lose that tiny seed of hope we planted. Don’t allow it, stay strong, don’t do what he says. I beg you… for me…” 
 
    “Shut up, you bitch of the steppes!” threatened Morksen. 
 
    “I have no choice…” Yakumo said dully, preparing his black daggers of death. 
 
    Lasgol dropped his bow and unsheathed his two short swords with a swift movement. 
 
    “Why do you have no choice?” he asked Yakumo in puzzlement. “Why haven’t you attacked him?”  
 
    “Because I’m the one with the ace up his sleeve, and it’s me who controls the game,” Morksen said triumphantly, showing him a small wooden jar. “Do you know what’s in it? You don’t, do you? I’ll tell you, boss: a potent poison of my own creation. Surprised? I’m afraid you are.” He smiled, his mouth twisting into an expression of enjoyment. “It’s a secret hobby of mine, nobody knows about it —nobody who might still be alive, that is— and it’s something that’s been very useful to me, extremely useful, for years.” 
 
    “He’s poisoned her,” Yakumo said, his face showing great worry. 
 
    Finally Lasgol understood the situation, the difficult extortion Yakumo was suffering. 
 
    “And I’m the only one who can provide the antidote, since there’s only one and I’ve made it myself very carefully…” Morksen said, with a dirty grin disfiguring his ugly face. 
 
    “He hasn’t got the antidote, Yakumo. Don’t believe him! It’s one more ruse of this stinking hyena!” Iruki cried in fury. 
 
    “Hah! But I do have it, little wildling,” Morksen said, showing them another jar. He shook it in front of Iruki’s eyes and put it to his mouth. “Do what you were created for, Assassin, kill Lasgol, or else I’ll uncork the antidote and pour it all out. Your Masig princess has only a few more moments to live, so you decide, Assassin.” 
 
    Yakumo looked at Iruki, then at Lasgol. He tightened his grip on his black daggers. 
 
    “Wait, Yakumo,” Lasgol said in an attempt to stop him, “There has to be another way out. Killing each other while this swine enjoys the spectacle can’t be the only one. He’s right in part of what he said. I’m guided by an honor and loyalty which with every passing day I find more difficult to keep to. I can’t be blind to the cruelty of my fellow-countrymen and what they’re doing in Rogdon. They kill children and old people equally, rape helpless women, plunder whatever comes to their greedy eyes, destroy what they please… it’s a dishonor and a heavy load to bear which are undermining my soul. I’m forced to work with treacherous snakes like Morksen. And what’s all this for? The King’s orders? The Great Thoran, carrying out an unjustifiable act of revenge from his castle in the frozen mountains of Norghana? For the good of the Kingdom? Oh, I don’t think so… Every day I believe in that less and less. I don’t want to kill you, Assassin, I don’t want to cause any harm to Iruki. I don’t care whether that contradicts my orders, if it goes against what’s expected of me. Come on, Yakumo. Let’s not fight, let’s find a solution together. I know we can.” 
 
    “Kill him right now or I’ll slit her throat!” Morksen cried, touching the knife to Iruki’s neck once again. 
 
    Yakumo looked at Lasgol for a single tense moment. 
 
    And leapt on him. 
 
    Lasgol knew he could not beat the Assassin in a face-to-face fight. This man’s dark arts and ability to deliver death to his opponents were incomparable. He was too lethal. Lasgol dodged the attack and felt one of the daggers touch his shoulder. The daggers flew towards his neck in deadly arcs, at incredible speed. Lasgol defended himself, blocking with his short swords. The Assassin cut him again, this time on the cheek. Blood ran down Lasgol’s face. He would not be able to keep this up much longer. His defensive moves were a little slower each time, and Yakumo’s attacks faster and faster. 
 
    Suddenly the Assassin disappeared before his eyes, evaporating into thin air, leaving Lasgol stunned, then reappeared behind him. 
 
    Damn… 
 
    The Ranger turned to protect himself, but as he had feared, it was too late. The two black daggers danced and disarmed him; both his swords fell to the ground. 
 
    He was helpless. 
 
    Yakumo looked at him for a single moment. 
 
    “Finish him off!” yelled Morksen. 
 
    Lasgol looked at the Assassin. His black eyes were inscrutable. 
 
    A dagger slashed the air and caught him in the chest. 
 
    Lasgol fell backwards with his chest slashed open. 
 
    “Yes! Kill him! Kill him!” Morksen was euphoric. 
 
    The Assassin lunged at Lasgol and cut his chest again. 
 
    Morksen was ecstatic. 
 
    Yakumo rose slowly from Lasgol’s body and turned towards Morksen. He started to walk in his direction. 
 
    “What are you doing? Stop!” 
 
    The Assassin leapt, somersaulted in mid-air and landed behind Morksen. 
 
    The veteran did not flinch. He turned completely round and placed Iruki between himself and Yakumo. 
 
    Lasgol looked down at his chest and saw with great surprise that the deadly cuts were actually painful but superficial. Yakumo had not killed him. He looked up and saw his bow. With the speed of an expert archer he nocked it and aimed at Morksen’s head. 
 
    “If you take one more step… I’ll kill her!” Morksen said. 
 
    The Assassin stopped, looked at Lasgol and nodded. 
 
    Morksen, feeling that something was not right, turned his head back. 
 
    Lasgol’s arrow reached him squarely in his good eye and went through his skull. 
 
    “Die, you scum,” said Lasgol, passing judgment. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 
Black Sea 
 
    [image: Imagen que contiene persona, pared, interior, hombre  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta][image: Imagen que contiene mujer, ropa, persona, interior  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta] 
 
    Isuzeni, Empress Yuzumi (The Dark Lady) —East Tremia— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    _______________________________ 
 
      
 
    Isuzeni was looking out at the sea from the top of the imposing cliff. It was so high it took his breath away. Dawn was breaking, and with the first light the High Priest of the Cult of Imork waited anxiously to catch a glimpse of the blue of the sea. An ocean he could not manage to make out, although he could hear the waves breaking violently at his feet. A dense white mist was reluctant to leave and covered everything his slanted eyes could reach. 
 
    “Mist…” he said, sounding disappointed. “Where’s the glorious dawn I’m waiting for?” 
 
    “It’s a phenomenon of these lands, my lord and master,” said a voice at his right. “Here in the East morning mists are common at this time of year. It will soon lift.”  
 
    Isuzeni looked at his acolyte and nodded. 
 
    “Let’s hope so, Narmos. Is everything ready?” 
 
    “Everything is ready, my lord, exactly as you ordered.” 
 
    “You’ve served me well, Narmos. I’m very pleased, in particular with the death of Albust, the Rogdonian Ambassador.” 
 
    “I live to serve my lord,” said the Dark Priest of the Order of Imork with a submissive bow. 
 
    Isuzeni turned to look proudly at the hundred Moyuki who accompanied him as his personal guard. With those warriors of the elite of the Dark Lady’s army at his side he always felt safe and well protected. They awaited his orders attentively. They wore dark scaled armor, and their faces were covered with masks of horror. Their presence alone made the hardiest men’s hearts shrink, which was a great satisfaction to Isuzeni. 
 
    The wind whipped his face and reminded him how exposed he was up there on the cliff. He rearranged his long tunic of rich fabric, somewhat thicker than the one he usually wore, as the temperature in that land was rather lower. He wondered if he might need a coat soon. He felt a little chilly and out of place. 
 
    “Cenem, come here,” he called his other acolyte. 
 
    “Lord and master…” Cenem said, inclining his body in a long bow. 
 
    “Has the area been cleared?” 
 
    “It has, Master. There’s not a living soul for several leagues around. I took charge of it personally.” 
 
    “That pleases me. We don’t want any witnesses who might see what they shouldn’t and tell others about it later.” 
 
    “There won’t be any, my lord. I used my necromantic power to leave some watchers… as living dead…” 
 
    “Very good,” said Isuzeni. With his two powerful acolytes beside him and the Moyuki behind, he feared nothing; nobody would dare oppose them and if they did, their souls would be consumed. “I must congratulate you too. The death of Ambassador Gelbin was a great move, critical in bringing about the war.” 
 
    “Like Narmos, my brother priest, I live to serve you, my lord.” 
 
    Satisfied, Isuzeni breathed in the cold morning air, which helped him clear his mind. He watched the mist which lay on the sea, reluctant to leave. He waited patiently. He knew it would happen soon; it was a question of waiting calmly. And he was right. Little by little the mist began to vanish and Isuzeni was able to glimpse what he was awaiting so eagerly, the reason why he was on that foreign cliff on that particular dawn. Dark dots became visible beneath the mist. First just a few, hardly apparent to the eye, then several more, and finally, when the mist vanished completely, he could see them all: thousands of them, filling everywhere as far as the eyes of the High Priest could reach. 
 
    “The invasion fleet of the Empress!” he announced to his Dark Priests, filled with pride. 
 
    Isuzeni could not help but wonder at the sight. Thousands of warships and cargo ships of different sizes filled the sea until they were lost on the horizon. It was an overwhelming sight. Isuzeni was left breathless; the power of the approaching black tide was unarguable. The ships with dark hulls and black sails were decorated with the unmistakable emblem of the Dark Lady: the two curved swords crossed in bright red, blood red, the red of conquest. 
 
    “They’re coming…” Isuzeni said, unable to hide the pleasure he felt. 
 
    “Beautiful…” said Narmos, with his slanted eyes fixed on the horizon. 
 
    “And overpowering…” added Cenem. 
 
    Isuzeni was awestruck by the Dark Lady’s impressive deployment of war power. The sea itself seemed to have been taken over by an immense black tide which covered everything, scattering the waves with red drops. Seventy thousand men traveled on those ships. The biggest invasion force ever assembled. Bards would sing for generations about the day when the Eastern Sea dawned black, bearing a host of hitherto unseen size and power. Isuzeni watched the advance of the fleet; the blue of the ocean disappeared completely, corrupted by the power of the immense black fleet. 
 
    Isuzeni waited full of excitement until the first ships arrived at the shore. The beaches would soon be thronged with soldiers in red and black. 
 
    “The five city-states of the east coast will have discovered the invasion fleet by now,” Isuzeni said to his acolytes. “Have my instructions been carried out?”  
 
    “Yes, my lord. The Alliance of Free Cities won’t interfere. They guarantee us free crossing, in exchange for a payment in gold which has already been delivered,” said Narmos. 
 
    Isuzeni looked at him thoughtfully, his gaze following the line of the coast. 
 
    “Just as I’d planned. The strategy is working as I expected. How predictable these greedy rulers are. The merchant peoples and their rulers have only one thing in mind: gold. They’re not even aware of the dangers around them, blinded by their own greed. I’d already anticipated the Alliance’s response. They gain nothing from an armed conflict and far more from our payment in gold. It was a proposal they couldn’t refuse.” 
 
    “And if they betray us, my lord?” asked Cenem. “If they should attack?”  
 
    “They won’t. The five city-states have a good-sized fleet which they rule the Eastern Sea with, but their infantry is far smaller than ours. They might attack us by sea and sink part of our fleet, but once on land they won’t dare confront us. They won’t come out of their fortified cities where they feel safe. I thought of the gold payment so that they wouldn’t find the temptation of attacking us at sea too attractive, and it’s worked. Although I doubt they would have dared once they saw the size of our fleet. But the wary man is the one who reaches old age,” he ended with a smile. 
 
    “In that case, we have free crossing into Tremia,” Narmos said, looking behind him. “Or were you planning to lay siege to the city-states and take all the eastern coast, my lord?” 
 
    “It’s tempting, my sharp-witted pupil, but it’s not the Empress’s wish. We can’t dally taking the East. It would take too long to lay siege to the five city-states and conquer them. The walls which protect them are formidable, and because of their location, the lie of the land around them and the years of endless war against each other, the cities are fully prepared to stand a prolonged siege. I’ve calculated they could resist for several years. The cost of taking them in a few months, although feasible, would be too high.” 
 
    “We’d conquer all the eastern coast of Tremia, a truly rich territory and of crucial strategic importance,” said Cenem. “If we should be forced to retreat… we’ll rue not having taken the cities.” 
 
    “Very true, and that’s what we ought to do. Going into Tremia with the enemy behind, blocking the access to the sea in case of a retreat, is extremely dangerous. More than that, it’s an action I’d never carry out if these were normal circumstances. But these aren’t normal circumstances… We must hurry west; that’s what the Dark Lady wants. What we’re looking for is in the west, and that’s what we must take first, crushing whoever gets in our way. We’ll go on at a forced march, crossing the continent until we reach Rogdon. We’ll destroy everything in our way: farms, villages, towns, cities, armies… Nothing will stop us till we reach Rilentor.” 
 
    “And once we’re there, my lord?” Narmos wanted to know. 
 
    “We’ll take the whole west of Tremia, since that’s what our Lady and Empress has ordered.” 
 
    Both priests of the Cult of Imork bowed their heads in a sign of respect for their Empress and her wishes. 
 
    Isuzeni watched the first units leap onto the beach. They took possession with military efficiency, securing it for the great landing which followed. He breathed deep and proclaimed: 
 
    “Let this continent of little men with round eyes and sharp noses tremble! Soon, very soon, it’ll be ours. Nothing will contain the devastating power of the Empress Yuzumi, who like a storm of hurricane winds will raze all Tremia to the ground. Nothing will survive.” 
 
    As he thought of his Mistress and the conviction which guided her, Isuzeni knew that seas of blood were on the verge of flooding the fertile lands of Tremia. It seemed almost unreal to him that he was finally in the great continent. He had known the day would come, he had known it for quite a while, but to find himself there, standing on that faraway land, was like a dream. He bent over and touched the ground with his hands. The day has arrived. After so long… the omens are coming true, one after another… There is no more doubt. Our Destiny claims us with invisible but unbreakable bonds. We shall face it. The Dark Lady wants to conquer that destiny for herself, and that is what we shall do.  
 
    Isuzeni remembered, as if it had been the day before, the moment it had all started. It was the day chosen to celebrate Yuzumi’s eighth birthday. The little girl had been at the Temple less than a year. At that time Isuzeni was no more than a humble Dark Priest of the Cult and had been assigned to her as her tutor. During her stay the little girl had manifested her great power, and the high-ranking Priests of the Cult of Imork, deeply impressed by what they had seen in Yuzumi, wished to know the potential such a special child could reach. 
 
    For this reason they decided to take her to the Oracle, the one who with his power was capable of seeing the future, even the destiny of certain individuals if the gods saw fit. The Oracle dwelt retired from the world at the Temple of the Future, built on the top of a mountain where snow reigned all year around, known as the Peak of Dreams. The temple was built of such a white marble that it was said to reflect the thoughts and dreams of men. There they took the girl. The journey was long and arduous, but they reached the temple at last. 
 
    Isuzeni doubted whether the Oracle would receive them. It was well known by everyone in Toyomi that the Great Oracle only saw kings and great lords of the continent, and even them not always. He was a man who did not wish to be disturbed; he spent his life in contemplation, indifferent to the wishes, greed and dreams of men. He was a very special man, so much so that a Great Oracle was only born every three generations, so exquisite and rare was his Gift. It was a Gift which allowed him to read the future of anyone, anyone except a single person, the Oracle himself. It was the wise way in which Nature balanced such incredible power. No Oracle could ever see his own future, and in that way he could not use his Gift to alter it. The Great Oracle was both blessed and cursed by his unequaled power. 
 
    Surprisingly, he accepted seeing the little girl, most likely given the influence of the Cult and the gold the group of leaders accompanying them had presented. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid, little one. This is a wise man. He won’t hurt you,” Isuzeni had told her, to put her at her ease. 
 
    The truth was that the old man’s appearance was terrifying, particularly for a little girl of eight. His hair was long and albino, the right side of his face was horribly burnt and his eyes had been gouged out to enhance his visionary power. Because of this, he never left that place among the clouds. 
 
    “Why have we come here, Isuzeni? What does this old man want?” the girl had asked uneasily. 
 
    “Don’t you worry, Yuzumi, nothing bad will happen to you. This is the Great Oracle, and he’s going to read your future, your destiny.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to. I want to go back home. Let’s go home, Isuzeni,” Yuzumi had begged. 
 
    Isuzeni looked at his superiors of the Cult. They shook their heads firmly. 
 
    “It will only be a moment, little one.” 
 
    The old man came up to Yuzumi and placed his hands on her head. A sepulchral silence filled the main hall of the temple. The Oracle seemed to enter a mystical trance; his limbs stiffened and his body arched backwards, as if in a death rigor. Isuzeni feared that the old man’s frail body might break in two from such tension, like a thin twig of a tree. Isuzeni watched him in awe. But Yuzumi did not seem altered with what was going on. 
 
    The old man raised his head and his empty eyes looked, unseeing, toward the marble ceiling of the temple. 
 
    “I feel power… a great power… I can see it. Incontestable… The power in this girl is enormous… and it will grow… it will develop… into an unstoppable force…” he said in such a deep voice that it seemed to come from the deepest and remotest abysses of the continent. 
 
    The leaders of the Cult nodded their approval. Isuzeni knew that this was pleasing them and giving them great satisfaction: greater power and glory for the Cult of Imork. 
 
    “Yet I see two destinies in the future of this little girl, very different…” The Oracle went on, with his head still back and his white hair hanging in the air as he held the little girl’s head in this unusual mystical trance. “The first destiny is one of Glory. This girl will triumph, she will conquer the whole continent… all of Toyomi… but that is not all, she will reach much further… she will conquer the great continent beyond the seas. Kingdoms and nations will fall before her power, kings and emperors will bend before her and grant her victory. Her power will be incontestable, nobody will be able to hold her back, and all who dare confront her will suffer a cruel death. She will become the most powerful woman in the known world and will reign without opposition. This is the vision of the first destiny: the destiny of Glory.” 
 
    Whispers of approval were heard again from the group of Cult leaders. 
 
    “Yet… the second destiny… shows us the end of this little girl’s life soon after reaching her twenty-seventh spring… it is the Destiny of Death.” 
 
    On hearing that, Yuzumi reacted for the first time. She looked at the entranced Oracle with her black eyes. 
 
    “She will die on a battlefield, on the great continent, beyond the seas…” 
 
    “Why will I die?” Yuzumi asked the Oracle with a voice so calm that the blood froze in Isuzeni’s veins. 
 
    “That is what destiny shows me. The reasons are impossible for me to decipher.” 
 
    “I don’t want to die,” said Yuzumi, as if becoming aware that what was at stake was her own life. 
 
    “I can only tell what I see, and that is what has been revealed to me.” 
 
    “I don’t want to die,” Yuzumi repeated, looking more somber. 
 
    “One of the paths leads to glory and absolute power, the other to death. Your actions will be what determine what leads you to one or the other, my child.” 
 
    “I’m not going to die,” Yuzumi insisted with a dangerous gleam in her eyes. 
 
    “I can tell you no more,” the old man said. 
 
    “I don’t believe you. What else do you see?” Yuzumi demanded in a tone so harsh it did not allow any doubt in the answer. 
 
    “Yuzumi… the Great Oracle is a wise man, he sees nothing more…” Isuzeni put in, trying to calm her. 
 
    “What else do you see?” she demanded again, but this time Isuzeni saw the girl’s power come to life. A flash as dark as jet ran through Yuzumi’s body, and a black cloud enveloped the old man. 
 
    Isuzeni tried to intervene. “Stop, Yuzumi!” he ordered amid the cries of surprise and fear from the leaders of the Cult. “Stop her!” they cried. 
 
    The Oracle arched his back even further, and his face showed acute pain. 
 
    “Tell me what you see,” Yuzumi demanded, increasing the power of the spell she held over the Oracle. 
 
    “Marked… I see the Marked… aagh… he is who will kill you… aagh…” 
 
    “Marked? Who’s that?” 
 
    “He will… be born… aagh… this summer… in Tremia…” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Aagh… in… aagh… the West…” 
 
    “How will I find him?” 
 
    “Aagh… his power… will be… as great as yours…” 
 
    “Stop, Yuzumi, you’ll kill him!” demanded Isuzeni. 
 
    “What do you see, old man?” 
 
    “A Skull… aagh… an object of power… the premonition reveals… the fate which awaits you… aagh… stop, girl… aagh… you’re consuming me…” 
 
    Isuzeni grabbed Yuzumi’s shoulders and pulled hard, breaking the spell. 
 
    The Oracle fell to the ground in a faint. Isuzeni ran to his side, knelt down and held his head delicately. His face appeared mummified; all life had been sucked out of him. 
 
    “She’s… stolen my… life… her power is enormous… and her ambition infinite… She’ll bring death wherever she goes… to all her eyes fall on… to all her fingers touch…” With a deep sigh, the Great Oracle departed. 
 
    Sadly, Isuzeni considered one of the great contradictions: the one who could see the destiny of others had been cursed by being unable to foretell his own. In some way the universe itself balanced those extremes of power which were themselves unbalanced. The old man never even imagined that this little girl would be the cause of his death. The loss of the Oracle was irreparable for all Toyomi. 
 
    “Why, Yuzumi?” Isuzeni asked her in dismay. 
 
    “I shall not die,” she replied, unmoved. 
 
    “She has killed the Oracle! What a disgrace! She must be punished!” cried the leaders of the Cult in outrage. 
 
    And punished she was. Yet the punishment, although severe, left her as indifferent as had draining the life of the Oracle. As would happen in turn when years later she did away with the leaders of the Cult and assumed power. 
 
    The Dark Lady was born that day, the day she killed the Oracle who had seen her destiny. And nothing would ever stop her. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    From that moment on, the Dark Lady’s compulsive obsession had been to find the Marked and the Skull of Destiny. The second was already in her possession. An Object of Power which Isuzeni craved for himself, for the incredible advantage of knowing the future, and most particularly his own. Although he had to admit that in his Mistress’s case, the Skull had done nothing but show what the Oracle had already foretold. And worse still, the vision projected by the Skull had turned Yuzumi’s greatest fear into a reality that was almost tangible. It was one thing to know that one’s destiny might end in death, a very different one to witness it over and over again, trying to pick out the slightest hint which might provide the means to prevent it from happening. Isuzeni wondered whether it would not drive his Mistress crazy. She had witnessed the Premonition so many times that her obsession with preventing it might very easily turn into insanity… But it was best not to think about that…  
 
    The truth was that the Skull’s premonitions, which at first were no more than a vague echo of the Oracle’s, had materialized into a concrete vision, each time more exact and revealing. With it they had managed to close in on the Marked, but he had miraculously managed to slip between their fingers. 
 
    Until then. 
 
    He could no longer hide from the Dark Lady. The Great Empress was landing on the beach at that moment, and Isuzeni watched her in wonder. Surrounded by her personal guard of Moyuki and an aura of undeniable power which enveloped her, she advanced unstoppably. Behind her followed her army of seventy thousand men, who would take the whole West of Tremia and turn over every stone until they found the Marked and killed him. 
 
    The Premonition would not be fulfilled. 
 
    He had no possible escape, he or however many were with him. 
 
    The moment has arrived, the moment of achieving the Dark Lady’s Destiny of Glory and burying the Destiny of Death forever. 
 
    A strange feeling came over Isuzeni, and he shivered. He looked around in surprise, trying to find where it had come from. It must be the wind, he thought. The climate is different in this land, and I’m not used to it. He looked at the armies disembarking and when he did he felt that strange sensation again. No, it isn’t the wind, this has an arcane origin. Magic is being used around me, somewhere very close to me. 
 
    “Beware!” he said to his two Dark Priests. 
 
    Both tensed at once and took hold of their skulls, the objects of power which helped them to enhance their death spells. Isuzeni preferred to use his staff; the power in it was greatly superior to that of the skulls. 
 
    “Can you feel it?” Isuzeni asked, looking at the sky and closing his eyes. 
 
    His acolytes imitated him. 
 
    “Yes, Master, I feel magic… But I can’t tell where it’s coming from,” Cenem said. 
 
    “It’s not here, Master, I feel it far away, being invoked in a very distant place. It can’t hurt us,” said Narmos. 
 
    Isuzeni raised his staff above his head and made several circular movements as he cast a spell. 
 
    “We’re being spied upon, that’s what’s happening,” he said, deeply troubled. 
 
    “Spying?” said Narmos. “Who, Master? Nobody knows we’re here.”  
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough,” Isuzeni said. “I’ll cast a spell of great power to follow the trace of this magic to its source. Let’s see who is being so curious… next we’ll find whoever it is, and they’ll die.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Amtoko —Norriel Territory— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    At that same moment, at the other end of the continent, in the highlands of the West, a woman with a face lined like parchment and silver hair raised her hands and conjured in haste in a hidden cave. 
 
    “By the three goddesses, let the vision vanish without leaving a trace!” Amtoko exclaimed, and immediately cast a spell with ancient words of power. 
 
    “Only just, Missie, only just!” snorted Amtoko, shaking her arms. 
 
    The panther growled in reply to her mistress. 
 
    “This man with the slanted eyes is very powerful, very powerful indeed. He felt us watching, and it takes a great amount of power to manage that. I hope I stopped the spell in time and that he wasn’t able to track us here. No, he wouldn’t have had time, I’m sure. Otherwise…” 
 
    The panther went up to her and roared, as if to make it plain that she would defend her from that man and all evil. 
 
    “I know, my faithful friend, I know you’ll protect me. But we face great dangers, dangers unlike any other we’ve ever fought against.” 
 
    She looked around at her secret chamber inside the great cavern which was her home. Age-old runes decorated the walls, together with bearskins and skulls of different wild animals. She lowered her gaze and looked at the representation of the three Norriel goddesses engraved on the floor, presiding over that most sacred of places where Amtoko carried out her most secret rituals. There, under the protection of the Goddesses, she was safe from all evil. They would never find her —or would they? 
 
    She looked into the small pool of black water she was leaning over: the Mirror of Visions. Its surface, which until moments before had seemed a great mirror and which she had been using to spy on the enemy, using her most precious power, clairvoyance, was now once again the surface of a pool. As long as she did not use it they would not be able to find her. But the enemy would be now paying attention to her magic. Amtoko knew that. She would have to keep her wits about her, or else the slant-eyed sorcerers would locate her. 
 
    She pondered about what she had just witnessed in the Pool of Visions and she was frightened, so frightened that it made her soul shrink. What she had feared so deeply and had been praying would not happen, was already there. Endless evil, the same evil which was bringing infinite suffering and which was searching for Komir to kill him, had arrived in Tremia, was landing at that precise moment with an unstoppable host on the coasts of the far east. The horror that yearned to conquer the world and subject it to its maleficent power, sinking it into darkness and absolute terror, was already in Tremia. 
 
    It’s coming. This evil will soon flood over us, bringing unfathomable pain and horror to all peoples, including ours. The Norriel are in deadly danger.  
 
    A spasm of terror ran through Amtoko’s frail body, but the Silver Witch recovered after a moment. She patted her beloved panther and overcame her fear. 
 
    “It’s time to act, my friend. We must do whatever is in our hands to deny the evil this destiny craves. As long as I live, I’ll fight for my people. I won’t let it destroy us, I won’t allow it.” 
 
    “Norriel we are, and Norriel we shall die,” 
 
    The panther roared, catching the fighting spirit of her mistress. 
 
    “And the first thing we must do is warn Komir. His destiny is already here and is coming to find him. To kill him.”  
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Darkness and evil have arrived in Tremia, bringing endless suffering and sorrow. An unstoppable host has landed on the coasts of the East. Yuzumi, the Dark Lady, Empress of the continent of Toyomi, has come at last. In order to avoid the Premonition, the fateful destiny that haunts her, she intends to personally kill the Marked and everyone else with him. She brings devastation, pain and death like they have never been seen before. She has come conquer, and rule the world. Nothing will stop her.  
 
    Manipulated by Isuzeni, the three great kingdoms of Tremia are already at war, and unaware of the Dark Lady’s arrival. Rogdon has been invaded, the Norghanians have taken the Fortress of the Half Moon on the eastern frontier and are advancing towards Rilentor, the Rogdonian capital.  From the south, the Noceans have taken Silanda and now their greedy eyes are also set on Rilentor. Both conquering armies are in a race to be the first to lay siege on the capital. The Rogdonians are fighting desperately for survival. They are forced to make their last stand defending Rilentor. 
 
    Komir learns from Amtoko that the time has arrived for him to follow his destiny. He understands now that the lives of thousands are at stake. A red tide of blood is marching over Tremia, and a devastating darkness is going to devour the entire continent. Komir must stop it, using his Gift, which he now fully accepts and welcomes. Following Amtoko’s guidance he goes to meet his destiny. Komir, Hartz and Kayti join Aliana, Asti, and Kendas. They realize they share the same path, in a way the same destiny. The Ilenian medallions show them the way, and they follow it. They cross the infernal deserts, and find the Temple of Fire. Asti, becomes a new Bearer as she is chosen to bear the Medallion of Fire. 
 
    Meanwhile, Yakumo goes searching for Iruki with Lasgol in pursuit. Iruki is trying to save her people from an epidemic that will kill them all. Lindaro, now recovered and eager to unravel the secrets of the Ilenians, joins forces with a new unexpected ally: Sonea the Librarian. The very driven young scholar has been expelled from the Great Library of Erenal, for tampering with Ilenian magic, and calls on Lindaro. During the persecution they find the Temple of Air and Sonea becomes the fifth Bearer as the Medallion of Air chooses her. The paths of these five cross at the Thousand Lakes. 
 
      
 
    And the five medallions have found their Bearers: 
 
    Komir: Medallion of Ether. 
 
    Aliana: Medallion of Earth. 
 
    Iruki: Medallion of Water. 
 
    Asti: Medallion of Fire. 
 
    Sonea: Medallion of Air. 
 
      
 
    Komir and Haradin meet. 
 
    The Dark Lady and her army arrive. 
 
      
 
    Two paths, intertwined, directing towards one Destiny. 
 
    The path of the Ilenians. 
 
    The path of the Dark Lady.  
 
    One final Destiny. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Do you want to know how the great adventure ends?  
 
    Then keep reading to find out. 
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    —Rilentor, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    Komir walked down the aisle of the stately Throne Hall, following Haradin, who was leading the way with Aliana at his side. The room was graceful, but with a certain aura of sobriety. The whole city of Rilentor had given him the same impression: grand and elegant yet avoiding the extremes of showiness. Komir had been awed by the spectacle of the capital of the Kingdom of Rogdon, not only for its beauty but for its size and number of inhabitants. Silanda had already impressed him with its size and beauty, but Rilentor was in every way a city of Kings, splendid and regal. 
 
    When the group had arrived from the Egia Lighthouse, they found a city simmering with activity, preparing for the inevitable confrontation to come. In front of the walls the remaining forces of the battered army of Rogdon were regrouping and taking on supplies. The officers were organizing new regiments with the men who had been arriving from all regions of Rogdon during the last few weeks. Soldiers, mercenaries, peasants, fishermen, men from the mountains: all were enlisted on arrival if they were over fifteen and could wield a weapon. King Solin had ordered a levy of all able men for the final defense of the capital, and the King’s orders were carried out without exception. Any man who refused and any deserter who was captured was immediately executed. King Solin did not tolerate cowardice, or treason. 
 
    It was said in the streets that Prince Gerart, with a masterly ruse, had saved the lives of five thousand men in Silanda: men who were now proudly defending the great outer wall of Rilentor. The blue and silver standards filled the battlements of the great wall. Komir wondered whether they would manage to gather together enough manpower to confront what was on its way. After what he had seen in Silanda, and given the size of the Nocean army, he had the feeling that sadly, they would not.  
 
    It was practically impossible to make any progress through the crowd of Rogdonians who had taken refuge in the capital, fleeing the devastating war. Komir and the group had taken nearly half the morning to reach the royal castle, such was the state of the busy thoroughfares and byways. While they made their way through the crowds, they had been party to all kinds of rumors and gossip which the frightened citizens let fly. One piece of news which had worried Komir spoke of an army of sixty thousand Norghanian Invincibles of the Snow coming from the west. For the sake of all those unfortunate refugees, Komir did not want to give credit to the rumor. 
 
    He brushed these thoughts from his mind as he went on down the aisle of the Throne Hall. He heard Hartz clear his throat behind him and turned his head covertly to look at the big fellow. He was walking beside Kayti, contemplating the royalty of the hall with an awed look on his face. The walls were decorated with rich tapestries in blue and silver, along with murals of epic battles of the past. Hartz could not take his eyes off them as they walked, and even Kayti tugging at his arm could not manage to bring him out of his bemusement. Behind them Kendas and Asti, smiling, brought up the rear on the crimson rug. 
 
    Why Haradin had insisted on all of them accompanying him to the hearing with King Solin was a mystery to Komir. On the other hand, the Mage was very sparing with words and could be extremely reserved when he so chose. No matter how much Komir had insisted on knowing why he had said they knew each other, and how he came to know the names of his parents, he had only managed a when the time is right, Komir, you must be patient. Patient? After all they had been through. This Mage, however powerful he might be, had better tell him everything he knew. He had not wanted to press the issue at the Temple of Ether out of respect for Aliana, but now he needed answers and he would have them, King’s Battle Mage or not. 
 
    They reached the throne, and Haradin stopped. Komir identified their Majesties King Solin and Queen Eleuna at once, sitting in two regal thrones of carved wood and lush velvet with fine golden embroidery. At the foot of the throne stood a young man with blond hair, tall and broad-shouldered, and an old gaunt man with white hair. Komir wondered who they might be. The young man wore full armor with a silver cuirass embossed with gold. From his shoulders hung an elegant blue cape with the emblem of Rogdon. Among so many Royal Guards, nobles in armor and colors of the Kingdom of Rogdon, Komir felt totally out of place. 
 
    Suddenly the young man broke with protocol and ran towards them, towards Aliana… 
 
    “Aliana!” 
 
    “Gerart!” 
 
    “You’re alive!”  
 
    The young man gathered the Healer into an embrace, which Komir noticed she returned heartily. 
 
    “A happy reunion, I can see,” Haradin said with a broad smile. 
 
    “I thought I’d lost you, Aliana… I thought… I’d never see you again…” 
 
    “And I was afraid something might have happened to you, Gerart.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re here, Aliana, it’s a miracle!” 
 
    The Healer smiled at the Prince. 
 
    “Will you ever forgive me, Aliana?” Gerart said, holding her by the arms, trying to keep his gaze steady, but without success. 
 
    “We’re alive, Gerart. That’s what really matters.” 
 
    Gerart shook his head, looking crestfallen. 
 
    “Will you be able to forgive me, abandoning you in the Usik forests that fateful day? I’ll never forgive myself.” 
 
    Aliana looked into the Prince’s eyes and said: 
 
    “I have nothing to forgive, Gerart, Prince of Rogdon. You did what you had to do. For honor, for service to your country, saving Haradin’s life was a state priority. Don’t regret your decision, it was the right one, and I want you to know that I understand and respect it.” 
 
    “And this Mage is grateful from the bottom of his heart.” Haradin said to Gerart with a deep bow. 
 
    “Kendas found me, and we managed to escape from the Usik,” Aliana said, indicating the Lancer. 
 
    The Prince turned to Kendas and greeted him affectionately. 
 
    “My friend, how glad I am to find you safe and sound. You’ve brought her back, as you said you would that ill-fated day by the river.” 
 
    “Your Highness,” Kendas said, bowing his head in respect. 
 
    There was a touch of annoyance on Gerart’s face when he noticed Asti. “And this Usik?”  
 
    “She helped us escape, her own people are after her. She’s now one of us, your Highness.” 
 
    “Her name is Asti, and she’s a true friend.” Aliana said. 
 
    Gerart looked at the Usik girl for a moment. There was distrust in the Prince’s face, but he did not say anything. 
 
    “Your Highness…” Kendas began. 
 
    “Go ahead, Kendas, speak freely,” the Prince said. 
 
    “Lomar… Is he in your service? Is he all right?” 
 
    On hearing that name the Prince’s expression changed at once, and a shadow of deep sorrow crossed his face. 
 
    “I very much fear, my friends, I have bad news,” he said in a broken voice. “Lomar fell in the defense of the Pass of the Half Moon,”  
 
    “Oh, no! Lomar, no…!” Aliana cried, and burst into tears. Haradin put an arm round her, trying to comfort her. 
 
    Gerart put his hand on Kendas’ shoulder. The Lancer controlled his grief with an effort. 
 
    “He died like a Rogdonian hero, and as such he will be remembered. You have my word. Were it not for his courage and determination Haradin and I wouldn’t be here today. We owe him our lives. His behavior was of unparalleled heroism. He died in my arms. A Royal Lancer to the end, a hero, and above all a great friend. I’ll never forget him, ever.” 
 
    “Neither will I, your Highness,” Kendas said, holding back tears with difficulty. 
 
    Gerart embraced the Lancer, sharing the pain they felt at the loss. 
 
    A solemn silence of sorrow and respect filled the hall. 
 
    “Your Highness, his Majesty awaits, and state matters cannot be delayed…” said the frail old man with snow-white hair. 
 
    “My son has forgotten that protocol must always be followed at Court,” King Solin said, looking at Gerart reproachfully. 
 
    “Excuse me, father, I allowed myself to be carried away by surprise. You are right, as is the wise Urien.” Gerart went back to the old man’s side. 
 
    As he passed Aliana the Prince glanced at her. She returned the glance, but then looked away as if ashamed. This small but significant detail did not go unnoticed by Komir’s observant eyes. 
 
    “You requested a hearing with the King,” His Majesty said to Haradin, “and I have granted it, my Battle Mage. To what do we owe this meeting you have requested so urgently?” 
 
    Komir watched the King of the Rogdonians with curiosity. He was a powerful, broad-shouldered man, with long dark hair in which a few silver streaks could be made out. Although he was seated, he gave Komir the impression of being very tall. His eyes were chestnut-brown, intense, with lightning in their gaze. He seemed an extraordinary warrior, a charismatic leader. Komir wished he could have seen him fight. 
 
    “Thank you, your Majesty. I know the situation of the kingdom is critical and that a thousand tasks await you, my Lord, but what I wish to say is important, and I feel that you should be informed of it.” 
 
    “I trust my Battle Mage completely. We’ve known each other for years and you’ve never disappointed me, my friend, not once. Your power and your intelligence are one of our greatest assets against the enemies of Rogdon; so they have always been. The Kingdom owes much to you, and I fear that in the days to come much of Rogdon’s future will fall upon your shoulders. I have absolute confidence that we’ll come out victorious once again, with your power and wisdom, my friend.” 
 
    “Thank you, your Majesty, I thank you for those words with all my heart.” 
 
    “Haradin, you come before us with a truly picturesque group of people. It’s been years since this hall has hosted such variety,” Queen Eleuna said, looking them over one by one. Komir was enchanted by the delicate beauty of the lady. It was as if a sublime aura enveloped her. Her hair fell half-way down her back, golden as the sun, straight and soft as silk. Her eyes were blue as the sea. 
 
    “Indeed, your Majesty. Two Norriel, a Healer, a Usik, a Lancer and a Knight from Irinel accompanying your humble servant. And it is precisely for this that I requested this hearing. It’s no chance at all which has brought together such an unusual and disparate group of individuals. In fact, chance had nothing to do with it. Behind it is a very powerful force which we mustn’t cease to watch, a force which might have the greatest significance for the survival or demise of the Kingdom.” 
 
    “You’ve lost me, my good Mage, what force are you referring to?” Counselor Urien asked. 
 
    “All-powerful Fate,” Haradin replied. 
 
    King Solin shifted uneasily in his throne. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean by that, Haradin, but I certainly don’t have any time for riddles and even less for fate. Leaders create their destiny and forge it with steel and blood. Of that I can assure you, my friend.” 
 
    “Indeed, your Majesty, you are correct. But let me tell you what has already happened, since it is of enormous importance, and you should know of it.” 
 
    “As you wish, Haradin. But remember that patience is not one of the King’s virtues.” 
 
    Haradin nodded and looked at Aliana. 
 
    “Would you be so kind as to tell his Majesty King Solin all about the incredible adventure you’ve just been through? Please.” 
 
    Aliana looked back at Haradin uncertainly. 
 
    “Go ahead, my dear, it’s crucial that his Majesty should know all the facts.” 
 
    A little nervous, Aliana began to tell the story of all that had happened to them, including what Komir had told her of the Norriel group’s adventures. The tale captivated all those present, as if the best bard of all the kingdoms were narrating the story of an epic adventure. Aliana explained in detail all the events, dangers, fights and discoveries they had shared. The royal family could not take their eyes off the Healer; even old Urien was barely able to breathe, so intensely was he following the story. Finally, Aliana told them of the journey through the portals and the meeting with Haradin. When she finished, a silence of absolute disbelief and awe filled the hall. 
 
    King Solin was the first to speak. 
 
    “What you have told here, young Healer, you must never repeat again, nor you, Royal Lancer. That information must not leave these walls.” His gaze turned to the others. “I ask the same of the rest. I am not your King, and for that reason you owe me neither obedience nor royal respect. But mark my words well: if you wish to save innocent lives, repeat nothing of this to anybody else. If it were to reach enemy ears…” 
 
    The members of the group looked at each other without saying a word. 
 
    “When my son came back from Usik territory and told me what had happened, including the discovery of the Ilenian Temple of Earth, I must admit I didn’t believe it could be true. But when you awoke at last, Haradin, you convinced me it was. What has been said here today, what these young people have experienced, is so unlikely that there must be some powerful motive behind it which we still don’t understand. That much I know. In the same way that I know that this knowledge must not fall into the hands of the enemy.” 
 
    “We must be cautious and hide these discoveries from the world,” Urien said. “Haradin, might we use it in our favor in the coming battle? We have so little chance of surviving…” 
 
    Haradin took a couple of steps forward with his hands clasped behind his back, considering his reply. He stopped in front of the throne and addressed the King. 
 
    “I have no idea how we might take advantage of what we’ve discovered so far. It was only yesterday that I found out about all this. I need time to study the implications, my Lord. But I can confirm with absolute certainty the importance of having found three of the secret Ilenian temples, and the medallions which the young Chosen bear.” 
 
    King Solin stood up. 
 
    “Time is a luxury we don’t have, Haradin. The Norghanians are ravaging the east of the Kingdom and will soon be here. The Noceans are regrouping their troops in Silanda and will presently be marching in our direction. We have less than two weeks. I’ve summoned all able-bodied men here. Rilentor will be under siege by two hosts so numerous that they’ll stretch as far as the eye can see, not a speck of Rogdonian land for leagues around will be unmarked by enemy boots. The invading tide will flood every corner. Norghanian banners to the north and west and Nocean emblems covering the south: the sight will eat at the hearts of all Rogdonians behind the wall of Rilentor. This is our last desperate stand. Resist or die. And we shall resist! Rogdonians we are and here we shall resist, to the last man!” 
 
    Gerart looked at his father, pride shining in his eyes. 
 
    “Haradin, you have three days to decide which course to follow. Meanwhile we’ll close diplomatic contacts and prepare the city for the inevitable final siege. I have to try to convince the highland tribes to help us. The rest of our allies don’t dare come out in our favor. Damned cowards!” 
 
    Hearing this, Komir’s interest was stirred. 
 
    “The Norriel, will they support Rogdon?” he asked the King. 
 
    “Your people have not spoken yet,” Urien said. 
 
    “I’ll summon them,” said Solin. “But if they haven’t spoken yet, I fear they won’t come to our aid. As to you, consider yourselves my guests.” 
 
    The Queen rose. 
 
    “Urien, please make sure that adequate lodgings are prepared for our guests, here in the palace. They’ll need washing, appropriate clothes and food. Their present state is a clear indication of the many trials they have endured. Let us do all we can so that they recover their strength and feel comfortable in our midst,” she said, and her smile was like a blessing. 
 
    “By all means, your Majesty,” the Counselor replied. “So it shall be done.”  
 
    The Queen turned to Aliana, who looked at her with surprise. “Young Healer, all the other Healers of the Order of Tirsar, have moved to the capital to help the victims of this war. Their help and efforts to alleviate the pain which this pitiless war inflicts upon us are invaluable. Your sisters are working day and night, alleviating the suffering of those wounded and sick. They are a blessing from the heavens.” 
 
    “Thank you for your kind words, your Majesty,” Aliana said. “It’s our duty, we live to heal those who need it. It’s our calling.”  
 
    “I can’t find the words to express my thanks for all your Order is doing for the Kingdom.” 
 
    “Are they all here? Sorundi too, the Mother Healer of the Order?” 
 
    “Yes, all of them, she’s here too. She’s… tending to a very important patient… very gravely wounded… I pray for him all day…” 
 
    Aliana stared at her, deeply touched. 
 
    The Queen looked at her husband, but he remained silent. 
 
    “You’d better go and see her… Sorundi will explain the situation. Perhaps… perhaps you’ll be able to help… as you did with my son Gerart when he was poisoned. Although the case is very different…” the Queen said with tears welling up in her eyes. 
 
    “By all means, your Majesty,” Aliana said, and bowed. 
 
    “Gerart, take the Healer to the Mother of her Order,” the Queen said. 
 
    Nobody spoke for a moment, and a heavy silence fell on the hall. 
 
    “In three days we shall decide how to proceed,” the King stated, his eyes on Haradin, “You may go now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Night was falling over the Western Tower, the place which Haradin considered his home away from his true home, there in the capital of the kingdom. The tower rose regally, adjacent to the imposing Royal Castle with its six round towers. The Mage’s tower, as opposed to the royal ones, was narrower and darker, as if the mystical arts Haradin practiced inside it had blackened it with the passing of time, whereas those of the Royal Castle remained spotless, to delight the eyes of anyone who looked at them. Nonsense, he thought, and went up the winding stone staircase to the highest and narrowest part of the tower: the pigeon-loft.  
 
    It was not exactly a pigeon-loft in the strictest meaning of the word, even though that was what it had originally been prepared as. Here rested those very special creatures, bred to travel the sky and fly in search of very specific and unique destinations. He went up to one of the birds and carefully took off the leather hood which covered its head. The enormous white falcon looked at its master and the surroundings with quick movements of eyes and head. Haradin always felt wonder at the sight of these singular birds. They were bigger than a royal eagle, and their plumage was as white as a dove’s. But they belonged to the falcon family. They were unequalled hunters and equally outstanding as messengers. A very special mastery was required to train them, but the Watchers had been doing this in secret for centuries. 
 
    “It’s time to find your Keeper,” he whispered to the great bird. 
 
    Carefully he fastened the message to its right leg and loosened the leather cord which tethered the bird to its wooden perch. The intelligent bird stepped onto Haradin’s wrist and waited. The Mage walked out onto the elevated balcony and breathed the night air as he watched the sky. 
 
    “Take wing,” he whispered, and launched it from his arm. The falcon soared into the air and disappeared in the darkness. 
 
    Haradin repeated the process with four other falcons. 
 
    He had to make his brothers, the Keepers of the Enigma, come back. He needed them here to help him control the very difficult situation which was developing. Three of the Chosen, of the Bearers, had come to his door: unbelievably, unexpectedly. What was unfolding was serious… very serious. Haradin watched the last of the falcons into the distance, hoping they would all make it safely to their destinations. He needed the Keepers with him. What he had feared so much was beginning to happen. Worry had been eating at his stomach for a long time, knowing as he did what was to come. It was a future, a destiny, as black as the soul of a demon. 
 
    A strange sensation which he immediately identified put him on his guard. He tensed and held his staff firmly. He felt magic: powerful, very close. It was as if someone had thrown a rock into a still pool, the pool of energy within him. The disturbing waves which resulted were unmistakable. 
 
    “Only a brave man or a fool would dare trouble a Mage in his tower in the middle of the night,” Haradin said without turning round. “Which one are you, Komir?”  
 
    “Both,” the young man replied, with a cold voice. 
 
    Haradin turned and saw Komir appear, crouching amid the shadows of the pigeon-loft. 
 
    “I don’t know how you managed to fool the Royal Guard and reach my rooms. It’s a real feat, young Norriel.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that hard.” 
 
    “A feat, and also a foolish act…” 
 
    “Perhaps. But you owe me answers, I need to understand.” 
 
    Haradin gave a worried sigh. The young Norriel was behaving impulsively and rashly. 
 
    “Komir, I owe nothing to no one.” 
 
    “Don’t try to play games with me, Mage,” Komir said, “I know you have crucial information and I need to know.”  
 
    “I can feel much pain inside you, Komir. 
 
    “I appreciate your concern for my wellbeing,” Komir said grimly. “But it would be better if you told me all you know.” 
 
    “It makes me sad to see the only son of Mirta and Ulis hurt like this.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare mention their names!” Komir was so distressed he put his hand on the pommel of his sword, hardly knowing he was doing so. 
 
    Haradin could see the overwhelming pain in the eyes of the young Norriel. He had to handle the situation with extreme care or there might be a very unfortunate accident: an accident which they would both regret. 
 
    Haradin turned his right wrist, and on the palm of his hand there appeared a burning flame. 
 
    Komir took a step back, and his medallion gave a flash. 
 
    “I don’t mean to harm you, Komir. You know that. Listen to your heart, not the anger of pain.” 
 
    “Sure, that’s why you’ve conjured a flame…” 
 
    “No, Komir, I’ve conjured it to warn you that steel has no power over magic.” 
 
    The medallion flashed once again. 
 
    “Your medallion is warning you of the danger,” Haradin said softly. “It detects magic. But it doesn’t know what to do, because it can’t interpret the feelings of anger and doubt in your mind.”  
 
    Komir shook his head and took a deep breath, exhaling from his stomach. At once, a protective sphere rose around him. 
 
    “Very well done, Komir. You’ve managed to calm yourself, and the medallion has protected you against my magic. The power and intelligence of the Ilenians who forged such incredible magic artifacts is astounding.”  
 
    He looked for a moment at Komir and put out the flame in his hand. 
 
    Komir’s protective barrier disappeared. 
 
    “I might teach you a great deal about your Gift, and how to use that medallion which hangs at your neck…” 
 
    “That’s not what I came here for, Haradin.” 
 
    “Answers…” 
 
    “Yes, answers. That’s what I want.”  
 
    “I suppose I can give you some,” Haradin said in a friendly tone, seeing that nothing would deter Komir. 
 
    The young man was determined, and if he did not get satisfactory answers, the situation might get out of hand, and Haradin did not want that. On the other hand, he could not tell him everything he knew: not at that moment, not in that particular place. Komir would not understand; he would put the wrong interpretation on things, and it might lead to trouble. He must be careful in choosing the replies he gave the young man. 
 
    “Why did you say we already knew each other?” 
 
    “Because it’s the truth.” 
 
    “I don’t remember ever seeing you before,” Komir said. 
 
    “You were very little then, a baby in fact. You’d just turned one-year-old when our destinies crossed.” 
 
    “You say… I was a baby? Was it you who brought me to my parents?” 
 
    “That’s right, it was me.” 
 
    “Why?” Komir, said 
 
    “Before we go on, let me offer you my most sincere condolences. Your parents’ death has been an irreplaceable loss and leaves a profound sorrow in my soul. They were two extraordinary people, with no room for anything but nobility and goodness in their hearts. I know for a fact that they loved you very much, Komir. I still find it hard to believe that I’ll never see them again in their home in the mountains.” 
 
    “Why?” Komir repeated. This time his tone was tenser. 
 
    “Mirta and Ulis were good friends of mine. We’d known each other for a long time, from my travels and expeditions to the highlands. I loved them, they always welcomed me in their home and showed me a hospitality I could never repay. They always treated me with the highest regard out of the goodness of their hearts. In those days I often roamed the Norriel lands. It was another time, and I was younger…” 
 
    Komir looked at him, frowning. 
 
    “Don’t let my appearance deceive you. I’m really quite a lot older than I look… In those days I traveled a lot in the highlands and the whole range north of your people’s domains. I also used to visit a certain Witch who lives there, for her Gift and her mystical wisdom. I still do so nowadays, when circumstances allow me to.” 
 
    “You mean Amtoko?” Komir interrupted in surprise. 
 
    “Yes, the Silver Witch, as she’s known among your people. Her Gift is as unique as it is rare. She’s been extremely useful in my search. Besides, I’d say we have a pretty good relationship. Not that I’d say we’re friends, because she’s far too unlike anyone else for that, but there’s a certain warmth and camaraderie between us… She cares for her people, her beloved Norriel, as I do for mine, the Rogdonians. We’re linked by common interests, so we help each other.” 
 
    “Tell me more about my parents…” 
 
    “As I was saying, we had a great friendship. One evening, as we were having dinner, while Ulis was fetching more wood for the fire, Mirta told me that her greatest woe in life was not being able to give Ulis a child. He had never reproached her, being a kind, honorable man, but Mirta knew it was what the highlander most wanted. And not just him: she too would have given anything to be able to raise a child. I’ll never forget that evening, that conversation. Your mother was a great woman, with an indomitable spirit. A pure Norriel matriarch. Some years later, one desperate night, you fell into my lap, so to speak. When I looked into your eyes I knew at once what to do, who I should take you to, who would raise and protect you as though you were her very own son. And that was how I came to head for the Ampar Mountains and the village of Orrio, and brought you to your parents. They were deeply happy, I can assure you of that.” 
 
    “If that’s so, then why didn’t they ever tell me anything? Why didn’t they tell anybody?” 
 
    “Because I asked them not to. It was the one condition I made when I left you with them. I made them swear they’d never reveal your origin. They gave me their word as Norriel. And they kept it.” 
 
    “But why? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Because your life was in great danger. The best way to save you was to keep your origin and whereabouts a secret. Nobody was to know where you were or else you’d die; there was a latent risk we couldn’t ignore. And Mirta and Ulis kept their word, and with it they saved your life. For the next eighteen years you were in no danger, since nobody knew where you were hidden. I visited your parents secretly on several occasions, making sure it was a time when you were not there. Their happiness at having you could not have been greater. Your parents were very proud of you, Komir, and they loved you more than their own lives. I know because they told me so. That you must know.” 
 
    Komir’s eyes moistened. 
 
    “If you knew I was in danger, if you brought me to my parents fleeing from danger, then you know who was after me. Not only that, you know who was trying to kill me, and so you know who killed my parents. Who, Haradin?” 
 
    The Mage bowed his head. 
 
    “I don’t have the answer you want, Komir.” 
 
    “Yes you do, Haradin, I know you do! Tell me!” Komir insisted. 
 
    “I never succeeded in finding out who wanted you dead. What I can tell you is that the assassins I fought were from somewhere very distant, from another continent, if my guess is correct. Hence I guess that their master, the one who ordered your death, must also have been. The assassins I defeated to save your life had slanted eyes. They belong to no known race of Tremia, and that I can tell you for sure as I’ve traveled the whole continent in my expeditions. And although there are many little-known and mysterious regions in this great territory, I never saw men with slanted eyes. That’s why I’ve always believed the threat comes from somewhere very distant. Nevertheless, my Keep… my contacts… informed me that the attack you suffered recently and the death of your parents came at the hands of men of that race, warriors with slanted eyes dressed in white tiger-skins. In some way I can’t guess, they managed to find your trail after so many years, and came back to finish what they’d left undone. Someone very powerful wants your death and has spent all these years looking for you to kill you.” 
 
    “Who!” Komir insisted again. His intense emerald green eyes fixed on Haradin’s serene grey ones. 
 
    “I don’t know, Komir. If I knew, I’d tell you. I gain nothing by hiding it from you. I too wish for justice for Mirta and Ulis, not only you. That’s why I’m offering you my help. Together we might find who it is that wants you dead, and stop him.” Haradin tried to persuade Komir of his sincerity, since what he was saying was the truth even though probably the young man would never believe him. 
 
    Komir frowned and narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Why do they want me dead?” 
 
    Haradin took a deep breath and exhaled. 
 
    “Komir, I don’t know that either. You’ll have to believe me. ‘Who’ and ‘why’ go hand in hand. If we discover one, we’ll find the other. Someone sees you as their enemy and wants to kill you at all costs. I don’t know the reason, but it must be a very powerful one.” 
 
    Haradin considered telling the young man all he knew of his destiny, but in the end he rejected the idea. There was too much at stake, thousands of lives were in danger, not just the three kingdoms at war but all the lives on the face of Tremia. He could not trust the young man with that secret; he was not ready for it. It was too risky. No, he would not tell him, at least not yet. 
 
    “Do you really want me to believe you don’t know anything about who wants to kill me and why, when you’re the one who saved me?” 
 
    “It’s not up to me whether you believe my words or not, but they are sincere,” said Haradin. “The fact that I saved you was a mere coincidence.” He pointed at Komir’s chest. “Perhaps the reason is the Ilenian medallion.”  
 
    “If it was because of the medallion they’d also be looking to kill Aliana, Asti and the other two bearers. But they’ve only come for me. Why, Haradin? Why me?” 
 
    “That, young Norriel, whether you believe it or not, I don’t know. But I’m convinced that it’s of supreme importance. What I do know, and I think you do too, Komir, is that you’re a Chosen, with a profoundly important destiny. And that destiny might be the cause of your pain and sorrow. In some way I also think it’s linked to that Ilenian medallion which hangs at your neck. It can’t be a coincidence. In fact, I’m convinced it isn’t.” 
 
    “And if it is?” 
 
    “That’s what we must find out, before it’s too late: not only for you, but for all Tremia.” 
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    Isuzeni smiled as he gazed at the spectacle of death and destruction which extended across the rolling plain. From the top of the hill, accompanied by two of his acolytes and surrounded by the hundred Moyuki who protected him, he admired the power of his Mistress’s army. Thousands of enemies lay dead on the plain, countless rivulets of warm blood came down from mounds of bodies, feeding a red river of death. 
 
    The weak in spirit looked away, since the spectacle upset their stomachs. So much blood had been shed that day that the mud was the color of wine. Huge black-feathered, white-necked vultures hovered in circles above the human remains, in hope of a banquet such as they had not enjoyed in those lands for a long time. 
 
    “The city is ours, my Lord,” General Kowasi said, bowing deeply before the High Priest. 
 
    Isuzeni looked at the general of the first army, three of whose captains were accompanying him. They all wore the same full layered armor, black as night, with on their chests the white breastplate with a red triangle: the emblem of the first army. 
 
    “Call back your troops and send in the Moyuki, they can finish off anybody still breathing. I don’t want prisoners, we mustn’t show any pity towards the enemies of the Empress.” 
 
    “So it shall be done, my Lord,” General Kowasi said, bowing. He turned and went away down towards the river. 
 
    Isuzeni looked at the conquered city below. It burned with the great flames of war. The cloak of corpses which stretched before it was nothing but the prelude to the desolation which had come to this kingdom. 
 
    Erenalia, capital of the proud, and until a few days ago flourishing, Kingdom of Erenal. 
 
    How foolish her king had been not to surrender the city and kingdom to the power of the Dark Lady. Dasleo would pay very dearly for his folly. 
 
    “General of the second army,” Isuzeni called, with his eyes fixed on the black smoke from the high part of the city which was rising to the evening sky. 
 
    General Orasi presented himself and awaited his orders with a deep bow. “Here, my Lord.” 
 
    Isuzeni looked at the blue breastplate with the red triangle, emblem of the second army. 
 
    “This fire mustn’t reach the Great Library of Bintantium. The knowledge amassed there is immense. A treasure rivaled by very few, and one I’ve had my eyes on for a long time. I want it for myself, General. Have your men make sure of it. If the Library or its contents suffer any damage, you’ll be impaled alive above the wall.” 
 
    “The Great Library will remain intact, my Lord,” the General said, his back rigid, and left at speed. 
 
    “Narmos, come here,” Isuzeni called his acolyte. 
 
    “I am here, Master. How may I serve you?” 
 
    “The Master Archivists of the Order of Knowledge, what’s become of them?” 
 
    “Some have perished, my Lord. But most have fled and taken refuge in the Thousand Lakes.” 
 
    “I’m not pleased to hear that, although of course it was to be expected. Those scholars are as valuable as the knowledge stored in the Great Library. I want to gather them all together, their minds, their knowledge, and put them to my service. Knowledge is the seed of success in life, learning the most precious good. Whoever possesses those things will be capable of dominating kingdoms. Find them and bring them to me.” 
 
    Narmos nodded. 
 
    “Cenem has gone after them, Master; he’s sure to bring them back. He took a party of Moyuki with him.” 
 
    “That might be so, but I’m not so sure he’ll manage. The Thousand Lakes are a labyrinth where it’s all too easy to get lost, and the scholars will have prepared a clear escape plan. I need my maps. Go get them.” 
 
    While Narmos obeyed his orders, Isuzeni gazed out to the west. Great forests lined the horizon, and his mind was caught at once by the vision of the first masses of blue of the eternal lakes. The Thousand Lakes… That wonder of Nature represented a logistical problem for the Dark Lady’s armies, and he had to find a solution as soon as possible. Yuzumi, Supreme Empress, would not tolerate any delay. They had to move west, towards Rogdon, now. Isuzeni had to find a pass through that maze of forests and lakes. It had to be a pass wide enough for the black army to cross and reach Usik territory, on the edge of the endless forests. That presented another problem to solve: the wild men of jade and their unfathomable forests… 
 
    Let’s face each problem separately, step by step, without fear or hesitation, using that gift the gods have blessed us with: intelligence, together with the patience of the one who knows how to wait to gather the fruits of the seed he planted, he said to himself to strengthen his resolve. 
 
    The great game was entering its most crucial phase. Before the moves might have been critical, but now every act was vital. 
 
    I will leave nothing to chance; she’s a bad traveling companion and might turn treacherous. The man who wishes to succeed in the art of war, as in any other aspect of life, must plan every step, leaving nothing to the capricious fates.  
 
    Remembering this maxim, he relaxed. Everything was going according to the meticulously-worked-out plan. Progress was good; his strategy was working. 
 
    “The maps, my Lord,” Narmos said, his arms loaded with half a dozen great rolls of parchment tied with leather strips. 
 
    Isuzeni gave them a cursory glance. He knew them in detail, he had them tattooed in his mind, he had studied them thousands of times. He could recognize them without needing to unroll them: a whitish one for the North, a yellowish one for the South, two greenish ones for the West and another two bluish ones for the East. He had spent countless hours studying those maps, planning the moves of the great game which had now led them to that moment and place in time. He selected the second of the maps of the East and opened it before his eyes. He stared at the Thousand Lakes represented on it, with the craggy forests and wooded hills which surrounded them. 
 
    “When will the scouts I sent out return?” 
 
    “It would take normal men several days to come back, but since they’re White Tigers… they’ll be here by nightfall.” 
 
    “Right, that’s good to know. I need to be sure the path I’ve traced out is perfectly viable. In any case, I’ll send a thousand men to secure the route. Foolish is the man who doesn’t foresee the next move and make sure of it. Let them be men of the third army. I trust General Yasomori.” 
 
    “At your command, my Lord.” 
 
    The rhythmic sound of drums thundering in the distance made the High Priest and his acolyte turn and look east. Isuzeni’s heart took delight in the advance of the Empress’s troops. Yuzumi was arriving at the head of three of her seven armies, and like an unstoppable swarm, thousands of black ants completely covered the green hills and made their way down towards the river. The black tide covered all, tinged with red from the standards and banners. Spellbound, Isuzeni contemplated the power of his Mistress, secretly coveting that power for himself —a wish which could never be revealed, one the mere thought of which put him at risk of losing his head. It was his impression that the black tide was devouring everything in its path, and as Isuzeni knew well, that was indeed the case. 
 
    A little before nightfall they reached Isuzeni’s war camp. In the midst of the great black tide, he identified his Empress. She was borne on the shoulders of the fifty strongest men of Toyomi, in a magnificent golden palanquin. This was so big that it had room for a dozen slave-girls who attended to each and every one of the Empress’s needs. A regiment of a thousand Moyuki surrounded their mistress, advancing in close formation. They wore their dress-armor, black as night, polished like ceremonial steel. Fearful masks covered their faces, and fixed on their backs they carried banners which rose six feet high and fluttered in the wind, red as the death they presaged. 
 
    The three armies camped east of the river. With the unequaled efficiency of an experienced, perfectly trained army, the war camps were set up with martial order and in no time: the Fifth army to the northeast, the Sixth to the southeast and the Seventh closing off the rear. Hundreds of small fires were lit a moment before the coming of twilight. Isuzeni walked across to Yuzumi’s tent, made of canvas as black as her soul, embroidered in red like the blood of those who got in her way. When he arrived he gazed back at the high part of the city, which was still burning. In the light of the flames he could make out the Moyuki finishing off the last survivors. He walked in to see his Empress. 
 
    He found her standing in the middle of the tent, surrounded by a dozen fearsome bodyguards. The light of the oil lamps bathed her in a golden gleam, underlying her unequaled beauty, a beauty as lethal as death itself. She wore her sensual, close-fitting body armor, it was like a second skin, one of curved steel. But what most impressed the experienced High Priest once again was that arresting gleam in his Mistress’ jet-black eyes, which could only mean one thing: blood and power. 
 
    “Isuzeni, bring him to me,” the Dark Lady ordered in her firm, velvet voice. 
 
    “Yes, my Lady,” the High Priest replied. He snapped his fingers towards the entrance of the tent. 
 
    A few moments later Narmos entered, carrying his conjuring axe in one hand and the skull of necromancy in the other. He was followed by two enormous Moyuki, between them dragging the semi-conscious King: Dasleo of Erenal. 
 
    “So this is the great King Dasleo, patron of the arts, great benefactor of the Order of Knowledge. Wake him up!” ordered the Dark Lady. 
 
    One of the Moyuki grabbed a pail of water from one of the servants and emptied it over the King. Dasleo came to his senses amid moans of pain. The two Moyuki raised him by his arms and the King remained hanging like a puppet. Isuzeni stared at him. This was a broken man, both in body and in spirit. 
 
    “Did you ever believe, insignificant worm, that you could stand before me? Me?” the Empress accused him. The fury in her voice was unmistakable. 
 
    King Dasleo tried to speak. 
 
    “I… I had… no choice…” 
 
    “How do you dare say such a thing? Did my heralds not deliver my proposal?” 
 
     “I couldn’t… surrender the city… you’d have killed us all…” 
 
    “You’ll never know that, you miserable little king of the mid-east. What I do want you to know before I finish with you is that by refusing you’ve condemned all your people, all your kin, to die. Your city is burning, there’s nobody left alive from your royal household, and your kingdom is nothing more than a memory.” 
 
    “No… no… my family…” stammered the king between sobs. 
 
    “Yes, I killed them all, your wife and your two sons, and let me assure you, they suffered. That’s the price to pay for those who dare to oppose me. You’ve delayed me four weeks, and time is something I don’t have now. For that I’ll make you pay for your impertinence in true agony. Nobody opposes my designs! Nobody!” 
 
    The Dark Lady drew her red steel sword and taking a step toward Dasleo, made a sweeping stroke. Isuzeni watched the defeated king’s face. His eyes opened in a mixture of surprise and pain, his stomach split open and the man’s entrails spilled out onto the floor. 
 
    “Pick them up and show them to him!” ordered the Dark Lady. 
 
    The Moyuki did so. 
 
    “Look upon them, proud King, they’re the last thing you’ll ever see.” 
 
    Dasleo, his face distorted, looked at his guts and died amid convulsions, trying to mutter something unintelligible. 
 
    “Take him away from my presence,” the Empress said disdainfully. 
 
    Isuzeni watched the proud King of Erenal being carried out. In fact, he had stood up to the Empress’s troops and done it extraordinarily well. Undoubtedly he was a master of strategy, with a truly sublime knowledge of the art of war. But alas for him, the armies under Isuzeni outnumbered his by five to one, and the arcane arts of his acolytes had helped to sway the fight. Even so, Dasleo had caused great losses, and what was even worse, had delayed the advance of the main section of the army. This had infuriated the Dark Lady. 
 
    “And the other false monarch?” demanded the Empress. 
 
    Isuzeni glanced at Narmos and nodded. His acolyte left the tent, to return a moment later, followed by a Moyuki carrying something covered with a cloth in his hands. Isuzeni stepped toward the Moyuki and pulled aside the cloth, revealing the head of Caron, King of Zangria. 
 
    “Just as you requested, my Lady: the head of the King of the Zangrians on a silver platter.” 
 
    “Hah!” Yuzumi exclaimed, in what Isuzeni took to be laughter. “You’ve made my day, High Priest. I didn’t expect you to carry out my wishes so literally.” 
 
    “I live to please you, my Lady.” 
 
    “And today you have indeed pleased me. That fiend had the audacity to kill my heralds. I hope there’s nothing left standing in his capital.” 
 
    “We burnt everything to the ground. It will still burn for days, and only ashes and rubble will still be there to be remembered.” 
 
    “And the royal family?” 
 
    “Put to the sword.” 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    “All, without exception. As you commanded, my Lady.” 
 
    “Ah! How much the news you bring pleases me. And tell me, you who are a master strategist and know the art of war better than anyone else, how is it that two kings of the mid-east, regents of prosperous and sovereign nations, didn’t unite to fight my armies?” 
 
    “Because pride is stronger than reason, my Lady. The pride of kings, their ego, doesn’t allow intelligent men, even brilliant ones, to see what is so obvious that a mere beggar would understand it. Dasleo and Caron, their royal families, had hated each other for generations. Peace, an understanding in the face of a common enemy, was something inconceivable to their proud, foolish minds. And pride always leads to man’s ruin.” 
 
    “You’re a wise man. Have you managed to save your precious Library, with all that knowledge accumulated in it? Will you be able to enjoy it?” 
 
    “Yes, my Lady. The high part of the city is still burning, the cathedral was destroyed by uncontrolled fire, but the Great Library of Bintantium, in the lower part of the city, has been spared from the burning and I’ve ordered its protection.” 
 
    The Dark Lady signaled to her guards, who took away the remains of both monarchs. 
 
    “I am pleased, Isuzeni. Now prepare my army, is time to conquer Tremia”.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Midnight Meeting 
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    —Rilentor, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
      
 
    Deeply worried, Aliana stared at the patient lying in the bed. This man was on the brink of death. His wounds were too serious… He would not recover; even all her power and that of her Sister Healers could not keep him from the implacable death which was already hovering above the body. An almost funereal silence pervaded the lordly chamber, a silence which was far from bearing any hint of good news. The healers of the Order of Tirsar had spent days caring for the feverish patient, struggling tirelessly to maintain the fragile thread of life. It was a task which required a great deal of healing power and extreme care. The most experienced Sisters were taking turns; otherwise the white bearded old man with would die. 
 
    Gerart had left her in the company of her Sisters several hours before, and she was noting the care with which they tended the patient. Seeing the Prince again had unleashed a whirlwind of feelings within her. Her pulse was galloping, her cheeks were hot, and as she had looked into the blue eyes beneath his blond hair all she had been able to do was take her leave of him with a nervous smile. 
 
    One of her Sisters went by carrying a wash basin and ointments. She said with a smile: “I’m so happy to see you, Aliana, happy you’re safe and sound. You had us so worried!”  
 
    Aliana smiled and stroked her arm. Another of the Healers, one Aliana knew very well as she had tutored her, came to her and hugged her impulsively. “How wonderful! I still can’t believe it!” 
 
    Aliana smiled at Gena, her dear pupil. “I feel the Gift is strong in you, Gena. More so than I remembered. You’ve been working on it in my absence, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Just like you taught me to, teacher,” Gena replied with a wide smile. “I’m so happy to see you! It’s a miracle!” 
 
    “How happy we all are,” Mother Healer Sorundi added, walking into the room and kissing Aliana on both cheeks like a mother. “By Helaun, Founding Mother of our Order, how worried you had us all, and how pleased we are to have you among us once again. Worry was gnawing away at us and sadness was weighing down our spirits. How wonderful to have you back safe and sound!” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother Healer. I’m very happy too to be among my Sisters after so long.” Aliana looked at her dear Sisters, so out of place in that sumptuous room of the Royal Palace, so devoted and generous, as always. 
 
    “I never lost hope, my daughter, I always kept it alive. I clung to the thought that somehow you would survive, that you’d find your way back home. When Prince Gerart brought us Haradin and told me all about that tragic expedition to those distant lands I could hardly believe him. My Protectress daughters… all dead… my child Aliana lost… What a terrible thing to happen! It broke my heart. And then to see you come in through the door, together with Gerart: it was as if the heavens had opened and a wonderful sun dazzled me and healed my wounded heart. I was left speechless, my little one. I couldn’t believe it, you were coming back to us when we’d practically given you up for dead. I’m overwhelmed with happiness, my heart is overjoyed.” 
 
    Sorundi hugged Aliana, and teacher and pupil joined in a warm and tender embrace. 
 
    “I’m overjoyed too, to be back among my Sisters once again.” 
 
    “A moment of great happiness amid this sea of sorrow around us has brought you back, my dear child, and we must enjoy it no matter how brief it may be.” 
 
    “Gerart told me the incredible work my Sisters have been doing, helping to save the injured. The Royal Family is very grateful to the Order. He has also told me that the invading armies are closing in…” said Aliana, saddened. 
 
    “This war we find ourselves in the middle of is a well of endless suffering. Pain and tragedy rain down over this Kingdom like bleeding darts, and soon the situation will get even worse. That’s why we’ve taken refuge in the Capital. We weren’t safe any longer in the Temple. The coast is being raided by the vanguard of the Nocean army.” 
 
    “We’ll be safe here,” Aliana said hopefully. 
 
    “Don’t be so sure… The city will soon be under siege. It will be a bloody siege by any standards, and unless there’s a miracle I very much fear we’ll perish… That’s why it’s crucial to save this man. We can’t afford to lose him, his power is too great, too important for the cause of Rogdon. He must live to defend Rilentor. We must ensure that he survives.” 
 
    “Rilentor will resist, I’m sure of that,” Aliana said, more driven by hope than reason. 
 
    “Not without him…” said Gerart, who had come back into the room at that moment. “If we can’t manage to save him, we’re doomed…” 
 
    Aliana turned and looked at the Prince, so handsome and gallant in his silver armor trimmed with gold. Those deeply buried feelings were surfacing anew in the Healer, taking her back a lifetime to their first meeting, when those feelings had first taken hold of her. They had not had time to talk. Mother Healer Sorundi had requested Aliana’s presence at once. Gerart had offered to go with her. Along the Palace halls, escorted by the Royal Swords, the Prince had not mentioned anything personal beyond expressing his immense happiness at finding her alive. All the same, Aliana could see in Gerart’s blue eyes a yearning, a wish to express something he could barely keep under control. Aliana knew it was not the time for anything of the sort, and that the Prince was maintaining a silence it was obvious he wished to break. 
 
    “We’ll do everything we can, your Highness, I guarantee,” Sorundi assured him. 
 
    “Thank you, Mother Healer,” the Prince said, and came up to the bed. 
 
    He sat down beside the old man and whispered in his ear: 
 
    “Hold fast, Mirkos, fight for your life. Don’t let death take you. Rogdon needs you. The King needs you. I need you. You are Mirkos the Erudite, the King’s Battle Mage. Fight, you must survive this and get better again so that you can confront the Nocean Sorcerers. They’re on their way… we need you…” 
 
    The old man twisted in his bed. As if Gerart’s words had moved his spirit. 
 
    Mother Healer Sorundi came to stand beside Gerart and stared at the great Mage with deep worry. 
 
    “My dear child,” she said, looking at Aliana, “perhaps Mother Helaun has sent you at this exact moment which is so difficult for us. Your powerful Gift might succeed in accomplishing what we still haven’t been able to.” 
 
    “I’ll try, Mother Healer. I’ll do everything in my power to save him.” 
 
    “I know, my child. I can’t ask any more of you.” 
 
    Sorundi smiled at Aliana gently, and the girl went to the bed where the Mage was fighting a losing battle for his life. He was sweating profusely. When she bent over Mirkos a stench hit her nostrils, as if there were sewage under the bed. Aliana turned her head away, overcame her disgust and laid her hand on the old man’s forehead. It was burning hot. Something strange was happening here. That stench was not normal, nor was the high fever which the mage still had after such intensive care. A feeling of unease came over Aliana. 
 
    “Gena, please help me,” Aliana asked her pupil. “Keep his thread of life stable with your power while I examine him.” 
 
    Gena nodded. Both Healers laid their hands on Mirkos’ chest, and the blue energy began to flow from the two young women into the Mage’s body. Aliana watched Gena’s energy sustaining the old man’s life, and wondered at the skill and power of her pupil’s Gift. This reassured her. Gena would make sure Mirkos’ remaining thread of life did not break. Aliana examined the serious wounds; they were near-fatal, yet the Sisters had managed to work a miracle and stabilize them. Then why was he not improving? Why did he seem unable to come out of this feverish state? She went on pouring forth her energy, seeking to find the cause. She knew that some organ must still contain a latent point of infection, contaminating the blood with its poison. For a long time she searched for it but was unable to identify any putrid part. Aliana was at a loss to explain this. If the organs were clean, what was causing the fever? What was infected?  
 
    Mirkos thrashed his arms and body in the midst of his delirium, and two Sisters came to hold him down. With difficulty, Gena was managing to keep him alive. 
 
    Aliana realized they had no time left. She concentrated harder and focused her power. She had been drawing on her own inner energy for some time, and was afraid she would not have enough of it. Luckily this was no ordinary patient but a mage of great power, with an immense well of energy. Aliana decided to use this instead of drawing on her own. Her optimism turned into stupefaction in an instant. There she discovered what was killing Mirkos. The Mage’s well of energy was completely contaminated, so that the natural whitish color of the immense source of power was now greenish brown and resembled a putrid pool of pestilent water. An unbearable stench invaded her nose and throat. The impression was so strong that she was overcome by gagging. Aliana’s concentration broke, and she was forced to move back to be able to breathe. 
 
    Sorundi hurried to her side. “Are you all right, Aliana?”  
 
    Aliana could not speak, the nausea was too strong. She managed to calm herself at last and get her breath back. 
 
    “I… I’m… all right… it’s over. It’s his power, his energy that’s corrupt, not his body.” 
 
    “What… how is that… even possible?” Sorundi asked, taken aback. 
 
    “I think I know the answer,” Gerart said. “He was attacked by a blood demon conjured up by Zecly, the very powerful Nocean Great Sorcerer. Mirkos fought desperately against it and managed to defeat it, but this Demon left him badly hurt, on the verge of death. I rescued him from the wall and carried him on my shoulder along the underground passage to the woods. He was losing blood. I didn’t think he would make it out of there, but he did. He’s a very tough old man.” 
 
    “In that case,” said Aliana, “the Demon must have somehow poisoned his pool of energy, his power.” 
 
    “We’d never come across anything like it,” Sorundi said, her brows arched and her voice deeply troubled. “Steel, magic, always attack the flesh, the body, sometimes the mind. But we’d never seen it attacking the source of the inner energy of someone with the Gift. This is something new and alarming.” 
 
    “Do you mean to say you don’t know any cure for it?” Gerart asked Sorundi. There was great concern in his voice. 
 
    “I very much fear not,” Sorundi replied, with a questioning look at Aliana. 
 
    The young Healer took a deep breath, then let it out abruptly. She put her hands on Mirkos’ chest again. Concentrating deeply, she searched for the old Mage’s contaminated pool of energy. She reached it and focused all her healing energy, trying to cleanse that malign infection. But her energy could do nothing against the terrible evil which was corrupting the Mage’s power. 
 
    “He can’t die,” she heard Gerart say. It was more a prayer than a statement. 
 
    Aliana tried everything in her knowledge, everything she had been taught in the Order, but she could not eliminate a single trace of the deadly infection. 
 
    I have to find how to act against this evil. If I don’t, Mirkos will die and with him the scant hopes the Rogdonian people still have. But nothing I try works! It’s as if the infection was immune to my healing power. I must find how… somehow… 
 
    And in that moment of anguish, of her desperate need to find the cure, the Ilenian medallion began to shape strange symbols in Aliana’s mind. 
 
    The medallion has activated itself! It’s casting a spell! 
 
    Suddenly the blue energy of her power began to change color, turning into a golden sheen which Aliana immediately identified as Ilenian magic. 
 
    Is the medallion really casting a spell to help me cure Mirkos? 
 
    The medallion has always generated destructive magic… Will it be capable of invoking positive, healing magic? I’d be very surprised, these objects of power don’t seem created for that.  
 
    Aliana watched as the magic of the medallion worked on the inner well, and before her astonished eyes the contaminated pool began to take on its white shade once again: very faintly at first, but then growing steadily in intensity. The magic of the medallion was cleansing the infection.  
 
    It was using her own energy, but this was practically exhausted. In reality the medallion was not healing Mirkos. As she had guessed, the medallion lacked that power. But what the Ilenian artifact could do was to enable the benign effects of her healing magic. And that was precisely what it was doing. Little by little Aliana’s Gift, empowered by the medallion, eliminated all trace of the infection in Mirkos’ well of power. The fever began to come down at once, and the old Mage’s delirium ceased. 
 
    Aliana opened her eyes. Exhausted but also euphoric, she looked at Sorundi and Gerart, who were watching her expectantly. 
 
    “He’ll pull through. Rogdon has a shred of hope left,” Aliana said, and smiled broadly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was almost midnight when Aliana arrived at the great terrace over the royal gardens. She smiled at the moon, high and coquettish in the clear night sky. The thousand stars surrounding the pale goddess of the night seemed to escort her in her nocturnal ride. This place brought back pleasant memories. She had spent many evenings there with Gerart on that superb platform of white granite and grey marble, leaning on the elaborately designed rail, looking out at the beauty which stretched before them. A sea of roses, jasmine, poppies and exuberant growth spread as far as the wall, and in the middle was the great lake, with those lyrical white water lilies she enjoyed so much. Everything arranged so exquisitely, tended with infinite care by the royal gardeners. 
 
    Aliana sighed. She was nervous, much more than she had expected. She had not been as nervous since… since… the oasis… She tried to relax, her date would arrive soon. That was what the note had said, the one the maid had given her. At midnight. She looked up at the beautiful moon once again. It was midnight. Steps behind her warned her he was approaching. She was afraid to turn, and instead stayed with her gaze fixed ahead. 
 
    “Aliana…” he said, coming to stand beside her and looking at her with his determined blue eyes. 
 
    “Gerart…” was all she managed to say, overwhelmed by unexpected uncertainty and nervous tension. 
 
    Gerart took her hands and looked at her. His eyes were full of remorse. 
 
    “Forgive me, I beg you.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to forgive, Gerart. You did the right thing. I’ve always felt that.” 
 
    “Every day and every night since that fateful day have been an unbearable torture for me, not knowing whether you were alive or dead.” 
 
    “I’m alive, I survived. We both did. We must thank the Light.” 
 
    “I knew you had to be alive, hope never left me. But I was eaten up by remorse. Guilt at having left you when you needed me most. Day after day, little by little, in a slow agony. Every day I told myself you were alive, and straight away the weight of guilt would fall on me so that I couldn’t breathe.” 
 
    Aliana looked at the Prince and saw anxious, honest pain in his face. She had to make him understand that he had acted as he should, to give his soul rest. 
 
    “You did your duty to the Kingdom, to the Crown, Gerart. With honor, as the Prince of Rogdon should. You ought to be proud of yourself instead of feeling guilty. I want the pain to end here today. You mustn’t regret your actions, since they were noble and correct. What’s more, if the situation were to repeat itself, I hope you’d behave in the same way, since that’s the honorable way, and I would expect nothing less of the Prince of Rogdon.” 
 
    “No, I’d never do it again. I wouldn’t leave you. I’d stay with you. I’ll never leave you in the midst of danger again, never,” Gerart said, shaking his head energetically. 
 
    Aliana put her hands on his cheeks and looked at him firmly. Gerart was the most honest and honorable man on the face of Rogdon, and Aliana did not want that to change in the slightest, least of all because of her. She would not permit it. 
 
    “Yes, you’d let me go, just as you did then. You owe yourself to the Kingdom, and to your people, not to me.” 
 
    Gerart tried to shake his head, but Aliana held it firmly so that he was unable to. Gradually his look softened until once again it was as Aliana remembered it. With a smile she took her hands away. 
 
    “I’m really happy to see you safe and sound,” Gerart said, his face illuminated by the joy he felt. 
 
    “I’m happy too, to see you in one piece,” joked Aliana, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    “I’ve longed for this moment, to see you again, to have you by my side. Every long anxious moment, since the day we were separated. And at last my wish is granted, just when I was beginning to think it might never happen. You’re here, and there are no limits to my happiness. When I lost you I made myself a promise which I must now fulfill.” 
 
    At these words Aliana became deeply uneasy. Her heart skipped several beats, because she guessed what the Prince wanted to say. 
 
    “Gerart…” she said, trying to dissuade him, although she knew she would not succeed. 
 
    “Let me tell you how much you mean to me, Aliana. I must say this to you. I’ve waited too long to do it, and if I don’t, I know I’ll always regret it. I don’t expect anything, I don’t ask for anything, I only want you to listen.” 
 
    “All right…” Aliana conceded. 
 
    She looked at him and was entranced by his gentle, gallant presence. His blond hair, his intense blue eyes, that face whose classic beauty took her breath away, his broad shoulders… she was trapped anew. For an instant she had to hold back a sigh. The old feelings she had kept buried surfaced again, and there was no denying them in the Prince’s manly presence. 
 
    “From the moment I set eyes on you when I woke up from my poisoning and thought you were a goddess, I fell in love with you, Aliana. The days we spent together only gave wings to that feeling and allowed it to soar higher. And that feeling has grown, unquenchable as a bonfire born of the spark from a flint. My heart belongs to you, Aliana. It’s yours forever, and here, tonight I give it to you. My wish is to be with you, today, tomorrow and forever. Whether we’re enjoying peace or caught amid the worst of wars. I want to be with you, because beside you I’ll overcome all obstacles and gain peace and prosperity for my people. You are my inspiration, my muse; you are my queen. I need you, I love you, Aliana.” 
 
    The Healer was so overwhelmed by Gerart’s words that she almost took a step backwards. Those words, coming so genuinely from the bottom of his honest heart, had touched her soul. She felt flattered, moved, yet at the same time confused and divided within herself. 
 
    “Gerart… you flatter me…” 
 
    “That’s how I feel about you, and you know it’s as true as the moon which smiles upon us tonight.” 
 
    “I know you expect an answer, that you want it, even though you’re not asking me. I’m no longer that young inexperienced innocent I was. I’ve seen much these past months, I’ve suffered greatly, and that’s made me open my eyes and mature fast. It’s the price you have to pay when you survive blood, when you suffer the pain of evil and survive to tell the tale. I’ve suffered, I’ve seen blood, I’ve tasted it on my lips, I’ve lost loved ones, I’ve killed… and I’ve grown. We live in a harsh and cruel world, and to survive we have to learn about pain. That’s why I can tell you tonight, with the moon for a witness, that my heart is divided. Divided by the feelings I have for you: strong ones, I admit, Gerart. But at the same time I also have strong feelings for my Order, for my Sisters and my duty as a Healer. Seeing them all today, being with Mother Sorundi, my heart is full of joy, of love. It’s something I can’t help, it’s my calling. Being able to save the great Mage Mirkos has opened my eyes to the importance of my Gift, and how much I can help people if I continue in the Order with my dear Sisters.” Aliana looked into Gerart’s eyes and with a great effort kept her gaze steady. 
 
    She did not want the final division of her heart to be apparent to the Prince, the one which drew her to Komir; she would not mention this to Gerart, since it would only create pain and awkwardness. But, deep down she knew that in her heart there were strong feelings towards Komir. This was an impossible situation. 
 
    “I understand what you’re telling me, and I respect it. I too have changed since the last time we saw each other. I too have seen much: the death and destruction which this senseless war has brought to our kingdom. Thousands of innocents have perished, and no matter how hard I tried I could not prevent it. My hands are soiled with enemy blood and my heart weeps for the nameless heroes fallen in the defense of Rogdon. I’ve learnt a lot; the doubts of the past plague my mind no longer. I know who I am and the decisions I must make, no matter how difficult they may be. I’m not that same naïve young prince, unsure of himself. And one day I’ll come out from beneath my father’s huge shadow. But that is no longer such a concern to me, nor does it create the insecurity it used to in me. If I’ve learned anything, it’s to be myself and to fight for my people. War, suffering, blood… they make us grow fast, Aliana. That’s why I want to put into words what my heart feels, now that I have the chance. Times are bad, and soon unfortunately they’ll get even worse. I might not survive, perhaps none of us will, which is all the more reason to tell you how much I love you. The decision is yours, my beautiful Aliana. Whenever you’re ready to make it, I’ll be here waiting for you. I offer you my heart and my kingdom, for I wish to make you my Queen and rule this nation with you by my side.” 
 
    “If it survives…” 
 
    “We’ll save it, Aliana, together, all of us. Rogdon will survive and someday I’ll be King. You are the Queen my heart has chosen. Come with me, and rule beside me.” 
 
    “You offer me too much, Gerart: your heart, the Kingdom… so much that I feel overwhelmed… I don’t know what to say…” 
 
    “Don’t say anything then…” and Gerart bent over Aliana and kissed her, so passionately he left the girl breathless. 
 
    At that moment, while Gerart was kissing Aliana, two figures appeared behind them climbing the stairs towards the Castle. Hartz saw the scene in surprise and immediately glanced aside at his friend. Komir had stopped and was staring at Aliana, his emerald eyes shining with the intensity of a summer sun in the middle of the night. Hartz was about to say something, but Komir motioned him to stay quiet. He felt as if a dagger of frozen steel had been plunged into his back, He felt the blood of the treacherous blow trickling down his spine, and in each drop he saw Aliana’s face reflected. The one his heart loved and who had betrayed him that night. Without letting Aliana see his pain, he motioned to Hartz and went into the castle, leaving behind dreams and hopes which would never come to fruition. 
 
    Aliana tensed and moved away from Gerart. 
 
    “I need time… it’s not the right moment…” 
 
    Gerart nodded his assent. 
 
    “If you need time, Aliana, you can have it,” he said, and turning on his heels he went inside the palace. 
 
    Aliana closed her fists and cursed inwardly. Three paths, three loves, three destinies: Komir, Gerart, the Order. Her heart was divided, her soul squeezed dry by the decision she must make. She raised her face to the moon and pleaded: 
 
    “Help me to choose the path I must follow.” 
 
    But the moon remained silent. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The three days the King had given Haradin were up, and they were all summoned to his Majesty’s presence. In the throne hall, King Solin and Queen Eleuna once again received the diverse group of adventurers. Prince Gerart and Royal Counselor Urien were chatting animatedly with Haradin at the foot of the throne, when Aliana walked in with Asti. She had not seen the others the day before. For some reason Komir had been evading her and instead, with Hartz and Kayti, had been going through the city purchasing equipment and supplies. The redhead had been sending messages to her distant eastern land, according to Kendas, who had been assigned to Prince Gerart’s service.  
 
    The Prince, very courteously, and worried for her wellbeing, had come to see her several times. Aliana had been left deeply impressed by the Court and by several families of the nobility Gerart had introduced her to. The Royal Palace of Rilentor was impressively magnificent, and the nobles and royalty had impressed the Healer. She was not used to dealing with people of such high rank. On the other hand, Asti seemed absolutely indifferent to them, as if she did not even notice their presence. Aliana looked at Komir, but he did not seem to see her or try to greet her. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming,” the King greeted them. “The first thing I wish to do is congratulate the Healer Aliana for once again working a miracle.” 
 
    “There’s no need, your Majesty…” Aliana began. 
 
    “There certainly is,” the Queen interrupted. “You’ve saved Mirkos’ life, and we are all indebted to you. The Kingdom is indebted to you.” 
 
    “Thank you, your Majesty.” 
 
    “Fantastic news,” Urien said. “We’re going to need him and all his power to fight against the Nocean Sorcerers and the Norghanian Ice Mages.” 
 
    “My old friend is making good progress, I’ve just seen him,” said Haradin with a smile. 
 
    “And after such good news, let’s turn our attention to the problems at hand,” the King said gravely. “What course of action do you advise me to take, Haradin? The situation is extremely critical…” 
 
    “Thank you for placing your trust in me, your Majesty. You honor me. From what I’ve gathered about the events, and based on my own studies about the Ilenians, I believe we must find the other two medallions right away.” 
 
    “Why, Haradin?” Gerart asked. 
 
    “For two reasons. First that these medallions must not fall into enemy hands. They’re extremely powerful, and the Nocean Sorcerers, Zecly in particular, would find out how to use their power, with or without the Bearer’s consent. That could be disastrous for our interests. For that reason, we must find those two Chosen and bring them here with us. Out there they pose a danger to all of us.” 
 
    “And the second reason?” Solin asked. 
 
    “My studies. As far as I’ve been able to learn and understand, five medallions and their peerless power are spoken of. Reference is made to the end of days, to an unparalleled power which might be attained through them. That unbelievable power, if we’re capable of puzzling out how to use it, might be our last hope in the fight against the enemy hosts and mages.” 
 
    “You speak of hope, of a chimera, Haradin…” Urien said skeptically. 
 
    “Even more, that same power might destroy us all,” the King pointed out. “Who will protect us? You, Haradin?” 
 
    “There are no guarantees with magic, your Majesty. The greater the power, the greater the risk. This is a universal maxim when it comes to arcane and mystic power. It always has been. That’s how wise Nature balances the power which exists in the universe. Could this mighty power destroy us? It might. But in my opinion it could also save us. Whatever the case, we must stop the medallions from falling into the hands of either Zecly or the Norghanian Ice Mages. That much is clear to me.” 
 
    All began to comment on what Haradin had told them, and an uneasy murmur filled the throne hall. 
 
    “Now then. Silence,” King Solin said at last. The murmur stopped at once. “What do you propose, Battle Mage?” 
 
    “I believe we should send someone to look for those medallions immediately.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Komir said. 
 
    “We all will,” said Aliana. 
 
    “No,” Komir said curtly. “I’ll go. You won’t come with me.” 
 
    Aliana was left shocked, looking blankly at Komir. 
 
    Haradin stepped forward. 
 
    “Komir is right, we can’t afford to send more than one Chosen. The risk is too great; we might lose them all, and then the catastrophe would be unimaginable.” 
 
    “But ‒” Aliana tried to protest. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Aliana, that’s how it must be. My contacts have already located them. Using the Ilenian underground portals, Komir can reach them and bring them to Rilentor without running too many risks. Sending more than one Chosen would not be wise, my dear Healer. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Then so it shall be,” King Solin proclaimed. “One Chosen will set off. Let his companions go with him if they so wish, and let anything they want be given them. You have ten days. After the tenth day the city will be under siege, and it will be impossible for you to come back in.” 
 
    Komir nodded to the King. 
 
    “I’ll return within ten days with the two Bearers.” 
 
    King Solin rose from his throne. 
 
    “The rest of you, make yourselves ready, we have a war to fight. I will not see my house disappear or my people die. Rogdon shall not perish. I will defend my Kingdom, the elderly, the women and the children under my protection. We will defend Rilentor to the last man. This is the decision of the King.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Past Failures 
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    Isuzeni, Army of Empress Yuzumi (The Dark Lady) —Thousand Lakes— 
 
    _______________________________ 
 
    [image: ]_______________________________ 
 
      
 
    Isuzeni entered the Dark Lady’s command tent in the war camp. His presence had been requested urgently. He had spent all day preparing the Empress’ army for the march. A thousand minuscule details required his attention and he had been as busy as an ant serving his queen. The preparations for the assault to West Tremia were almost ready and the army would soon set out. 
 
    Yuzumi watched him bow before her with eyes filled with impatience. “And now, Isuzeni? Time is pressing.” She said in an icy tone.  
 
    Isuzeni crossed his hands behind his back and reflected. 
 
    “Now that we have taken the two mid-eastern kingdoms, the Thousand Lakes will soon be in our hands and passage for the army through the maze without the risk of treacherous ambush will be secured. The White Tigers will be back tonight, with the information I need to plan safe passage. The fourth army has the lesser kingdoms of the south of Tremia in check, those bordering the Nocean Empire. They won’t obstruct the advance of the greater part of your seven armies. Everything is working out according to the planned strategy.” 
 
    “We should advance without delay, Isuzeni,” she said, her face somber. 
 
    “Yes, my lady. We shall cross the Thousand Lakes bordering the Forests of the Usik and reach the Masig Steppes. Once we cross the plains we’ll reach Rogdon.” 
 
    “Time is running out, High Priest. I feel it inside, and every day the certainty is greater. What I’ve been fighting against with all my might, the premonition which has been following me and tormenting me for nineteen years, is approaching like an unavoidable fate which I can no longer either escape nor defeat. But defeat it I will! I’ll change the Premonition and come out victorious! Do you hear me, Isuzeni, I’ll win! Nothing will stop me, nothing!” 
 
    A deep silence fell in the tent, The Dark Lady leaned back in a black throne covered in red velvet and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Cursed be the day! Cursed be the Oracle! Cursed be his vision!” she burst out suddenly with such violence that the air itself seemed to be consumed in a single sigh. “Why did you take me to him, Isuzeni? Why?” 
 
    Isuzeni remembered the moment and the fateful outcome of the meeting. 
 
    “The leaders of the Cult wished to know how great your power would be, my Lady.” 
 
    “And they paid for it with their lives.” 
 
    Isuzeni nodded. At fourteen Yuzumi had calmly walked into the Council Hall, closing the door behind her. The agonized screams of the leaders as they perished had been heard for leagues around. The nine, the hierarchy of the Cult, ceased to be. Yuzumi assumed the leadership, and nobody dared oppose her. 
 
    “It was that crazy old man who cursed me with his vision of my destiny. Not one day of rest have I had since I was eight. Nineteen years I have suffered the curse the Oracle laid on me!” 
 
    Isuzeni stepped forward and modulated his voice to give it a softer tone. 
 
    “Two destinies did the Oracle see in your future, my Lady… First the Destiny of Glory: you would conquer not only Toyomi, but all of Tremia, the kingdoms would fall at your feet, kings would kneel before your power. You would become the most powerful woman in the known world and reign without opposition, since your enemies would all be dead. The second… the Destiny of Death… which establishes that you’ll die in a battlefield on this continent, shortly after turning twenty-seven years old.” 
 
    “And tell me, High Priest of the Cult of Imork, do you know what day this is?” Yuzumi asked in a voice so cold it froze the air. 
 
    “Today is that day. Today you turn twenty-seven springs, my Lady.” 
 
    Yuzumi gave Isuzeni such a somber glance that it seemed to him as if all the lamps in the tent had gone out. 
 
    “I shan’t die, the prophecy of that crazy madman will not come to pass. Do you understand? I must change destiny, make sure it is the Destiny of Glory that is fulfilled and not that of Death. I’ve been fighting this war almost twenty years now, and I’m not going to be defeated now, at the last moment.” 
 
    Isuzeni swallowed; what he was about to propose might very well cost him his head but, even knowing what was at stake, he risked it. 
 
    “You could leave… abandon Tremia and go back to Toyomi… The Destiny of Death wouldn’t come to pass, as it states that you will die here, in Tremia…” 
 
    “Flee? Are you suggesting I flee? Have you lost your mind?” the Empress exploded. For a moment, Isuzeni saw his own guts leaving his body and spilling all over the floor. “I shall never flee! Not now, not ever! I am Yuzumi, the Dark Lady, Empress of Toyomi, and very soon, conqueror of Tremia. The whole known world will fall under my power. I shall reign over all men. That is my true Destiny, and nothing and no one will be able to stop me. I’ll destroy anything that dares stand in my way, and the suffering I’ll unleash upon my enemies will be on an unimaginable scale. Nothing and nobody will come between me and my destiny of Glory! I will not be denied!” 
 
    Isuzeni swallowed hard and bowed his head. 
 
    “It wasn’t my intention to upset my Lady. I am your most faithful servant.” 
 
    “I know, Isuzeni, and that’s why you’re still alive. But doesn’t my Counselor and Strategist see that both destinies are really two sides of the same coin? That it really is one and the same? If I win, the Destiny of Glory will be fulfilled. If I’m defeated it will be the Destiny of Death. That foolish senile Oracle conveniently forgot to mention that fact.” 
 
    “Without wishing to provoke my Lady’s anger…” 
 
    “Speak up, Isuzeni.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, all the more reason to retreat now and evade the Destiny of Death. Let’s go back to Toyomi and come back here again in two years’ time. With this army and your power, we can conquer Tremia any time, and the fateful destiny will never come about because we will have evaded it.” 
 
    The Dark Lady sat up on her throne. 
 
    “Can you guarantee such a thing, Isuzeni? Can you guarantee that if I retreat now that I’m so close to the final victory, and attempt a new conquest in the future, I will come out victorious?” 
 
    Isuzeni pondered before answering. The matter was serious and the reply had to be well meditated. 
 
    “No, I can’t guarantee that, my Lady. There are too many variables at play. There’s a good chance, but a thousand things might go wrong. From untimely alliances of the kingdoms of Tremia to a treacherous storm which might sink your fleet, to the powerful magic of your enemies… No, there are no guarantees. It has cost us many years of the most careful and secret preparations to get here. To do it a second time, now that they know of your existence and power in Tremia, would be difficult to achieve, since they would be on the alert and waiting for us.” 
 
    “That’s why we have to go forward and reach the Destiny of Glory, now.” 
 
    “Or turn around and abandon both destinies forever… perhaps in that way we might avoid the Destiny of Death.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting I give up? That is not an option! I shan’t give up!” Yuzumi burst out again, her jet black eyes shimmering. “I’ll attain the Destiny of Glory! This is my destiny, it has always been, and nothing will stop me from attaining it. Nothing! Abandoning it now for fear of death is cowardice, and one thing I don’t know is cowardice. I fear nothing. Nothing. My Destiny of Glory has been awaiting me for nineteen years, and that destiny I will reach. No other has ever interested me, for that has always been my goal. I will not run and hide like a scared little girl, to spend my days in oblivion. Never!” 
 
    Isuzeni understood what his Lady was conveying; the nature of Yuzumi’s soul could not be changed. She was the Dark Lady and always would be, till Glory or till Death. 
 
    “Absolutely, my Empress,” Isuzeni said with a long deep bow. He knew that as far as that evening was concerned, he had overreached the limits of daring which were permitted to him. 
 
    Yuzumi was fuming inside, her head was spinning… —Besides, there is no guarantee that I will avoid death, if a step back and leave, I am already in this damned continent…! I might also die here even if I stand still. No! that is not an option! All my life I have been preparing for this glorious day, nothing has ever stood in my way and nothing ever will… Since I was a child I have been preparing for this triumphant day, for my Destiny of Glory. I shall not step back, I can only go forward, to my Destiny, my only path, that of victory, of Glory…! 
 
    Isuzeni knew what was going through his Mistress’ head. He understood her obsession for her Destiny of Glory. Now, that it was so close, she could not accept any other. There could be no other. For Yuzumi, only one was real. 
 
    The Empress came back to herself. 
 
    “Now” she said coldly, “I must avoid the Destiny of Death, and in this the Skull of Destiny will help me. It took me many years to find it, after dragging its existence out of the Oracle, but the Skull is the key to avoiding the Premonition. It showed us the Marked, and he is the one I must find and kill. How I rue the fact that he escaped alive when he was just a baby! That was a unique chance to kill him and end this nightmare which has haunted me day and night since then.” 
 
    “We sent the three best Dark Assassins. They’d never failed, ever. Even today I can find no explanation of how they were defeated by that meddler. I can only assume it was someone with enormous power.” 
 
    The Dark Lady’s glacial face tensed. 
 
    “I wrested the region where the baby was born from that senile oracle: Rogdon. I ordered you to locate him, in the land of the men in blue and silver, and kill him. How could you have failed me? How did he manage to survive?” 
 
    “That is the shame which consumes my soul every day, my Lady, having failed you and not having freed you from the Destiny of Death. There are not enough excuses, nor greater shame than what I have suffered since then. I shall never be able to forgive myself, my lady. Never.” 
 
    “You told me, and I remember as vividly as if it were today, you told me you had the spell for locating him.” 
 
    “And so I had, my Lady. Three silver bracelets were forged with the purest silver from the mines of Toyomi, by an unrivalled craftsman. On the first full moon I enchanted the three of them with an ancient and powerful spell of location. The bracelets would shine with the strength of the moon when they were within five leagues of someone with great power, my Lady, a power like yours. They would pulsate faster when they were pointed in his direction. The assassins simply had to follow the bracelets, and I know they did. They found the trail of the baby… on three occasions…” 
 
    “And on all three, the intruder defeated them. And tell me, Counselor, who can defeat a Dark Assassin on three occasions? Who?” 
 
    “Only you, my Lady.” 
 
    “That’s not altogether true, Isuzeni. You might do so as well; your power is great, High Priest, it always has been. And this suggests that whoever the intruder may be, it’s not just someone with the Gift, but someone extraordinarily powerful.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lady.” 
 
    “Long have I meditated upon this, Isuzeni, all these years, and I have been unable to find an answer to this mystery. Who stole the Marked from between my fingers when I already had him? Who killed the Assassins we sent to find and kill him? This mystery has tortured my soul since then. I must find an answer to it, and I will.” 
 
    Isuzeni closed his eyes for a moment and recalled a painful past, a past of unforgivable failure which shamed him and which his Lady was on the point of not forgiving. After the first failed attempt by the Dark Assassins, five new talismans of location had been forged with the power to recognize great power in infants and so locate the Marked. He had sent five of his most powerful acolytes to Tremia, expert Necromancers of the Cult of Imork, with the mission to comb not only Rogdon but the whole continent, leaving no stone unturned, and find the Marked wherever he might be hiding. Isuzeni specifically ordered them not to kill the baby but to bring it back to the Dark Lady, as the Empress wished to kill him with her own hands and so ensure the end of the Premonition. And his Lady’s wishes must be fulfilled. What the Dark Assassins had not been able to accomplish, his powerful Death Sorcerers certainly would. 
 
    A long year went by. And only one of the five came back. 
 
    What his acolyte told him left Isuzeni perplexed in the extreme. He had not been able to locate the Marked, and after roaming the south of the continent without results, he went in search of his brothers. He tracked them one by one, following the trail left by their unmistakable power. He found the first one dead, petrified in Rogdon, on the coast, near the fortress isle where an Order of Healers dwelt. He found the second burnt to ashes in the Masig steppes. The third he found frozen on the borders of the Usik forests. And the last he found right there, in the Kingdom of Erenal, struck as if by a bolt of lightning. Four powerful sorcerers, all dead, in different regions of Tremia, while they followed the trail of an infant of great power. That inexplicable mystery had haunted him all these years, and he had never found an explanation. Had they found the Marked in different places? Had the talismans led them to other infants with great power who were not the Marked? If so, who were they? 
 
    But what puzzled him the most, without a doubt, was an uncontestable fact: they had all died. And that led to the great question: who had killed them? This mystery remained unsolved still and tortured his soul since it was the cause of his failure and shame.  
 
    The Dark Lady insisted on sending more Dark Assassins after the Marked, for they had managed to locate him the first time and should have been able to do so again. The failure of the Necromancer acolytes enraged her so much that Isuzeni’s life was within a breath of coming to an end. He sent new Dark Assassins to the great continent, even though his hopes of success were few, as whoever had hidden the Marked before had had time to prepare and now had the advantage over them. For years Isuzeni’s agents combed Tremia without success, until now… 
 
    “Whoever protected him is powerful and intelligent, but I shall find him, my Lady.” He said, coming back to reality. 
 
    “Today we know something more, something supremely important,” the Dark Lady said. “The Marked was hiding in the highlands, among the Norriel.”  
 
    “Yes, that’s right… This leads me to believe he was being protected from my location spell. The bracelets didn’t work, as both the assassins and my acolytes traveled all through the highlands. Someone protected the Marked with a very powerful hiding spell.” 
 
    “Who, Isuzeni, who? That’s the question.” 
 
    “A powerful sorcerer, a Witch very probably, someone adept at the mystical arts of hiding and discovery, capable of casting spells on the basis of enormous knowledge. But in order to be able to hide him for so long, this person had to count on the help of someone even more powerful: a Mage.” 
 
    “A Witch and a Mage working together to hide a baby they knew nothing about? It’s a wild guess… and most unlikely.” 
 
    “Perhaps because that is precisely what happened, we never found an answer to the disappearance of the Marked.” 
 
    “Perhaps. In any case, I will find and kill them. The Marked, and all who have helped him in any way.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lady.” 
 
    “That I promise! They will all die! All!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Elusive answers 
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    —Egia Lighthouse, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    Kayti, Hartz and Komir arrived at the Egia Lighthouse with Haradin. They went down from the basement of the great lighthouse to the underground Temple of Ether. Komir noticed that the Priests of the Light were working there without rest, coming and going without the need of the Dark Medallion to open the sealed chambers. 
 
    “How did they manage to open the chambers?” he asked Haradin when they finally reached the funerary chamber of the Lord of Ether. 
 
    “From what Abbot Dian has told me, one of the priests, a scholar devoted to the study of the Ilenian world, discovered how to keep them open. Something about solving a complicated hieroglyph…” 
 
    “That must have been Lindaro, I’ll bet my left ear,” said Hartz, with a wide grin. 
 
    “Of course it was Lindaro, you dimwit, who else could it be?” Kayti said. “And don’t you go betting your ears, you’re ugly enough as it is. Besides, I need your ears, to pull them.” 
 
    Hartz winked at her playfully. 
 
    “I see you know the scholarly Priest of the Light.” Said Haradin 
 
    “He’s our friend,” Komir replied. 
 
    “Abbot Dian told us he left for Erenal several weeks ago and that he’s had no news from him,” Kayti said. “He’s very worried.”  
 
    “I believe he was heading for the Great Library of Bintantium…” said the Mage. 
 
    “He was probably going to investigate some tangle of the damned Ilenians and their evil arts,” barked Hartz. 
 
    “We don’t know that…” said Haradin. 
 
    “Why else would he leave this place? The biggest discovery of the century, he called it. He’s in love with this place! No, if he’s gone away it’s because there are Ilenians involved and a major mess, you’ll see…” 
 
    “He has a point…” said Kayti. 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do for him right now,” Komir said. “We’d better keep to our own business and pray to the three Goddesses to look after him, wherever he may be.” 
 
    They went down under the funerary chamber to the room with the portal, and Komir used his medallion to activate it. To his surprise it was not difficult at all. The more he used the medallion, the easier it became for him. It was as if without his being aware of it, his mind were learning to use it. The outer ring lit up with the golden glow of the Ilenian magic imbuing the runes engraved inside it with power. 
 
    “It really is unbelievable…” Haradin said, looking at the portal. 
 
    “That it is! It looks like a great mirror,” Hartz said. He went up to the liquid surface inside the ring. When he touched it with his finger a ripple spread throughout the silver surface, as if it were a miniature lake. 
 
    “And now? How do we operate the portal?” Kayti asked. 
 
    “Well… that’s why I came with you, my friends. Allow this Mage to interact with the artifact, because I might just be able to do something, although there’s no guarantee. My contacts are in the East, in the Thousand Lakes, and that’s where you must go. They know where the other two Bearers are and will lead you to them.” 
 
    Haradin stretched out his arms and made a series of movements with his staff as he chanted. The golden ring shone intensely, and the runes carved on it began to move, changing position. Komir watched the Mage without understanding what he was doing as he interacted with the runes. 
 
    “Help me, Komir. I need the power of your medallion to locate the Bearers.” 
 
    “What do I have to do?” Komir asked, perplexed. 
 
    “Think about the Bearers.” 
 
    “The Masig? Um, all right, I’ll try.” 
 
    Komir closed his eyes and concentrated, trying to recall the features of the beautiful red-skinned Masig. Her face appeared in his mind, and a moment later the medallion flashed intensely. 
 
    “That’s it,” Haradin said. He went on manipulating the runes of the portal. “One more time, Komir, I almost have it.” 
 
    Komir repeated his mental exercise, and a new flash came from the medallion. 
 
    “That’s it!” cried Haradin with a broad smile. “Look!” 
 
    The three companions looked at the portal. Komir noticed three runes at the top which were still shining with a golden light. 
 
    “I don’t understand anything,” Hartz said. 
 
    Kayti came closer to examine the runes. 
 
    “The three runes Haradin has realigned mark the destination of the portal, right?” 
 
    Haradin smiled. 
 
    “It’s a little more complicated than that, but yes, we could say that’s it, Knight of the Custodian Brotherhood.” 
 
    Kayti’s eyes lingered on him for a moment. There was intrigue on her face. 
 
    “So are we ready to cross?” Hartz asked, his mouth twisting with impatience. He slung the bag of supplies over his shoulder, together with his massive Ilenian sword. 
 
    “I think it’ll work. The portal should take you to the temple or building closest to the Bearer. What I don’t know is where that is or how close it will take you to the Bearer, but I’m sure it’s a shortcut.” 
 
    “In that case what are we waiting for?” said Hartz with his usual optimism, and went to the portal. He stopped for a moment and winked at Kayti. 
 
    “Wait, we’ll cross together,” she said. She took his hand, and together they walked into the portal, to disappear into its liquid silver surface. 
 
    Komir was about to cross when Haradin stopped him. 
 
    “There’s something I must tell you before you leave, Komir.” 
 
    “You might have mentioned it before.”  
 
    “It’s for our ears only.” 
 
    “Go ahead, although anything you have to tell me you can say in front of Hartz.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about your big friend. I trust the goodness of his heart and loyalty to you completely.” 
 
    “Well then…?” 
 
    “It’s her I’m worried about. You mustn’t trust her, Komir. She’s a Knight of the Custodian Brotherhood and she’s after her own ends. To be exact, those of the Master Knight of the Brotherhood.” 
 
    “I’ve known that for a long time. I know she’s after something, and that’s the reason she’s tagging along. There’s something she doesn’t want me to know and I’ve had my doubts about her for a long time. If it wasn’t for Hartz… I would already have stopped her getting in the way…” 
 
    “Keep your eyes open, because your friend’s certainly aren’t. He won’t recognize betrayal when it comes.” 
 
    “I appreciate the warning, but it wasn’t necessary,” Komir said, looking at the pommel of his sword. 
 
    “The warning wasn’t the only thing I wanted to talk about. Do you remember a medallion, one that your parents kept hidden? A round gem, black as night, with more than a hundred and fifty facets, the size of a large plum, set in a ring of pure gold and with a long chain, also gold.” 
 
    “Do you mean the Dark Medallion, the one my mother had?” 
 
    “I believe so, yes…” 
 
    “The medallion which led us here and opened the sealed doors?” 
 
    “That’s the one. Do you know where it is?” 
 
    “I left it with Lindaro, he should still have it. Why are you so interested, Haradin?” Komir asked, intrigued. “More so, what do you know of it?” 
 
    “That medallion… is very special … it must return to your hands.” 
 
    A sudden anger surged within Komir. 
 
    “Enough riddles. What do you know about the Dark Medallion? Why do you want it?” 
 
    The Mage raised his arms. 
 
    “It’s not that I want it, Komir. It’s just that it must be with you. It belongs to you, in a way. It’s a very rare Ilenian artifact of power… As your parents kept it you assumed it belonged to your mother, when that really wasn’t the case at all.” 
 
    “It wasn’t? Then who did it belong to? And how come you know of the existence of this medallion?” 
 
    “Komir… I know of its existence because I found it…” 
 
    Komir looked at him with anger in his eyes. 
 
    “Let me explain… In one of my expeditions in search of the Ilenian Book of the Sun —one of the two greatest volumes of knowledge of the Lost Civilization— accidentally or by pure luck, depending on how you choose to look at it, I found the medallion in some ruins in the midst of the Nocean deserts. It’s a very, very special medallion, for a reason I don’t fully understand.” 
 
    “What reason is that?” 
 
    “The reason is that the Dark Medallion led me to you that fateful night when I found you as a baby.” 
 
    “How? Why? Explain yourself!” said Komir with increasing distress. 
 
    “Please, Komir, calm yourself… I’ll explain everything. One morning I was studying the Book of the Sun, which is a grimoire of great value and critical importance whose whereabouts I only discovered after many years of fruitless search. After many failures it finally came into my hands, a book of enormous importance because it tells part of the secrets of the Ilenians. That morning something highly unusual happened: the Dark Medallion suddenly awoke. I still remember as if it was yesterday. It began to give out golden flashes at intervals as if it had a life of its own. At first I thought it had something to do with my study of the powerful Ilenian magic in the Book of the Sun, but I closed the book and made sure there was no spell at work. In spite of that, the medallion kept on pulsating, something it had never done before. Intrigued, I held it in my hand, and when I did, the medallion searched for my inner energy and began to use it. That left me completely baffled, since Objects of Power don’t usually require an external source of power to act. In general, these are enchanted objects with their own characteristics and limitations. But the Somber Medallion used my energy to create a Spell, to show me a vision, and that truly amazed me.” 
 
    “What did it show you?” 
 
    “That’s the most important thing of all, because it showed me you.” Haradin pointed at Komir’s chest. “A helpless baby sleeping placidly in its crib, well tucked in, an almost idyllic vision. But then it showed me a much more disturbing scene. It showed three Dark Assassins. On their wrists they wore silver bracelets, and from what I could guess from the vision, there was a spell on them to find you. That’s how they got to you, Komir, by following the flashes from those charmed bracelets.” 
 
    “But… why me?” 
 
    “That’s the answer I don’t have, not even now, eighteen years later. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Did you try to stop them? Save my parents?” 
 
    “I tried, Komir. You have to believe me when I tell you that I tried. I went to your rescue at once, and guided by the Dark Medallion I reached your parents’ house… Unfortunately I was a fraction too late. The first of the Dark Assassins had arrived a hair’s-breadth ahead of me… your parents’ blood was still running from their lifeless bodies, still-warm… I found him over your crib, dagger raised, ready to make an end of you. I cast a spell and stopped him from killing you. It was a spine-chilling confrontation, and the skill of that Assassin was unbelievable. I survived more by instinct and luck than by my own fighting skill, I have to admit. Scared, wounded and fully aware there were two more on their way, I fled with you in my arms without looking back.” 
 
    “Is that what you want me to believe, Mage?” 
 
    “It’s the truth, Komir, just as it happened.” 
 
    “Do you really expect me to believe you knew nothing of my parents? Of my origin? That a medallion guided you blindly?” 
 
    “That’s how it happened, and it’s important in a way I don’t think you’ve grasped yet, my young friend.” 
 
    “We’re not exactly friends, Mage. Your answers are never complete, you always keep something from me. You’re after your own goals, like everybody else around me… why is this? Don’t you see I can’t trust you if you don’t tell me everything I want to know?” 
 
    “I’m deeply sorry not to have your trust, young Norriel. I can assure you that our paths run parallel. But even so, it’s vital that you understand the importance of all I’ve told you. The Dark Medallion is the key here, as it is the Object of Power which prevented your death. This is very significant, young Norriel, as it links your life to the Ilenians. Do you understand? There is a direct link between your person and the Lost Civilization.” 
 
    “That can’t be!” Komir burst out. “You’ve spent too many hours with your nose deep in those damned Ilenian volumes!”  
 
    “No, Komir. The Dark Medallion foretold your death and ultimately prevented it, warning me. Why? The answer is simple and yet fiendishly complex at the same time: the Ilenians want you to live.” 
 
    “You’re crazy! You’re all crazy with your prophecies and cursed destinies! Leave me alone, please!” Komir’s head was spinning with confusion. “The Ilenians disappeared thousands of years ago, how could they want me to live? Don’t you see it’s madness? Or am I losing my mind?” 
 
    “Komir, I don’t have all the answers… I can only tell you what I know, what I’ve managed to decipher and understand. For some reason your life is linked to the Ilenians, and sooner or later you’ll find out why. It’s crucial that you understand what it will mean, the repercussions it might have on you, on your friends, on the whole continent… The Dark Medallion is the first proof of this, the Medallion of Ether round your neck is the second. You might want to reject the truth, but it won’t stop being the truth. I’m trying to warn you so that when the time comes, you may act with courage, and above all with intelligence.” 
 
    Komir turned towards the portal, away from the Mage. His head hurt: too many questions without answers, and too much unlikely information spinning around in it. He felt numb, unable to think. He turned to look at Haradin and said: 
 
    “I’m going to ask you two things, and you’d do well to tell me the truth.” 
 
    Haradin looked into his eyes and nodded. 
 
    “Who killed my parents? And who sent the Dark Assassins eighteen years ago and the White Tigers afterwards?” 
 
    Haradin sighed heavily. 
 
    “I don’t know. If I knew I’d tell you. What I do know is who sent me to you, and that’s what I’ve told you.” 
 
    Komir gave Haradin a tortured stare, which the Mage bore unmoved. 
 
    “Did you know… my birth parents?” 
 
    “No Komir, I’m sorry. I didn’t get to meet them. From what I was able to gather after their death, they were well loved and respected in their community. I know nothing more of them. The enemy was lurking, stalking me to get to you, I didn’t want to risk being discovered, so I disappeared and erased all trace behind me. But I do know they’ve been after you ever since that day, and throughout all these years, in secret, hiding in the shadows, trying to find you in order to kill you.” 
 
    “And how come they never found me?” 
 
    “That, my young Norriel, could be better answered by the Silver Witch.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m tired of all this!” Komir snapped out. He turned round and crossed the Ilenian portal. He had had enough of the Mage and his half-veiled truths. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as Haradin had predicted, they appeared in an Ilenian temple. Once recovered from the painful effects of the crossing they began to investigate carefully. The went up a level to a chamber with the sarcophagus of one of the Ilenian Lords. Neither Hartz nor Kayti had any knowledge of the symbols engraved on the walls of the chamber, but Komir felt the presence of the element of Air.  
 
    “Any ideas?” asked Kayti. 
 
    Komir took a deep breath and let the essence of the chamber imbue him. Yes, this must be the Temple of Air, I feel it in my guts. 
 
    “We’re in the Temple of Air.” he announced. 
 
    “Where exactly is that?” Kayti asked. 
 
    “No clue,” said Komir looking around. 
 
    “So what now?” asked Hartz. 
 
    “Now we find a way out” said Komir. 
 
    “The chamber is sealed…” said Kayti. 
 
    “In that case… there’s only one thing left…” said Komir, grabbing his medallion. 
 
    “Really?” groaned Hartz. 
 
    “Sorry, my friend, there is no other way… time for Ilenian magic.” 
 
    “Damn!” protested the big guy, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    Komir closed his eyes, concentrated and called upon the medallion. We need to leave, take us out of here, safely. 
 
    The medallion flashed, blinding them all. 
 
    “Great,” complained Hartz, covering his eyes. 
 
    The medallion flashed again and again, each time with more strength, then stopped. 
 
    An enormous whirlwind began to form in the middle of the chamber. 
 
    “Oh, that’s great!” barked Hartz. 
 
    The wind grew stronger and stronger, and the whirlwind acquired the force of a hurricane.  
 
    “Come to me!” said Hartz, spreading his huge arms in the middle of the storm like a demigod. 
 
    Kayti and Komir joined him. “I’ll hold you little guys, don’t you worry,” he said, laughing at the whirlwind and the hurricane winds. They found themselves swept off their feet and pushed up to the ceiling. An instant before they struck it, the dome of the cavern opened with a golden flash and the whirlwind shot them out towards the surface. They lost consciousness, their bodies helpless in the terrible spell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When they woke up on the shore hours later they realized that the temple was really submerged in the middle of a giant lake. 
 
    Hartz protested instantly. 
 
    “Damned devils’ whirlwind! Bastard Ilenians, their temples and their tricks! I almost threw up my guts and I’m dizzy as hell!” 
 
    Kayti went up to him and kissed him on the cheek, cutting off all his protests. 
 
    From there they had turned East, following the plan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Vision of Power 
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    Isuzeni, Army of Empress Yuzumi (The Dark Lady) —Kingdom of Erenal— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    Isuzeni bowed. 
 
    “The army is ready to march. The pass through the Thousand Lakes has been secured, my Empress. Should I give the order to advance?” 
 
    The Dark Lady remained thoughtful on her throne. Isuzeni did not dare to imagine the deliberations crossing the mind of that powerful, pitiless woman. After a long while the Empress stood up. 
 
    “Follow me, Isuzeni, before we start the final assault I want to consult the Skull of Destiny. I must check whether the premonition has changed or is still the same. We’re so near the end, I don’t want to leave anything to chance, we’ll assure ourselves of success,” she said, and went to the back of the great imperial tent, surrounded by her guard. Isuzeni followed his Lady in silence, restless, eager to know what vision it would show. 
 
    When they reached the area he watched the preparations for the ritual. A dozen prisoners, naked from the waist up, had been firmly bound and tethered to a long wooden bench. The screams of the captives were muffled by leather gags which covered their bloodied faces, possessed by the utmost terror. Isuzeni looked at them with disdain; he felt no pity for them, they were merely spoils of war. 
 
    “Bring me the Skull of Destiny,” the Dark Lady ordered. 
 
    Two Moyuki came into the back of the tent carrying a massive chest with ornaments worked in silver. They left it in front of the Empress and backed away. Isuzeni, filled with a gnawing envy, watched his Mistress pick up the precious Skull with her long fingers and black nails. When he saw the priceless crystalline Object of Power shining in the light of the oil lamps, Isuzeni had to hide a look of covetousness. The Skull was what Isuzeni’s heart most yearned for, since with it he could rule his own future. Whoever possessed the Skull would be in a position to change his destiny, and that meant a power so immense that not even the wealthiest of kings, with all the gold of a continent, could ever buy. 
 
    The Dark Lady placed the Skull on the naked chest of the prisoner in the middle of the bench. The unfortunate man was moaning and trying by all means to break free of his bonds, but it was impossible. Yuzumi began to intone a magic prayer in such a dark and gloomy chant that it seemed to be conjuring death herself. 
 
    “Blessed by our ancestral Lord of the Dead is the Premonition,” the Dark Lady said, and Isuzeni bowed his head in respect. 
 
    His Mistress put her hands on the Skull and invoked it with closed eyes, using the dark and immense power which so much awed him. The unmistakable vital energy, with its grey sheen, which the Skull devoured in an eternal feast, began to leave his Mistress’s body to feed the insatiable Object of Power. Isuzeni’s heart beat faster. The arcane magic was already beginning to work. Yuzumi removed her hands, and the Skull assaulted the prisoner it rested on and went on spreading its voracious appetite through the remaining sacrificial victims. It began to suck the life out of all of them. The grey vital essence flowed from the bodies to the Skull in a torrent of death. 
 
    “Today I shall let you watch the Premonition,” the Dark Lady told Isuzeni, and he bowed humbly, since rarely did she grant him such a privilege. “For your own good I hope the premonition has changed, or else your head and guts will roll on the floor of this tent.” 
 
    Isuzeni’s blood froze in his veins, and the great fear which took hold of his soul nearly made him faint. 
 
    “The mirror, quickly,” he ordered, and two Moyuki brought it in immediately and placed it in front of Yuzumi. Isuzeni stood beside her facing the full-sized mirror and waited nervously. What would the Skull show them today? It was enormously important; his own life was at stake. There was barely time, the conquest had begun. It was all or nothing. They would live or die in that faraway land; the Skull knew that, and might show it to them if it so chose. 
 
    Yuzumi placed her hands on the Skull again and with eyes closed, spoke words of power. The grey energy shot out, projected from the Skull to the mirror. Isuzeni felt a sense of insanity. The Dark Lady concentrated and began to interact with the power of the Skull, looking to see what her fate had in store for her. In the midst of the torture suffered by the unfortunate prisoners whose life was being consumed in a nightmare of pain, a blurred image began to take shape in the mirror. Using her immense power, the Dark Lady shaped the premonition which the Skull seemed reluctant to show in any comprehensible form. Filled with uncontrollable envy, Isuzeni focused on trying to make sense of the scene which was beginning to take shape in the mirror. A scene which —he trusted and hoped fervently— would have changed substantially. 
 
    Fearing for his life, Isuzeni uttered a prayer to his Lord Imork. 
 
    But unfortunately for him, and most of all for his Mistress, the scene the Skull deigned to show was one well known to both of them. His Lady was lying on a hill whose grass was discolored red, while around Yuzumi lay her personal guard, her Moyuki, exterminated. Some burnt to dust, some frozen, annihilated by the elements. 
 
    The image vanished, and the Dark Lady forced it to come back. First it was blurred, then a little clearer. And then appeared the two hated figures, always seen from behind, a man and a woman: the Marked and the White Soul. He, unmistakable for the great power which emanated from him as well as the mark on his right hand: a great round mark of a strange golden color, as if a magical sun had burnt him. She, resplendent in her white armor with plumed helmet. An ancient rune was engraved on the back of her armor, which with tremendous effort they had been able to identify as the rune of the soul. 
 
    The image flickered, then disappeared again. Isuzeni looked at his Mistress and saw her struggling with the Skull, subduing it so that it would show her what she wanted to see, the images which with the passing years she had managed to wrench from it and link into an almost coherent scene: her destiny. The image reappeared and the scene continued unfolding. Isuzeni saw the Marked kneel beside Yuzumi’s body. He unsheathed a long hunting knife and placed it on her neck while the White Soul looked on impassively. Isuzeni’s heart froze again, as it had so many times before, for this was the moment which preceded the death of the Empress. At the same moment a third silhouette appeared, another woman who stood beside the Marked. The figures were still blurred, but he knew them well. 
 
    The Premonition had not changed. It was still the same. Isuzeni gasped. The Dark Lady would take his head in payment. 
 
    He was a dead man. His knees shook, his soul was doomed. 
 
    The image vanished, then to the High Priest’s surprise it came back a moment later, flickering strongly. The scene began to take shape, and in it two women appeared: two women Isuzeni had never seen before. The edges were blurred, but there was no doubt. Their faces were unclear, but their bodies were definitely female. The Dark Lady groaned with the effort and went on struggling to control the vision. Isuzeni noticed that the image was beginning to focus on the neck of the first woman. On it something shone intensely, with a color… the image became clearer and he distinctly saw an intense white gleam. It brought an image of wind to his mind, and a mystical breeze touched his face.  
 
    The image moved back from the first girl and focused on the neck of the second. As with the first woman, his attention was caught by a new gleam. But this time it shone blue, like the sea. A sense of water flooded Isuzeni. The High Priest was baffled; this was a new and fascinating vision. Why was the Skull showing them these two women and the objects which shone at their necks? Were these the medallions his Lady had sensed awakening? Very likely, since the power which issued from them was very ancient, but where had they come from? What kind of power did they provide? And what was more important still, what did those two women have to do with the Premonition? What did they have to do with the Dark Lady’s destiny? His Mistress had told him how in her last vision she had witnessed the link between the Marked and another young woman, using medallions of great arcane power, but this vision they were now seeing was completely different. 
 
    “Do you feel it, Isuzeni? Do you feel the power of the medallions?” asked Yuzumi, without looking at him, her face twisted from the strain. 
 
    “Yes, I feel their power very clearly… Undeniable, unquestionable.” 
 
    The Dark Lady’s face tensed. “It’s a power of an incredible magnitude. In this vision I feel it imbuing me with its powerful essence… so ancient…” 
 
    “I detect the power of the medallions, on the two women’s necks. I feel air… water… The medallions are linked to the elements of nature… Yes, I could swear it’s so… two medallions, two powers: Water, Air.” 
 
    “There’s more than that… Argh!” Yuzumi groaned under the strain of trying to control the vision. “They have the Gift… It’s necessary to interact with the medallions. But, there are not two… I can sense the extraordinary power of at least three medallions.”  
 
    “The Marked must be wearing the third,” Isuzeni said. “But I can’t tell for sure, it’s as if it wasn’t there…” 
 
    “From the Marked I can feel the void, the spirit, very powerful, increasing his Gift, turning him into an unstoppable force. Damnation! The combination is too powerful! Argh! Unequalled Power!” 
 
    “The spirit… has to be Ether, my Lady, the fifth element. Yes, it has to be. It fits!” 
 
    The Dark Lady clenched her jaw. “Three medallions with the power of three of the Elements of Nature… that means there must be five medallions. I can’t perceive them, but they must exist. If there are three, there will be five: Earth and Fire!” 
 
    “I think so too, my Lady.” 
 
    “Yes… Argh!” the Dark Lady closed her eyes and concentrated, struggling to control the Skull. 
 
    Isuzeni did the same. He could feel the Power coming from the medallions, soaking his frail body with an essence so strong, so powerful, that it made him shiver with raw fear. 
 
    “They must be mine! The power of the medallions is too great, they cannot serve my enemy. They must serve me! Make me become the most powerful force humanity has ever known!” 
 
    The mere idea of the Dark Lady imbued with such a colossal power froze Isuzeni’s blood. Nothing would stop her, nothing! Not even the Premonition itself. He could hardly breathe at the thought. 
 
    “I wasn’t wrong,” Yuzumi said, her body rigid, eyes open wide, lost in the vision. She seemed to be living a supernatural epiphany. “Everything makes sense at last. This vision corroborates it. I wasn’t wrong to follow my Destiny of Glory, preparing to reach it, fighting to obtain it during so many years. An ancient arcane power has awakened. A power which has remained hidden for many years. A power which will be crucial in the outcome of the Premonition, in my Destiny of Glory. This incredible power has to be mine! The medallions have to be mine! All of them! With them, with the power they will grant me I shall reign over all the known earth. Nothing and no one will be able to resist me, my limitless power. Nothing will oppose my wishes. I shall bend men, land, sea and sky to my wishes. I shall destroy nations, raze down continents, I shall be a Goddess on earth. That is my true Destiny, that is the Glory I pursue and want. Do you understand?” 
 
    Isuzeni nodded; he understood. He could now clearly see the translucent threads of fate, together with the main elements which composed them and would decide their final form. They were linked together: the Premonition, the Marked, the White Soul, the medallions and their Bearers, the conquest of Tremia. All that led to the Destiny of Glory which his Mistress pursued. They would make her a Goddess among mere mortals. 
 
    “Argh! This vision confirms it, the Skull confirms what I’d suspected. The reason why I came to Tremia. The reason why I didn’t stay skulking in Toyomi, trying to avoid the Destiny of Death. I knew glory awaited me here, and now this vision gives me confirmation. The medallions are the key; with them I’ll make myself into a Goddess. I have to kill the Bearers and take their medallions from them. The Marked, and those women too. Now I know what will bring me my Destiny of Glory, and nothing will deny it to me. Nothing!” 
 
    Isuzeni shivered at his Lady’s outburst. 
 
    “And… is the moment right?” 
 
    “It is indeed. That senile old Oracle predicted it correctly. Now is the exact moment. Think about it.” 
 
    With a long sigh, Isuzeni pondered upon it, using his privileged mind. 
 
    “It couldn’t have happened before. We weren’t prepared to invade Tremia, my Lady. We’ve just conquered and unified Toyomi under your flag. It has taken us a year to assemble the invading fleet. But not only that, if we’d made the invasion any earlier, the medallions wouldn’t have been found and you wouldn’t be able to get hold of them, and as a result your Destiny of Glory would not come about.” 
 
    “I see you understand.” 
 
    “And if we should wait,” Isuzeni went on, “the Bearers might become forces so strong that we’d be unable to defeat them.” 
 
    “Exactly. The moment is now. My moment is now. My destiny awaits me. A destiny so glorious that mortals don’t even dare to dream of such a thing. But I do, Isuzeni, and for me it’s no dream but a reality within reach of my hand. And my hand will reach it. Or do you still think I should retreat to Toyomi and let the Bearers of the medallions have dominion over Tremia?” 
 
    Isuzeni shook his head hastily. “No, no, no, my Lady, I don’t. With the medallions, the Destiny of Glory is assured. I too can see it now. It’s too important a treasure not to take the risk. Who wouldn’t risk it if the prize was to reign over the entire known world? I would risk it myself without stopping to think it twice, my Lady. Your choice is the right one.” 
 
    “At bottom we’re not so different, you and I, Counselor. If you were in my place you would do the same, and like me, you would risk everything, since the reward is so grand, so impossible that nothing would stop you. Divinity awaits me, and nothing will stand in my way. Nothing!” 
 
    Yuzumi’s eyes, filled with boundless determination, fixed on Isuzeni’s, and he knew that all the plans, all the efforts, all the work would finally make the Dark Lady into an all-powerful sovereign. Both the moment and the situation were right; they would achieve their goal. Just as they had done until now. 
 
    The image vanished again, only to reappear amid the Dark Lady’s groans of rage and effort as she clenched her teeth furiously, trying to control the vision. Isuzeni looked at the prisoners, only two of whom were still alive. Soon the Skull would be without nourishment and the vision would come to an end. A bright translucent flash from the mirror caught Isuzeni’s attention. He focused all his senses on the vision and identified the source of the brilliance: the neck of a young man in the middle of a forest. He could not see his face, but there was no doubt that it was a man. He was running uphill among the trees, and as he was running Isuzeni caught a glimpse of something gold on the man’s sleeve. The High Priest half-closed his eyes to see better and his heart skipped a beat: it was not his sleeve but the back of his hand. 
 
    “It’s the Marked!” he cried, euphoric at the new vision. 
 
    “Argh! Energy! I need more vital energy!” the Dark Lady cried, and Isuzeni saw that the last two prisoners had died. They needed more slaves, but there was no time to look for them. 
 
    “You and you,” Isuzeni said, gesturing at two huge Moyuki from the Empress’s guard. “Give your life right now for your Lady.” 
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation the two Moyuki stepped forward. 
 
    “Hold the Skull,” he ordered, and both elite warriors, faithful to the last, did as they were told. 
 
    The grey energy began to leave their bodies to feed the Skull, and the Dark Lady took her hands away for a moment to recover. She breathed deeply and replaced her hands, for the vision was beginning to fade in the mirror. 
 
    “Where is he, my Lady, where?” 
 
    The Dark Lady moaned; the struggle with the Skull had reached its height. For a moment it seemed she would succumb, but the Empress’s power imposed itself. The image regained intensity and showed the Marked running through the forest. 
 
    “Where, my Lady?” 
 
    The image began to move away from the Marked, as if seen by a bird soaring high on the wind. Isuzeni saw two further figures running with him: a big burly man and a woman with fiery hair. 
 
    “Where are you? Where?” 
 
    He repeated the question. The tension inside him was almost unbearable. The image slipped still further away, and Isuzeni could now see a dense oak forest. 
 
    “Higher, higher,” he begged. 
 
    And the image soared like an eagle, and from the sky Isuzeni could see the Thousand Lakes, and the Marked in one of the central forests which bordered the great masses of water, to the East. 
 
    “He’s… he’s right there…” he said in amazement, reaching out his hand, “at the other end of the Thousand Lakes… The White Tigers are combing that area…” 
 
    The Dark Lady let go of the Skull, overwhelmed by the enormous effort, and fell to her knees. The insatiable arcane object went on devouring the two Moyuki, even after the vision had ended. 
 
    From the ground, her fists clenched in pure rage. Yuzumi cried out: 
 
    “His head! Isuzeni, bring me his head!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Two threads one Destiny 
 
    [image: Imagen que contiene persona, interior, mujer, ropa  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta] 
 
    [image: Imagen que contiene persona, ropa, ventana, interior  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta][image: Imagen que contiene persona, interior, ropa, mujer  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta] 
 
      
 
    Komir, Hartz, Kayti —Thousand Lakes— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    “We’ll camp here. It looks like a good shelter,” Komir said as he looked at the mountain side and the beech trees around them. 
 
    Hartz breathed out heavily and looked around. 
 
    “This looks like a pretty thick forest, and I shouldn’t think there’s a soul for leagues around… Shall I make a small fire?” 
 
    Komir remained thoughtful; it would be more prudent not to, but they really needed it after the long trek. They had been walking all day crossing that forest at a fast pace towards the east. He was tired and sad, the former because of the pace they had set and the latter… because of Aliana’s unexpected betrayal… He still could not believe it. Komir knew that it really had not been a betrayal as such, since he had no rights over the Healer’s feelings, even though his heart felt as though she had allowed him to think so. He felt painfully betrayed. From the moment he had seen Aliana, Komir had fallen head over heels for her, and there was nothing he could do about it. He was well aware that he was no more than a highlander, almost a savage in comparison to an educated Healer, but his heart had fallen under the spell of Aliana’s courage, beauty and kindness. And now he felt a terrible pang in the pit of his stomach which filled him with unrest. When he remembered seeing her kissing the Prince he felt he had no air left in his lungs. He was truly hurt, and it was almost a physical pain, like being stabbed in the chest, something he had never felt before. He felt like a wounded animal; his heart was broken and a weight of sorrow pressed down on him. 
 
    I don’t deserve her… I’m a wild, uneducated warrior from the highlands and she’s a Healer. What can I offer a refined woman like her? There’s an abyss between us, she deserves better, she belongs with a Prince… As much as it hurts… I don’t want to get in her way, I want her to be happy… 
 
     “Stop thinking about her, man…” 
 
    “I’m that transparent?” Komir reacted, forgetting his thoughts. 
 
    “You are to me,” Hartz said with a big smile. “Let it be, don’t chew it over and over, you’ll only manage to torture yourself. He’s the Prince of Rogdon… the two of us a couple of Norriel brutes…” 
 
    “But what do you know about matters of the heart, you dimwit,” Kayti burst out as she came back with an armful of dry twigs for the fire. 
 
    “I must know something, seems to me, seeing as you’re with me…” Hartz said, puffing out his chest. 
 
    Kayti laughed heartily, and the big man flushed. Soon he was redder than a ripe tomato. 
 
    “Oh, shut up and don’t make me laugh. I even had to draw you a map so you could find my bedroom!” 
 
    Komir, who was drinking, choked when he heard and ended up coughing up the water he had half-swallowed. His sadness and dark mood disappeared at once and he relaxed. It would be best not to think about Aliana, to forget about her and that way the pain would stay away. Although Komir knew that it would always be there, buried in the deepest corner of his heart. 
 
    “A woman’s heart is a complicated thing, Komir. Don’t take what your eyes saw for granted, you might be mistaken,” Kayti said kindly. 
 
    “I know what I saw…” Komir said, crestfallen. 
 
    “Perhaps… and perhaps not. Women are complicated by nature and as far as feelings and love are concerned, even more so. Otherwise how do you explain my love for this dimwit? It has no explanation, it’s not logical. But that’s how it is.” 
 
    Hartz looked at her and beamed with absolute delight. 
 
    “If I might give you a piece of advice, Komir, let Aliana find her own way. There’s a lot in the Healer’s heart and she must find out by herself what will make her completely happy. Don’t drive her away from you, not now, I honestly believe you’d be making a mistake.” 
 
    “She could have chosen me but she chose the Prince. She made the right decision.” 
 
    Kayti heaved a sigh. 
 
    “As you wish, Komir… but things are not as simple as the way you see them, the heart doesn’t understand about right or position. Give her time so she can figure it out.” 
 
    Komir nodded, even though he believed in his heart that the best thing for Aliana was the Prince of Rogdon, and not him.  
 
    Hartz and Kayti lit a fire in the middle of a new lover’s quarrel which the big man was obviously going to lose. The redhead, little by little, had managed to make Komir’s feelings toward her less negative, but even though he tolerated her more than he might have wanted to, he still did not trust her. She had been hiding something ever since they had all met, and she had never revealed it. Komir kept an eye on her at all times, since he could not forget she was a Knight of the Custodian Brotherhood, and there was something fishy about that Brotherhood, and her… He realized more and more that all the people around him were following their own goals, their own personal purposes, which did not exactly chime with his own. He thought of Haradin and of how even the Great Mage of Rogdon, so powerful, so wise, pursued his own ends and had not revealed everything he knew. Something akin to resentment began to stir in his stomach once again, but he managed to subdue it. 
 
    I’d better focus on thinking, rather than letting my emotions get the better of me. I’ll go over what Haradin told me before we left. Perhaps he revealed more than he really meant to without realizing, something that might be useful to me. 
 
    He wrapped himself in his dark woolen cloak and closed his eyes, the warmth of the small fire was comforting Komir’s tired body. A pretty demanding day today. Weird confessions, Haradin’s half-truths, traveling through Ilenian portals, the Temple of Air at the bottom of an endless lake, the giant whirlwind, a forced march through the forests… yes, a really demanding day. But at last he could have some rest. 
 
    Kayti was taking the first watch. Komir found it strange seeing her without her white armor. She had lost it during their journey through the desert. Now the three of them were dressed in Rogdonian clothes in blue and silver, and even though they were of fine material he was still not used to the sight of them. The coat of chain-mail they had been given had been made by a master craftsman, probably the King’s own because the quality was exceptional. The leather hauberks, dyed blue with silver trimming, must have cost a fortune in gold. The leather boots were comfortable and the reinforced leather arm-pieces could certainly divert a stroke effectively. They had come back in rags and they had needed new clothes, above all Hartz, who looked like a beggar. 
 
    Watching the giant snoring gently on the other side of the fire, Komir began to feel drowsy and let himself slip into the sleep his body needed so badly. He did not know how long he had been sleeping when he began to hear a distant voice in his mind. A voice calling his name from a great distance: Komir… Komir… Komir… The voice was familiar, but sounded faraway… He wanted to wake up but he was so tired. Komir… Komir… Komir… the voice repeated. He felt sharp pangs through his entire body, as if he was being lashed, but it was not a physical pain. He fought against the torture, while in his mind an image began to take shape little by little: Amtoko’s cave. 
 
    He was greeted by a cold rasping voice which he recognized immediately: 
 
    “I see you’re still not answering my calls, young Norriel. You can’t imagine how hard it is for me to make contact through our blood link.” 
 
    Amtoko, the Silver Witch of the Norriel, was sitting beside the fire in her gloomy cave, with her enormous black cat at her side. 
 
    “And I can see that it’s just as painful as before, if not more so… You told me that the pain would get less, Amtoko…” 
 
    The Witch giggled. 
 
    “Aha! You shouldn’t believe everything a crazy old witch tells you. Another lesson of life learned, young Norriel.” 
 
    “I’ve been learning a lot of lessons lately, too many of them…” 
 
    “Ah… my dear friend, life is just a whole heap of lessons to experience and learn! Some well learned and some not so well,” she said, looking at Komir with a strange expression on her face. 
 
    “Before you try to trick me with your visions and the fate of the Norriel, I want you to answer some questions. Or else we’ll have nothing more to talk about, you and I, Silver Witch.” 
 
    “But my dear Komir, why all this hostility? I’m on your side, I always have been, ever since you arrived in our village…” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I want to talk about, Amtoko. You never told me you knew Haradin…” 
 
    The Witch gave him a cunning look. 
 
    “You never asked, young Norriel. I’m an old witch, I’ve been on this earth far too long and met a great many people… most of them dead now, others not yet…” 
 
    “Don’t you speak in riddles too, Amtoko. You know perfectly well what I want to know” he said, distressed. 
 
    Amtoko raised her hand in a soothing gesture. 
 
    “I know Haradin, yes. A good friend is the Rogdonian Mage. He’s always been a friend of the Norriel people. I’ve known him for a long time. Satisfied?” 
 
    “No, I’m not satisfied. I’m tired of you both not telling me all the truth…” 
 
    “What is it you want to know, my dear boy? Ask and you shall be answered.” 
 
    “I’ll ask you what I asked him. Do you know why they tried to kill me when I was just a baby? Do you know who sent those Dark Assassins?” 
 
    “No Komir, I don’t know. I’ve never known.” 
 
    “Haradin told me of something you did to hide me from my pursuers. What was it? Please… tell me everything…” 
 
    “Oh yes… the Great Hiding Spell… A great spell was that, yes, indeed. Quite proud I am, pretty good for a crazy old woman like me… Haradin, with his great power, helped me do it. It was impressive. Yes, I cast the spell over that mysterious night-black medallion. While the medallion is with you it will hide your power, your Gift, your essence, from anyone searching for you. That’s why you weren’t found in eighteen years. Its effect covers several leagues; as long as you’re not further away than that, you won’t be found.” 
 
    “Then how did they find me?” 
 
    “Ah, young people have so little memory for the detail that matters… That unpleasant incident at the Bear Ceremony unleashed all kinds of rumors, and you’d be surprised to learn how far they can reach, particularly if they’re juicy ones… and the ears those rumors can reach, if the listeners are on the alert…” 
 
    “I see… that was why… your spell didn’t fail…” 
 
    “No, it didn’t fail, and what’s more it should be still effective, as it was a great spell,” she repeated proudly. “Come to think about it… I worked another spell like it sometime later.” 
 
    “A second hiding spell?” 
 
    “Yes, very powerful too, very much like yours.” 
 
    “Who for?” 
 
    “Haradin, who else?” the Witch said with a smile. 
 
    “Who else did the Mage want to hide?” 
 
    “He never told me, said it was better if I didn’t know for my own good, and I took his advice. When an old friend tries to protect you it’s best to do as he says, it tends to keep you alive longer. Some time had passed when he appeared in my cave one night, and asked me to repeat the Great Hiding Spell. Five men were with him. His Keepers, he called them.” 
 
    “What did you enchant, Amtoko, another Ilenian medallion?” 
 
    “No, that’s what surprised me about his request. They brought me four runic stones, the size of a man’s arm, and he asked me to cast the spell over them.” 
 
    “Runic stones? What are they, what are they for?” 
 
    “Hah! My young Norriel, it would take me years to explain all the concepts connected with magic, energy, nature and spirit. Unfortunately, and although I’d gladly teach you, it’s not the right time. Let’s say, in terms that your bear-cub mind can understand, that those runic stones Haradin brought me had a special ability: the power to absorb and hold the magic of a spell for a long time. Where he’d found them, and the inscriptions carved on them, I don’t know. I didn’t ask, it wasn’t this old witch’s business. What I do know is that it was a matter of life or death for Haradin, and he asked me to hurry.” 
 
    “Why hadn’t you ever told me until now?” 
 
    “For two reasons, my dear Norriel. The first and most important: Haradin asked me never to reveal to anyone the reason for that secret visit because the life of innocent people was at stake. And the second: you never asked me,” she said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Would you have told me?” 
 
    “Hmmm… perhaps I would, or perhaps I would have waited for the right moment. For a moment like this…” 
 
    Komir breathed out in frustration. How he hated the secretiveness of all these Mages and Witches! 
 
    “Is the spell on the Dark Medallion still working?” 
 
    “Of course, my young warrior, and on the runic stones too. Don’t you have it with you?” 
 
    “No, I don’t… Lindaro has it…” 
 
    “It’s no good for him. It can only work for you, or for someone who also has a Gift, a power like yours… You should get it back as soon as possible. It has great value, and will hide your movements from the enemy. It’s more than likely they’re still looking for you… to kill you. Yes, I very much fear it’s so.” 
 
    Komir remained thoughtful. He had to find Lindaro to get back the Dark Medallion, but he had no idea where to find the man of faith. 
 
    “All right, Amtoko, now tell me, what’s this summons about? If you’ve come to tell me we’re in danger, let me tell you that I already know. War is decimating Rogdon, the situation of the Kingdom is critical, thousands of Rogdonians have died and the survivors are behind the walls of Rilentor, fleeing from the death and destruction which stalks the realm. We’re on a mission for King Solin.” 
 
    “Yes, my inexperienced bear cub, I know what Haradin and the King have asked you: to find the other two Bearers and lead them back to Rilentor. That’s not why we’re here, you and I. Although… perhaps… in part… a part of something altogether more crucial.” 
 
    “I can’t follow your thoughts…” 
 
    The Silver Witch giggled. 
 
    “Since you left our little village in search of your personal vendetta, you’ve been very busy, haven’t you? What’s that hanging round your neck?”  
 
    Komir began to explain: “It’s a…” 
 
    “I know what it is, boy,” she interrupted. “I’ve been watching you as often as I could. I know your adventures well, and those of your companions. So don’t try to hide anything from me. I might be a half-crazy old witch and perhaps a tad senile, but my mind still runs astonishingly fast for my age.” 
 
    “I can well believe that you see everything and that your mind is as quick as always. But why would I hide anything from you?” 
 
    “Hah! The heart of men has a natural tendency to get confused when it comes into contact with power. The yearning for power, greatness, dominion, will corrupt the purest soul. That Ilenian medallion round your neck has such an amazing power I doubt whether you can ever come to understand it.” 
 
    “It’s a charmed medallion, and it’s saved my life several times. That’s all I know and all I care about.” 
 
    “Ah, now right there, in those words, lies the essence of what I’m trying to tell you. A medallion or any other Object of Power can’t save anybody, it’s just an object. My panther can save you, I can save you, but a magical object can’t. It’s just an object with one purpose, to be used by someone.” 
 
    “Well, this object has saved me, that’s all I can say.” 
 
    “And that, my bear cub, is precisely what’s important. That Ilenian medallion is linked to you, to your destiny. Otherwise you wouldn’t have found it, and it would never have acted to save your life.” 
 
    “What destiny are you talking about? That one you warned me about when I left the village or a different one? I’d remind you that you never mentioned either the medallions or the Ilenians. You told me to go to the Egia Lighthouse and on another occasion to go East, and that’s what I did.” 
 
    “And what did you find in the course of both searches?” 
 
    “Very nearly death both times…” 
 
    “There’s no reward without risk, young warrior. On both occasions you found Ilenian medallions. First the one you’re wearing and later those which two Bearers who were returning from the East are now wearing, a certain Aliana… and Asti… if I grasped it right.” 
 
    At the mention of the Healer’s name Komir tensed, and a bitter pain clutched his chest. 
 
    “I did what you asked me to. I don’t know the reason. But it didn’t lead me to the end I was after. I still don’t know who’s responsible for the death of my parents. I still haven’t been able to gain justice for them. But at least now I have the medallion, and I’m sure it will help me.” 
 
    “Ah, the eternal search for revenge your soul craves! A vain search and a senseless one, but your search nevertheless. As for your Destiny, it’s one and one only. It’s true I didn’t mention anything about the Ilenians, because my talent didn’t let me see any of them. Most likely because of the powerful Ilenian magic which hid them from my Gift. But don’t be mistaken, Komir, your Destiny is clear and still the same one I foretold to you back then. Evil is on its way; it’s very close, an evil carrying infernal suffering to all Tremia. I’ve used my Gift and traveled along the threads of Destiny, navigating the intricate spider’s-web which makes it up. I managed to glimpse the players of the great game at last, after trying for so long and only being able to intercept their veiled moves. The game is entering its final phase, Komir, you must be ready. What we were so afraid of is finally on its way. Rogdon will fall, the great nations will be overthrown, the balance of powers as we know them will disappear forever under a black wave of destruction and pain. Thousands upon thousands of people will die, men, women and children. Our people, just like others, will be annihilated. The Norriel won’t survive this sea of blood, pain and death which will reach even our highlands. That destiny, your destiny, has not changed.” 
 
    “What must I do, Amtoko? How can I prevent my people from dying?” 
 
    “You must rise strong before the black sea of hate and suffering, and fight against it. Keep firm, like a rock, and although savage tides of sorrow and blood lash against you, resist like an oak and in spite of everything, remain unmovable. Fight against evil, no matter how slender the chance of victory might seem. And when all hope seems lost, even then, you must stand tall, unshakable, defying the storms of evil.” 
 
    “Will I survive? Will we survive?” he asked, heavy with worry —not for his life alone, but for that of his friends and for all the Norriel. 
 
    “That, my young bear cub, is something we’ll very soon find out.” 
 
    Komir looked at her eyes and realized the old witch did not know the outcome of his Destiny. The pain of the blood link was growing stronger all the time until now it was a torment. 
 
    “One more thing. Two threads I see woven into your destiny above all the rest. One black as the death which approaches inexorably. Another golden as the sun, which to begin with I couldn’t see, connected with the Ilenians. Both threads will shape your final Destiny, the Destiny of all Tremia.” 
 
    Komir looked at her, heavy with uncertainty, feeling a load on his shoulders so huge that all he wanted to do was run away. As if she were able to read the fear in his eyes Amtoko turned her firm gaze on him. 
 
    “You won’t go anywhere, Komir. Those who make up the black tide are already coming. I’ve seen them with my power, but you won’t avoid them, even though their hosts are made up of thousands of soldiers.” 
 
    “Why are you so sure?” 
 
    “Because I’ve seen them, Komir, and they have slanted eyes. The same eyes as the Dark Assassins and the White Tigers.” 
 
    Komir felt pain and fury welling inside him. 
 
    “I’ll kill them! I’ll kill them all!” 
 
    “And now, young Norriel, wake up, danger stalks close to you.” 
 
    Komir woke with a start and opened his eyes wide. On the other side of the fire two men in dark clothes were watching him. 
 
    “Look out!” he cried. 
 
    Hartz leapt to his feet and unsheathed his great Ilenian sword, while Komir seized his weapons. Kayti came out from behind the tree where she had been hidden. 
 
    “Where on earth did they come from?” she cried angrily. 
 
    “I don’t know, but they’re heading for a grave,” cried Hartz, brandishing his sword. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” said one of the two in a soothing tone. “Haradin sent us. We’re two of his Keepers. You must come with us right away, we’ve located the other two Bearers. Come on.” 
 
    “Why such a hurry? Let’s wait for dawn, it’s still the dead of night,” Komir said, not trusting them. 
 
    The Keeper shook his head. 
 
    “The enemy’s here already. By dawn we’ll all be dead.” 
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    From his hiding place amid the dense foliage Lasgol was watching the distant valley carefully. From the top of the bushy hill, under a hundred-year-old oak, he scanned the distance with growing concern. The dreadful smoke of the war filled the horizon as far as the eye could reach, beyond the great lakes. Leagues and leagues of territory in the mid-east seemed to be burning, and in two particular areas the columns of smoke looked chillingly huge. Lasgol’s heart sank as he tried to puzzle out what he was seeing, because something was wrong, terribly wrong. The border disputes between Erenal and Zangria were familiar, but what he was seeing now was no consequence of simple skirmishes between border outposts but absolute destruction. Both kingdoms were burning and being devastated, which was unthinkable. 
 
    From among a cluster of roots the head of the ever-curious Sonea appeared at his side to watch the dreadful spectacle. 
 
    “But… it can’t be…” she stammered, anguished and unable to believe what she was seeing. “According to my calculations… that must be… Erenalia… and it’s on fire!” 
 
    Lasgol covered her mouth at once and glared at her in warning. It took Sonea a moment to recover, but still Lasgol kept up his gag to stop her laments reaching unwanted ears. At that height a cry carried on the breeze could travel far, and there was danger all round… At last Sonea seemed to regain some composure. The Tracker let her go. 
 
    “Lasgol, is… is what’s burning my home? Is… Erenalia burning? Tell me I’m wrong!” 
 
    “Try to stay calm, Sonea, we don’t know who might be lurking around.” 
 
    Sonea nodded and looked at Lasgol, her big black tearful eyes begging desperately for a denial which Lasgol could not give her. 
 
    “I’m so very sorry, Sonea…” 
 
    The tears began to flow. 
 
    “But it can’t be. Why? How? Have the Zangrians gone crazy?” 
 
    Lasgol looked at her, so petite, so intelligent and full of curiosity. Her heart was broken. 
 
    “I’m not so sure it was the Zangrians. Their capital and a lot of their kingdom is burning too…” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense. King Dasleo wouldn’t burn half of Zangria, not even in revenge,” Sonea said. “He’s a wise, just man,”  
 
    “That’s exactly the point, Sonea. If Dasleo the King of Erenal hasn’t burnt Zangria, then who has? And who’s destroyed Erenal?” 
 
    Sonea wept, trying to muffle her sobs so that they would not be heard. 
 
    “Go with Lindaro, go back to the camp and tell them what’s going on.” 
 
    Sonea delayed for a moment, but in the end obeyed the Tracker and ran downhill. 
 
    Now Lasgol focused his attention on something closer and much more dangerous below, in the valley. His heart was beating more and more heavily. 
 
    Yakumo approached stealthily, crouched beside him and put a hand on his shoulder. In an almost inaudible whisper he asked: 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    Lasgol glanced at him and smiled briefly. “A thousand. They’re securing a way through the lakes.” 
 
    “Zangrians or soldiers of Erenal?” 
 
    Lasgol sighed. “Well, that’s what has me wondering. It worries me. They don’t belong to any kingdom I know. Their banners and flags are totally unfamiliar. Even their armor is… foreign…” 
 
    “They’re not soldiers from the two mid-eastern kingdoms?” 
 
    “No, Yakumo… they’re… they’re men like you…” 
 
    The Assassin’s face hardened as if a shadow had come over him. 
 
    “I’ll show you.” 
 
    Lasgol took the Assassin’s hand. Closing his eyes, he called upon his skill to see like an eagle. 
 
    “Close your eyes, Yakumo.”  
 
    Lasgol opened his own and fixed his gaze on the soldiers in black-laminated armor beside the lake. He concentrated and focused his vision on their faces. His eagle eye allowed him to see their faces in detail, as if a bird had swooped down from the sky past the soldiers. 
 
    “They’re men with slanted eyes, Yakumo. Men of your race…” 
 
    Yakumo remained silent for a long while, then opened his eyes. 
 
    Behind them Iruki appeared, crawling through the forest undergrowth. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” she asked uneasily. 
 
    “The end is near…” said Yakumo in a voice so deep and sorrowful that both, Lasgol and Iruki were taken aback. 
 
    “We must flee. Right away. The Dark Lady has arrived. We’re all going to die.” 
 
    Without any further explanation he turned back to the camp at the lower edge of the forest. 
 
    Lasgol followed, worried. He did not understand what Yakumo had meant, but the gravity of the situation had been branded on him as though with fire. 
 
    “What is it, Yakumo?” Iruki begged from after him. “You can tell me, my love.”  
 
    “Not here, my princess. Let’s go back to the camp.” 
 
    Iruki seemed to give in, and the three of them walked down through the forest to the brook where Lindaro and Sonea were waiting. To the north one of the thousand lakes was shining under the morning sun, with a blue as heavenly as the cloudless sky above them. 
 
    “What else have you found out?” Sonea asked when she saw them approaching. 
 
    Lindaro glanced at their serious faces as he poked at the fire. “Judging by their faces, it doesn’t look like anything good…” he said. 
 
    Yakumo came to stand beside Lindaro. Looking at the others, he said: 
 
    “I have very bad news. The worst. I had hoped this day would never come, because the repercussions for all of us are serious. Unfortunately, the day has come.” 
 
    They all looked at him as if hypnotized. 
 
    At that moment Lasgol sensed something strange; the hair on the back of his neck prickled, which could only mean danger. He called upon his skill to hear like a bat and stood absolutely still. 
 
    Yakumo also perceived something, fell silent and took out his daggers, fast as lightning. 
 
    Lasgol listened attentively and made out footsteps coming from the West, coming closer, hidden among the trees on the edge of the lakes. 
 
    Yakumo made an inquiring gesture. 
 
    Lasgol raised his right hand, showing five fingers. 
 
    Yakumo nodded. Putting a finger to his lips, he gestured to the group to keep quiet. A red flash ran through the Assassin’s body, and with a wave of his arms he gave a leap and disappeared. 
 
    Lasgol took three steps back with the greatest care, slipped in among the foliage and readied his bow. He used his camouflage skill, blending with his surroundings and vanishing from human sight. He waited. 
 
    Iruki sat down by the fire and gestured to Lindaro and Sonea to do the same. Without drawing attention to herself the young Masig placed her short sword on her right, unsheathed and at the ready. 
 
    Lasgol could not help but admire the brave Masig, whose spirit was indomitable, guided by a noble heart. He thought of Yakumo and how lucky he was. Being loved by a woman like that had to be the greatest good fortune in the world. Don’t think about her, she’s not for you, her heart belongs to Yakumo, she hates your race, and you in particular. You’ve been chasing her non-stop for months across half the continent like a rabid dog. 
 
    Five figures appeared beside the lake. Three dressed in blue and silver and two in dark hooded cloaks. The three in blue and silver exchanged what Lasgol read as farewells with the men in the dark cloaks, who left, disappearing once again in the forest behind them. The three strangers walked up to the camp. An athletic young man, another big as a mountain and a redheaded young woman in Rogdonian clothes. Lasgol pointed his arrow at the heart of the young man with the emerald eyes. 
 
    “Good morning!” the young man said. 
 
    Iruki spun round, quick as a cheetah, wielding her Ilenian sword threateningly. When she saw the young man she cried out: 
 
    “It’s the spirit! The spirit of the Medallion!” 
 
    The young man took a step back in surprise and raised his arms. 
 
    “Wait!” cried Lindaro at the top of his voice. 
 
    In reply the giant unsheathed a huge two-handed sword and the woman a long sword. 
 
    Lasgol held his breath. The situation was getting complicated. 
 
    At that moment Yakumo appeared behind the woman out of thin air. 
 
    “Drop your weapons or she dies,” he threatened in an icy voice, and placed his daggers on her neck. 
 
    “Wait, wait!” cried Lindaro desperately, waving his arms crazily as he ran towards the strangers. 
 
    “But what the…” Lasgol cursed under his breath. 
 
    “I know them, they’re friends! Don’t hurt them, they’re friends!” Lindaro cried. 
 
    Lasgol let out his breath sharply. What’s going on?  
 
    “Lindaro! How wonderful to see you safe and sound!” said the young man with the green eyes. “Would you mind telling your new friend to let Kayti go before there’s a nasty accident?” 
 
    “Yes, I wouldn’t want to take his head off,” said the giant. He was holding his sword high, with his eyes fixed on the Assassin. 
 
    “Yakumo, lower your weapons, please! I know them! They’re friends of mine.” 
 
    The Assassin looked at Lindaro for a moment, then glanced towards where Lasgol was hiding. 
 
    Lasgol saw the glance and stayed hidden, ready. He activated his skill to shoot true, sure that the Assassin would notice the flash of power as he did so. 
 
    Immediately Yakumo withdrew his daggers and stepped back. 
 
    “If they’re friends of yours, Lindaro, they’re welcome,” said Yakumo with his usual poise. He motioned to Iruki to lower her weapon. 
 
    The Masig hesitated an instant, her glance tense, but in the end she followed his example. 
 
    “This is much better,” the man with the emerald eyes said. 
 
    Kayti faced Yakumo warily. 
 
    “How are you? What are you doing here? Blessed be the Light!” Lindaro cried joyfully. 
 
    “Come here, little one!” the big man said, and they embraced heartily. The warrior lifted the thin priest into the air, roaring with laughter as he hugged him. When he put him down Lindaro, half dizzy, went over to the athletic warrior and gave him a big hug as well. 
 
    This made Lasgol feel easier. He did not miss a single detail. 
 
    “I’m so glad to see you!” the priest was saying. There was a look of delight on his face. 
 
    “And so are we, Lindaro. You had us very worried. You’ve been gone for quite a while.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you all about it,” he replied as he hugged the redhead, who winked at him conspiratorially. 
 
    Lasgol watched the two men and felt power emanating from them, a basic power, but a lethal one. Those two warriors were not ordinary men. The realization unsettled him. 
 
    “Come on, come beside the fire. Let’s sit down and get everyone introduced. We’re all friends, so there’s nothing to be afraid of. The Light has blessed us all with this wonderful reunion, here, in the middle of the Thousand Lakes. What a stroke of good fortune in this hour of need!” 
 
    The big man took a step toward the fire, but the other warrior raised his hand and stopped at once. 
 
    “Lindaro, could you tell your friend by the oak to come out into the open?” he said, and pointed in Lasgol’s direction. 
 
    Lasgol was perplexed. It was impossible that he could be seen… unless… he had seen the flash… and that would mean he was a Chosen. 
 
    Lindaro looked towards where Komir was pointing and said: 
 
    “Lasgol, you can come out. They’re friends, good friends. There’s no danger.” 
 
    Lasgol was not too happy about this. He would much rather have stayed hidden. But if he did not come out the situation might turn ugly. 
 
    “If they’re friends of yours, Lindaro, then they’re mine too,” Lasgol said, and came out into the open. 
 
    “Thank you, Lasgol,” said Lindaro, sounding relieved. “And now please put your weapons away, all of you, we’re among friends, I can assure you,” he urged, hoping to reassure both groups. 
 
    They all came to the camp fire. One group took up its position on one side and the other on the opposite. They watched each other warily. Lindaro, in the middle and obviously worried, looked at them all. Before the tension could grow again, he introduced them all one by one. 
 
    “And now that we know who we all are,” the man of faith begged, “please sit down, all of you.”  
 
    Still wary, they sat down one by one around the fire. 
 
    Lindaro spoke in a conciliatory voice, “I think the best thing would be for each group to tell of their ordeal up to this moment, and that way we’ll all know why we’ve all met here today.” 
 
    “It’s not always very wise to tell secrets to strangers…” Lasgol began. He still did not trust the three warriors. They radiated too much danger, and that made him nervous. He looked at Yakumo and the Assassin nodded imperceptibly. He was not at ease either. 
 
    Sonea was indignant. “These foreigners are friends of Lindaro’s, and he answers for them. My land has been devastated, my home is on fire, my dear tutor might be… I want to know what’s happening, I want to know everything!” 
 
    A tense silence fell on the group. 
 
    Lindaro stood up. In a quiet voice he began to tell all he had been through with both groups, as if offering a bridge of cordiality between the two bands with whom he had shared so many vivid experiences. When the priest had finished his story the tension seemed to ease, as if dispelled by the breeze. But despite this Lasgol’s eyes remained on Komir without missing a detail, since the Norriel warrior had his eyes fixed on Yakumo and his look was… too intense… 
 
    “Komir, please, if you don’t mind…” Lindaro pleaded. 
 
    Komir looked thoughtfully at Lindaro for a moment. 
 
    “All right, Lindaro, I’ll do it for you, for our friendship. I wouldn’t do it for any other man.” 
 
    The Norriel spoke with a firm voice as he explained all that had happened since they became separated from Lindaro, and the serious situation in the West, which was the reason for their mission and what had brought them there. When he had finished there was a long silence; all remained thoughtful, mulling over his words and the events he had described. After a while Lindaro, who was looking more and more worried all the time, asked Lasgol to tell them his own story. Lasgol thought for a moment, then turned to the group. 
 
    “I’ll be considered a traitor among my people for what I’m going to tell you, but after the atrocities I’ve witnessed I believe it’s my duty to tell you what you’re up against. Even though I believe it’s madness to confront the Norghanian army, still more so if the Nocean Empire supports them. I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but Rogdon is doomed.” 
 
    Lasgol told the group everything he knew, and what his orders were. The others looked at each other with deep concern in their eyes. 
 
    “There’s one more thing I must share with all of you,” Lasgol went on. “From the east, beyond the lakes, a new danger is approaching. An army has devastated the kingdoms of Erenal and Zangria. An army never before seen, bearing unknown emblems, men in black-laminated armor, with terrible masks. Men with slanted eyes…” 
 
    All eyes fixed at once on Yakumo. 
 
    The Assassin lowered his gaze to the fire, then gazed at Iruki’s face. He sighed and began to speak as if the words hurt him. 
 
    “Yuzumi, Empress of Toyomi, known for her black soul as the Dark Lady, has arrived in Tremia. Her power is immense, her perversity as ruthless and terrifying as her limitless ambition. Black is her soul, black the destiny which awaits this land… Wherever the flag of the Dark Lady is seen, nothing but death and absolute destruction follow. The war in the west is only the least of Tremia’s problems, for if Yuzumi has landed nothing will be left standing in the whole continent. She will destroy all in her path, and blood and suffering will devour the land.” 
 
    “Those armies that have destroyed my home: where have they come from? Where are you from, Yakumo?” asked Sonea, her cheeks red and wet with tears. 
 
    Yakumo rose and calmly told the group about his faraway land, of the continent of Toyomi, of what had happened there with the nine kingdoms. Of the evil and horror in the ruthless heart of Empress Yuzumi, of her immense power of death. Of the suffering she would bring to Tremia, as she had already in Toyomi. 
 
    The group listened in silence, devouring every syllable the Assassin spoke. They grew more worried and restless with each new revelation. When Yakumo had finished, nobody spoke. The silence was almost eerie. 
 
    “But this is terrible… tragic… What are we going to do?” Lindaro said in deep dismay. 
 
    “Haradin and the King of Rogdon are requesting the Bearers to gather together in Rilentor,” Komir said, his gaze turning to Sonea and Iruki. “That’s why we’ve come looking for you,” 
 
    “It would make sense for us to take shelter in Rilentor and help Rogdon,” Lindaro pleaded. “It goes without saying that this power must never fall into the hands of the Dark Lady, bearing in mind what Yakumo has told us. Oh all-powerful Light, don’t let that happen!”  
 
    “I agree with Lindaro. I’ll come with you, Norriel,” said Sonea with fierce determination. “The Dark Lady has destroyed my kingdom, and who knows how many thousands of innocents will have perished… What’ll have happened to good old Barnacus…?” she said between sobs. “I’ll do anything in my power to stop her.” 
 
    Komir nodded, then looked at Iruki. 
 
    The Masig in turn looked at Yakumo, as though leaving the decision to him. 
 
    “The five Bearers must gather in Rilentor,” Lindaro said, trying to convince Iruki and Yakumo. “The united power of the five might be the key to saving not only Rogdon, but all Tremia. I’ve known Haradin for a long time, he’s the most powerful Mage on the face of Tremia and a great expert on the Ilenians. We must be with him at this critical hour and pray the Light may work a miracle.” 
 
    “Rilentor will be besieged and destroyed. There’s no miracle that can save her from the combined attack of the armies of the Kingdom of Norghana and the Nocean Empire,” said Lasgol with absolute certainty. 
 
    “Not as long as I’m behind its walls to defend it,” said Hartz in his deep voice. He folded his arms across his chest, as if he alone might defeat the invading armies. 
 
    “And from the east the black tide will arrive… and everything will die in its wake…” warned Yakumo. 
 
    “We’ll fight shoulder to shoulder until the end in Rilentor,” Kayti said, looking at Hartz. “We won’t budge.” 
 
    “Let’s go away to the steppes, Yakumo,” Iruki said, sounding deeply troubled. “This doesn’t concern us. Let’s go to the Fountain of Life, no one will ever find us there and we’ll be safe.”  
 
    Yakumo took a deep breath and closed his eyes. They looked at him in silence. When he opened them he looked at Iruki and said to her: 
 
    “I’m not worthy of your love, my dearest. I’m not even worthy to walk in your footsteps, to breathe the air you breathe, and I could never decide for you. But if you ask my opinion, I’ll give it to you gladly. We can’t escape, we won’t be able to hide, since the evil of this Dark Lady has no end. It will reach us. It will reach your father, Kaune Eagle Warrior, it will reach your people. The Blue Clouds will die after suffering unimaginable horrors. The army of the Dark Lady will be crossing the Thousand Lakes; there are a thousand men already securing a way across. After that they’ll go straight to your people’s plains. Nothing will remain in the path of their lust for power. That’s why we must fight, my love. We must resist, no matter how ridiculous the efforts of our group might appear. If we hide, sooner or later her evil will reach us and everything we love will die with us. She has come to conquer the continent, and one by one she’ll overcome every one of the kingdoms in it. I know that because she’s already done it in Toyomi. There’s nowhere to hide. That’s what my heart tells me, and that’s why we must fight.” 
 
    “Yes sir, well said!” Hartz cried, carried away by emotion, his fist in the air. 
 
    Iruki ignored the big man and looked at her beloved. 
 
    “So, Yakumo, we’ll fight together till victory, or death.” She turned to Komir and said: “You have my answer, Norriel.” 
 
    Komir nodded, and gave her a slight bow. 
 
    Once the group had made their decision, they prepared for the journey back. Lindaro, Hartz, Kayti and Komir exchanged smiles at their happy meeting. Sonea, a little apart from the others, tried to hide her tears. 
 
    Komir hugged the man of peace one again and asked him: 
 
    “Do you still have the Dark Medallion I gave you?” 
 
    Hartz and Kayti turned towards Komir, surprised by the question. 
 
    “Your mother’s medallion?” asked Hartz in puzzlement. 
 
    “Yes. It’s important.” 
 
    Lindaro reached for the golden chain round his neck and pulled the medallion out of his robe. 
 
    “Here it is, my friend.” 
 
    Komir looked at it, as beautiful and dark as ever. 
 
    “Why do we need it?” Kayti asked with obvious interest. 
 
    Komir gave her a look of distrust. 
 
    “For some unknown reason this Ilenian medallion is linked to me. Also, Amtoko put a spell on it to hide my whereabouts from the enemy who wants to kill me.” Komir glanced towards Yakumo. Hartz and Kayti followed his gaze. 
 
    “No, no, no. I know what you’re thinking, but Yakumo is our friend. He might have been an Assassin in his past life, but now he’s on our side,” Lindaro said, waving his hands animatedly at Komir and Hartz. 
 
    Komir’s gaze was still fixed on the Assassin. 
 
    “The men who tried to kill me as a baby, the ones who killed my birth parents, were Dark Assassins. Assassins with slanted eyes that Haradin killed defending me. Tell me he’s not a Dark Assassin, Lindaro, tell me, because in my soul I know he is.” 
 
    “Take it easy, Komir, we’ll talk to him when the moment’s right.” 
 
     “Yes, we’ll talk…” said Komir. He turned to Hartz and gave him instructions in the Norriel tongue, which nobody else understood. 
 
    Lasgol, who had been watching the scene out of the corner of his eye, picked up his bow and went to where Yakumo and Iruki were getting ready for the journey back to the west. 
 
    He made a sign to Yakumo in the direction of the Norriel, and the Assassin nodded. 
 
    “You’d better be alert,” Lasgol warned him. “For some reason the green-eyed warrior doesn’t like you.” 
 
    “I think I know the reason for that… I’m afraid… and if I’m right, then this young man is extremely important.” 
 
    Lasgol looked at Komir without understanding Yakumo’s words, but it was clear to the Tracker that the young man oozed power from every pore. 
 
    “Before we leave, I’d like to offer you both my most sincere and humble apologies,” Lasgol said. He looked at the couple but had to look away, because he felt such shame it humbled his soul. 
 
    “There’s no need for you to apologize, Tracker,” Yakumo said. 
 
    “Of course there is!” thundered Iruki, giving Lasgol a look of absolute hatred. “Do I have to remind you, he tracked us across half Tremia like a rabid dog that can’t leave its prey once it’s smelt blood?” 
 
    Lasgol blushed at the Masig’s outrage. 
 
    “Let me remind you, Iruki my love, that you owe him your life too…” 
 
    “Yes, I owe that debt, but I won’t pay it because it was the result of his implacable pursuit. If the Norghanian had abandoned the chase my life wouldn’t have been in any danger,” she said, and crossed her arms with an intense glare. 
 
    “Iruki is right. I’ve pursued you and put your lives in danger, and for that I apologize from the bottom of my heart. I was guided by my sense of honor, my duty to my country. But now I know better, I’ve learnt there are things I can’t do, orders I can’t carry out blindly as far as their ultimate consequences. There are vile actions I can’t tolerate. I will never pursue you again, or cause you any trouble, you have my word on that. What’s more, I’ll help you in everything I can. I’m forever in your debt because of all the harm I’ve done you. When I think of the barbaric torture they inflicted on you… I can’t describe the shame and remorse I feel, Yakumo, those things will never leave me. I can only apologize a thousand times, although I know it will never outweigh the pain I caused, nor will it cleanse my honor.” 
 
    Yakumo put his hand on Lasgol’s shoulder. 
 
    “You’re a good man, Lasgol, honorable and honest. I already knew that when you tried to save me the suffering in the torturer’s tent. I appreciated it then and I thank you now. Our paths now lead in the same direction, we’re no longer enemies since we must both fight the Dark Lady with all our might.” 
 
    “I appreciate your words, Yakumo.” 
 
    “What will you do?” asked the Assassin. 
 
    “I think I should go back to my own people, much as I dislike the idea, and warn them of the danger behind them. They’ll be so intent on taking Rilentor that they’ll have neglected their rearguard. If the Dark Lady’s army comes all the way to the west, they’ll be caught unawares. I must warn them, make them see the great danger on its way from the east.” 
 
    “I think that’s wise,” Yakumo agreed. “Go and warn the people of the snow, an unfathomable evil is coming up behind them, and will soon be upon them.” 
 
    “And what will you say when they ask you about us?” Iruki demanded. “Will they send more bloodhounds to chase after us?” 
 
    “No. This pursuit ends here. I’ll tell them I fought with the Assassin and had to kill him.” 
 
    “And why will those Generals of yours believe you?” Iruki asked, unconvinced. 
 
    Lasgol thought about this. It was quite possible that his Generals would not believe him. 
 
    “Because he’ll have wrested from my dying lips the answer to the question they’re so anxious to know and the reason they’re after me,” said Yakumo. 
 
    Both Lasgol and Iruki looked at him in puzzlement. 
 
    Yakumo looked directly into Lasgol’s eyes and said: 
 
    “The soldiers who came to kill me in the torturer’s tent: Count Volgren sent them. He’s the traitor your Generals are looking for.” 
 
    Lasgol was stunned. 
 
    “Are you… are you sure, Yakumo? He’s the most powerful man in the kingdom after King Thoran.” 
 
    “I am, Lasgol. He sent them, to silence me.” 
 
    This revelation was something Lasgol would never have imagined in a thousand years. He was unable to take in the possible consequences of that knowledge. The repercussions would be terrible. As he was trying to regain his composure, his Gift vibrated. 
 
    Imminent danger! 
 
    He turned. Behind him, coming out of the forest, there appeared six enormous warriors carrying spears and covered in furs. 
 
    White tiger furs! 
 
    “Tiger Warriors!” shouted Komir, who had already seen them. “Tiger Warriors!” he yelled, his face a mixture of hate and astonishment. 
 
    Hartz and Kayti grabbed their weapons with the speed of expert swordsmen. 
 
    Yakumo unsheathed his daggers. “Kill them!” he said to Lasgol, and went to confront the first of the man-hunters. 
 
    Lasgol nocked his bow and aimed at the second man, who was coming at him at terrifying speed. The arrow caught the Tiger Warrior in the heart. He dropped the spear but kept coming. Lasgol, taken by surprise, nocked another arrow, but could not release it as the mortally wounded warrior had launched himself at him. The enemy knife searched for Lasgol’s neck as he tried to dislodge the burly warrior. The knife rose, and Lasgol thought his end must have come. A zigzagging silver flash cut off the arm and half the neck of the Tiger Warrior. 
 
    “Now we’re even. Mother Prairie will sleep in peace tonight,” Iruki said, and offered him her hand. Lasgol took it and got back on his feet. 
 
    “Since when have you known how to wield a sword like that?” he asked her in awe. 
 
    Iruki shrugged. “It’s not me, it’s the sword. Ilenian magic.” 
 
    Lasgol understood. He knelt and fitted another arrow. To his left Yakumo had already killed two warriors with his dark arts, and was fighting a third. Kayti went to his side and helped him bring down his opponent. Even with both their skills combined, they had trouble defeating him. To the right Hartz and Komir were fighting hand to hand against two huge warriors. 
 
    “They killed my parents!” Komir yelled, dealing a series of savage strokes. 
 
    The warrior hit Komir and knocked him to the ground. He was in trouble, and Lasgol was about to shoot an arrow when from the ground, with a fierce backstroke, Komir cut off his opponent’s leg. As he howled with pain Komir skewered him. 
 
    Hartz, making use of his prodigious strength, impaled his adversary with his great sword. 
 
    Komir came up to the warrior and cut off his head, with a powerful stroke. 
 
    “I’ll have justice for my parents!” 
 
    They all looked around them. There seemed to be no more enemy warriors; this must have been an advance group. But more would surely come, drawn by the smell of blood and the howls of rage. 
 
    Yakumo ordered. “We have to get out of here right away.” 
 
    Hartz put a hand on his friend’s shoulder and signaled him to be quiet, his face unusually worried. Komir looked at his friend, struggling with his feelings, eyes burning. He paused a moment and, with an effort, he calmed himself. Nodded to his friend. Immediately both Norriel ran after the others. Before them Kayti and Lindaro, with Lasgol helping Sonea, were already running. 
 
    “To the east, fast!” ordered Yakumo. 
 
    “Will more come?” Iruki asked as she ran beside him. 
 
    “Yes, Iruki, more will come, many more, and enemies more terrible still, men like me… Run! If you want to live, run!” 
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    Gerart, —Rilentor, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
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    Gerart stared out at the morning mist from the top of the outer wall of Rilentor. Beside him Kendas strained his eyes, leaning on the parapet, trying to make out possible danger. They had followed the same routine each dawn for more than a week with growing concern, hoping they would not sight the enemy hosts and see instead the departed group. What would the new day bring? Gerart prayed for one more peaceful day of hope, for the horror of the beast of blood was inexorably approaching the last Rogdonian redoubt.  
 
    The Prince was very much aware that nothing would stop the madness. Thousands of lives were about to end, to be added to all those already lost in this senseless slaughter on behalf of the insatiable greed of unscrupulous and amoral kings. The last Rogdonians were hiding behind the walls of Rilentor, ready to die defending their country, and he, together with his father, the King, would defend their home, their kingdom, their people, to their last breath. He would never cease in his endeavor to save them. His people were on the brink of death, of extermination, and he would fight to the last drop of blood in his body. 
 
    “Do you see anything, Kendas?” he asked, hoping for an answer in the negative. 
 
    Kendas shaded his eyes with his hand and scanned the wide stretch of land before the wall. 
 
    “No, your Highness. Beyond the river it’s all covered in mist.” 
 
    “Then we’ll wait, it’ll soon lift.” 
 
    Gerart looked towards the south, where the Noceans would appear sooner or later with their black standards bearing the golden sun of the deserts. The great army of the Nocean Empire was advancing from the south, pillaging everything in their way. How many men would they have amassed for the final attack on the capital? Rumors spoke of an immense host, and Gerart was praying to the ancient gods that it was false. 
 
    They waited for the mist to lift while the sun began to rise, brightening the green moors with its golden warmth. A golden flash to the northeast caught Gerart’s eye, and he turned quickly to look. Under the mist he could make out shadows which rapidly became a long thin line. He half-closed his eyes and made out hints of red and white in a row that was not one, but many. The flash came again, and Gerart realized it was the light of the sun shining on steel. He went on watching closely, and as the mist lifted rows of armed men were revealed, so many they filled the plain as far as the distant forests. 
 
    “They’re here…” said Gerart, with a heaviness he could not hide. 
 
    “Norghanians, from the northeast…” Kendas pointed out, his voice troubled. 
 
    The trumpets sounded with the unmistakable clamor of the alarm call. The whole city stopped its activity at once. A silence so terrifying it rivaled the fear of death itself took hold of the great metropolis, from the poorer quarters to the Royal Palace. 
 
    Gerart stared at the enemy army. The mist had vanished completely and under the morning sun he saw a sea of Norghanians in close formation. The red and white of their armor and standards covered everything as far as the eye could see. Fear came over him for a moment, but he immediately banished it furiously. He had fought them before and he would do the same again, he would not permit the men of the snow to take the city. Never! They had defeated him once, but they would not be able to do it a second time. 
 
    “How many do you think there are?” he asked Kendas in a whisper. 
 
    “I’d say between thirty-five and forty-five thousand men.” 
 
    Gerart continued to watch the advance of the enemy army while the Rogdonian soldiers took up their positions on the battlements. The advance continued all morning and did not stop until well into the evening. They occupied the whole plain to the east and north of the river in front of the city, divided into their four impressive armies. The standards, tall and proud, were thrust into Rogdonian soil and fluttered in the wind provocatively. 
 
    “Yes, some forty thousand men…” Gerart said. “King Thoran must have sent his reserve forces.” 
 
    “Make way for the King!” a soldier announced. 
 
    Gerart and Kendas turned to see King Solin arriving in his splendid battle armor. He looked like a warrior god. Urien, the old Royal Counselor, was with him, with his albino hair and frail look. 
 
    The King greeted his son with a nod. “Gerart.” 
 
    “My Lord Father…” Gerart said, and bowed. 
 
    The King watched the deployment of the enemy army before his walls with a keen eye. His presence was impressive, radiating power, the living image of Rogdonian integrity and courage. Nothing could dishearten this man. Nothing would hold back his determination. Gerart knew that well. With him in command the city would hold. He was convinced of it. 
 
    “What do you think, Urien?” the King asked his Counselor. 
 
    The old man greeted Gerart with an affectionate smile and took a closer look at the thousands of enemies deployed on the plains. 
 
    “They’ve placed the Invincible of the Ice in their snowy clothing in the center, to frighten our men. All know of their reputation and their prowess at the Fortress of the Half Moon. On the right flank they’ve placed the Thunder Army, General Olagson’s men, with their red standards with white diagonal stripes. On the left flank I see the men of the Snow Army. General Rangulfsen will surely be leading them. A very intelligent man, brilliant indeed when it comes to military strategy. We must keep an eye on him. Bringing up the rear they’ve placed the Blizzard Army, the mixed one, led by the irrational General Odir, who doesn’t make me lose any sleep.” 
 
    “Who’s in charge?” King Solin asked. 
 
    “From the information we have, Count Volgren is in charge of all the armies. As to the strategy on the battlefield, it will be General Rangulfsen in overall command.” 
 
    “How many are there?” 
 
    “More than forty thousand,” Gerart replied gravely. 
 
    “And the destructive war machinery hasn’t arrived yet, the siege weapons,” Urien said. 
 
    “How long do we have?” 
 
    “Five days, your Majesty, no more…” Urien said, bowing his head. 
 
    “In that case we’d better finish the preparations for the defense of the city.” 
 
    “How many men do we have, my Lord Father?” 
 
    “I have ordered the enlistment of all able men in the Kingdom. Our losses at the Pass of the Half Moon and Silanda have been heavy. With luck we’ve managed to recruit fifteen thousand Rogdonians who will fight to their last breath for their King and for their families.” 
 
    Gerart nodded, his heart full of pride at the courage of his countrymen. 
 
    “Where are our allies in this hour of need?” Gerart asked his father. His expectation was almost desperate. 
 
    King Solin shook his head and turned his gaze to the enemy, leaning his strong hands on the buttress. 
 
    Urien came over to Gerart and put his hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “The kingdoms of the mid-east won’t come to our aid. Something serious must have happened that we don’t know of, because the messengers haven’t come back… The Confederation of Free Cities on the East Coast has rejected our call for help. They don’t wish to get involved in the power-struggles of the west. The truth is that we haven’t enough gold to buy those greedy regents of the five city-states. The other lesser kingdoms don’t dare support us; they fear the retaliation of the Norghanians and Noceans, whom they already regard as the victors.” 
 
    “And the highland tribes, the Norriel?” Gerart asked without much hope. 
 
    “They haven’t spoken. They won’t come,” Urien said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Then we’re alone…” Gerart said to himself, with growing sorrow. 
 
    King Solin straightened as he looked out at the enemy. In his eyes shone the fire of wounded pride. 
 
    “We might be alone against the enemy, a powerful enemy and much greater in number, but Rilentor will not fall, not as long as my House rules this Kingdom. We’ll fight with the courage, strength and resolution which have always characterized the people of this realm. Rogdon will survive! They will not destroy my kingdom!” 
 
    They all watched the formidable military deployment at their feet: thousands of soldiers in long scaled armor, with round wooden shields and battle axes at their waists. Tall, strong, tough men with harsh faces, pale as snow and with long fair hair and beards: formidable warriors. Gerart glanced aside at his father, the great King Solin, and his doubts vanished like the mists of dawn. They would resist, and they would hold them off without fail. 
 
    “Time to get ready,” the King said. He turned and left the battlements. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The mingled smell of burnt oil and strong northern perfumes filled the command tent. Sumal, who was waiting patiently to be received, found those typically Norghanian smells quite unattractive; they were intended to cover up the smells of sweat and the stench of the soldiers, instead of delighting the senses as was the case of the Nocean perfumes of his own land.  
 
    The spy looked around. The tent was big, albeit military and functional, with few decorations or comforts. Another remarkable difference from that of his own lord: Mulko, Regent of the North of the Nocean Empire, much more magnificent, comfortable, designed to relieve the pains of the campaign for their noble and powerful occupants. Sumal looked at the canvas of the walls, blood-red, decorated with white motifs as was customary among the men of the snow. Six brutal-looking, grim-faced guards wearing battle armor were on duty inside and watched him in silence. Sumal smiled. Guards and soldiers had not intimidated him for a long time now. It was one of the advantages of his profession. 
 
    From inside the rear of the tent two men came towards him. 
 
    At last… he thought when he recognized them. 
 
    “Sumal, my admired spy, to what do I owe this pleasure?” said the taller of the two. 
 
    Sumal smiled and took a close look at him. The powerful Count Volgren, in command of the whole Norghanian army, was welcoming him. 
 
    “My Lord, you honor me,” Sumal said, bowing deeply, without losing his smile. 
 
    “A Nocean spy?” the other Norghanian asked in annoyance. Sumal had already identified the man with treacherous eyes as General Odir. 
 
    “But he’s dressed as a Captain of my army! And he’s as fair and pale as any one of my own men. How can he be a damned Nocean?” 
 
    “Let me assure you, General, that not only is he Nocean, he is also extremely intelligent and dangerous.” 
 
    “In that case we’ll send him back without his head,” the General said with an ominous gleam in his eyes as he unsheathed his sword. 
 
    The guards, seeing their General, unsheathed their weapons too. A tense silence filled the tent. Sumal did not move, but remained calm, cold as ice. He knew perfectly well that any reaction on his part would mean bloodshed and his possibilities of coming out of the tent alive would be minimal. He looked into the General’s eyes with a slight smile. 
 
    Count Volgren took a step forward. With a gesture he ordered: 
 
    “All of you, lower your weapons.” 
 
    The guards obeyed at once, but the General took a little while longer. His face showed that he was not in the least convinced. The Count put his hand on the arm wielding the sword, and at last the General put it away. 
 
    “Good. And now that we’re all much calmer, what do you want, Sumal? Or rather, what does that lord of yours, the damned snake, want?” 
 
    Sumal bowed appreciatively. 
 
    “My Lord Mulko, Regent of the North of the Nocean Empire, wishes to establish the terms of our alliance for the taking of the city.” 
 
    General Odir, arms akimbo, burst into guffaws. “And why the hell do we need an alliance with those filthy desert cockroaches? The whole east and north of Rogdon belong to us, we’ve conquered every garrison, city and village. There’s only Rilentor left, then the whole Kingdom will be ours, and as you must have seen already our army has the city under siege. We certainly don’t need the help of a bunch of scorpions and treacherous snakes!” 
 
    Sumal, conscious of his mission, listened to the General’s words without flinching. Insults and contempt have only one result, which is to bring on failure, and Sumal never failed in his missions, however complex or dangerous they might be. He smiled and looked at the man who truly held the power to decide. 
 
    Count Volgren gave him the hint of a smile. His eyes shone with malice. 
 
    “My General is right, don’t you think, Sumal?” 
 
    Sumal breathed lightly, almost imperceptibly, and relaxed. 
 
    “In fact the grand Norghanian army does have the city under siege, and their conquests throughout the west are already widely known. Their renowned Generals have effected a sublime strategy of conquest, and one cannot but humbly acknowledge it.” 
 
    Odir stood proudly erect on hearing Sumal’s words. 
 
    “However, this last stumbling block in the way of the conquest of Rogdon might turn out more bloody than initially foreseen… causing important damage to the glorious Norghanian army…” 
 
    “What are you insinuating? That we won’t be able to take the damned city?” Odir thundered. 
 
    “No, that’s not what he’s insinuating,” Count Volgren said. “He’s insinuating something much more dangerous, isn’t that so, my dear spy?” 
 
    “It’s not my intention to be a bird of ill omen, but the tenacity and courage of the Rogdonians is well known. They’ll fight to the last man defending their land and families. They won’t give up. For them it’s victory or death. A frightened and wounded animal will fight more fiercely until it falls dead…” 
 
    “And dead they will fall. Don’t doubt that, Nocean.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord, your powerful army will take the city, led by generals of unequaled courage and experience. But the wounded animal, trapped, without any means of escape, must not be underestimated. Cornered and wounded, in its fury it will ravage whoever tries to take it in its last stand. Many more than those which would initially be expected in a situation like it… 
 
    The General looked at Sumal thoughtfully. 
 
    “Our friend the spy is warning us that if we try to take the city alone we’ll suffer massive losses,” Count Volgren said with a sarcastic smile. 
 
    “I simply want what’s best for our allies…” Sumal said, his voice as subtle and soft as a whisper carried by the warm summer breeze. 
 
    “Hah! What he wants is for us to wait for his army, which is about as slow and unappealing as the forest slugs. Listen to me carefully, Nocean, the city will be ours and your army will still be days away. Do you hear me?” Odir said. 
 
    Sumal nodded and lowered his gaze. 
 
    “I don’t think you fully understand all the implications of our Nocean friend’s good wishes,” Count Volgren said. 
 
    “What didn’t I understand?” the General asked in annoyance. 
 
    Sumal looked at Volgren, keeping his expression as neutral as he could manage. 
 
    “You see, General, what our spy is implying in a veiled manner is that by the time the grand army of the Nocean Empire arrives in Rilentor from the South it’s very likely that the city will already be ours, but the losses we’ll have sustained will be so many that we might be left in an awkward situation…” 
 
    For a moment the General looked at Volgren without understanding. Then realization struck him. Odir’s face turned red with fury. 
 
    “They wouldn’t dare! Those vermin wouldn’t dare…!” he cried shrilly to the heavens. 
 
    Sumal said nothing, but remained firm and unimpressed. 
 
    “I’ll kill any Nocean who sets his eyes on Rilentor! You can tell your Lord that! I’ll gut those treacherous cowards myself!” brayed Odir in a fury. 
 
    Count Volgren put his hands behind his back and took a few paces in a circle while apparently meditating his answer. 
 
    “What does your lord Mulko suggest?” he asked abruptly, fixing his eyes on Sumal’s. 
 
    Sumal breathed out. For a moment he had feared the General would skewer him there and then. 
 
    “My Lord suggests an alliance to besiege and take the city. A joint attack by both armies to crush the Rogdonian resistance with massive military strength. With the forces of the Norghanian army, plus those of my venerated Lord, the city is doomed. It could be taken in a matter of a few decisive attacks. The assaults would be combined, but of course each kingdom would lead its own troops…” 
 
    “Of course…” Count Volgren agreed. “And once it’s been taken? What does your lord suggest?” 
 
    Sumal relaxed his shoulders and sweetened his tone. This was the key moment, he had to make Volgren take the bait. 
 
    “My Lord suggests an equal and honorable division for the conquest of the city. Half the city for the Nocean Empire and the other half for the Kingdom of Norghana.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit! We’re already here, we can take the whole city!” protested Odir. 
 
    “Relax, General. Sumal, tell your lord Mulko that if he wishes to make a deal he has to grant me the Royal Palace and the upper part of the city.” 
 
    “But that’s where the riches of Rogdon are… and the royal family…” said Sumal. 
 
    “That’s my final offer,” Count Volgren concluded, and folded his arms. 
 
    Sumal bowed deep. “You are a great negotiator,” he said. 
 
    “And you, spy, are too cunning. I expect an answer by dawn.” 
 
    “You shall have it,” assured Sumal. Turning on his heels, he left the tent. 
 
    He went out and turned to the right, avoiding the guard at the entrance. He stopped outside, bent to tie his boot with apparent lack of haste and listened hard. 
 
    He heard Odir raging: “You’re not thinking of accepting an offer like that, are you!” 
 
    “When you’re dealing with snakes you have to know the right moment to catch them and cut their heads off. Otherwise you risk being bitten and dying.” 
 
    “But victory is ours! Rogdon is at our mercy!” 
 
    “The south of the kingdom is already in Noceans hands, and their armies are heading towards us. They’re a week away. What do you think will happen if they get here and find we’ve taken the city but we’re weakened? What do you think Mulko will do?” 
 
    “He’d attack us…” 
 
    “Exactly. He wouldn’t think twice about it. We’d have to pull back and they’d take the whole west of Tremia.” 
 
    “Damned treacherous Noceans!” cried General Odir. 
 
    “We’ll play the game. With one eye on the Rogdonians and the other on the Noceans. We have no other option. And when the opportunity arises… and it will arise… we’ll attack them. There won’t be a single one of those desert snakes left alive. Rogdon will be for the Norghanians, even if we have to impale the last Nocean the deserts send us.” 
 
    “Hah! Let’s drink to that!” said the General. 
 
    Sumal straightened up very slowly. With great stealth he went away from the Norghanian command tent, blending in among the thousands of soldiers stationed on the plain. A smile crept over his face. Everything was going as his Great Master Zecly had planned. Soon those Norghanian brutes would be nothing more than fodder for the vultures, and the flags of the Nocean Empire would crown Rilentor. 
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    —Thousand Lakes, —East Tremia— 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quickly, we must get to the Temple!” cried Kayti, pointing to the great lake. She was aware that they had to enter it in order to escape from the Tiger Warriors, and they had to do this without delay or they would be lost. 
 
    They had been traveling all day at a forced march, crossing forests, wading lakes, fleeing from their slant-eyed pursuers. Lindaro was breathless, so pale he looked like a corpse, and the purple half-moons under his eyes suggested that he would not be able to keep up much longer. Hartz reached the lakeside carrying Sonea slumped over one shoulder like a sack of potatoes. The librarian had stumbled a while before, her limited strength spent. The little scholar had a prodigious mind, but her body had never been exercised. The Assassin and the Masig brought up the rear, both being used to that kind of effort; they had barely broken into a sweat. 
 
    But the one who really worried Kayti was Komir. The Norriel did not seem like himself; he kept stopping to look back. The encounter with his pursuers seemed to have affected him. He seemed in shock.  
 
    “How do we get there?” Yakumo asked by the shore. 
 
    “The… medallions…” Lindaro said brokenly in an exhausted voice. 
 
    Lasgol came out of the thicket and joined the others. 
 
    “I’ve located them. There are more than twenty of them, and they’re close to our trail. They’ll soon be here.” 
 
    “Tiger Warriors?” Yakumo asked. 
 
    “Yes. But there are more with them, three in dark clothes… three… like you… Yakumo.” 
 
    “Dark Assassins…” Yakumo repeated, nodding. “We have to disappear at once or we’ll all die.” 
 
    “I need to know who sends them. I want justice for my parents. I’m staying. I’m going to fight,” Komir said, staring at the forest behind them. 
 
    “We can’t take them on, there are too many of them. They’ll kill us. I can assure you, Norriel, we won’t survive,” Yakumo said, with such conviction that no one doubted it. 
 
     “I’m not running any more. I’m here for justice and this is where I’m going to get it,” he said with determination. 
 
    “The three Dark Assassins, even without the help of the Tiger Warriors, will have no difficulty in finishing off our group. Believe me, I know. We can’t fight them, not like this, it would be suicide.” 
 
     “This isn’t the time, Komir,” Lindaro put in. “There’ll be a better moment later on, when we’re better prepared. Here and now, as Yakumo says, it’s suicide, and you don’t want us, your friends, to die, do you? Let the Light guide your heart, my friend.” 
 
    Kayti could see in Komir’s face the struggles of his mind and heart. It seemed the sight of the Tiger Warriors had brought back all the pain of the events which had set him on his quest and all the disappointments which had followed. She looked at Hartz in alarm, and he gave the trace of a nod. 
 
    “We have to reach the Temple of Air!” Kayti urged. 
 
    “I have an idea!” said Sonea. She went up to Iruki. “Give me your hands, trust me.” 
 
    The two of them held hands and looked at the lake before closing their eyes. 
 
    “Concentrate, and summon the whirlwind,” Sonea said. 
 
    Iruki opened her eyes in surprise. “Are you sure, Librarian? It’s a dangerous spirit, better not to wake it up. It’s better not to bother such powerful spirits, at least not without a great Shaman to help. It could kill us all if it turns against us.” 
 
    Sonea made a gesture of disagreement. “It might be dangerous, yes, but I’m sure it’s the only way to get into the Temple, and then out again. It’s like a door, we must call on it, summon it. Trust me.” 
 
    Iruki nodded, and both of them focused on the task. 
 
    Lasgol and Yakumo moved forward, went down on one knee and readied their weapons. Some seven hundred paces away two Tiger Warriors appeared at a run. 
 
    “Get a move on, they’re here!” urged Kayti. 
 
    Iruki’s medallion flashed intensely blue, and immediately, as if in response, Sonea’s flashed white. The water in the lake turned rough, and a storm started to form over the blue mass. Hurricane winds appeared from the center of the lake, propelling a sequence of strong waves against the shore. The blue sky vanished behind a threatening darkness. Lightning fell from the dark sky into the wild waves. 
 
    “Five hundred paces, they’re coming close fast” Lasgol cried behind them. 
 
    Kayti stared at the lake; a giant whirlwind began to form in the midst of the great storm. Deadly lightning lit up waves of unbelievable height, and the colossal whirlwind began to swallow sea and sky as it came closer to the two Bearers on the shore. 
 
    “Four hundred paces!” Lasgol cried in warning. He aimed carefully, murmured something, and let fly two simultaneous arrows, which struck the first two Tiger Warriors. “Hurry up!” he yelled. 
 
    Iruki and Sonea were still deep in concentration, drawing the whirlwind to the shore. For a moment it seemed to Kayti that the cyclone was the personification of the god of the wind, performing a dramatic dance over the lake. 
 
    “A little more, it’s nearly here!” said Lindaro, his hair waving wildly in the wind. 
 
    Two arrows whistled through the air and brushed against Yakumo in passing. He avoided them at the last moment with an extraordinary twist of his hips. 
 
    Lasgol fired two arrows at stunning speed and felled the enemy archers. 
 
    “The rest of the group are on their way!” he warned urgently. 
 
    Komir tried to step forward, but Hartz held him back. 
 
    Kayti noticed that the great whirlwind, instead of moving towards them, was now motionless, very close to the shore. Why isn’t it responding to the call of the Bearers? What’s happening? A translucent flash from Komir’s medallion caught her attention. It’s Komir! He doesn’t want to leave and he’s pushing the whirlwind away with his medallion without even realizing it! 
 
    “Come on, come on!” urged Lasgol, shooting arrows at the approaching warriors. 
 
    Kayti realized they were not going to make it. 
 
    “Hartz, it’s Komir! He’s pushing the whirlwind back! You have to stop him!” 
 
    Hartz looked at her with doubt in his eyes, then at his friend. 
 
    “Stop him or we’ll all die! He’s not even aware he’s doing it!” 
 
    Komir was in a trance-like state. “Let’s fight, Hartz, like the Norriel we are. Let’s face the enemy, you know they deserve to die for what they did…” 
 
    “Stop him, Hartz,” Kayti begged. “Do it for me!”  
 
    Hartz put his big hands on Komir’s shoulders and looked into his friend’s eyes. With great concern, he said: 
 
    “No, not this time, my friend. You’re wrong, you’re condemning us all to death. You heard Yakumo, we can’t fight Dark Assassins, much less when they’ve got twenty or so of those Tigers with them. Think it over. Our lives are at stake. Come on Komir, think about it, it’s suicide. I’m your friend, I’ve always been on your side, would I lie to you? Why?” 
 
    “I know you’re my friend, the best of friends, but they’re here… within my reach… I must bring about justice, for my parents.” 
 
    “What you think is justice, my friend, is just plain revenge. You justify it to yourself by calling it justice, but right now, what you want is nothing more than revenge, not justice.” 
 
    “They killed my parents, Hartz. It was them… and they’re coming here now…” 
 
    “I know. And I promised I’d help you find those responsible and bring about justice. But this isn’t how to do it. This way would lead us to death. You know me, there’s nothing I like better than crushing skulls! Do you think I’d pass up the chance of a good fight? But I’m telling you, this one would be our last one. We’d all die here. We’d all die because of your thirst for revenge.” 
 
    Hartz’s words touched Komir. Had they been spoken by any other man they would not, but this was Hartz, and Hartz always spoke from the heart. If Hartz died because of him, he would never forgive himself. Komir began to realize his friend was right. He looked into his friend’s big brown eyes, filled with worry, and felt he had been wrong, completely wrong. The rage in his heart died out, and common-sense once again reigned in his mind. 
 
    “You’re right. I’ve been a fool, and I almost got you all killed.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, tomorrow you’ll get me out of some other mess,” Hartz said with a broad smile. “Today it’s my turn, tomorrow it’s yours.” He patted him on the shoulder. 
 
    Kayti breathed out heavily with relief. She turned and saw the whirlwind reach the two Bearers and swallow them. 
 
    “All in! Let’s go!” she shouted. 
 
    In a moment they all hurled themselves into the vortex of the whirlwind. Lasgol, who was covering them from behind, did so an instant before the enemy reached them. 
 
    Everything turned cloudy, and they lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kayti woke with a terrible headache and an unpleasant dizziness. Something crimson caught her eye as she tried to clear her head. Lasgol and Hartz, already on their feet, watched Yakumo as he knelt. The rest of the group were still unconscious. When Kayti managed to get up she saw the origin of the crimson hue: it was blood… the blood of a Tiger Warrior, who lay dead on the ground with his throat slit. 
 
    “We were lucky that Yakumo woke up before he did,” said Hartz with a gesture at the body. He came up to her and kissed her forehead. 
 
    Kayti felt true love and affection. She remained lost in thought, surprised by how much that simple gesture meant to her. She loved this giant, and that filled her with happiness, even there, surrounded by danger and death. Perhaps all the more so because of it. How fortunate she had been to meet the big Norriel while she was following the sacred quest ordered by the Custodian Brotherhood. Now she prayed to the gods that her mission would not turn into an obstacle to their love. She had to carry out what she had sworn to do; her mission was important, not only for the Brotherhood but for the future of mankind. But she was not being honest with Hartz, she was not telling him the whole truth, she could not… however much she might wish to… and that put their love at risk. Kayti knew this, and she suffered bitterly in silence, since losing Hartz as a result of that betrayal would destroy her. 
 
    “He must have reached the whirlwind at the last moment,” Lasgol said, looking at the Tiger Warrior. 
 
    “Let’s wake the others so that we can go on,” Kayti said, leaving the warmth of Hartz’s embrace and banishing those dark thoughts. 
 
    A few moments later they were all awake, trying to recapture the emotions they had felt. Komir said nothing, but he looked lost in thought. 
 
    They went quickly to the funerary chamber, it was spotless, covered with Ilenian inscriptions. The walls shone with a faint luminescence. In the center was the great sarcophagus of polished white marble in which rested the mummified body of the Ilenian King of Air. 
 
    They stood round it, and Kayti turned to Komir. 
 
    “Komir, can you open the passage to the portal?” she asked, gesturing at the sarcophagus. 
 
    The Norriel’s eyes seemed unfocused. 
 
    “Passage? What passage? How is it activated?” Lindaro asked excitedly. 
 
    “Under the altar,” Kayti said. 
 
    Komir raised his head and looked at Yakumo… “Before we do, I need some answers from this… Assass… foreigner…”  
 
    “I don’t think this is the right moment…” Lindaro began. 
 
    “I have avoided confrontation with the enemy as I realize I was wrong. But if I’m not mistaken, Yakumo has some answers that I really need and are overdue.” he said, and put his hand on the pommel of his sword.  
 
    Hartz came to stand next to his friend, showing his support. 
 
    Iruki narrowed her eyes and tensed, but Yakumo remained calm. The others did not seem to know what to do in this awkward situation. 
 
    “You and I are not enemies,” Yakumo said neutrally, his eyes on Komir. 
 
    “That I hope is true, I really do,” Komir replied. “You belong to their race, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “And you serve their Queen, the Dark Lady…?” 
 
    “I used to… I’m what you would call a deserter… I didn’t report after my last mission. I abandoned my duties and left with Iruki. If I’m captured I’ll be tortured to death and it will be a terrible, painful one, because such is the punishment for my disloyalty.” 
 
    “Why did they send you to Tremia? What for?” 
 
    Yakumo looked at Komir and let his shoulders sag. 
 
    “I belong to an Order of Assassins which the Dark Lady uses to achieve her ends. I am a Dark Assassin, as you know, and I was sent to this continent to carry out missions for my lord Isuzeni.” 
 
    “And who is this Isuzeni?” Komir asked, sounding more interested. 
 
    “Isuzeni is the High Priest of the Cult of Imork, Lord of the Dead, and First Counselor to the Dark Lady. He’s the most powerful man in Toyomi after the Empress. He’s her strategist, a brilliant and ruthless man, and a powerful Sorcerer. He commands the Empress’s armies, and he’s the one who has prepared this invasion during years of undercover operations.” 
 
    Komir’s eyes were now fixed on Yakumo, as the information he was providing was extremely interesting. He continued searching for answers. “About eighteen years ago three men like you, three Dark Assassins, were sent to Tremia to kill a baby. What do you know about that?” 
 
    Iruki stepped forward, worried. 
 
    “Don’t answer him,” she said to Yakumo. “You don’t owe him any explanation.” 
 
    Komir tensed. Yakumo spread his hands wide.  
 
    “Relax, both of you,” he said. “I’ll tell you everything I know, you have my word.” 
 
    Komir gave a long sigh, sensing that answers were going to be revealed at last. 
 
    “I do know something and I’ll tell you. Not because of your threats, but because I believe it’s a way of redeeming the evil I’ve caused in my dark life. Three Dark Assassins were sent to kill a baby, yes, and they failed. Someone very powerful ‒ I have no idea who it was ‒ killed them.” 
 
    “Who sent them?” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to know the answer? It’s one which will doom your existence. You can still turn round and take a different path. Don’t condemn yourself to a cause which will lead you to a confrontation which would result in your death. This quest brings nothing but darkness and pain, it will consume your soul and leave it black as coal. Don’t follow the steps I was forced to take myself.” 
 
    “Who?” Komir insisted. 
 
    Yakumo sighed, a sigh of deep sorrow. He glanced at Iruki for a moment and bowed his head. 
 
    “Isuzeni the High Priest sent them, on orders from the Dark Lady. She is the one who wishes you dead. She is the one who has been searching for you all these years, to take your life.” 
 
    Komir’s eyes flashed. 
 
    “Did they send the Tiger Warriors to my parents’ farm?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure Komir. But they’re man-hunters for the Dark Lady, so I assume that’s so.” 
 
    Komir remained thoughtful. 
 
    “Why? Tell me, why?” His voice was desperate, almost pleading. “I need to know why all this had to happen and why they’ve been chasing me for eighteen years, trying to kill me.” 
 
    Yakumo nodded. 
 
    “I’ll tell you, Norriel, since you have the right to know. The Oracle said, before the Dark Lady killed him, that Yuzumi’s power has no rival, that nobody and nothing can stop her, that she’ll conquer all the known world. But there is also a rumor… nobody knows whether it’s true or not, it’s told in secret, always in whispers, as whoever tells it is risking their life. The rumor speaks of a prophecy… of the one who one day will end the life of the Dark Lady. The one who will put an end to her reign, a man of great power, a man… Marked.” Yakumo pointed to the back of Komir’s hand where it clasped the pommel of his sword. 
 
    “Me? I’m… the one… they talk about?” Komir asked, taken aback. 
 
    “Yes, you must be him, the Marked, the one who can kill the Dark Lady. I don’t know whether the rumor is true or not; perhaps it’s only a myth or a legend. But if the Dark Lady has been trying to take your life for so long there must be some truth in it. I’m just a simple agent, but even so, I know the legend of the prophecy well.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure I’m this Marked? It might be anyone else …” 
 
    Yakumo hesitated briefly, then looked fixedly at Komir and replied with blazing honesty: 
 
    “Because I was sent to find you and kill you.” 
 
    Kayti’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
    Frozen, they all glanced at each other. The situation was on the point of getting out of hand. 
 
    Hartz reached for his sword. Unconsciously, Kayti did the same. 
 
    Iruki and Lasgol seized their weapons. 
 
    Yakumo, on the other hand, did not bat an eyelid, but remained calm and motionless. He appeared unperturbed. 
 
    “By the Light! Stay put, please, all of you!” Lindaro cried. He raised his hands to the heavens. “Don’t do anything foolish!” 
 
    Komir’s sword began to move, very slowly, as if time had stood still. His eyes were still fixed on the Assassin. 
 
    But at that moment Yakumo spoke. 
 
    “If you want my death, you can have it. Blood has been shed and claims revenge. If you must kill me, I won’t stop you. Go ahead.” 
 
    With a desperate cry Iruki stepped between Yakumo and Komir and covered her lover’s body with her own. 
 
    Komir looked at her for a brief moment. His emerald eyes burnt hot with the turmoil he was suffering. He’s about to burst, Kayti thought. She held her breath, but her heart was beating like a war-drum. 
 
    Komir’s arm moved. He breathed out long and hard. And let his sword drop to the floor. 
 
    Lindaro nearly fainted. “Thank the Light!” he cried.  
 
    Hartz gave a great gasp of relief. 
 
    Komir raised his eyes and said to Yakumo: 
 
    “I don’t want to take your life, that would accomplish nothing. I see that now. Just tell me you didn’t have anything to do with the death of my parents.” 
 
    Yakumo nodded. 
 
    “I had nothing to do with that. When your parents were killed I was carrying out a mission for the High Priest. Isuzeni had lent my services to an agent on this continent in exchange for other favors, to destabilize the balance between the three great kingdoms, in preparation for the great invasion.” 
 
    “He’s telling the truth, that’s how he rescued me,” Iruki said. 
 
    “Do you mean to say you’ve been working for Nocean agents? Perhaps even for Norghanians?” Lasgol asked, looking confused. 
 
    Yakumo shook his head. 
 
    “I’ve always served my lord Isuzeni. His orders, his wishes, aren’t discussed or interpreted, they’re carried out without the slightest doubt. Any hesitation is punished with death. I tracked all the Western kingdom in search of the Marked, and when I couldn’t find him I thought my life had come to an end, since failure entails death under the Dark Lady’s discipline. But my lord Isuzeni thought it advantageous to put my skills in the service of others, and that’s how I came to do certain jobs, to help in his strategy of destabilization. Among them I was ordered to kill Duke Orten for the Noceans. That’s where my beloved’s path and mine crossed.” 
 
    Lasgol bowed his head. “And unfortunately, mine with yours… now I understand…” 
 
    Komir picked up his sword and sheathed it. He seemed in a trance, beaten by circumstances, but by sheer power of will he stood tall. 
 
    “I’ve been searching for these answers for so long… without rest… days of pain and suffering. At last I’m getting the answers I longed for. After so many ordeals I’ve found out at last who is the one responsible for my parents’ death, for my torment.” He looked towards the end of the room, his gaze distant, his mind elsewhere. “I’m beginning to see clearly what I must do… to see which is my path…” 
 
    “If you’re thinking of confronting the Dark Lady, Komir, that’s madness. Listen to my words, you’ll die without a shadow of a doubt.” Yakumo warned him. 
 
    “That decision is mine, and mine alone. And it’s already made,” Komir said with such conviction in his voice that all knew what he would do. 
 
    And that decision by a young and tortured Norriel, at that significant moment, would mark the destiny of Tremia for many future generations. A moment of transcendent importance like no other in more than three thousand years. But neither the young man nor the group with him would ever be aware of that fact. 
 
    “It’s time to go, I already have the answers I’ve been after for so long,” said Komir, and holding his medallion with his hand he caused it to show them the hidden passage under the altar of the Lord of Air. 
 
    They went down to the chamber where the portal was to be found. 
 
    Kayti, seeing that Komir was lost in thought once again, explained to the others about the portal and how they had used it to travel across Tremia. 
 
    Sonea and Lindaro could barely contain their joy at the discovery and immediately applied themselves to inspecting it, studying every rune and inscription on the extraordinary Ilenian artifact. 
 
    Hartz shook his head as he watched the two scholars acting as if they had found the greatest treasure of the Universe. 
 
    “There’s no time for that,” he told them. “They’re waiting for us in Rilentor, the siege of the city is about to begin.” 
 
    “Just a moment, please! This artifact is a prodigy! We have to study it!” Sonea begged, her large eyes wide as saucers as she analyzed every detail in front of her. 
 
    Lindaro backed her up. “Yes, please, it’s an amazing discovery!” he said without even turning round, totally absorbed in the enigmatic object. 
 
    Komir was still lost in thought. 
 
    “This rune…” said Sonea, indicating one of those on the lower part of the ring. “Isn’t it the rune that symbolizes the Moon?” 
 
    Lindaro looked closer, his nose almost stuck to the wall. 
 
    “Hmmm… interesting… I’d say yes, it is… Almost certainly it’s the rune of the Moon.” 
 
    “Really interesting, I wonder what its meaning could be… Where will it lead to?” Sonea wondered aloud. 
 
    At that moment her medallion flashed and the runes began to shift in the ring, moving at great speed. 
 
    “Oh… oh…” Sonea said. 
 
    “No, no, no!” cried Kayti. 
 
    The three runes which marked the way back disappeared and were replaced by three others, with the Moon in the middle. 
 
    “What have you done?” cried Hartz. “Put the others back where they were!” 
 
    “Which ones were they?” Lindaro asked, his face red. 
 
    “There are hundreds of them, and you have to know the exact combination of the three,” Sonea said, blushing like a ripe tomato. 
 
    “Well, you should know!” Hartz said angrily. 
 
    Komir came back to reality from his dream-like state. “By the three goddesses, how on earth could you have moved the runes?”  
 
    Sonea tried to apologize. “I’m so sorry, I don’t know what happened, it was the medallion…”  
 
    Yakumo stepped closer and placed his hands on the portal ring. He made use of one of his dark powers. 
 
    “It’s denying me access… You try, Lasgol, your Gift is more akin to this type of magic.” 
 
    Lasgol stood beside Yakumo and tried with his own power. 
 
    “It’s no good. It won’t allow me either.” 
 
    Iruki pointed to the three runes which marked the destination, at the top of the outer ring. 
 
    “Doesn’t anybody know the runes of the Temple of Ether?” 
 
    “Only Haradin has any idea of how to manage the portal,” Komir said. 
 
    “You try, Komir,” Hartz said. “Perhaps you can work it with your medallion,”  
 
    Komir held his medallion and concentrated, but nothing happened. 
 
    “No, I think it’s impossible without knowing the exact runes… at least that’s the feeling I’m getting. And now I have the Moon rune stuck in my head…” 
 
    “So what do we do now?” Hartz asked him. 
 
    They looked at each other. Nobody had any idea what to do. 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” Lasgol said. 
 
    “Sure, but we can’t go back to the surface either, the enemy is there waiting. Why don’t we cross it…?” Kayti asked nonchalantly. “There’s nothing to lose by seeing where it leads us, we might find a way out there.” She was trying to hide her interest, but she was eager to cross and find out what was on the other side of the portal. The mention of the Moon had caught her attention at once, since it was connected with her own mission. Besides, in that group things were not often coincidences. 
 
    “Then, we’ll cross it,” Hartz said, and without waiting for anybody he took his sword from his back and went in. “I’ll be waiting on the other side, wherever that is.” He beamed at Kayti and crossed over. 
 
    “I’m going with him,” Komir said, and followed him. 
 
    Kayti smiled and immediately went in after them. 
 
    The others crossed after a moment. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Under siege 
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    Gerart, Haradin —Rilentor, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
      
 
    _______________________________ 
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    For several days the Norghanian army punished Rilentor with their destructive siege weapons. Rocks and granite rained incessantly on the great wall. Giant missiles of pure rock crashed against the protective barrier, trying to find a weak spot that would collapse. But the structure remained strong. For the moment. 
 
    Gerart, above the great gate, watched the missiles crashing, destroying battlements and parapets. Great pieces of granite were flying in all directions. He was worried. This wall appeared as robust as that of the Fortress of the Half Moon, and there the wall had never broken, but this one was two hundred paces or so longer and oval in shape, almost circular. Would it hold? He was not at all sure. If it gave way they would be lost. The Norghanians would enter the city like a stream of savage death and destruction and there would be no way of stopping them; they outnumbered the defenders by at least four to one, and their infantry was superb. From where he stood, Gerart could see the men propping and reinforcing the areas most badly hit by the devastating enemy missiles. They worked with the renowned Rogdonian efficiency. Two sections were already showing signs that they could crumble if the relentless punishment continued, one to the east of the main gate and the other to west. It might not hold… he thought. 
 
    King Solin came up onto the gate, accompanied by Haradin and escorted by a dozen Royal Swords. 
 
    “My Lord Father…” said Gerart, and greeted him with a formal bow. 
 
    “They’re inflicting real damage on the wall. The wall of kings…” he said, looking at the points where the impacts had been most destructive. 
 
    “Will it hold?” Gerart asked with a slight tremor in his voice. 
 
    “This wall is robust and strong, like the people it defends. It has never yielded to the enemy. It will hold,” the King said with an authority which left no room for doubt. 
 
    Haradin smiled broadly, so that Gerart felt a certain relief. 
 
    “How many catapults and ballistae?” he asked as he looked to the north-east, beyond the Thunder and Snow armies, where the siege weapons had been set up. 
 
    “Close to a hundred.” 
 
    “And they’ve placed their whole army between us and their catapults.” 
 
    “They also have two giant siege towers, hidden in the forest,” said Haradin. 
 
    The King and Gerart looked at him in surprise. 
 
    “I have my informants…” said the King’s Battle Mage, with a grimace. 
 
    A huge granite missile passed over their heads and shattered against a house in the lower part of the city. Half the building collapsed into ruins with a deafening roar, raising a cloud of dust. Another followed, hitting another house and completely destroying it. Massive pieces of rock flew in all directions. Another blast of rock followed. 
 
    “They’re beginning to make serious inroads into the lower part of the city,” Gerart said. 
 
    “Yes, they’ll raze it to the ground,” his father replied. “It’s something I’ve seen before. They prepare the assault. When they take part of the wall they’re looking to get into the city, and they need to level the ground for their men.” 
 
    Gerart nodded in comprehension. 
 
    “Tell me, Haradin, can’t you unleash your devastating power on that sea of Norghanians?” 
 
    “Too far away, your Majesty. The Mages of Ice have told them where to stand so as to be out of reach of my power.” 
 
    “I see…” Solin said with a snort of resignation.  
 
    “But remember, your Majesty, the limitations of magic are universal. Their Ice Mages can’t reach us either.” 
 
    “Sooner or later they’ll advance, and in that moment I’ll be able to use my power against their hosts.” 
 
    “Yes,” Solin said uneasily, “but if they go on sending missile after missile they’ll flatten the lower city and the greater part of the wall.” 
 
    “There’s not much more we can do for the moment, your Majesty,” Haradin said, and bowed his head. 
 
    Solin looked at the sea of enemies in red and white which stretched at his feet, and then at the siege weapons beyond them, further away. 
 
    “We shall see…” the King said with his gaze fixed on the enemy.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sumal was eating a meal of field rations beside the campfire. Night had fallen quickly over the plain and the stars were shining brightly. Surrounded by Norghanian soldiers, he was listening closely to everything being said around him. The spy was fascinated by the amount of information he could gather from the informal chitchat of the soldiers, particularly from the Quartermaster Sergeants. In the mere three days he had been infiltrated among the Norghanian troops he had been able to find out their exact number and distribution, their weak points, and any number of details of great strategic value for his master, the great Zecly. He smiled. Count Volgren had taken for granted that he would go back to his own people: a mistaken assumption. The work of a spy of his caliber had only just begun. Perfectly camouflaged in his attire as a Captain of the Snow Army, he already knew the composition of each of the three infantry armies, the officers in command, their orders, including the Invincible of the Ice who made up an independent fourth army, as secretive as it was fearsome. 
 
    To his right a group began to sing cheerful songs of the snow, and soon other groups joined them. If he had not been risking his life, Sumal would have felt almost comfortable among these rough but cheerful northerners. 
 
    Another quiet evening, he thought. He knew there was no order to attack for the infantry and that in the morning they would renew the punishment against the lower part of the besieged city. He had just relaxed, stretching his legs, when a strange sound reached his ears. He stood up and tried to locate it, like a hunting dog. It was coming from the forest, behind him. This unsettled him, and he went on staring into the darkness of the forest. The Norghanians did not seem to have noticed and were carrying on with their singing. Sumal walked towards the first trees and the sound became clearer. A dull beating, rhythmical, like a muffled drum. What was that sound? 
 
    Suddenly the guards stationed along the edge of the forest began to cry out in alarm. 
 
    “We’re under attack!” 
 
    “Look out!” 
 
    “Cavalry!” 
 
    And as if they had appeared out of the very night itself, Sumal watched in astonishment a charge by Rogdonian Lancers. The line of horsemen was almost as long as the forest itself. Sumal calculated there must be about four thousand Lancers at full gallop. 
 
    But this was senseless suicide! 
 
    There were thousands of infantry soldiers who would annihilate them. What madness was this? With eyes wide as saucers he watched the Lancers launch themselves against… 
 
    Against… 
 
    The siege weapons! 
 
    Sumal smiled. Very intelligent… and daring too. They attack the siege machines which happen to be poorly protected by the rearguard, and under cover of night. Where did these Lancers come from? And more important, will they succeed? I doubt it, it’s too risky. 
 
    In an instant the whole war camp was up in arms. The mixed army, in charge of the defense of the rearguard, mobilized against the attackers. 
 
    “Lancers, charge!” Kendas shouted as he led the centre. 
 
    He spurred his horse and launched himself against the astonished guards, who were giving the alarm in the form of chaotic cries. They ran them through with their spears and went on swiftly towards the catapults and ballistae. Kendas was well aware that they only had one chance. They had to take advantage of the surprise factor to gain their goal. If not, the mission would fail and they would all die. 
 
    The Norghanian soldiers were already running towards them with spears and pikes. They had no more than a moment at their disposal. Kendas reached a huge catapult, huger than anything the Lancer might have imagined. I hope it works… he thought as he emptied oil on to it from the enormous skin he carried on his back. When he had emptied the contents he looked left and then right to see his comrades following his example. He stood up on his stirrups and made out the line of siege machines. The Lancers were on them. 
 
    But time was running out, the defenders were almost on top of them. 
 
    Kendas put the war horn to his lips and sounded it three times. 
 
    A short time later, which seemed an eternity to Kendas, a hundred riders who had been hidden in a ravine appeared at a gallop. They were carrying burning torches. 
 
    “Quickly, quickly!” he urged as he saw the Norghanians arriving to defend the catapults. 
 
    Kendas looked at his men and did not stop to think twice. 
 
    “Charge! For Rogdon!” he ordered, knowing they had to stall the advance of the defenders for one crucial moment more. 
 
    The Lancers charged the first line of Norghanians, and the impact was brutal. The men of the snows fell under the war horses and deadly spears. But many Lancers too fell in the charge. When one fell he was surrounded by a crowd of enemies and hacked to pieces savagely. 
 
    But the brave sacrifice bore fruit. 
 
    The Lancers carrying torches reached the catapults and ballistae without being intercepted by the Norghanians. They threw the torches at the war machines and the fire spread throughout the whole line with unusual intensity, leaping from one machine to the next, since they had been set up close to one another to make the loading of missiles easier. In the blink of an eye the fire was consuming the machines amid flames that lit up thousands of Norghanians racing towards them amid savage howls. 
 
    “Retreat!” shouted Kendas, seeing himself surrounded by enemies. 
 
    He turned his mount, spurred it and galloped away as he sounded the retreat on his horn. The survivors followed him at once, leaving behind a trail of flames which lit up a sea of raging Norghanians. 
 
    While he was fleeing at full gallop, Kendas did a mental recount. He had lost about a third of his men, which saddened him. But he knew they had gained a small but deeply significant victory. Most of the enemy siege weapons would be destroyed. The Norghanians would not be able to put out the fire in time. Sacrifice was duty for the Lancers. He took one last glance behind him, and with a stab of pride saw the enormous glow of the flames amid the shouts and curses of the enemy. 
 
    “For Rogdon!” he cried, his spirits newly aroused. 
 
    On the wall of the capital Gerart gazed at that same glow in the distance. 
 
    “They did it!” he cried, full of pride and satisfaction. 
 
    “It’s too soon to be sure, but it looks as though they have,” King Solin said beside him. “An excellent plan, Urien. Once again you’ve served me well, beyond the expectations of your King.” 
 
    The old Royal Counselor bowed slightly in acknowledgement. 
 
    “Always at my King’s orders,” he said in a soft voice. 
 
    “Humble as ever,” Haradin said with a broad smile. “There’s no-one like Urien for coming up with a successful stratagem. You certainly have an exceptional mind, you old fox.” 
 
    “I’m just sorry we couldn’t destroy the two massive siege towers,” Urien said, bowing his head, “but they were placed too far apart from the catapults and ballistae. It was one or the other. The surprise factor was the key to the plan, there was no way we could destroy both targets. They’d all have been killed if they’d tried…” 
 
    “It was a master-stroke, Urien,” the King said. “When they send the towers we’ll deal with them. For the moment we’ve managed to delay the assault, and now we have a moment’s peace to reinforce what’s been damaged, and most of all, the men’s morale. This small victory fills me with satisfaction.” 
 
    But the King’s satisfaction did not last for long. At dawn on the sixth day, to the south, the great plain awoke filled with men in black and gold, proudly carrying banners which showed a radiant golden sun. Past midday, an army as big as the Norghanian one, if not bigger, took up its position until it filled the south as far as the eye could reach. 
 
    The great army of the all-powerful Nocean Empire had arrived. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Sun and the Moon 
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    —Underground Temple— 
 
      
 
    After crossing the portal, the chamber they came out in was very similar in size and shape to the one they had left, so that Kayti guessed they were in another Ilenian temple of some kind. The adverse effects of crossing the portal took their toll on all of them, and it took them a good while to recover: all except Yakumo, who seemed impervious to pain and suffering. In an instant the Assassin had fully recovered and was exploring the chamber. 
 
    “There’s no danger,” he told them. 
 
    They climbed the stairs and found the trap-door to the upper floor open. 
 
    “Someone left in a hurry and forgot to close it,” Hartz joked. 
 
    This upper chamber left Kayti open-mouthed. Floor, walls and ceiling were bright silver, which shone, giving out sporadic flashes in all directions. In the center of the chamber, on the floor, she saw a pool of some viscous substance the color of silver, as if it were molten steel, and beside it an empty pedestal. 
 
    “Look,” Sonea said. She pointed at the ceiling. 
 
    Kayti looked closely. In the light of one of the flashes, she saw that the ceiling of the chamber was completely round. She looked more closely and noticed that the circle was not exactly that but a representation of a star… 
 
    “It looks like… the Moon…” Lindaro said. 
 
    “Yes, I’d agree. It looks like a moon, a full moon…” Lasgol concurred. 
 
    Sonea and Lindaro bent over the pool, as some inscriptions carved on the floor had caught their attention. They began to examine them avidly, trying to find out where they were. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Hartz asked in some confusion while the scholars went on with their work. “There doesn’t seem to be a way out.” He walked around, tapping the walls to check they did not yield. 
 
    Lasgol and Yakumo helped him, but found no secret door, spring or passage which would allow them to leave the chamber. 
 
    “Very interesting…” muttered Sonea. 
 
    “It certainly is…” Lindaro agreed, crouching beside her. 
 
    The others turned to them. 
 
    “You see… the way I interpret these inscriptions, we’re in a sacred Temple… in honor of the Moon…” 
 
    Lindaro knelt down beside her. 
 
    “More than that, there are also some symbols which seem to indicate knowledge and if I’m not wrong, that symbol over there is…” 
 
    “Power, that’s the symbol of power,” Sonea confirmed. 
 
    Suddenly the representation of the Moon on the ceiling began to glow intensely golden, the gold of Ilenian magic. 
 
    Kayti was afraid, since Ilenian magic had never led to anything good. But this time her fear was accompanied by a particular unease: they were in what might well be an Ilenian Temple of the Moon. And that reminded her of the words of the Captain General of the Custodian Brotherhood. Words which came from the sacred writings of the Brotherhood, from their secret texts —writings that were as secret as they were unquestionable. Words she had been repeating to herself day and night since she had left her kingdom of Irinel. The words which by now were a creed to her and helped her follow the path of the Order: 
 
    Look for the Sun, look for the Moon, far to the West. Walk with the one who possesses the power to find where lies the Ancient Civilization, for there you shall find the most powerful and evil Object of Power. You must bring it back to the custody of the Brotherhood, or else with you will perish the hope of mankind. We must save the world from the final doom. The Sun and the Moon must you find, for they shall bring the end of all men. 
 
    But Kayti would not fail, she would attain what she sought, what she had spent so long searching for. Since the day she had stumbled on Komir she had known deep within her that he would be the one who would guide her to her goal. The discovery of the Temple of Ether bore out her intuition. That was why she had stayed close to him. The mission the Brotherhood had charged her with was of ultimate importance. The doom of all mankind depended on it, so she had to see it through regardless of any obstacle, whatever anybody else might do or say. Nothing and no-one will stop me. I’ll fulfill my sacred mission. I’ll save mankind and avoid the end of days proclaimed in the sacred texts, the ones the Founding Mother wrote in her own hand and left as testament to the Brotherhood she created, to prevent the great holocaust.  
 
    The golden brightness of the Moon on the ceiling increased in intensity alarming Kayti. Suddenly, with the dry sound of rock cracking, it separated into two symmetrical halves. They all looked up in surprise. Kayti felt her unease growing with every heartbeat. Before their stunned eyes, a warrior in shining white armor began to descend, as if floating down from the opening, on the beam of golden light. They stepped back and reached for their weapons. The warrior landed softly on the pedestal. His armor was of a white so pure that it blinded them, and completely covered him from head to foot. The face of the stranger was covered under a helmet decorated with a white feather. Nothing could be seen of his face except two golden eyes. On his chest was a rune which Kayti could not recognize. It shone with the gold of Ilenian magic. 
 
    The warrior stepped off the pedestal. Before he even reached for his sword Hartz had launched at him. 
 
    “Damned Ilenian monster!” cried the big Norriel, and launched a two-handed blow at the warrior’s chest. But the great Ilenian sword bounced off the armor without even causing a scratch. The warrior appeared not to feel the impact of the blow. 
 
    “This is impossible!” Hartz cried, and struck again with all his strength. The result was the same. Disconcerted, he took a step back. 
 
    The warrior unsheathed his sword. 
 
    “Follow me, quickly!” Kayti called, and pushed Sonea and Lindaro into a corner, protecting them with her own body. 
 
    Iruki drew her sword and stood beside Kayti to help her. 
 
    Yakumo attacked the warrior, trying to penetrate his armor with his lethal daggers in combination with his dark arts, but like the big Norriel he achieved nothing. 
 
    The warrior launched a powerful stroke against Yakumo, who avoided it by rolling out of the way. The Assassin tried to stab him in the back, but there seemed to be no weak point in his armor. 
 
    Komir joined the fray, striking with sword and knife, but his blows and stabs glanced off the armor without even scratching or denting it. 
 
    Lasgol let fly two arrows with the same result. Nothing could penetrate the mysterious armor. 
 
    “It must be made of some material we don’t know, or else it’s been strengthened with magic,” Lasgol said as he activated his power to try to perceive the nature of that magic. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Hartz asked. He was blocking the attacks of the armored enemy, helped by Yakumo, who kept hitting him using his demonic speed. 
 
    Komir took a step back. “Keep him busy!” he told his friends, and went to Sonea and Iruki with an air of determination. 
 
    “Keep him busy, he says!” Hartz complained ironically. 
 
    “I’m coming to help you,” Kayti said as she saw Komir come to their side, and joined Hartz and Yakumo. The three of them circled around the warrior and attacked simultaneously. 
 
    “Lindaro, Sonea, think, how can we defeat this armored being?” Komir asked. “Weapons are no use, as you can see.” 
 
    Lindaro who was watching the fight, looked worriedly at Komir. “I can only suggest magic… but that’s not my area of expertise…” 
 
    Sonea nodded energetically. “It has to be magic, yes, I think so too.” 
 
    “Hurry up!” said Kayti, shaking her right arm vigorously. “We can’t go on holding off his blows, he has the strength of an ox!”  
 
    “It’s an evil spirit,” Iruki said, “his eyes shine strongly, and they’re the color of the evening sun on the steppes. No man has that glow in his eyes. It’s unnatural, it must be an evil spirit from Beyond.” 
 
    “More like an Ilenian Guardian of some sort,” Sonea said. “I wonder what he guards in this chamber. There’s nothing here but that pool on the ground.” 
 
    “We’ll have time to find out when we finish him off. Now we have to find a way of doing that. How?” Komir insisted, his eyes on Sonea. 
 
    “Sorry… I can’t help…” the petite Librarian apologized with a shrug. 
 
    Lindaro was looking at the ceiling thoughtfully. Komir followed his gaze to the representation of the moon and the powerful golden light it shed. 
 
    “Golden eyes… possessed spirit…” the man of faith was muttering. 
 
    “Any ideas, Lindaro?” 
 
    The sound of metal on metal bounced off the silver walls, the prelude to approaching death. If they did not hurry, that monstrous creature would kill one of their comrades. 
 
    Sonea began to gesture excitedly. “I’ve got it, I’ve got it!” 
 
    “Explain, quick!” Komir said. 
 
    “The golden light is what gives life to that creature. We have to stop it!” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “All together,” said Iruki, nodding confidently. She grasped Komir and Sonea by the hands. “Between the three of us, we’ll be able to do it.” 
 
    The three Bearers closed their eyes. Kayti watched them out of the corner of her eye; her strength had reached its limit. She hoped with all her soul that they would be right, as she could barely defend herself. Even Hartz seemed to be blocking the blows more slowly. Yakumo made a spectacular sweeping move with his whole body, hitting the legs of the being, and the warrior fell backwards. Yakumo stood up with a groan of pain and limped a few steps. 
 
    “It’s like hitting a rock wall,” he said. He was obviously in pain. 
 
    The monstrous creature rose and delivered a terrible blow to Kayti. She managed to block it but lost her sword. She was forced to go down on one knee not to fall and was left breathless. 
 
    The creature raised its sword. 
 
    Hartz tried to get between them, but he was too slow. 
 
    In that same moment the medallions of the three bearers glowed, each with its own characteristic color. Kayti saw the creature’s sword rise above her head. A combined flash shot to the ceiling and the golden light flowing from the moon-symbol vanished. All at once the two halves closed, forming a full moon once again. 
 
    Kayti looked at the warrior. The sword was coming down to kill her. 
 
    And the golden light of his eyes went out. 
 
    His arm dropped to one side, and the sword clattered to the floor. The monstrous creature remained inert. 
 
    “Thanks be to the Light! It worked!” Lindaro gasped in relief. 
 
    “You might have thought of that earlier!” Hartz burst out, and collapsed against the silver wall behind him. Yakumo did the same, his face twisted in pain. Iruki ran to his side and kissed him tenderly. 
 
    “It seems the danger is over,” Lindaro said as he looked up at the ceiling. 
 
    And at that moment the silvery, viscous liquid of the pool began to boil. 
 
    “By the goddesses! And now what?” Hartz protested. 
 
    Komir unsheathed his sword and went up to the pool. Kayti followed him. They gazed at the strange liquid, like molten silver shimmering on both people and walls. Under that light it was as though they had all been turned into silver statues. Kayti looked at the pool with worry in her eyes. A small altar began to rise from the center, with the molten liquid dripping down its sides. On the altar rested an object which immediately caught the Kayti’s attention. 
 
    A thick Grimoire with brilliant silver covers. 
 
    Kayti’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
    Sonea and Lindaro came up at once to look at the new discovery. 
 
    “Bah, a book!” said Hartz, and he and Yakumo leaned back against the wall when they saw there was no danger. 
 
    Sonea rushed to the Grimoire before anybody could stop her, and looked at it in wonder as she gathered it up in her arms. Kayti felt a pang of worry, but she relaxed once she looked at the Librarian. She knew the little scholar was harmless. The great volume looked ancient and was huge, its covers glimmering with a silvery radiance, as if it shed a light of its own. Rows of strange Ilenian symbols lined the cover. 
 
    “How thick it is, and how much it weighs, it seems to be made of pure silver,” Sonea said. “I can barely hold it.” 
 
    Lindaro helped her support it, and both inspected it avidly, carefully examining the Ilenian inscriptions on the covers. When they had finished they opened the book and began to search inside it; the pages were silver and the inscriptions in it apparently of gold. They took their time, having noticed that the others were resting. 
 
    Kayti was gazing at the apparition in white armor. She felt curiously attracted by that armor; it was beautiful, much more so than her old Custodian Brotherhood armor. She felt it calling to her… and the call steadily increased in intensity. She was staring at it so intently that Hartz noticed. He joined her. 
 
    “What’s up?” he asked her, sounding concerned. 
 
    “The armor… I don’t know, it’s as if… it is somehow calling to me… claiming me…” 
 
    Hartz looked at the Guardian, then at Kayti. 
 
    “It’s a man’s armor. I don’t think it would fit you.” 
 
    “I know it makes no sense… but my intuition is telling me to put it on.” 
 
    “Well, let’s follow your intuition!” Hartz replied with a smile. He began to strip off the creature’s armor. 
 
    Now that the magic was not active, the fastenings of the armor were visible. Even so, Hartz had difficulty undoing it as the design made it hard to find the openings. When they had finished, they saw that the being inside was nothing more than a dried up, gaunt thing, like a mummy, which must have been dead for more than a thousand years… Hartz shrugged, smiled at his beloved and helped her put on the strange armor. Komir looked on in silence, lost in thought. 
 
    “There you go…” said Hartz. “But it’s too big, you won’t be able to use it.” 
 
    Kayti looked at the rune on her chest and passed her hand over it. It was beautiful. At the touch of her skin the rune flashed golden and Kayti felt as if the rune were piercing her chest, penetrating deep into her soul. For a moment she was breathless, and fear got the better of her. 
 
    “Ilenian magic!” Hartz cried in alarm. 
 
    The golden flash spread through the whole armor. As if the metal were contracting, it began to mold itself around Kayti’s body piece by piece, from head to foot, until it formed a whole. The fastenings disappeared, leaving the armor sealed, with no crack or weak point visible. When the process ended the armor was perfectly adapted and molded to Kayti’s body, better even than if the greatest armorers in all Tremia had made it specially for her. 
 
    “It’s very light, incredibly light… I can barely feel any weight on my body. It’s as if it were made of silk…” 
 
    “And impenetrable,” said Yakumo, who was watching with great curiosity. 
 
    “I don’t like this damned Ilenian magic at all…” Hartz protested. 
 
    “Don’t worry, the spells in this armor will be to protect its wearer, like those in your sword, Hartz. I don’t think they’ll harm me, on the contrary, I think they’ll protect me in battle in a way that no other could. I certainly won’t be tired anymore from wearing heavy armor.” 
 
    “If you want to wear it, suit yourself. But be careful, these Ilenian objects have unexpected… effects…” 
 
    “It’s Nature’s way of balancing the extremes,” Lasgol said, pointing to the mummified being on the floor. “All magic has its cost, its price…” 
 
    Kayti took two steps in the Ilenian armor. It felt almost like a second skin. 
 
    “It has the same rune engraved on the back,” said Lasgol. “It must have some meaning. You’d better be careful…” 
 
    “I will,” Kayti said, smiling, as she put on the plumed helmet. Like the rest of the armor, it adjusted itself perfectly to her head and face. 
 
    “I think… I think we’ve found an Ilenian Grimoire of enormous relevance…” stammered Sonea. 
 
    “Yes, it is extremely valuable…” Lindaro agreed. 
 
    Komir came up to them and looked at the great book. 
 
    “Why do you think that?” he asked the two scholars. 
 
    Sonea looked at him with excited eyes. 
 
    “This is the Ilenian Book of the Moon. From what little we’ve managed to piece out, it seems to contain very valuable knowledge about the Lost Civilization and its powerful magic. It tells of the power of Moon magic, death magic… We’ll need time to decipher the mysteries in it, but I have no doubt that we’re in the presence of an incredibly relevant Grimoire.” 
 
    Lindaro nodded energetically. 
 
    “This temple has been built to venerate and protect this precious Grimoire.” 
 
    “And will it get us out of here?” Hartz asked, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “I’m afraid we’ll have to find the way ourselves…” Lindaro said with a worried frown. “The book is a compendium of Ilenian magic. With the help of the Light it’ll give us the answers to how to operate the portal.” 
 
    “But it’s not going to be easy. It might take us days or even weeks… or perhaps we won’t find out at all…” Sonea said, sounding worried. 
 
    “We’ll find out,” Kayti said with conviction as she stared intently at the great Grimoire. 
 
    Sonea looked at Kayti’s chest and pointed to the rune. 
 
    “That’s the rune of the Soul.” 
 
    They looked at Kayti in her shining white armor. 
 
    Lindaro came to her side and nodded, his eyes on the rune. 
 
    “Let’s hope you’re right, White Soul.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    To the last man 
 
      
 
    Norghanian Army, —Rilentor, Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    The four First Generals of the Norghanian forces were arguing heatedly over what strategy to follow in order to take the walls of the besieged city. The tension in Count Volgren’s command tent grew greater with every opinion expressed. The difficulties involved in the attack were now evident, since the siege weapons were lost. The casualties of a frontal assault on the walls would be high, and the arrival of the Nocean Legions were making the Count decidedly uneasy. 
 
    The horns sounded shrilly, announcing the arrival of a delegation. 
 
    “And now what?” Count Volgren exclaimed in annoyance. 
 
    “No idea, sire,” General Rangulfsen replied as he bent over a plan of the city. The brilliant soldier had marked the defenses and the weak points where the attacks had to be concentrated in order to conquer the city. 
 
    “Who dares to interrupt us?” brayed General Odir with a flash of rage in his belligerent eyes. “I hope it’s a Nocean emissary. I swear I’ll take his guts out and send him back tied to his horse.” 
 
    “You’re always so subtle in all your suggestions,” said Rangulfsen. “That’s just what we need now, confronting the Noceans…” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of them, they’re just desert cockroaches. And we, the Men of the Snow, will squash them under our boots,” Odir said disdainfully, and spat to one side. 
 
    “I’m sure the Rogdonians would cheer like mad to see us killing each other in front of their besieged city, like mere apprentices in the art of war,” Rangulfsen said ironically. 
 
    “That I forbid!” Count Volgren ordered, very annoyed. 
 
    “We’ll soon find out who it is,” said General Olagson, stretching his big body. He shrugged, dismissing the question. 
 
    Rangulfsen shook his head. Gesturing to his map, he went on explaining his plan of attack and the possible threats to it. 
 
    A soldier in a uniform of golden scales entered the command tent and announced: 
 
    “Attention! His Royal Majesty Thoran, King of Norghana!” 
 
    They stood to attention at once. 
 
    King Thoran entered the tent after the soldier. With firm steps he came to stand in front of the four Generals and Count Volgren, who were looking at him with disbelief. 
 
    “Your Majesty… we weren’t expecting…” stammered the Count, falling to one knee. The four Generals followed his example immediately. 
 
    The King, an imposing man, was more than seven feet tall. His hair was long and blond and his appearance as Nordic as all his lineage. His strong build and presence were overwhelming. His face, always sullen, bore a golden beard and eyes as clear as ice, which stared at Count Volgren. 
 
    “I’ve been forced to travel to this insipid land of the West. And you know why, Volgren?” he asked in a voice as cavernous as it was fearsome. 
 
    “No, your Majesty… I don’t know what we owe the honor of your presence to...” 
 
    “To your unbelievable incompetence!” he howled, with such force that for a moment it seemed the tent would collapse. 
 
    Nobody dared move a muscle. They remained on their knees, heads bowed. 
 
    “My Ice Mages tell me that not only have you so far failed to assault the city, but that the siege weapons have been destroyed by the enemy… How has a catastrophe like this come about…?” 
 
    Count Volgren began to explain. 
 
    “You see, your Majesty…” 
 
    King Thoran took his war axe from his belt. With a tremendous blow he drove it into the table and broke it in two. 
 
    “I granted you the command of my armies so that you would bring me Solin’s head on a pike. And have you done so? No, don’t answer if you want to keep yours,” he threatened, twisting the axe in his hand. Volgren looked down and kept silent for his life’s sake. “That treacherous halfwit Solin killed my brother Orten. I want his head and all his family’s! I want this city razed to its foundations, with not even the ashes of the embers left. Are the King’s wishes understood?” he said, and laid the edge of his axe on the Count’s neck. 
 
    Nobody dared to speak. 
 
    “I see I’ve made myself clear.” 
 
    Without looking at his King, Rangulfsen whispered: 
 
    “And the Nocean forces, your Majesty?” 
 
    King Thoran walked up to the General and laid the head of his axe on his shoulder. 
 
    “You’ve already dishonored your King once, Rangulfsen. If you’re still alive today it’s because I need your intelligence and military skill to conquer this city. Don’t try my patience… I’m not a temperate man. If the Noceans turn against us ‒ and they might, like the treacherous vipers they are ‒ then we’ll destroy them. They’re not even half the man a Norghanian is. If they try to betray us, we’ll turn against them and squash them like worms.” 
 
    Rangulfsen gave a short nod. 
 
    “And now, attack and raze this filthy city to the ground until there’s not a rock standing! I want not a single man, woman or child left alive!” 
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    From the battlements Gerart, his spirits heavy, was watching the immense red and white tide which was beginning to advance towards the wall. A sea made up of thousands of fearsome men of the snow who were coming to deliver death and destruction to his people. 
 
    “They’re coming…” he said, deep sadness in his voice. 
 
    Haradin too, by his side, contemplated the terrifying Norghanian host. 
 
    “Yes, and what’s surprising, they’re not waiting for the Nocean army.” 
 
    “They want to conquer the city for King Thoran,” Solin said. He was looking south, where the Nocean legions had not yet finished taking up their positions. “They won’t wait for the Noceans, they want all the glory for Norghana. They want my head. Urien had already foreseen this; he warned me this would be their course of action.” 
 
    “Good, good,” Haradin said. “This is very good news.” 
 
    “Good, Haradin?” Gerart asked in puzzlement as he watched the Norghanians shouting like enraged white bears, filling the plain with their deafening din. Thousands of throats roared, terrifying the hearts of the defenders. 
 
    “It’s not a joint attack from both hosts. If both armies attacked the wall simultaneously…” said King Solin. 
 
    Gerart immediately understood. 
 
    “We must take advantage of this clumsy decision and make them pay dearly,” said King Solin. “While distrust and greed reign among our enemies, we have a possibility of victory.” 
 
    Haradin nodded. 
 
    “It’s time to defend our land, to shed enemy blood,” the Mage said, watching the hosts advance. 
 
    “Archers of Rogdon, to the walls!” the King ordered at the top of his voice. 
 
    Swiftly and efficiently, the archers in blue and silver took their positions along the wall. The whole northeastern section was now crowded with the Rogdonian forces, bows tense and ready. Gerart scanned the faces of the men. Fear and anguish were visible, as if they had taken possession of those good souls. The Prince looked out at the immensity of the Norghanian hosts, marching on with unstoppable strength, indestructible, and his spirit fell too. He could perfectly understand his fellow-countrymen’s unease. 
 
    “Don’t let fear cause your courageous hearts to sink!” King Solin harangued them, as if he had read Gerart’s thoughts. “You are brave defenders of Rogdon! Today you will fight to protect the last Rogdonian redoubt. Today you will fight with courage, with the valor known to the men of Rogdon. Today we shall deliver death to the enemy!” 
 
    Gerart saw the faces of his countrymen lighting up. The flame of courage had taken hold inside them, fanned by the King’s words. 
 
    “Today we shall repel the enemy! We shall oust the invader! Their blood will bathe our battlements! Not one of them will set foot in our city!” 
 
    The soldiers began to cheer the King’s words, enthused by their monarch’s fervor. 
 
    “Death to the invader!” the King roared like a lion. 
 
    “Death!” all the soldiers replied as one, their awakened enthusiasm filling the walls with deafening cheers. 
 
    “For Rogdon!” the King shouted. 
 
    “For Rogdon!” they cried with all the strength of their lungs, so that the sound of their cheers drowned the cries of the enemy army. 
 
    “Death to the Norghanians!” roared Solin. 
 
    “Death!” the whole wall thundered, sending forth their message to the enemy. 
 
    The King turned around and looked at Gerart: 
 
    “Now, Prince of Rogdon, I give you command of the defense of the wall. Defend it with your honor, with your life. The enemy must not overrun us. I shall defend the great gate.” 
 
    Gerart looked into his father’s eyes. Filled with pride and respect, he accepted the responsibility and bowed to the King, who left with a dozen Royal Swords. Three of them remained behind to protect Gerart. 
 
    “Get ready!” the Prince shouted, his eyes on the enemy. 
 
    The Norghanians advanced in close formation, and the thunder of thousands of boots on the ground seemed to make the foundations of the wall shake. 
 
    “Wait for my order to shoot!” he said, seeing that the first lines were now close. 
 
    He could now make out the enemy he knew so well. He could already see the winged helmets covering the blond manes and beards of men pale as snow: tall, robust, broad–shouldered and strong–armed. All wearing full scaled armor, carrying swords and battle axes, with round wooden shields in one hand to protect themselves against arrows and spears. After the host, came the two siege towers, slowly. Thousands of ladders and hooked ropes were also carried by the soldiers of the snow to climb the magnificent wall which protected Rilentor. 
 
    “You will fail…” Gerart said to himself. Rage was spurring him on. He gazed at the plain at his feet once more, flooded by an ocean of Norghanian soldiers. “Not this time…” he repeated. 
 
    “They won’t,” Haradin assured him, standing calmly beside him. 
 
    The enemy was less than a hundred paces from the wall. 
 
    “Release!” Gerart ordered raising his sword. “Release!” 
 
    At the Prince’s order the archers launched thousands of arrows at the first enemy lines. Gerart knew they would not stop the advance ‒ nothing would ‒ but he saw the first men fall. 
 
    “Keep shooting!” Gerart shouted, as the archers discharged an incessant rain of death on the tide of attackers. 
 
    A roar came from the first Norghanian rows, and the shields rose to protect them from the arrows. The archers kept sending arrow after arrow against the sea of shields, but the enemy reached the foot of the wall, roaring like a monstrous beast with a thousand eyes, wounded and enraged. That beast from the deep abysses of the snowy mountains advanced unstoppably. Only the regal wall and the courage of the defenders on the battlements could reject it. 
 
    “Defend the battlements!” Gerart shouted when he saw the first assault ladders appear against the wall. 
 
    Thousands of hooked ropes soared over the battlements to find their hold along all the northeastern section of the wall. The winged helmets appeared close behind them on the battlements, and furious fighting ensued on the wall. The brutal Norghanians were formidable opponents, tough and ruthless. The defenders repelled them with spear and sword, knowing they were their people’s last line of defense. Behind them, in the highest part of the city, women and children were in hiding, sobbing with impotence and fear. 
 
    “Drive them back!” Gerart shouted, fighting without respite, flanked by his three Royal Swords, dealing death to all the Norghanians who reached his part of the battlements. The fighting on the wall turned desperate in a heartbeat and the thunder of the shouting became deafening, with cries of rage, despair and death. Blood bathed battlements and wall: Norghanian blood, Rogdonian blood, staining soldiers and rock alike. 
 
    “Fight! For Rogdon!” Gerart shouted after skewering an enormous soldier of the Thunder Army. He glimpsed a battleaxe out of the corner of his eye and ducked to the right. The weapon grazed his head and buried itself in the back of a Rogdonian soldier. Gerart took a step forward and in a fury, slit the Norghanian’s throat. Enemy blood spattered his golden armor. Gerart fought and fought with all his skill and all his strength. Chaos took over the battlements, death reigned on the wall. The Norghanians were too many, their brutality unstoppable. They would not be able to drive them back for long. The fearsome Men of the Snow went on climbing, tireless, immune to the fear of death which awaited them above. His Royal Swords helped him clear the section, but he knew it would soon be filled with enemies again. 
 
    Haradin came to stand in the middle of the wall behind the parapet. “Protect me,” he said. “The moment has come for me to act.”  
 
    He closed his eyes and seemed to fall into a trance. Disconcerted, Gerart turned to his three Royal Swords and ordered them: “Protect him with your lives!” 
 
    Haradin concentrated; he was well aware of the risk he was about to take, but there was no other option left to him. The Norghanian hosts were too numerous, the defenders would not be able to drive back wave after wave. He had not been able to pinpoint the location of the Ice Mages amid that sea of Norghanian soldiers, but he could feel their power and he knew that with the numbers in their favor they had the upper hand. Unfortunately, he had to do something, since the situation on the battlements was getting desperate. He knew the calculating Ice Mages must be too close now, camouflaged among the soldiers, but he had to risk it. He closed his eyes and searched for his source of inner energy, the blue pool which lay inside his chest. Don’t fail me now, he begged his Gift. Although much improved, his magic was still not responding as it should. He invoked a Spell of Earth Magic and cast an enchantment on himself; a spherical shield formed around his body, enveloping him completely. The sphere was made of compact hard earth and rock, but it appeared almost translucent. 
 
    He walked to the parapets. Looking down at the sea of enemies he began to cast a powerful spell, raising his staff of power and moving it in circles above his head. Two Norghanian soldiers, massive and grim-faced, reached the wall. Haradin ignored them, as he could not interrupt the spell. The three Royal Swords killed them swiftly, keeping him safe as he had known they would. He went on conjuring, impassive, making sure his magic was responding. 
 
    Suddenly a missile of pure ice reached him with great force. The defensive sphere repelled the attack, resisting the blow, but fragments of rock flew from the sphere, it was weakened. Haradin kept the spell going; he needed more time, he had to stand firm. Out of the corner of his eye he identified the origin of the missile among the first Norghanian lines: apparently a soldier of the Invincibles of the Ice. He was wearing their snow-white uniform, winged helmet and scaled armor, except there was a single detail about that soldier that did not fit: he was not holding a spear but a staff, white as snow. He was an Ice Mage and now Haradin knew where he was. 
 
    The Ice Mage launched a frozen javelin at him which buried itself in the protective sphere, throwing off chips of rock. 
 
    “Protect him!” Gerart cried from his right. He was driving back a group of enemies who had climbed over the wall and were establishing themselves. 
 
    Haradin looked at the tip of the ice javelin which had penetrated the defense to a few inches from his face but he did not flinch, he kept up his concentration. He had to continue with the spell, it was vital. He glimpsed the glacial Mage hurling a dozen icicles at him at high speed. That startled Haradin, and he nearly lost the concentration he needed to keep up the spell he was making so much effort to cast. Would the defensive sphere hold? He was not at all sure. The missiles kept coming…The first one hit the sphere hard, weakening it still further. Three more followed almost instantly, and chips of protective rock began to fall to the ground. 
 
    It would not hold… 
 
    At that moment two metal shields appeared in front of the Mage, covering him. The remaining icicles crashed against the shields which two of the Royal Swords were holding up. One of them dropped his shield and fell, in pain. Haradin saw that the icicles had pierced the metal, taking away the brave soldier’s arm. He cursed to himself but went on conjuring; he almost had it, just a bit longer. The third of the Royal Swords picked up another shield and took his fallen comrade’s position.  
 
    A bolt of frost flew towards Haradin from out of the snow-white tide. Another Ice Mage camouflaged among the Invincibles of the Ice. The bolt of frost fell on the battlements the Royal Swords were holding. Just a little more, a little more, Haradin thought to himself, carrying on with the spell. The bolt of frost began to freeze the shields, covering them with a thick layer of ice. The Royal Sword on his right fell, half his body frozen. The one on his left was speared by a hundred small stakes of ice. 
 
    And at last Haradin finished his spell. 
 
    In front of the wall, fifty paces away, in the middle of the enemy hordes, the earth split in two with a deafening rumble, as though an evil god were rising from the deep. The enormous crater of a volcano rose, dislodging earth, rocks and men, all within an area of twenty paces. 
 
    Haradin gave a last twirl of his staff and pronounced the final words of power. 
 
    The volcano erupted, in the midst of the mass of enemy troops. 
 
    There were violent explosions of fire and lava over the Norghanian forces, and black smoke rose to the skies. The men of the Thunder Army burned everywhere, caught by the fiery terror, unable to escape, surrounded by their own fellow-soldiers. The cries of the victims filled the air. 
 
    Haradin took three hurried steps back from the parapet and left quickly. Several ice missiles brushed past him, and the bolt of frost hit the merlons in front of him. 
 
    “By a hair’s-breadth…” he muttered in relief. 
 
    The battlefield filled with the terrible screams of the soldiers caught by the volcano. Hundreds of men were burning alive with no means of escape, while inside the crater the rhythm of the explosions sped up, widening the area of horror and death. A rain of fire began to fall in the midst of the Norghanian troops who were trying to escape from the chaos, crushing their comrades in the stampede. The volcano began to throw up gobbets of lava in all directions in a giant eruption. The incandescent tide advanced slowly, spreading across the plain and approaching the wall. The Norghanians died, burnt by the scorching magma amid horrific screams of suffering, or else crushed by their own panicking fellow countrymen. 
 
    Gerart came to Haradin’s side and said in astonishment: 
 
    “That spell is more powerful than I could ever have imagined.” 
 
    “It is indeed. It’s used up a great deal of my energy. But it’ll soon run its course, unless it’s destroyed before that.”  
 
    “The tide of lava has already come up to the walls. The Norghanians are fleeing as best they can, trying to save their lives.” 
 
    “Prepare twenty archers,” Haradin told him. 
 
    “As you wish, Battle Mage,” Gerart said. 
 
    Suddenly, above the volcano, a freezing storm began to take shape. A winter blizzard enveloped the crater and the temperature began to drop rapidly. Torrential, freezing rain, glacial wind and ice began to devour the volcano in a battle between fire and ice. The storm grew in intensity as the volcano lost power. As the storm grew, so did its area of action, rapidly putting out the burning lava around the crater. 
 
    “Archers, with me!” Haradin said, and went to stand behind the parapets. “At my signal.” 
 
    Haradin fixed his gaze on the false Norghanian soldier with the staff, who was really one of the Ice Mages conjuring up the winter storm. He concentrated and tried to invoke a bolt of fire. 
 
    The spell failed. 
 
    Hell, not now! I need my magic!  
 
    The twenty archers were waiting with their bows ready. Haradin tried once again, and this time the bolt of fire hit the Mage in his protective ice sphere. The sphere held and Haradin kept up the bolt, trying to penetrate it. 
 
    “At him!” he called to the archers. 
 
    Twenty arrows struck the sphere of the Ice Mage, cracking it and chipping away pieces of ice and frost. The Ice Mage turned his attention to them. 
 
    “Quick! Release again! Bring him down!” 
 
    Another twenty arrows were launched an instant before an enormous ball of icicles with cutting edges exploded over the group. On impact shards of ice, sharp as knives, flew out in all directions. Haradin’s protective sphere withheld the attack, but the twenty archers fell, their bodies mutilated. Blood and human remains were spread all over the parapet. Haradin bent his head, overwhelmed by the horrible outcome. He looked behind him and saw with relief that Gerart, a few steps back, was luckily unscathed, but only just… 
 
    “Get away from me, Gerart!” he warned. 
 
    Haradin looked down at his enemy as he reinforced his defensive sphere, which was practically destroyed. The Ice Mage lay dead with three arrows in his chest. Haradin exhaled sharply and fixed his gaze on the other Ice Mage he had identified. The storm of snow had already destroyed the volcano, but Haradin had expected that. The volcano had done its job, several thousand Norghanians had been burnt to ashes and the attack on the walls had ceased. But now the lethal winter storm was advancing towards the wall, guided by the enemy Mage, like some winter monster with glacial breath and frozen heart. 
 
    Damn, I must stop it!  
 
    Haradin focused on the Mage and launched the bolt of fire at him to weaken his defense. Immediately four Norghanians with huge frozen shields came to stand in front of him, blocking the bolt. The lethal storm reached the wall twenty paces or so to Haradin’s right, and Rogdonian soldiers began to fall, frozen by the low temperatures it carried under its white presence of death. 
 
    I must get rid of him!  
 
    He conjured a ball of fire and sent it against the shields. The ball exploded, burning and roasting the Invincibles of the Ice around the Mage, but the shields remained. They’re covered in ice, the fire can’t do anything against them. I must use something different, but what? 
 
    He pointed at the enemy. “Gerart, the archers! The mage must not survive!”  
 
    Gerart nodded. Moving away from Haradin, he summoned two dozen archers to punish the area. 
 
    The storm of ice and snow, with its deadly glacial touch, was causing havoc among the helpless Rogdonian troops. The casualties were now nearing a thousand. 
 
    “They’re decimating us with this frozen storm!” Gerart lamented bitterly. 
 
    Haradin watched the Ice Mage. Only his staff was visible above the shields which protected him. The archers’ arrows could not penetrate them. How could they break down those protective shields? How? A blast of wind carrying the disgusting scent of burning flesh reached his face. He had to move away to avoid choking. And then it occurred to him! Without a moment’s delay he began to chant a long spell of power. 
 
    But the spell failed.  
 
    Not now! Come on, come on, there’s too much at stake!  
 
    He tried again. 
 
    The spell failed anew. 
 
    Despair began to grow on Haradin. Brave Rogdonian defenders were dying because of his own failure, and he had to save them. Come on, Spell of Air, I must manage it or else they’re finished. He tried again, and at last the spell worked. In front of the bearers of the frozen shields, a tornado fifteen feet high began to take shape. Haradin conjured again and the tornado advanced towards the shields, swirling at devilish speed with hurricane winds. The Ice Mage sent a trident of ice which stuck deep into Haradin’s protective sphere, causing it to crack and forcing him to step back. I’m going to lose my sphere, it won’t withstand another impact like this. The tornado reached the shields and swept over the Norghanians holding them. 
 
    It reached the Ice Mage, but he protected himself with an anti-magic cloak and avoided the harmful effects of Haradin’s spell. 
 
    “Now, Gerart, now!” he urged the Prince. 
 
    Two dozen arrows fell on the Ice Mage while the tornado continued its advance on the enemy lines, whirling the men who crossed its path into the air with hurricane strength. 
 
    The Ice Mage retreated, his defense weakened. 
 
    “Keep shooting! Don’t let him escape alive!” Haradin shouted, his source of energy practically spent. 
 
    The archers kept releasing volley after volley as the Mage fled. 
 
    Two hundred paces. The arrows still reached him. The Mage ran through the lines as if the devil were after him. 
 
    Three hundred paces. Almost safe. Haradin cursed bitterly. 
 
    Four hundred paces. He was safe. Haradin gave a cry of impotence. 
 
    A single arrow crossed the distance with a deadly whistle. It hit the weakened defensive sphere, destroying it; it pierced it and buried itself deeply in the Mage’s back. 
 
    Haradin turned, astonished. 
 
    With a yew longbow in his hand, exquisitely decorated, Gerart smiled at him. 
 
    “A gift from my father at my coming of age. There’s no other bow like it in all Rogdon.” 
 
    The winter storm above the wall vanished in a matter of moments. 
 
    Haradin smiled. His soul relieved. 
 
    “Look, they’re retreating, Haradin! The Norghanians are withdrawing!” Gerart cried. 
 
    “Punish their infamy!” Haradin said. 
 
    Gerart nodded. “Archers! Death to the enemy!” 
 
    The archers took up their positions. Thousands of arrows were released against the enemy troops as they formed an orderly retreat. The cheers of the Rogdonians filled the battlements with joy and hope. 
 
    The enemy was falling back. 
 
    “Are they really retreating?” Gerart asked, still unable to believe it. 
 
    “They’re withdrawing, rather. They’ll form lines at about four hundred paces and prepare for a new assault. I barely have any energy left, I won’t be able to stop them, there are too many of them. You’ll have to drive them back, with steel, Prince of Rogdon.” 
 
    “We’ll fight to the last man. I’ll gladly give my life for my Kingdom, my people,” Gerart assured him. 
 
    A blast, as of an ice block breaking, sounded suddenly above Haradin’s head. He looked up in alarm and saw an enormous cone of ice coming directly down on him from the sky. 
 
    Hell! A third Ice Mage… I hadn’t seen him. 
 
    The cone hit Haradin’s protective sphere with shattering force, and it broke into a thousand pieces of rock and earth. 
 
    I’m a dead man.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    They will not conquer 
 
      
 
    Nocean Army, —Rilentor, —Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
    _______________________________ 
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    Back in the Nocean war camp, Sumal was watching the events on the northeastern wall without missing a detail. The Norghanians had thrown themselves into the capture of Rilentor, which was very daring, and also completely stupid, in his view. The reason why Count Volgren had taken that course of action he already knew. His informants infiltrated in the Norghanian camp had told him of the arrival of King Thoran and with him, the order for the assault. 
 
    “Those brainless brutes of the snow dare to attack the city without respecting our agreement!” roared Mulko, Regent of the North of the Nocean Empire. His voice revealed all the rage he felt. 
 
    “They want the city, my Lord,” Zecly said. 
 
    Sumal observed his master, the powerful Sorcerer, with respect, and wondered what he might be plotting in his exceptional mind. 
 
    “I want those northern bastards impaled!” Mulko roared, and drew his gold and silver scimitar. 
 
    “And you will have them, my Lord…” Zecly whispered in his ear. “But now we must act with the utmost care and intelligence, since these are critical moments which might lead us to a grand victory, or, if we make any mistake… to death.” 
 
    Mulko looked at his Counselor and appeared to grow calmer. He put his weapon away and rearranged his turban. 
 
    “What do you suggest?” 
 
    Zecly clasped his hands behind his back and bent his head thoughtfully. 
 
    “The Norghanians are suffering heavy casualties. The Mage, Haradin, is extremely powerful, he’ll make them pay in blood. This is to our advantage…” 
 
    “Shall we attack from behind, then?” said Mulko, jumping to the conclusion with his eyes bright with greed. 
 
    “No, my Lord, it’s not the time for that, they’re still strong. Attacking them would mean heavy losses for our legions, enough to prevent our taking the Rogdonian city after defeating the men of the Snow. No, it would be more prudent and advantageous to let them continue their attack on the northeastern wall and suffer more losses still. Remember, the Rogdonians are growing weaker too, and that will allow us to conquer the city more easily.” 
 
    “I see what you’re proposing, Counselor… Then what must I do? I can’t stay here watching the battle, the men would see it as a clear sign of weakness or something even worse: cowardice. I can’t allow myself that.” 
 
    Zecly nodded. 
 
    “Attack the wall at the southern section with the siege weapons, my Lord. Punish the enemy while my Sorcerers finalize the rituals of Blood and Curses, and once we’re ready we’ll attack the city. They won’t be able to stop us, my Lord.” 
 
    “Let it be so!” Mulko exclaimed, raising his fist. 
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    Aliana was working without respite in the great Cathedral of the Light in Rilentor, where the Healer Sisters had established themselves in order to attend to the many wounded. The spectacle inside the great basilica was desolate, with hundreds of men lying everywhere, badly wounded, mutilated, bleeding, dying. The sacred floor was now corrupted by the red of death, and however tirelessly the several Priests of the Light might clean it, blood stained the floors as if Rogdon herself was bleeding. 
 
    The Healer Sisters were trying to help everyone there. Alas, there was nothing to be done for many, for their wounds were too severe. The power of healing had its limitations. Nothing tore at Aliana’s heart more than watching the hopeful eyes of a dying soldier, putting his faith in the healing power, then soon realizing that nothing could be done. Aliana could not even alleviate the agonizing pain of those who were suffering, since every ounce of energy was needed to save those who did have a chance. They could not waste a single drop of their power. Mother Healer Sorundi had made this clear. The leader of the Order was exhausted, but nothing stopped her; she went on working non-stop, trying to save as many as she could. Gena, Aliana’s young pupil, followed Sorundi wherever she went, helping her at every moment. 
 
    The soldier Aliana was tending to breathed one last sigh of suffering and died with a twisted grimace on his face. Aliana bent her head in despair. Surrounded by so much pain and death, her kind spirit was overwhelmed and tears came to her eyes. 
 
    “Not cry,” Asti told her. 
 
    Aliana looked at the Usik, who was making such efforts to help her with all the wounded, and tried to hold back her tears. 
 
    “You good. You cure. Not cry,” the Usik said, and hugged her fondly. 
 
    At this gesture Aliana broke into sobs, filled with pain for the suffering of all those good men, and at the same time with happiness that she had Asti as her friend. 
 
    Through the great door, open wide, where the Protectress Sisters were on watch duty, a new batch of wounded men made their appearance. Aliana sighed deeply. Strong, I must be strong. I can’t allow myself to be beaten by the horror before my eyes, nor the despair my heart feels. I must help them, to the last of these soldiers. It’s my calling, my duty. She looked at Asti, so frail and so brave at the same time, and the Usik smiled back at her in the midst of that horrifying situation, infusing in her the courage she needed. Thank you, my friend.  
 
    Feeling slightly better, Aliana recalled the battle at the wall, Gerart defending it with all his courage and honor. That cheered her; the Prince would never let them be destroyed. And at that moment her thoughts soared like a royal eagle, rising higher, to Komir. What might have happened to the brave Norriel? Would he have reached the other Bearers? Was he still alive? This last thought brought such pain to her chest that she was left almost breathless. She put her hand to the Ilenian medallion and it responded with a flash. He’s alive, I know. I don’t need the medallion to confirm it. He’s alive, and soon he’ll be back with us. Aliana’s spirit surged from its ashes, kindling an unexpected fire in her heart. She would soon see Komir, the Norriel with emerald eyes, the cat-like warrior, the tormented leader, the object of her desires… She shook her head to free herself from those thoughts and the handsome face of Gerart, the most honorable and courageous man she knew, filled her mind again. I’ll lose my mind if I go on like this. What’s happening to me?  
 
    A new wounded soldier was placed in front of her, and all those thoughts were banished. The soldier’s leg had been severed at the thigh and he was bleeding profusely. Asti did not hesitate to put her hand over the horrendous wound and press. Aliana shouted for a belt to make a tourniquet and once again attempted the impossible. 
 
    A silhouette crossing the door caught her attention. An elderly man with snow-white mane and beard wearing a thick grey robe was heading towards the southern wall, leaning on his staff. Aliana half-closed her eyes while she tightened the tourniquet and recognized the old man. 
 
    “Mirkos! But where on earth are you going? You mustn’t, you’re too weak!” 
 
    But the great Rogdonian Mage either did not hear her, or chose not to. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Behind the parapet on the southern section of the wall, Dolbar was watching the attack of the Nocean siege machines. He knew the situation very well, having lived through it during the siege of Silanda. His brother Duke Galen had died there, and if it had not been for Gerart’s master-plan nobody would have escaped from the Duke’s castle alive. Luckily he and close to five thousand brave men had managed to get out through the secret tunnel and reach Rilentor. Now they were defending the southern wall as the Nocean legions began to advance.  
 
    They seemed impatient. Dolbar calculated close to forty thousand men on the plain, all in black and blue, with banners and standards proudly bearing the emblem of the ruthless desert sun. King Solin had granted him the command of the defense of the southern section of the wall, and he would not disappoint him. He would rather die. 
 
    “Well, well, well, it seems our little friends are coming to pay us a visit,” came a sarcastic voice behind him. Dolbar, taken aback, turned at once. 
 
    “But Mirkos, you’re not fit… those wounds of yours were terrible, you must go back to bed and rest.” 
 
    “Hah! Rest, you say? So that a Nocean can slit my throat while I’m asleep in my room, or perhaps a Norghanian can slice open my chest with an axe? No thank you, here is where this old mage wishes to die, not in bed.” 
 
    “But you’re wounded and very weak…” 
 
    “Nonsense! Feeble and old I might be, but I’m stubborn and tenacious as a mule. I’ll fight because my heart demands it of me. Besides, there are few enough of us, and with me in bed we won’t defeat the enemy.” 
 
    Dolbar bowed. “In that case, I remain at your service.” 
 
    Mirkos smiled at Dolbar. 
 
    The explosions of rock and granite were coming all along the wall, damaging the battlements and the buildings immediately behind them. The soldiers under Dolbar’s command were sheltering in the centre of the city, awaiting the order to take up their positions on the wall. Mirkos beckoned to Dolbar to come with him, and both of them took shelter on the stone staircase. The bombardment remained constant for hours, and Mirkos was aware that the blue and black legions were advancing unstoppably. They risked a glance, while the immense missiles of rock blasted against the wall and shattered the battlements amid explosions of granite. At the far end, covering the advance of the legions, the sinister cloak of darkness of the Nocean Sorcerers made its presence felt. 
 
    “The arcane blackness that covers all,” Dolbar said. 
 
    “Yes, the maleficent arts of the enemy are beginning to show themselves. Now they’ll extend, enveloping everything on their way in darkness until they reach the wall. We must prepare.” 
 
    “What do you think they’re planning, Mirkos? There aren’t many of us to hold the wall in the face of these great Nocean legions…” Dolbar said, looking worried. 
 
    “That’s not the only thing that should be worrying us. I very much fear that they’ll already be using the rituals of the deeply dangerous Blood Magic. I don’t even want to imagine the number of innocent lives, of slaves and prisoners, they’ll be sacrificing in those bloody rituals. It’s something terrible, which my old soul abhors. Then, most certainly they’ll seek to amplify the power of the Sorcerers of the Curse Magic through the ritual of blood, and they’ll surely make use of the mystical union with their acolytes to take possession of their energy, which is something no mage should do…” 
 
    The attacks stopped and a tense silence followed.  
 
    “There are twenty of them for each of our men… our chances are slight, if any…” Dolbar said, as he watched the blackness covering the enemy legions. 
 
    “The siege weapons have stopped. Call your men to the wall. The time has come to shed the invaders’ blood and defend the country!” 
 
    Dolbar summoned his men, who took their positions on the battered battlements, above the southern section. The bows were raised, and behind them stood four thousand brave Rogdonian hearts. 
 
    Mirkos’ gaze rested on the faces of the soldiers and saw fear taking its toll in the presence of that threatening cloak of darkness. He went to speak to them, but as he took a step forward a terrible pain ran along his back and he was forced to bend double. Dolbar, concerned, went to help him, but Mirkos stopped him with a wave of his hand. He could not show weakness, not now. The terrible wounds inflicted by the blood demon were torturing him but would not succeed in beating him; he was too old and stubborn for that. Mirkos was aware that he was alive by a miracle of the ancient gods. But he would fight with all his courage and determination, for his own countrymen, for his land, until pain and death took him away, never to return. 
 
    He straightened with the help of his staff of power. 
 
    “Listen to me, Rogdonians!” he called at the top of his voice. “Don’t give in to fear, hold fast!” 
 
     The soldiers listened in silence, looking for the slightest trace of hope to lighten their spirits. 
 
    “Fight with me, Rogdonians! Fight beside Mirkos, Battle Mage of the King, and I promise we’ll send those vipers to the hole they came from!” 
 
    The ominous cloak of darkness reached the foot of the wall. Beneath its ill-omened shadow advanced the sons of the desert, those who served the sun of death. Mirkos conjured the two protective spheres, the one of earth to protect against physical attacks and the ethereal anti-magic one, for he did not wish to repeat past mistakes. What had happened in Silanda had taught him a valuable lesson. Keeping up both spheres consumed his energy but he had no choice, as he knew with absolute certainty that two hundred paces away under the blackness several Curse Sorcerers were waiting eagerly to attack him. 
 
    “Clear this area quickly,” he told Dolbar. The soldiers fell back immediately. 
 
    Mirkos closed his eyes and concentrated. He pronounced words of power in a mystical chant, invoking the Spell of Air he needed. He pointed at the blackness with his staff and a white light of great intensity leapt out in its direction. The light attacked the cloak of darkness, filling it with brightness. 
 
    The soldiers on the wall cheered when they saw the darkness being destroyed by their powerful Mage, and hope surged up within their hearts like a seed germinating in the warm sunshine of Spring. 
 
    An ocean of enemies lay revealed. The archers fired at once, sending thousands of arrows against the Nocean legions. Death began to fill the plain, death which would now seek the battlements like a demon with blue body and black wings which thirsted for Rogdonian blood. 
 
    “Release! Release at will!” Dolbar ordered his men. 
 
    Impassively, the Nocean legions advanced their high, arrogant banners with the symbol of the golden sun, losing men by the hundreds in the process, but the wall was already within their reach. Nothing would stop them now. 
 
    Mirkos looked out at the enemy lines searching for the counter-attack to his spell. The enemy Sorcerers now knew his location, and there was no doubt that they would attack. He could not make out any Sorcerer, but he could sense the presence of two of them, very powerful and formidable. And a little further away, someone whose power was equal to his own, if not superior… and that made the old Mage’s heart shrink. Age knew neither pity nor forgiveness and at that crucial moment for Rogdon it was making him feel all its weight. I might be a worn-out old man and I might be injured, but this old sack of bones is determined not to let them pass. I’ll fight to my last breath. They might be younger, more powerful even, but this old Mage still has a couple of tricks up his ragged sleeve. They won’t defeat me so easily, no! I’ll fight with all my years of experience!  
 
    At that moment a hundred arrows fell on Mirkos. Surprised, he took several steps back and nearly fell off the inner wall. What the…? Another hundred arrows fell around the Mage. Mirkos checked his protective sphere with concern. It had rejected the arrows, but it was weakened. He concentrated and reinforced the spell on it. He had been expecting a magical attack, not a physical one. Those treacherous Noceans were as skillful as they were dangerous. Zecly’s work, no doubt about it…  
 
    And then he sensed it. Curse Magic being conjured: powerful, very powerful. But where? 
 
    He ran out on to the parapet and swept his gaze over the whole enemy line, from left to right. And he identified him, to his right, at the end of the line, more than three hundred paces from him, out of reach of his magic but less than two hundred paces from the wall. He was going to cast a spell on the wall and there was no way to stop him. 
 
    “Nooooooo!” he shouted in fury, and began to run towards the Sorcerer. 
 
    At the end of the wall a putrid greenish cloud began to take shape over the defenders, who were firing volley after volley at the Noceans. Mirkos ran as fast as his battered body was able, while the cloud took more definite shape over the defenders; it was the color of sickness. The first soldiers affected by the curse spell dropped their bows and put their hands to their throats. 
 
    They were suffocating! 
 
    No Nocean was climbing the wall at that point. Along the rest of the wall the assault was going on. Hundreds of hooks passed over the battlements, digging themselves in. The assault ladders were already standing in their hundreds against the wall. The Rogdonian archers launched arrow after arrow at the blue and black horde. 
 
    “Repel them! For your families!” Dolbar shouted as he stabbed the first Nocean who reached the battlements in the heart. 
 
    Beside him another two reached the battlements and drew Nocean scimitars and long curved daggers. Brown–faced, black-eyed men wearing long blue tunics over black pants, protected by long chain-mail as far as the knees. They wore cuirasses with the emblem of the Noceans engraved in the center: the ruthless desert sun. These soldiers wore round helmets over their long curly hair, crowned by a sharp point a hand-span tall. 
 
    “For Rogdon!” roared Dolbar, and launched himself against them. 
 
    Mirkos reached the lower part of the wall where the maleficent cloud had been conjured. A thousand Rogdonians lay dead, their bodies twisted into horrible postures by terrible spasms. A cloud of poisoned air. Damn them! Damn them! He fell to his knees impotently as he watched the last soldiers left alive twist in anguish and die, asphyxiated by the lethal spell. 
 
    “You’ll pay for this!” he shouted in fury. 
 
    He got to his feet and began to cast a spell in the midst of the poison cloud, protected against magic by his sphere. He could feel the Sorcerers had retreated; they were not going to confront him directly, the cowards. And they would pay for that! With his staff above his head he conjured a spell of great power, while the fight on the wall turned frantic. Dolbar and his men were fighting like men possessed, throwing off the battlements any Nocean who managed to climb them. The casualties began to mount. Mirkos calculated the distance. Closing his eyes, he finished casting the powerful spell which had consumed much of his energy. 
 
    Above Mirkos’ head there took shape an enormous bird of fire. The whole bird was incandescent: body, wings, talons, beak… Mirkos pointed with his staff at the enemy, ten paces away from the wall amid the enemy lines. 
 
    “Burn them to ashes!” he ordered. 
 
    The fiery bird spread its wings of fire and flew against the enemy lines, passing over their heads, impregnating them all with its burning essence. The Nocean soldiers touched by the fiery wake of the bird burnt instantly, consumed by flames. Screams of horror filled the whole south of the plain. Hundreds of Nocean soldiers were burning to ashes. Mirkos breathed deeply and concentrated once again. The bird of fire began to wing its way slowly toward the heart of the Nocean legions, impelled by Mirkos’s power. Terror and chaos took possession of the enemy, and men ran desperately in an attempt to find cover from the blazing heat the bird spread in its passing. Men and earth burnt equally, as if a great fire had broken out in the midst of a leafy forest. Mirkos watched the stampede and shouted: 
 
    “Run, you traitors, run! You’ll find no escape from my wrath!” 
 
    With what little power was left to him, Mirkos sent a number of balls of fire against the retreating forces. On impact they exploded in flames which consumed everything around them. The forest of Noceans was swallowed up in flames, and the screams of terror and despair were chilling. Thousands died and the smell of burning flesh was sickening. Beside the wall only remains of charred bodies were left. The enemy sounded the retreat and the legions abandoned the neighborhood of the city as Mirkos’ spell was consumed and died away, swallowing the fleeing army in a last funeral pyre. 
 
    Dolbar finished pushing back the last few assailants and ran to the Mage. Mirkos fell to his knees and clutched his chest in pain. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Mirkos?” Dolbar asked when he saw the Mage fall. 
 
    “I’ve… overdone it… my body… can’t bear…” 
 
    The great Mage fell to the ground unconscious. 
 
    “Mirkos, no!” 
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    “By the Frozen Gods! Who dared to give the order to retreat? What sort of an outrage is this? Answer me!” King Thoran roared at his Generals. 
 
    The Generals looked at one another uneasily, but none of them spoke; the atmosphere inside the command tent was so intense it seemed bloodshed was imminent. King Thoran was completely beside himself. Even Count Volgren’s six powerful and battle-hardened personal guards, stoically guarding the command tent, seemed to shrink in the face of the furious outburst. 
 
    Count Volgren bowed his head and spoke in a faint voice. 
 
    “The Battle Mage of the Rogdonian King is extremely powerful. He unleashed a volcano among our lines, your Majesty… We’ve lost many men…” 
 
    “I did not order a retreat!” King Thoran exploded. 
 
    “We had to regroup to avoid more losses, they were decimating us…” General Olagson put in. 
 
    “We’ve also lost two of the three Ice Mages, your Majesty,” General Odir said. “Only Uluson has survived… and without the backup of magic…”  
 
    “The Rogdonian Mage has fallen! Uluson has confirmed it!” the King roared. 
 
    “They resisted the assault with incredible determination,” General Rangulfsen pointed out. 
 
    “Take the damned city!” Take it!” the King barked at Rangulfsen. 
 
    “The Noceans have also been repelled in the South,” Volgren commented. “We should launch a joint attack and put an end to the last resistance…” 
 
    “I don’t want anything to do with those desert rats! There won’t be any deal with those treacherous vipers! We’ll take the city with our own forces! We have the best infantry of the entire continent!” 
 
    Volgren waited a moment before speaking. 
 
    “There’s something else, your Majesty. Something’s happening at the Pass of the Half Moon. We haven’t received the supplies that should have come from the fortress. We’ve sent several riders, but none of them have come back… very strange, your Majesty, there’s something wrong there…” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn about the Fortress of the Half Moon!” 
 
    “Your Majesty, it’s our rearguard, we can’t leave it unprotected,” Count Volgren said. “We need to understand what’s going on there. I have a bad feeling…”  
 
    “Raze Rilentor to the ground! Bring me the head of the king! I want my revenge!” the King yelled, red with rage, and grabbed his war axe. 
 
    They stared at him, fearing a bloody outburst. The monarch planted himself threateningly among the Generals. 
 
    “As your majesty wishes. It shall be done,” Count Volgren said as humbly as he could, in an attempt to appease the King’s rage. 
 
    For an instant Thoran seemed to calm down, but still his axe swayed in his hand. His eyes were fixed on the Count: bloodshot, furious eyes. 
 
    A deathly silence fell on the room. 
 
    “Good,” the King said at last. 
 
    Count Volgren tried to hide a sigh of relief, but was very much aware of the danger threatening his life. 
 
    “And now we still have one more matter to deal with,” the King said, and nodded at one of his guards. “Bring him in.” 
 
    The guard left the tent, all eyes upon him, and returned a few moments later followed by a man wearing a hooded cloak which hid his face. 
 
    “He arrived less than an hour ago,” the King said. “I believe he has something important to tell us.”  
 
    The newcomer pushed back his hood, revealing his face. 
 
    The surprise of all those present was complete. 
 
    “Lasgol!” Rangulfsen and Volgren exclaimed simultaneously. 
 
    Lasgol bowed briefly in greeting. 
 
    “My Royal Forest Ranger has told me a very interesting story,” the King said. 
 
    “Lasgol, did you find out who betrayed me?” Rangulfsen asked, deeply interested. “Is that why you’re here?” 
 
    Lasgol nodded. 
 
    “Indeed, General,” the King said. “It seems we have a conspirator among us, a filthy traitor.”  
 
    With a triumphant gleam in his eyes, he turned and placed the edge of his axe on the neck of Count Volgren, who was petrified with surprise. 
 
    “Was it Count Volgren, Tracker?” the King asked Lasgol. 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty. The Assassin confirmed it. He is the conspirator.”  
 
    The Count’s eyes opened wide. 
 
    Thoran gave him an icy look. 
 
    “Count Volgren, I sentence you to death for high treason,” he said, and raised his arm to deliver the fatal blow. 
 
    Volgren mumbled something unintelligible. 
 
    To everybody’s amazement, General Odir seized the King’s arm from behind and stabbed him in the neck. 
 
    “Treason!” cried General Olagson as the King fell to the ground, drowning in his own blood. 
 
    The King’s Guard of Honor drew his sword, but Count Volgren was faster and put his own sword through him. 
 
    Olagson and Rangulfsen drew their swords too, but were immediately surrounded by the Count’s six personal guards. 
 
    Odir put his dagger to Lasgol’s neck. 
 
    Volgren raised his sword. “Don’t you even try, you won’t make it,”  
 
    “Damned traitor!” Olagson spat at him. 
 
    “Easy, bear. I know you’re a strong man and a good swordsman, one of the best in Norghana, they say. All the same, if you try anything my men will hack you to pieces. I chose them personally, I can assure you that you won’t be able to cope with them and me.” 
 
    Olagson looked at the six formidable Norghanians around him and seemed to hesitate. 
 
    “I should have foreseen this,” Rangulfsen said. “But I never thought greed would drive you as far as committing high treason,”  
 
    “Greed? I’m not doing this out of greed. It’s time for someone with a brain and a vision to take the reins of the Norghanian people. This lunatic was going to lead us all to ruin, blinded by his desire for revenge. You know that as well as I do. He wouldn’t listen to reason. Something had to be done, and something has been done.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your call to make that decision,” Olagson said. 
 
    “The future belongs to those who dare,” Odir said with a malevolent smile. “Drop your weapons if you don’t want to end up like that lunatic.” 
 
    The two Generals weighed up the situation briefly. Then they dropped their swords. 
 
    Volgren pointed his sword at them. “And now I’ll give you a chance to save your lives. Swear fealty to me and you’ll live.”  
 
    The two Generals looked at each other, undecided. They had no desire to do it, but if they refused their death would be inevitable. 
 
    “I’ll crown myself King with or without you. You know it, so swear or else you’ll be executed as traitors for the assassination of the King. It’s in your hands.” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” cried Lasgol, and Odir pressed the knife on his neck. 
 
    “On your knees!” Volgren ordered. 
 
    The two Generals knelt slowly, defeated, surrounded by the swords of the guards. 
 
    “Swear your fealty. I won’t say it again,” threatened Volgren. 
 
    “You have my loyalty, my Lord,” Rangulfsen said. 
 
    “My sword and my honor are yours, my Lord,” Olagson said. 
 
    Lasgol tried to stop them. “No! You can’t!” 
 
    “Shut up!” Odir said, and punched him in the stomach. 
 
    Lasgol folded over in pain. 
 
    “Good, and now let’s seal this moment with an alliance. Bring me the Nocean,” he told one of his guards. 
 
    A moment later Sumal walked into the command tent, and though the scene would have stunned the calmest man, Sumal did not bat an eyelid. 
 
    “My dear spy, I want you to witness the events here, and then convey them to your lord.” 
 
    “So I shall,” Sumal said with a knowing smile. 
 
    “The King is dead, and I’m taking his place at the head of the Kingdom of Norghana. The Generals have sworn their fealty to me and serve me, as you can see.” 
 
    Sumal nodded. 
 
    Volgren produced a sealed document and handed it across. 
 
    “The alliance your Lord Mulko was offering. I’ve signed it. We’ll attack jointly at dawn.” 
 
    “I’ll communicate to my Lord what I have witnessed here and deliver the agreement,” Sumal said. With a quick glance at Lasgol, he left the tent. 
 
    “On your feet,” Volgren said to his two Generals, who rose to their feet slowly. 
 
    “Tomorrow, after the victory, we’ll blame the Noceans for King Thoran’s death.” 
 
    “That will bring about war with the Empire,” Rangulfsen warned him. 
 
    “Exactly, my clever General. Prepare our strategy, because after the conquest of Rilentor we’ll throw the Noceans out of Rogdon and the Kingdom will be ours,” Volgren said with a smile. There was a gleam of greed in his eyes. 
 
    “And what shall I do with this one?” Odir asked, indicating Lasgol. “Kill him?” 
 
    “We’ll execute him tomorrow. The men will want some fun after the victory. Chain him to a post. And make sure you do it properly, he’s a Chosen.” 
 
    Odir was about to leave the tent when Volgren said: 
 
    “One more thing: send a hundred riders to the Fortress of the Half Moon. I want to know what the hell is going on there.” 
 
    Odir nodded and pushed Lasgol out of the tent. 
 
    “And now, my Generals, let’s prepare the attack that will grant us victory.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With dawn came the dreaded attack. To the south the Nocean legions were advancing towards the wall, while the siege weapons launched massive granite missiles which battered parapets, battlements and the spirits of the brave defenders. To the northeast the Norghanian hosts were advancing once again, with the two colossal siege towers being pushed toward the great wall by hundreds of men. Two huge battering-rams were heading towards the reinforced gate of the Rogdonian capital. Thousands of enemies surrounded the city, and that morning they intended to take it whatever the cost. 
 
    “Archers! Let fly!” Gerart shouted, facing the red and white sea of the immense Norghanian host. 
 
    He was in the middle of the wall, commanding his men in what he knew would be a desperate defense. But he would not let discouragement weaken his resolve. He would fight to the death, as would his men, each and every one of them. 
 
    “Send them back to the tundra they come from!” he cried, and his men launched thousands of arrows against the enemy lines. 
 
    Shields and armor repelled the rain of arrows with varying success. 
 
    “Volley! Bring them down!” Gerart cried, and his archers caused death to rain on the sea of enemies advancing in close formation. But nothing would stop them. The siege ladders and the hooked ropes filled the length of the wall in the blink of an eye.  
 
    “Men of Rogdon! Push them back!” Gerart roared. The fierce Norghanians reached the battlements amid chilling war cries. The Rogdonian soldiers fought them back with all their courage and spirit. 
 
    The tide broke against the great wall. 
 
    “Death to the enemy! Have no mercy! Gerart cried as he delivered strokes left and right. Without Haradin they would not be able to keep the wall, but he could not let himself be beaten. No, he would fight till he was hacked to pieces by the enemy axes. The cries engulfed the wall in chaos. The fighting turned as brutal as it was desperate. The Rogdonians fought with the fervor of desperation to defend their own, while the assailants fought with the greed for victory gleaming in their lustful eyes. 
 
    They fought for hours, pushing back the constant waves of the Norghanian tide. Gerart, his armor covered in enemy blood, gazed along the wall and was able to confirm despairingly how few of his men were still alive. And then he saw the two colossal siege towers arriving beneath the wall. Despair almost overmastered him, but he recovered when he saw his men fighting with their last shred of courage. He gathered together a dozen soldiers. His eyes on the towers, he said: 
 
    “Set them on fire! Burning arrows!” 
 
    His men followed his orders at once and launched burning arrows at the two towers which were approaching like giant gods of wood and steel. The arrows hit their targets and Gerart saw fire engulf the structure. For a moment the flame of hope took hold in his soul as well. But as soon as the fire was lit, it went out. An Ice Mage appeared at the top of the nearest tower and with two swift spells put out the flames on both structures. 
 
    “We’re lost…” said the Prince through his teeth, and immediately was sorry. 
 
    He looked at his men, whose eyes were on him, undecided and anguished. 
 
    “Bring him down!” he ordered, pointing at the Mage with his sword. The archers hesitated for a moment and Gerart repeated his order: “Bring him down, quickly!” 
 
    The arrows flew towards the Mage but struck his defensive barrier of ice and frost. 
 
    “Release again!” Gerart shouted. But before they could, the Ice Mage swept the area with a beam of frost. Several soldiers were frozen on the spot. Gerart leapt to one side and rolled over the bloodied ground to avoid it. 
 
    The two giant siege towers reached the wall. The ramps fell on the battlements with a dull blow. With chilling war cries the Norghanians flooded the wall, bringing death and horror to the desperate defenders. Gerart stood up. The wall was lost, the Norghanians were coming up the towers and stepping onto the battlements by the hundreds. 
 
    There were too many of them. 
 
    “Retreat!” Gerart shouted, seeing that they were about to be slaughtered. “To the Royal Castle!” he called to his men. “Quick, to the Castle!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On the southern section of the wall the Nocean siege machines had finished the attack by air, and the legions of men in blue and black had begun their assault on the wall like a plague of locusts. The fighting on the desolate battlements was atrocious; suffering, horror and despair had made their stronghold there. Dolbar was leading a defense as frantic as it was desperate, in the midst of a bloodbath not even the gods of war would dare to look upon. 
 
    “Hold fast! Send them to the abyss!” he shouted as he launched strokes and slashes at the enemies who surrounded him. His men were falling one by one, giving their lives to save Rogdon, outnumbered by the sons of the deserts. 
 
    “They’re not conjuring the blackness… this time… They’re planning something different…” a breathless voice said behind Dolbar. 
 
    He spun round and saw Mirkos climbing the stone stairs, leaning heavily on his staff. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Dolbar said. “You’re in no condition to fight, Mirkos, you must go back to the Castle.” He gestured towards the hill in the midst of the city. 
 
    “Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do, my lad. I’ve rested all night, I can fight.” 
 
    “You can barely stand, Mirkos. We almost lost you yesterday. If you fight today…” 
 
    “I’ll fight, and there’s nothing more to said. My decision is final.” 
 
    Dolbar nodded. He could understand what the old Mage was trying to convey. But that day, on the wall, the future was darkening rapidly. The Noceans were assaulting the battlements in their thousands, and the defenders could no longer contain the avalanche. He looked to his left and saw his men being hacked by those Noceans who had already secured part of the section. Furious and hopeless, he launched into the attack with a yell, intent on recovering what already seemed lost forever. Mirkos hurried after him, fearing the daring Rogdonian would be cut to pieces. 
 
    Suddenly Mirkos sensed a great arcane power in front of him. He stopped at once. 
 
    Sorcerers! 
 
    At once he raised his defenses, and the translucent sphere enveloped him. The thick group of enemy soldiers parted, and in their midst appeared two terrifying Nocean Sorcerers. The first one saw Dolbar, who immediately ran towards him, and cast a rapid spell. 
 
    Mirkos tried to stop the brave Rogdonian, but he was too late. “No! Stop!” 
 
    A sharp claw, half human, half beast, sickly and diabolic issued from the first Sorcerer’s staff and struck Dolbar in the torso. With the impact the young man stopped and fell on his knees, clutching his chest. Helplessly, Mirkos watched as the claw poisoned Dolbar’s body. His skin turned yellow, his veins became so black they looked as though they were filled with ink, and his eyes turned black as he died in unbearable pain. 
 
    “His blood is rotting,” the other Sorcerer explained with a macabre smile and marked Nocean accent. 
 
    The gaze Mirkos turned on him was full of hatred. The Sorcerer was so pale that it seemed all life had been drained from his body. Mirkos knew that this was the Nocean Great Master of Blood Magic. The scarlet, bloodshot eyes of the man left no room for doubt. 
 
    “My friend here does not speak your language, Mage of the Four Elements, but let me do the honors. My name is Asuris, and as you have already guessed, Blood Magic is my specialty. This is Isos, Grand Master of Curse Magic, and as you just witnessed” ‒ he pointed at Dolbar ‒ “his power is exceptional.” 
 
    “You’ll pay with your lives for this!” Mirkos said furiously, and with all the speed he was capable of he threw a ball of fire at the two Sorcerers. 
 
    The missile exploded above their defensive spheres, engulfing all the surrounding soldiers in flames. The screams of horror of the Noceans as they jumped off the wall to flee the torment rose to the sky. 
 
    “Great is your power, old mage, but our defenses hold,” Asuris said with a grimace of amusement. 
 
    “Not for long!” Mirkos said, and from his staff of power there issued a cone of intense fire which flared over both Sorcerers. That would weaken their defenses, consuming their well of magic. 
 
    To Mirkos’ surprise, the two Sorcerers did not cast any spell on him but merely held up their spheres, imbuing them with power. This puzzled the old Mage, for though the power of those men was great, it was finite. He could sense the enemy spheres being damaged by his spell and the energy of the two enemies flowing to hold them. Then why did they not attack? Why? 
 
    The answer did not take long. 
 
    A voice came from behind the Mage: “A very powerful rival you have been, Mirkos,”  
 
    Mirkos turned his head in surprise, but kept up the burning spell. 
 
    Zecly was gazing at him, his face serene, one hand covered in blood. 
 
    Beside him rose a terrible abomination: a blood demon. The monster was more than nine feet tall and vaguely human in form. Its body was translucent, but of a vivid red. Its arms and legs were long and powerful, its torso and head those of a beast. Its colossal maw and claws were out of a nightmare. 
 
    And then he understood. 
 
    They were not attacking him because they had used their power to assist Zecly in conjuring that very dangerous being of the abyss. 
 
    “Zecly… you treacherous snake,” Mirkos said, realizing he was finished. He had no way of escape. 
 
    “It’s time to die, Mirkos the Erudite,” Zecly said with a small bow. 
 
    Mirkos looked at the abomination and then at the three Nocean Sorcerers. He stopped the spell and heaved a long, heartfelt sigh. His time was up. He gazed at the wall, filled with Nocean soldiers who were already entering the city, as if a dam had burst and the wild stream were flooding the metropolis. He closed his eyes and thought: The rage of a kind man. Yes, I think the moment has come. He concentrated and used his entire pool of energy to cast one last spell: a spell more powerful than any he had cast before, a spell he had feared he would have to use one day. And the fateful day had come, and he must cast it, for death was coming for him and it was time to leave. But he would leave on his own terms, with pride, fighting to defend his kingdom, his people, protecting the innocent who sheltered behind those walls. He who had always been a man of peace, a scholar who had never wanted to take part in any war, would die in the midst of the most cruel and ruthless of battles. But he would die with honor, giving his life for his own countrymen. 
 
    “Kill him!” Zecly ordered the blood demon. 
 
    And Mirkos completed the final spell, the one he had wished would never be necessary. All his energy was suddenly transformed into a massive explosion of fire. A great ring of fire, of devastating power, issued from the Mage’s body, sacrificing his life in the process. Mirkos, in his last moment of life, saw everything around him reduced to dust. The blood demon was consumed by the flames, as were the two Nocean Sorcerers, whose defenses could not sustain the explosion of fire. They died amid shrill screams of suffering. But Zecly, using his enormous power to defend himself, miraculously managed to withstand the blazing outburst. 
 
    With a last thought of joy and good wishes for his two beloved pupils, Mirkos the Erudite was consumed in the midst of the devastating flames. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerart led the survivors of his section to the Royal Castle and ran to the great gate of the wall, where he knew he would find his father the King. As he was running to the lower part of the city he heard a terrible din, followed by enemy cheers. He stopped, fearing what this might mean. But he shook his head and kept running; they would not make him cower, he would go on fighting to the end. 
 
    As he neared the wall he met soldiers and civilians retreating in the general confusion, frightened and hysterical. They were stumbling on amid cries and sobs, fear eating at their souls. As Gerart had guessed, the great gate of the wall, the sign of Rilentor’s impregnability, had fallen. The Norghanians, supported by Nocean troops, were making their way through it and heading for the main avenue. 
 
    Tragedy was close at hand. The two armies managed to open a path each, pulling down the most battered parts of the wall. The Norghanians north-east of the gate to the city, and the Noceans south-west, the armies could now enter more easily. 
 
    It was the end. 
 
    His father was organizing the retreat. “To the Castle, Gerart! The gate has fallen!”  
 
    “At your command, my Lord!” Gerart replied, his eyes on the King. The monarch’s face showed exhaustion and concern, and his armor was soaked in blood and dented. There was a recent cut on his forehead which was still bleeding. 
 
    “We retreat to the Castle!” ordered King Solin. He was helping a group of stragglers as he spoke. 
 
    The retreat was chaotic. Soldiers and civilians ran desperately, chased by the first enemy troops which streamed into the city like a water snake. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the cathedral Aliana watched those few wounded who could still walk and for whom there was some hope being led hastily towards the castle. Everything around her was chaos and confusion. The enemy troops would soon be there. The evacuation of the wounded to the Royal Castle was becoming desperate. 
 
    “What do?” Asti asked. Her face was pale, her eyes fearful. 
 
    Aliana looked at the badly injured Haradin on the bench. The Mage was still unconscious. She had done all she could to heal him, and although she had stopped him from dying, she had not managed to awaken him. And she was physically and mentally exhausted. She had no energy left, having consumed it all in healing as many wounded as possible. Her legs felt like two blocks of rock. 
 
    “We have to leave… the enemy is almost here…” she said. Her eyes turned to the remaining wounded: soldiers and civilians so seriously injured they would never make it to the Castle. Her heart broke at the sight, they would be abandoned to their fate. 
 
    That war had taught her what suffering really was, had hollowed out her heart and awakened it to the terrible reality of men’s greed and evil. The horrible truth which her soul now understood: there is nothing noble or glorious about war, only pain, suffering, blood and agony, mutilation and viscera. But most of all, despair and horror. She lowered her gaze and felt her soul stricken. Men in agony were being abandoned there, with death already waiting to claw at their innards. The futility of war, the barbarity and hopelessness of it, broke her soul into a thousand pieces. 
 
    “Leave, now,” Asti urged her, tugging at her sleeve. 
 
    Aliana did not want to leave, she did not want to abandon all those poor unfortunates there to be butchered by the Norghanians or the Noceans, whoever arrived first at the Cathedral in their race to conquer the city. 
 
    “Save Mage, leave,” Asti insisted again, and began to haul Haradin after her as best she could. 
 
    When Aliana saw frail Asti trying to carry Haradin all by herself, she ran to help her. Between the two of them they began to make their way up the causeway towards the Castle. A crowd of men, women and children were running to the fortress amid cries and weeping. Hysteria was getting the better of the population as the horror of the enemy soldiers’ proximity took hold of them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerart helped the last straggling survivors to reach the Royal Castle. They crossed the moat and took shelter behind the wall. 
 
    “Push them back!” King Solin cried, and the soldiers loosed volley after volley on the enemy troops who were advancing euphorically, roaring their victory. 
 
    The fortress was teeming with civilians and soldiers. Men, women and children, among them a great number of wounded, had taken refuge there. The situation was chaotic. Gerart’s eyes searched for Aliana among the Healers, and he spotted her beside the well. His heart was joyful and he sighed with relief: she was safe. 
 
    Aliana spotted the Prince, and their eyes met. She smiled faintly, conveying hope to him in that moment of great need. 
 
    Gerart was anxious to go to her; he needed to talk to her for a moment, hold her in his arms. But the enemy attacked the door with battering rams. Gerart waved at Aliana, turned and went to fight. To do his duty. 
 
    The Rogdonian soldiers defended the door with burning oil and an incessant rain of arrows. 
 
    “Don’t give in, keep fighting!” King Solin cried above the gate. 
 
    The catapults made their appearance in the lower part of the city and began to batter the wall and fortress. The enemy troops were still streaming into the city, and the castle was surrounded. 
 
    “Hell!” Gerart exclaimed as he saw the missiles impact violently on stone and man. Hope was fading in his heart. They would not come out of this alive. The fortress would not hold for long. 
 
    “Hold fast, Prince of Rogdon,” his father whispered in his ear, as if he had read his thoughts. “They must have faith in their leaders, and we must have courage to lead them to the end. The battle is not lost until the last man stops fighting. And we are that last man, and we won’t cease fighting. Never. Never consider the battle lost; heroes and unthinkable prowess are born out of moments like this, out of men like those around us. Never cease fighting, Gerart of Rogdon.” 
 
    Gerart looked at his father’s eyes and recognized him as the great leader he was. He would never yield, he would defend his people to the last drop of blood in his body. 
 
    “Defend the door! For Rogdon!” the King cried as the attacks were renewed. 
 
    Both went down to the door, while several men secured it with wooden beams. The shouting of the assailants was like the roar of a pack of rabid dogs with the taste of fresh blood in their jaws. The brave defenders rejected them for what seemed an eternity, but at last a loud, sinister crash announced what everybody feared. 
 
    The head of the battering ram penetrated the great door, which gave way with a loud crash. Pieces of wood and steel flew everywhere and under the pressure of the enemy the great reinforced doors shattered. The defensive line released their arrows against the invading army, which now rushed inside amid roars of victory. 
 
    Solin came to stand among his men. “Let fly at will!” he ordered them. 
 
    The first enemy lines were felled as they tried to burst in, but more kept coming. A savage, endless tide which battered the rocky defensive barrier of brave Rogdonians. They battered and battered until at last they managed to overcome the defenders, and then they were inside. The Rogdonian soldiers were being hacked to pieces, as the fight to contain the tide became impossible. Solin and Gerart were fighting desperately shoulder to shoulder in a heroic attempt to contain the enemy. 
 
    “Finish them! Death to the invader!” Solin shouted as he delivered strokes right and left, seeking to kill every Norghanian around him. The enemy soldiers launched themselves against them as if possessed by an insatiable thirst for blood. Gerart was overtaken by several enemies in the thick of the fighting and escaped death by a hair’s-breadth. The King was forced to move a few steps away. 
 
    They were surrounded by enemies. 
 
    All of a sudden a spear caught the King in the thigh. He lost his footing. 
 
    Two enormous Norghanians hurled themselves on him, brandishing war-axes. 
 
    Like a madman Gerart tried to get to his father’s side to help him, but found his way blocked by enemies. 
 
    “The King! Help the King!” he cried desperately to his men. 
 
    Several soldiers turned when they heard this and tried to reach the King, who was fighting back with all his might, dealing two-handed strokes. An enemy axe hit him with brutal force on the shoulder and it penetrated his armor. The King grunted with pain, but went on fighting and thrust his sword through the Norghanian who had wounded him. Before he could free his sword another war axe struck him on the side. Solin bent double in pain and yelled: 
 
    “For Rogdon!” 
 
    Gerart fought frantically to reach his father, his heart mad with anguish; he was almost at his side, almost with him. 
 
    A Norghanian giant, as tall as he was massive, his blond beard stained with blood, his eyes blue and cold as ice, reared above the fallen King. With his axe he delivered a brutal two-handed stroke to Solin’s chest which pierced his armor. 
 
    “Father!” Gerart cried out. Beside himself with anguish, he ran to the huge enemy, who was preparing to cut off the King’s head. Gerart swung his sword with both hands and slit his throat, then stabbed him savagely several times. 
 
    He knelt by the dying King, and with the help of several soldiers protected his body. Gerart held his dying father in his lap. The King took his arm.  
 
    “Listen carefully, Gerart… The moment has come… you must take my throne. The people will follow you after my death. Lead the defense. Fight for our people. Don’t fail them.” 
 
    “Father, no… you must live. We need you.” 
 
    “They have dealt death to me, my son. It is your hour, Gerart. I have taught you well. I have been hard with you, I know, but also fair. You are ready. You must be King of Rogdon. It is your destiny. So it has always been, and for that I have raised you.” 
 
     Gerart bowed his head at his father’s words. 
 
    “What other duty do you assign to me, Father?” 
 
    “Honor and your feeling for your country must always guide you, Gerart. Do not forget… All my faith is in you…” 
 
    “Father, don’t leave me… not now…” 
 
    “My time is over, my son… I know you will not disappoint me… my heart knows it…” ‒ and with a grimace of pain, the King exhaled his last breath. 
 
    Gerart raised his head. When he saw the enemy he rose to his feet and cried in fury: 
 
    “We’ll fight till the end! Men of Rogdon, defend the entrance!” 
 
    His men, spurred by the fervor of his words and the King’s heroic death, launched themselves against the enemy with renewed vigor. 
 
    All of a sudden, war horns rang out in the distance. 
 
    Gerart listened in puzzlement. They were sounding the alarm. The assault on the castle seemed to lose intensity, as if the enemy were hesitating. What was happening?  
 
    “Hold fast! Push them back!” he cried, and ran to the top of the wall. 
 
    On the horizon to the north, a line of figures filled the distant hills. Gerart stared at them, baffled. It seemed to be men, thousands of them. But who were they? Unmistakable war cries filled the valley, coming from those men’s throats: shrill calls, long-drawn-out, like a woman’s lament. 
 
    And then Gerart knew who they were: The Norriel! It was the Norriel! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ensuing battle would be written in the annals of the Kingdom of Rogdon as one of the most heroic and bloody of all. From the hills, six thousand men from the Norriel tribes fell on the rearguard of the Norghanian troops. The men of the thirty tribes of the highlands charged as if possessed by the fury of a thousand wild beasts. They were armed with long Norriel swords and spears in one hand and round wooden shields in the other. They wore chain-mail and reinforced armor of tanned leather. Instead of cloaks they wore bearskins. Their faces were painted to resemble wild bears, and like them they roared to the wind as they charged. 
 
    Kendas ran among them. The ferocity of those men had rubbed off on him to such an extent that he fully believed it would be impossible for anybody to defeat them. Glancing at the faces of the surviving Lancers alongside him, he knew it was true of them too. They had left their horses when they had entered the mountains of the highlands, fleeing from the Norghanian pursuit after the surprise attack on the siege weapons. He still had not recovered from his first impression on encountering the Norriel, thousands of them, answering the call for help from Rogdon. He was dumbfounded and grateful. And now he was running like mad, sword in hand, surrounded by those ferocious warriors from the mountains. And for the first time the Norghanians did not seem to him either so big or so fierce. 
 
    The clash against the Norghanian rearguard was brutal. The Norghanians formed a defensive wall with their shields in an attempt to stop the onslaught. But the Norriel penetrated their lines as if they were heavy cavalry, breaking the wall of shields with the ferocity and impetus of wild bears. Kendas was pushed forward by his comrades and they penetrated deep into the Norghanian lines. The soldiers were trying to close ranks. He fought like a madman, surrounded by Norriel warriors who hacked the Norghanians to pieces as if these were no more than new recruits. Not only were the Norriel brutal and ferocious, their skill with weapons was amazing. For a moment Kendas felt jealous, then instantly felt proud to be fighting alongside warriors like these, delivering death among the Norghanians with amazing dexterity. 
 
    One of the warrior leaders of the Norriel, the one they called Gudin, shouted orders in a language Kendas did not understand. He had never seen any man fighting with the skill of this one warrior. He was leading some two hundred men, and Kendas and the Lancers had joined him. Gudin was the tip of the spear penetrating the wounded Norghanian body, clearing a way, creating a wedge through which more and more Norriel warriors streamed in. The Norghanians could not beat Gudin and his men, and the trail of blood and death in his wake were terrifying. A Norriel beside him smiled and translated: 
 
    “We’ll cut through until we reach the gate!” ‒ and he roared at the heavens. Kendas felled an enemy soldier and looked left and right amid the sea of Norghanian soldiers who were trying to stop them. To his astonishment he saw two other Norriel wedges opening a path for them. 
 
    Kendas could not believe the amount of casualties the Norriel were leaving behind among the Norghanians, still less the confusion and havoc. The Norriel were destroying the Norghanian infantry. So ferocious and brutal was the attack that the Norghanians began to retreat. Kendas could not believe his eyes. The Norghanian fighters outnumbered the Norriel three to one, but they were giving way before the furious attack of these brutes from the highlands. He had never imagined that those warriors could be so damned good. To be honest, the Royal Lancer had to admit, he had thought the plan practically suicidal, but to his enormous surprise it was working. 
 
    The Norghanian war horns rang out as the three wedges the Norriel had opened penetrated deeper into the enemy lines in search of the great gate in the wall. Kendas blocked a stroke to his face, and before he had the chance to counterattack, a nimble Norriel had already skewered his enemy with his spear. The Norriel gestured in amusement at Kendas and went on. The Lancer followed him, listening to the horns. 
 
    They were calling the retreat. It was unheard-of! The Norghanians were retreating! 
 
    He raised his head and saw Gudin and his men reach the great gate in the wall. The other two wedges arrived a few moments later, leaving a wake of blood and death behind them. The Norghanians were running away from the fray and retreating towards the Nocean camp. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the Royal Castle, Gerart could not believe his eyes. He ran downstairs and encouraged his men. 
 
    “Help is here! Keep fighting!” he cried, and ran to help them. 
 
    “Gerart…” he heard behind him. He turned. 
 
    From among the wounded he saw Aliana and Asti coming to him, carrying Haradin between them. The Mage seemed to have woken up, but he was limping noticeably. 
 
    Fear filled Gerart’s heart as he saw his beloved approach. The enemy was still trying to take the Castle. 
 
    “Get back, what are you doing? He’s not in any condition…” 
 
    Haradin waved Gerart back. 
 
    “I’ll contain them, we’ll gain some time,” he said. His face was very pale. 
 
    The Mage looked at the gate and the enemy spilling through. He closed his eyes and cast a long spell. Gerart glanced at Aliana, who nodded. 
 
    Haradin finished his spell. In the center of the great gate a circle of intense fire formed, blocking the access with scorching flames. From the floor to the arch of rock in the wall was a mass of flames. The soldiers who tried to come in caught fire amid spine-chilling howls. 
 
    “I need to rest,” the Mage said. Aliana and Asti took him back to the side of the well. 
 
    Gerart breathed heavily with relief. They had contained the attack. 
 
    Before the circle of fire had extinguished itself, Kendas arrived with Gudin and a hundred Norriel warriors, finishing off the last assailants inside the city. The enemy troops had retreated south to the Nocean camp. When the Rogdonian defenders saw the Norriel arrive, they began to cheer them from the walls. The cheers filled the city and reached the rest of the Norriel who were then coming through. They roared, conscious of victory, while the enemy retreated at a run. 
 
    Gerart saw Kendas and Gudin and cried: 
 
    “Today is a great day, today I see Norriel and Rogdonians fighting together! Today I see the enemy flee! Today Gerart, King of Rogdon, salutes the Norriel, to whom he will forever owe a debt of gratitude which can never be repaid!” 
 
    Gudin took a step forward and said: 
 
    “Hail Gerart, King of Rogdon, we the Norriel salute you!” 
 
    Gerart looked at Gudin and cried: 
 
    “Hail Norriel! Hail the victors!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Five walk one destiny 
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    —Rilentor, —Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
      
 
      
 
    From the wall, Haradin was staring at the remains of his tower with his spirits low. The enemy catapults had reached it and like most of the city it had not withstood the punishment. The once-magnificent tower had been reduced to rubble. All his possessions had been buried there under the rocks and this saddened him, but worried him even more. Arcane objects of great importance and value were buried there under all that rubble. He longed to go and dig out the books, relics and artifacts he had collected with so much effort, but a stab of pain in his side reminded him he was in no condition to do anything of the sort. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Aliana asked him. Asti was at her side. “You scared us back then, we very nearly lost you…” 
 
    Haradin sighed and shrugged. 
 
    “My magic doesn’t respond as it should, and I can’t move half my battered body. The pain comes back every time I dare take a step or even breathe, but I’m alive, and that’s what counts.” Haradin smiled at the Healer, who returned the smile sweetly. “I thank you from the bottom of my heart for saving me, Aliana. I have no words… you’re a divine blessing. I don’t know how you managed to keep me alive and drag me as far as the Castle, but allow me to praise not only your wonderful Gift and devotion but your courage as well.” 
 
    Aliana turned to Asti. 
 
    “She’s the one who had the courage. She looks frail, but she has the heart of a lioness, I can assure you. She’s the one who helped me stay strong in the worst moments.” 
 
    “And drag my useless body through half the city, as I’ve been told. You have all my gratitude too, Asti, daughter of the unfathomable forests,” Haradin said, and bowed his head in a sign of his respect and gratitude. 
 
    The Usik smiled shyly at the Mage and gave a slight nod. 
 
    “Impressive warriors, aren’t they?” Aliana said, gesturing towards the Norriel camp which had been set up in front of the castle wall amid the ruins of the royal city. 
 
    Close to five thousand Norriel were camped there, preparing fires for the night which was already falling. Beside them some three thousand Rogdonian soldiers, the last survivors, rested and tended their wounds. Gerart and Urien were sitting beside a camp fire in the company of the thirty Norriel leaders, in deep conversation. 
 
    “They certainly are. A people like no other I’ve ever come across. A people of men of honor, ferocious warriors… They’re guided by their word and respect for their traditions and beliefs. I admire them greatly, and we owe them a lot at this hour. I’ve always had a very soft spot for them in my heart. I’ve been traveling their lands for many years, and I have some very good friends among them.” 
 
    Suddenly Asti pointed at Gerart and the Norriel leaders. “What happening now?” she asked. 
 
    Haradin and Aliana turned to her in surprise. 
 
    “I don’t know, Asti, but I fear our troubles aren’t over. The Norriel victory was thanks to their ferocity and the surprise of the attack. The enemy wasn’t prepared, they weren’t expecting it, and their rearguard was caught by surprise. But the invading forces have regrouped, they’re getting ready, and this time we can’t hope to surprise them again.” 
 
    Aliana’s face became somber. “Do you think they’ll attack again?” 
 
    “If I’m not mistaken, at the moment the enemy is making deals and planning the final attack. Their camps are one now, and it doesn’t look as if they’re fighting among themselves. I very much fear they’re planning a joint attack. From what we know, with the two armies they have close to thirty-five thousand men. They’ll certainly attack. I’m sorry to be a bird of ill omen, but that’s my opinion.” 
 
    “Then we’re lost… I can’t believe that after so much suffering, fighting and courage it’s all come to this. I refuse to accept it! I refuse!” Aliana cried. 
 
    Haradin was about to answer when he felt a tremendous power coming closer, a power of such magnitude that a shiver ran down his spine. 
 
    “Perhaps there is hope after all…” he said, pointing at a strange group approaching the lower part of the city, escorted by a group of Norriel warriors. 
 
    Aliana half-closed her eyes to see better. The group reached Gerart and the Norriel leaders, then stopped. 
 
    “It’s them! It’s Komir’s group! They made it!” the Healer cried joyfully. “I can see Komir, Hartz, Kayti…” 
 
    “And with them are the two Bearers they went to look for,” Haradin said. 
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    “I feel three medallions there,” Asti said, pointing at the newcomers, “and two here,” she added, pointing at Aliana and herself. 
 
    Haradin stood tall. Spreading his arms wide, he proclaimed: “And the five Bearers will be brought together, and the long-awaited day will come at last.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was midnight when the group gathered in the Throne Hall. Gerart had called the meeting and was sitting in his father’s throne as the new King of Rogdon by right of succession. Standing by the throne were Haradin and Urien, the old Royal Counselor. The Queen, deeply saddened by her husband’s death, had excused herself and was absent. In front of the throne the five Bearers waited: Komir, Aliana, Iruki, Asti and Sonea. A little behind came Kayti, Hartz and Lindaro. 
 
    Gerart addressed them solemnly. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming here in this critical hour for the future of the lands of the West of Tremia. Let me tell you that the situation is very dire, even desperate. Thousands of good Rogdonians have already perished, and had it not been for the surprise attack by the Norriel, we would all have died at the hands of the enemy armies. Death and desolation are around us; we have lost friends, brothers, fathers and sons. Our souls bleed with suffering. Yet we are here still, and we will fight on until we win or die, without yielding an inch.” 
 
    Aliana gazed at the young King, so handsome in his dress armor, with his fine regal features. He radiated personality and appeal. Listening to his speech she felt great joy, not only for him, for how much he had matured, for the authority he now radiated, but for the wellbeing of his subjects, herself among them. She knew Gerart would be a great King. And yet all the same Aliana could not take her eyes off Komir. The young Norriel warrior had not even deigned to look at her, or even acknowledge her presence, and she was mortified. Gradually a controlled rage at the Norriel warrior’s cold indifference was growing within her. He was avoiding her on purpose, and her blood was beginning to boil in her veins. 
 
    “Haradin, are all the medallions present here?” 
 
    “Indeed, your majesty,” Haradin said, and pointed out the five Bearers one by one. 
 
    “Let the new Bearers step forward and introduce themselves,” King Gerart said. 
 
    Iruki took a step forward with her head held high. 
 
    “I am Iruki Wind of the Steppes, of the Blue Clouds, of the Masig people, daughter of Kaune Eagle Warrior.” 
 
    Gerart nodded in acknowledgement. 
 
    “I know your tribe, Masig. They make their camp beside the great sacred lake.” 
 
    Iruki nodded. 
 
    “I am Sonea, apprentice Librarian of the Order of Knowledge of Erenal…” Sonea said, her voice unsteady. 
 
    “I know your Order, and my father was a friend of King Dasleo. I wonder why he hasn’t come in answer to our call for aid.” 
 
    Lindaro stepped forward. 
 
    “If you will allow me, your Majesty… My name is Lindaro, priest of the Order of the Light. We have grave news; we believe the kingdoms of the mid-east have been attacked. We witnessed the fire of war in both their capitals. We believe that both the Kingdom of Erenal and the Kingdom of Zangria have been invaded.” 
 
    “Invaded? By whom? The Norghanians? The Noceans?” Gerart asked in puzzlement. 
 
    Silence filled the hall after the king’s question.  
 
    At last Komir spoke. 
 
    “By foreigners from faraway lands. By men with slanting eyes.” 
 
    “Men with slanting eyes?” Urien said. “That’s not possible. There are no such men in the Tremia we know.”  
 
    “Allow him to explain,” Haradin said. His face was alive with interest. 
 
    “Men with slanting eyes, from beyond the seas. One of them walks with us.” 
 
    “Where is he? Could I meet him?” Haradin asked eagerly. 
 
    “No!” Iruki cried. “He hasn’t come. I don’t trust you. You Rogdonians, you’re no better than those Norghanian swine out there. It’s not the first time that Rogdonian soldiers have attacked the Masig people. And it won’t be the last either.” 
 
    “I won’t deny that skirmishes occur, or that in the past the relationship between our peoples has not been as cordial as it ought to. But as King of Rogdon I can assure you that this Kingdom will not attack the Masig people. And… if you have so little love for us, then why have you come?”  
 
    “For my people, for the Masig. To do everything in my power to prevent their extermination at the hands of the dark enemy.” 
 
    “And there’s another reason, isn’t there?” Urien asked with a glint of wisdom in his eyes. 
 
    “Yes, old man. To see those Norghanian pigs get what they deserve. See their entrails rot in the sun. See that not one of them is left alive.” 
 
    “Strong is the hatred you harbor,” Haradin said. 
 
    “And fair,” Iruki replied without flinching. 
 
    “How many of those foreigners are there?” Urien asked thoughtfully, more to himself than to the others. “Are they coming here or is their destination elsewhere? What’s their intention?”  
 
    Komir shrugged. 
 
    Lindaro intervened. “We don’t know. A scouting group caught up with us and tried to kill us. We escaped by a miracle.” 
 
    “How did you escape? Did you use the Ilenian portal?” Haradin asked. 
 
    Lindaro swallowed. “Yes and no,” he said at last. “You see, we were trapped in one of the temples when we accidentally… activated… one of the portals… It took us many days of study to understand the workings of the portal so that we could calibrate the destination again and return.”  
 
    “You calibrated the portal?” Haradin said, a little taken aback and deeply intrigued. “That’s truly remarkable… it can’t be done… not without a book of reference… a very special book, like one I have myself and which I’ve been studying for years. How were you able to do it?”  
 
    “We found an Ilenian book, a very powerful Grimoire… The Book of the Moon,” Sonea said. She reached over her shoulder to tap the huge volume she was carrying in a bag on her back. 
 
    Haradin’s eyes opened wide. He was about to say something, but choked, coughed convulsively and was obliged to lean heavily on his staff. 
 
    His reaction surprised Aliana. It was rare for Haradin to show any sign of surprise, no matter how devastating the news, and he always seemed to take things calmly. But what surprised the Healer even more was a gesture from someone else in the group in reaction to Haradin’s surprise. Someone had reached unconsciously for the pommel of a sword and leant forward slightly. Aliana glanced discreetly at that person… at Kayti. The redhead was staring intently at the Mage. What was going on there? What mystery was hidden in the volume? 
 
    “What these two little know-alls mean to say,” Hartz’s voice thundered, “is that we spent days trapped in that Ilenian temple while they were happily studying the damned silver book and playing around with that bloody portal. After an eternity they found out how to bring us back. Although if you ask me, I think it was more luck than anything else.” 
 
    “But how can you say that!” Sonea burst out. “Of course it was our discoveries. Luck had nothing to do with it!” 
 
    “It took us the time it did, we couldn’t go any faster,” Lindaro said in self-defense. “Studying takes time, and you should be thankful it didn’t take us twice or three times as long.” 
 
    Hartz folded his arms over his chest. He snorted loudly and rolled his eyes. 
 
    Aliana noticed that Kayti was more relaxed now. The white armor she was wearing made her seem the reincarnation of a warrior goddess, both pure and lethal. 
 
    Haradin forced himself to give them a soothing smile. “The important thing is that you’re all back and alive,” he said faintly. 
 
    “And now, Haradin?” Gerart asked. He looked at each of them in turn. “You wanted to stop the medallions falling into the hands of our enemy, since they might be used against us. That’s been done, or rather the Norriel and his friends have done it. The five medallions are here before me today. And I wonder… Might their power help Rogdon’s cause? Save my people?” 
 
    Haradin looked at the King and sighed deeply. 
 
    “I have spent much time, your Majesty, trying to understand the ends of these five medallions, trying to decipher their power. A power so great that it might well prevent the end of all things. An end which for Rogdon, for our cause, will arrive with the coming dawn. The enemy will attack at daybreak and most likely annihilate the people of Rogdon. These medallions, their power, might be our last hope. It is risky, and it might easily destroy us in the attempt, but tomorrow in the battlefield they will be our last chance against the enemy.” 
 
    The King nodded, understanding the risk they would be taking. 
 
    “Tell me, Haradin, if we take the risk, if we risk using those medallions, will my Kingdom be saved? Is there any reason for hope?” 
 
    Haradin’s gaze turned to the five Bearers. 
 
    “Hope must never leave a man’s heart, your Majesty. A spark and a breath of air is all that is needed to light the flame of human hope in valiant hearts. I cannot guarantee that we will live, your Majesty, nor even that I will manage to work out how to use the power hidden in those medallions against our ruthless enemies, but I can assure you that hope burns in my heart with a pure flame.” 
 
    “That is all your King needs to know. Tomorrow we shall face the enemy. We shall go down to the outer wall of Rilentor and fight there against the invading armies. If we must die, so be it, but we will die fighting to the last man, until the last drop of blood in our bodies is spent.” 
 
    “I shall be at your side, your Majesty,” Haradin said, and bowed. 
 
    Gerart rose to his feet and turned to the Bearers. 
 
    “Can the King of Rogdon count on the support of the Bearers? Will you fight by my side tomorrow?” 
 
    A heavy silence filled the Throne Hall. 
 
    It was a crucial moment for the history of Rogdon, for the future of the whole continent. Thousands of lives were at stake. All depended on the decision that small group of Chosen would make. 
 
    Aliana stepped forward. 
 
    “You can count on me and my medallion, my Lord King,” she said with a bow. 
 
    Komir felt a pang of jealousy gnawing at his stomach. 
 
    Asti came to stand beside Aliana. 
 
    “I with Aliana,” she said. 
 
    Sonea took a nervous step forward. “If Haradin needs me to use the medallions, I’ll be there to help him in whatever way I can.” 
 
    “The Norghanians will pay dearly for their crimes against my people,” Iruki said firmly.” You can count on my medallion, King of the Rogdonians.”  
 
    A tense silence filled the Hall. 
 
    Komir had not committed himself. 
 
    All eyes stared at him. 
 
    Komir looked at Gerart, then at Aliana, and finally at Haradin. Hartz’s voice thundered behind him: “Komir, you’re not going to let them do this without you, are you?” 
 
    Komir looked at his big friend and smiled. 
 
     “Of course I’m not, you can count on me too,”  
 
    “Yes, sir, that's the way to talk!” Hartz roared. “Let’s crush a few skulls!” At this, Kayti jabbed him with her elbow to keep him under control. 
 
    Gerart smiled broadly. 
 
    “Thank you, Bearers, your courage fills my heart with hope. Once the issue is resolved, there is one final ally we must secure. Haradin, please can you admit her?” 
 
    “With pleasure, your Majesty,” Haradin said, and left the Hall through a side door. 
 
    A few moments later he returned with a woman. 
 
    Komir looked at her with interest and recognized her immediately. It was Auburu, the Matriarch of his tribe, the Bikia, of the Norriel. 
 
    The Norriel leader came up to King Gerart. When she saw Komir she stopped and greeted him with a sincere smile. She spoke to him in Norriel. 
 
    “It gladdens me to find you alive and well, young bear. I see the protection of the three goddesses is with you.”  
 
    Komir bowed his head in respect. “Thank you, Auburu. I too am glad to find the Matriarch of my tribe well. I have only good wishes for the Bikia.” 
 
    Auburu smiled and nodded. She looked at Komir, then at Hartz, 
 
    “Norriel you are and Norriel you shall die. Whenever you wish to return, you shall be welcome; the tribe will receive you and protect you, for you carry the mark of the bear engraved with fire. Never forget it.” 
 
    Hartz and Komir bowed their heads and thanked her. 
 
    Auburu gave them a last smile, then turned to the King. Using the language of the West so that everybody would understand her, she said: 
 
    “I come representing the thirty Norriel tribes. I speak for their leaders.” 
 
    Gerart nodded. “I wish you to convey my most sincere gratitude, and that of the Rogdonian people, to the thirty tribes. You saved us from extermination, and this prowess and the debt of gratitude it implies will never be forgotten. You have the eternal gratitude of the King of Rogdon and all his people.” 
 
    “I shall convey this to my people,” Auburu said. 
 
    “I have called you here because in all probability, the enemy will attack tomorrow and we need your support once more, or else we are doomed. What have the thirty tribes decided in the Council? Will they support us tomorrow in the battlefield or will they go back to the highlands?” 
 
    Auburu considered each of them in turn. They waited tensely for her answer, until at last she replied calmly: 
 
    “The thirty in Council have discussed this matter. Reaching the right decision has been very hard, but it has finally been achieved.” 
 
    “What is the decision of the Norriel people?” Gerart asked. He was unable to conceal how much depended on the reply. 
 
    Auburu sighed. “We shall fight today in order not to have to fight tomorrow.” 
 
    Gerart’s face lit up. “We shall never be able to repay this debt of gratitude,” he said with overwhelming sincerity. 
 
    The Matriarch’s eyes met his for a moment. 
 
    “Remember it always, King of the Rogdonians. Remember the day on which the savages of the highlands helped the powerful men of blue and silver, remember the day on which everything was lost and the Norriel did not retreat, but stayed and fought, without fearing defeat, without fearing death.” 
 
    Gerart bowed to Auburu. “It shall never be forgotten. On that you have my word as King.” 
 
    Auburu turned and with a last glance at Komir and Hartz, left the Hall. 
 
    Gerart turned to the others. “The King is thankful for your commitment and sacrifice. You are indeed heroes of Rogdon now. Tomorrow we shall fight together, shoulder to shoulder, and we shall defeat the enemy. Rest now and prepare for the final battle that is to come.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Council ended, and Komir almost ran out of the Throne Hall without even looking back, without even glancing at her. But Aliana was determined to put an end to the Norriel’s hurtful indifference and hurried to follow him. She caught up with him in the gardens and seized his arm. 
 
    “Komir, I want to talk to you.” 
 
    Hartz and Kayti, who were with Komir, made their excuses and went on, leaving them alone in the intimacy created by night and the stars. Komir looked at her carelessly, and to Aliana it was as though he had stabbed her with a dagger whose hilt was of emerald. 
 
    “Why are you behaving like this to me, Komir?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean…” 
 
    “Of course you do!” 
 
    Komir looked away. 
 
    “Why? Tell me!” Aliana burst out in frustration. 
 
    Komir was surprised by her outburst. He had never seen her like this before, and lowered his defenses. 
 
    “I saw you kissing Gerart,” he muttered. 
 
    Aliana sighed. “It wasn’t me that kissed him.” 
 
    “I know what I saw.” 
 
    “It was him who kissed me.” 
 
    Komir seemed to hesitate for a moment. “It might have been that way… but in any case, you didn’t seem displeased. I didn’t notice you stepping back.” 
 
    “You misinterpret what you saw.” 
 
    “My eyes saw what they saw.” 
 
    “Your eyes didn’t see my intention. Nor do they know my heart.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me any explanation. He’s the King of Rogdon, handsome, brave and honorable. I understand, he’ll make you Queen and cover you in silks and jewels. I’m nothing more than a Norriel, a wild man from the highlands. All I have is my sword. I can’t compete for your affection against a powerful King.” 
 
    “You’re wrong. You’re much more than that. My heart will choose whoever it must, with no regard for rank or social position, because the heart doesn’t care about these things.” 
 
    “I know what I feel, and my eyes don’t fool me.” 
 
    “I haven’t made my decision, Komir. Don’t jump to the wrong conclusions.” 
 
    “Your decision is yours, that’s true. And mine is mine.” 
 
    With these words Komir turned away from her. Without a backward glance he walked off into the night. 
 
    Aliana was left standing there, confused, and full of fury and passion. She could see three destinies before her, three paths as unique and different as they were appealing to her soul. All three called to her heart to follow them. She could be Queen of Rogdon by the side of the handsome, chivalrous Gerart; she could go with Komir, who filled her with passion; or she could go back to the Order and follow her vocation, which made her so happy, and forget both of them. In that moment she would have given anything to know which to choose, for someone to tell her which path to follow. She looked around for some kind of sign, but once again life was being cruel to her. She would have to make the decision for herself and live with the consequences. She could only hope she would not make the wrong choice… 
 
    She glanced up at the moon and questioned her. 
 
    “What path should I follow, Goddess of the night?” 
 
    The Goddess looked down on her serenely, but said nothing. 
 
    Aliana bowed her head. 
 
    “The decision is mine, and I’ll have to make it alone …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Carnage 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Norghanian Army, —Rilentor, —Kingdom of Rogdon— 
 
    _______________________________ 
 
    [image: ][image: Imagen que contiene texto, mapa  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta]_______________________________ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lasgol struggled with the chains which tied him to the wooden post driven into the ground. Around him fifty or so other still-living prisoners were also trying in vain to break free and escape. Life is full of troubles, he thought, and smiled at his bad luck. When they had tied him to the post he had given himself up for dead. As a result he had begun to meditate very seriously on the sense of honor and that of duty to one’s country. He had made one last attempt to carry out his duty honorably, unmasking Count Volgren before King Thoran as the traitor he was. But cruel fate had reminded him once more that the greed of soulless men rules not only the kingdom of Norghana, but all over the world. 
 
    When the Norriel attack took them by surprise, the Norghanian army had been forced to retreat fast without looking back. Rangulfsen was a prudent and intelligent General and had ordered his forces to regroup to the south in order to minimize casualties and take stock of the situation. So fast had the men of the snow pulled back that wounded and prisoners had been left in the camp, abandoned and forgotten by all, winners as well as losers. On his right he could see a mound of corpses rotting on the desolate battlefield.  
 
    Lasgol smiled. The irony of his situation gnawed at his spirit. Joy at the attack and the hope of freedom had given way to despair, since in his present situation, tied to that post, he was going to die. He had tried to break free by using his Gift, but none of his skills would allow him to free himself from those chains. He shook his head in frustration. 
 
    A sad way to die, he thought, and bowed his head, resigned to his fate. 
 
    “Problems?” came a voice behind him. 
 
    Lasgol turned his head fearfully and received the surprise of his life. 
 
    “Yakumo!” 
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    The Assassin eyed him with a smile of amusement, his slanting eyes shining with intensity. 
 
    “Help me, please! Before they come back.” 
 
    “They won’t, they’re getting ready to destroy the city. They’re already forming lines. They’ll attack at dawn.” 
 
    “Help me get free. I know we’ve been enemies in the past, but don’t let me die here, not like this. Don’t leave me here to be food for vermin. I beg you.” 
 
    “I’ll set you free, Tracker, but you must promise something in return.” 
 
    “If what you’re going to ask me is honorable, you can count on it.” 
 
    Yakumo nodded. 
 
    “It is indeed honorable.” 
 
    “Then you have my word.” 
 
    A red flash ran through the Assassin’s body. 
 
    “Time to regain your freedom, Tracker.” 
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    With dawn came what all feared. The war-horns rang defiantly to the south and the enemy hosts began their advance toward the city. In the middle came the Invincibles of the Ice in their snow-white attire and winged helmets. On their right they were escorted by the men of the Thunder Army, General Olagson’s men, in close formation. On their left came the men of the Snow Army, led by General Rangulfsen himself. Behind was the Blizzard Army, the mixed forces, General Odir’s men. Covering both flanks and the rearguard were the Nocean legions, forming a protective barrier in the shape of a horseshoe around the Norghanian nucleus. This time they would not be taken by surprise —the Nocean legions would protect their flanks against whatever threats might arise. 
 
    They faced the great gate of the city and began to maneuver. 
 
    Haradin watched the advance from the half-ruined outer wall of the city. With him were the five Bearers, nervous but brave. The three thousand Rogdonians, bows in hands, flanked them, ready to shoot against the enemy. At their backs, protecting the entrance, the five thousand Norriel waited to enter into action. Behind them loomed the dying city, much of which had been razed to the ground, and those few quarters which had survived the siege weapons and fires now sheltered thousands of frightened innocents. Most of the fires had finally been put out, and the smell of smoke and death pervaded the city so that the air was almost unbreathable. 
 
    “The enemy is coming!” cried Haradin so that all could hear him. “He seeks our death, but we shall not yield! He seeks our blood, but we shall not fear! Greed and savagery guide them, but we will stop them! We will fight against the enemy hosts, for we must defend the innocents behind us! Remember, all of you: if we fall, they fall; men, women and children will be put to the sword. There will be nothing left, such is the evil that rules the enemy armies. We shall defend this last redoubt, and however many come to take it, they will be destroyed. They come for our lives, but we shall not give up! This dawn, for this glorious land, we shall shed our enemy’s blood! We will not yield to fear but remain firm! We shall fight! We shall fight! We shall fight!” 
 
    “We shall fight!” roared the eight thousand throats in unison. 
 
    Turning to the five Bearers, he said: 
 
    “We must be brave, look the enemy in the eyes and end their lives. There’s no room for doubt today, no room for pity. Otherwise we shall all die. I can assure you that both Norghanians and Noceans have been ordered to leave no one alive, and for that reason they must be exterminated.” 
 
    The five Bearers met Haradin’s gaze and nodded. 
 
    Haradin assessed them. Of Komir and Iruki he had no doubt. They were fighters, with warrior spirits. Even Aliana the Healer, under the pressure of what she had been through, had turned into a strong fighting spirit. She would fight without a second thought. But the Librarian and the Usik… that was different. He was hoping they would act bravely, but he could not predict it. The blood, the cries of pain and the horror of battle might unsettle the determination of even the most hardened soldier. Would the two young Bearers stand up to it? He would soon find out. 
 
    The enemy troops finished taking up their positions before the wall, facing the great gate where Haradin and the five Bearers waited. They were about three hundred paces away. The moment had come. The morning was cold, much colder than the days before, and for some reason the temperature seemed to be falling. Haradin eyed the morning mist which covered the forests to the northeast and south extending behind the enemy lines. Yet the area in front of the wall was free of it. This seemed suspicious. Was Zecly planning something? Or could it be some maneuver of the Norghanian Ice Mage? He did not know, but he did not like it one bit. Something in that mist and the dry cold which bit his flesh had an arcane origin, not a natural one. 
 
    “Do you feel this cold?” the Mage asked. 
 
    Komir was rubbing his arms. “Yes, it’s getting colder by the moment.”  
 
    “It’s not normal for it to be so cold,” Aliana said. 
 
    “Norghanian Ice Magic?” Sonea wondered. 
 
    “It might be, yes. Conjure your protective spheres,” Haradin said. “I don’t like this at all, and I don’t want to fall into a trap. You must seek the source of power inside you, the pool of energy which holds your Gift. Concentrate, search for it, embrace it, for you are the Chosen, blessed with the Gift of Magic. It’s a talent you must embrace and welcome, make it your own, care for it, for it’s both wonderful and unique. Search for it now…” 
 
    The five concentrated, closing their eyes and following Haradin’s instructions. 
 
    “When you find that inner energy, you must focus on the Ilenian medallion, to protect yourselves against the enemy’s magic. Talk to it, not with words but with your mind. You must get it to interact with you. You must ask it to conjure the sphere for you, as your magical knowledge is insufficient for that. Long study and training are needed for this kind of spell, and time is what we don’t have. But the medallion can do it for you, for its power is great and it will respond to its Bearer’s requests. Try it, try it with conviction until you can do it.” 
 
    Komir, Aliana and Iruki had no trouble in raising their spheres, which after a moment shielded them completely, but Asti and Sonea could not manage it. 
 
    “Don’t worry, keep trying. It’s a question of conviction and concentration. You’ll get it, keep trying,” the Mage encouraged them. 
 
    After a few long moments Sonea managed to raise her sphere. She cried out ecstatic. 
 
    “Come on, Asti, you can do it,” said Aliana to the Usik. 
 
    “No can,” she said with a frown of pure frustration. 
 
    Aliana came to her side and held both her hands. 
 
    “We’ll do it together,” she said. Closing her eyes, she began to help her. A few moments later Asti managed to conjure the sphere. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said to Aliana with a wide smile. 
 
    “Get ready for the fight,” Haradin warned, seeing the enemy hosts advancing. 
 
    The archers nocked their arrows and drew their strings back to their cheeks. They aimed at the enemy. They were ready to let fly. 
 
    Something strange caught the Mage’s eye. That fog… now it seemed to be almost solid, as if a cloud had fallen to the earth. But there was something else. The Mage half-closed his eyes and stared until he made out something under the fog, something black… 
 
    “Now… what can that be…?” he muttered. 
 
    Suddenly a deafening roll of drums broke the tense silence. The din was so impressive that Haradin thought it would reach as far as the east coast at the other end of Tremia. The drums fell suddenly silent, and the fog began to fade until it disappeared before their eyes.  
 
    What he saw now left Haradin speechless. 
 
    Thousands of men were revealed: men in black laminated armor, bearing red standards. 
 
    “By the ancient gods of Tremia!” Haradin exclaimed, completely taken aback. 
 
    A sea of soldiers in black, spotted with the red of foreign banners, stretched as far as the eye could see. There were more than seventy thousand men there, and they were neither Norghanian nor Nocean. 
 
    “The abysmal evil, the endless suffering, has come at last,” Komir said as he watched the colossal army from beyond the seas. “My destiny is drawing near.”  
 
    Looking at Komir, Haradin began to understand what the young Norriel was referring to. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Norghanian-Nocean army came to a halt upon hearing the drums, and realized the danger at their back.  
 
    The drums thundered again and the black swarm from beyond the seas launched itself against the troops on the plain, attacking rearguard and flanks without warning. The impact on the Nocean legions was shattering and bloody. The hardened desert warriors stood up to the troops of slant-eyed men. The fierce battle which ensued took on epic proportions in a matter of moments. The Noceans held the flanks, but the rearguard was cut down in the blink of an eye under the horde’s overwhelming superiority in numbers. Nothing could prevent the red standards making their way through from behind. 
 
    While the Noceans were attempting to stand their ground, the Norghanians maneuvered to face the invading army. 
 
    “Kill them all!” shouted General Odir in the midst of the fray. As commander of the mixed army he was trying desperately to stop the enemy advance. He was covering the Norghanian rearguard, and the enemy was cutting them in pieces. 
 
    “Attack! Kill! Kill them all!” he shouted, half-crazed by now, hacking away like a man possessed. His men meanwhile were doing their best to break the enemy onslaught, but for each slant-eyed soldier they killed another five took his place. 
 
    “Odir, form a line to keep them at bay!” General Rangulfsen yelled over the deafening battle cries and the din of the fighting. He was trying to lead the defense amid the chaos. 
 
    But Odir was not listening, he was fighting frantically together with his men. Soldiers fell by the thousands, never to rise again. The boots of desperate soldiers stepped on the innards of those who had fallen and the savage mutilations increased the horror of this most brutal of combats. 
 
    A spear with a red banner struck Odir in the stomach. 
 
    “Bastards! I’ll kill you all!” he yelled, and went on delivering stroke after savage stroke. Three enemy swords cut him open. The General fell in the midst of a sea of blood and with him, one by one, all his men. 
 
    Rangulfsen shook his head. “Bloody imbecile!” The rearguard had fallen and they were exposed to the enemy. Either they closed the gap or they would be lost. “Invincibles of the Ice, close the rearguard!” he ordered. The elite of the Norghanian troops advanced in perfect formation and began to wreak violence on the enemy soldiers. We still have a chance, he thought. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Towards the south, on the left flank, the Nocean legions were barely able to resist the assault of the black army. Sumal watched the fighting alongside his lord Zecly a short distance from the fierce battle.  
 
    “They’re decimating us!” cried Mulko, Regent of the North of the Nocean Empire, behind them. “My legions are being annihilated! This is an unthinkable catastrophe!” 
 
    “There are too many of them, my lord, we won’t be able to hold,” said Ukbi, his Military Counselor. 
 
    “I don’t understand… we were on the point of taking Rilentor, conquering all Rogdon… What’s happened? Where did this black army come from? Who are they? I don’t understand… It’s impossible! Hell and damnation!” 
 
    “My lord, we must get away,” Ukbi insisted. There was a definite note of urgency in his voice. 
 
    “Zecly, stop them,” Mulko ordered. “Gain some time for me so I can escape.”  
 
    “My lord, escaping south isn’t a sensible decision,” the Great Sorcerer replied. 
 
    “I’m ordering you to stop them. You owe me your loyalty.”  
 
    Zecly turned his gaze on his lord. He was about to speak, but in the end said nothing. “Your wishes will be obeyed,” he said, and gave a small bow. 
 
    Mulko, Ukbi and a hundred guards of honor mounted and rode south at a gallop, while at the same time the Nocean legions fought to avoid succumbing to the enemy’s clear superiority. 
 
    Sumal approached his master. “Will you use your power against the enemy, my Lord?” 
 
    Zecly pointed at the Invincibles of the Ice. “Watch,” he said. 
 
    Sumal watched the splendid Norghanian fighters closely. In their midst he could see the Ice Mage who was casting spells on the hosts of the black army. His spells of ice and frost were wreaking havoc among the enemy soldiers, who fell frozen to death or impaled by ice missiles. Suddenly, a massive black shadow, like the veil of death herself, surrounded the Ice Mage. The defensive sphere of the Mage seemed to reject the attacking blackness. The blackness enveloped the Mage as if it were a living entity, an evil entity, voraciously attacking the Norghanian’s defense.  
 
    Sumal tried to pinpoint the origin of the attack but was unable to amid the seething mass of the black army. An agonized scream made him turn towards the Mage again. The blackness had penetrated his defenses and was devouring him, absorbing the essence of life itself from his body. In the space of a few heartbeats he fell to the ground dead, his body completely drained of life, his face twisted in agony. 
 
    Zecly spoke. “It’s time to leave, Sumal. The enemy’s magic is very powerful. I can feel it in me. A magic of colossal power, such as I could never in my life have imagined I’d meet. It is hiding in that sea of blackness.” 
 
    “More powerful than your magic, my Lord?” Sumal asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Yes, Sumal, more powerful. I must not confront it, not in these conditions, not without the assistance of other Mages of a high level in Blood or Curses beside me. It would be suicide. There is a time to fight and win, and a time to draw back and await a better opportunity. Today we face the second situation. Get ready.” He cast a spell with dizzying speed. A toxic cloud spread over the enemy troops in front of them, who began to fall dead immediately. 
 
    “That will delay them long enough,” Zecly said, and withdrew with amazing speed for a man of his age. 
 
    Sumal followed him at a run. 
 
    “Where are we going, my Lord?” 
 
    “West, Sumal, to the sea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Invincibles of the Ice stopped the carnage, forming an unbreakable defensive line at the rearguard. The fighting seemed to slow until it almost stopped. Rangulfsen watched uneasily. The war drums rolled again, and suddenly the enemy lines opened up to form a wide corridor. Accompanied by a terrifying roll of drums, a formation of strong men in black wearing horrendous masks began to advance toward the Invincibles of the Ice. 
 
    “Moyuki! Moyuki!” thousands of throats roared. 
 
    Now Rangulfsen understood: the enemy was sending their elite forces to meet the Norghanians’. The Moyuki advanced in close formation. They wore laminated armor, black as night, polished like ceremonial steel. Their faces were hidden behind grim masks, and on their backs were tied poles six feet high bearing red banners, the color the Dark Lady shed on her path. 
 
    The fighting between those superb elite forces was epic, one to be written down in the annals of history. The warriors fought like demigods. Feints, sword-thrusts and back-strokes were executed with a precision and skill bordering on the inconceivable. The battle was so finely-balanced that the casualties occurred on both sides at almost equal rate. For every Moyuki who fell dead, an Invincible soon followed. The dead soon began to get in the way of the fighting. Both sides struggled to gain the initiative, but neither managed to gain the upper hand. Little by little the heroes of each army fell under the expert swords of their opponents until no more than a hundred men were left alive in each band.  
 
    At that moment the war drums thundered again so loudly that earth and sky shook with horror. The soldiers of the black army charged feverishly with furious battle-cries, and all hell broke loose upon the men of the snow and the children of the deserts. They began to fall by the hundreds, and soon by the thousands, under the awesome ferocity and greater numbers of the men from beyond the seas. The black tide swept the battlefield clear, and both Norghanian and Nocean armies were hacked to pieces with no way of escape. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A short distance from the front, Count Volgren was desperately searching for his horse. This was a holocaust; they were being destroyed by the black army. I’ve got to get clear, get away from here immediately. The battle’s lost. Those foreign demons are going to finish us all off!  
 
    “To me!” he called his guards, and the dozen well-tried Norghanian body guards immediately rallied round to protect him. 
 
    Several soldiers in black tried to reach the Count, but were brought down by his bodyguards. 
 
    “To the horses, quickly!” he ordered, and ran to the trees where some thirty horses were tethered. 
 
    Behind him Volgren could hear the yelling of the combatants. He had to secure his escape. 
 
    “Fight to the last man!” he ordered his men, hoping to gain time and get away. 
 
    “Fight like Norghanians! Win or die!” he shouted from his horse to the sea of combatants, and spurred his mount. 
 
    In the middle of the fray General Rangulfsen heard the order and saw Volgren escaping at a gallop, together with his guard, 
 
    “Damned traitor!” he cried in fury. 
 
    General Olagson was leading the Thunder Army on his left. “He’s leaving us to our fate!” he shouted. 
 
    Rangulfsen looked to his right. The Noceans protecting the flanks had been cut down by the enemy, who were clearing a route toward them. The Snow Army was also falling and would not withstand the enemy pressure much longer. 
 
    “We must retreat!” he shouted at Olagson. 
 
    The voluminous Norghanian General nodded. 
 
    “Close formation! Square of shields!” Rangulfsen ordered his men. 
 
    The lines moved together until his men formed a perfect square. Rangulfsen and two of his officers remained in the center.  
 
    “Close shields!” Rangulfsen ordered. At once the four outer lines forming each of the sides of the rectangle became a barrier of shields. 
 
    Each side of the rectangle protected them from any attack. The officers began to set the pace with shouted commands and the formation retreated, slowly moving away from the enemy. Several groups of enemy soldiers managed to reach the right-hand side of the retreating formation. 
 
    “Shields up!” ordered Rangulfsen, and the black-clad enemy crashed against a wall of Norghanian shields. 
 
    While the first line held back the attack with their shields, the second knifed the attackers tirelessly. Several Norghanians in the first line fell and were quickly replaced by men from the second. The inner lines in turn took the place of those who were advancing. 
 
    “Forward!” Rangulfsen ordered, and the airtight square advanced again, repelling the attacks as they retreated. Rangulfsen peered out and saw Olagson’s square of shields following him closely. Very good, my friend. Let’s retreat now while we still have a chance, or else there won’t be a single Norghanian left alive on this battlefield. 
 
    “We’re heading east, my lord,” his Captain warned him. 
 
    “I know. That’s where we have to go.” 
 
    “But sir, the Mountains of the Half Moon are to the east. Shouldn’t we be heading for the pass, for the Fortress?” 
 
    “No, Captain. That’s exactly where the enemy army is coming from. They’ve taken the Fortress, so we can’t cross the mountains by the pass. The patrols we sent never came back.” 
 
    “Then we’re trapped. The enemy’s all around us and the mountains are behind us. How are we going to get out of here?” 
 
    “The way the highlanders of eastern Rogdon do. We’ll look for the narrow passes and we’ll climb the mountains. An army couldn’t get over them, but that’s something we aren’t any longer. There’s no other option. Let’s pray to the Frozen Gods, Captain, because if we don’t find the paths across the mountains, we won’t get out of Rogdon alive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Count Volgren was galloping as fast as his mount could go, with the bloody din of the battle behind him. I must head towards the northeast, I must save my life and get back to Norghana. I can’t let myself perish in this foreign land. I’m too slippery to be caught. I’ll make it! he thought as he spurred his horse on. 
 
    He turned to see his escort lagging behind. “Come on, quickly!” he shouted. He entered the forest by a path and slowed down; among the trees, following the path, he felt safer. The battle was far away now, and with it the enemy. 
 
    Suddenly a man appeared from behind a tree and came to stand in the middle of the path. 
 
    Volgren was startled, but recovered and tugged hard at his mount’s reins. His horse stopped with a neigh. Volgren stared at the man blocking his way and was taken aback. The man was dressed in purple and wore a mask of the same color, with a thin silver line at eye level. There was something ominous about him, and a warning shiver ran down the Count’s back. Danger, clear and present. The man held a short axe ornamented in silver in one hand, and in the other something which froze Volgren’s blood: a skull with two red jewels set in the eye-sockets. This macabre image made him look round for his guards, who were already coming up to him. 
 
    A gloomy chant sounded. Its source was beneath the mask of that ill-omened man. 
 
    “Kill him!” Volgren ordered his guards. 
 
    Before they could charge, the dozen horses reared, suddenly possessed by a terrible fear. One after another, they dislodged their riders. 
 
    “What the devil…!” the Count cried. “Get up and kill him! He’s a Sorcerer!” 
 
    The Norghanian warriors got to their feet and drew their swords. Tall, strong, battle-hardened sons of the snows. Volgren knew there were no better warriors in all the north. The Sorcerer was as good as dead. 
 
    “These,” the Sorcerer said, with a gesture behind him, “are Red Arrows. The elite archers of the Dark Lady.” 
 
    And as if out of nowhere a dozen men in lightweight red armor, with scarves of the same color hiding their faces, appeared behind the Sorcerer. 
 
    “I think it will be very interesting to find out who comes out victorious from this encounter.” 
 
    “Kill them all!” Count Volgren ordered. 
 
    The Norghanian soldiers charged. 
 
    The Red Arrows nocked their short black bows in a single move. 
 
    The massive Norghanians took three steps forward, swords and axes held high. 
 
    The whistle of the arrows cutting through the air rang in Volgren’s ears. 
 
    The Norghanian warriors fell dead, each with an arrow in his forehead. 
 
    The Sorcerer pointed at his men with his axe. “An impressive exhibition of skill, was it not? Incomparable archers. They always fill me with pride. But my Master waits, and I must carry out his orders.” 
 
    Desperately, Volgren tried to flee. He wheeled his mount round and spurred it, but the horse was struck by a dozen arrows and fell dead instantly. The blow was painful, but Volgren recovered and drew his sword. Before him stood the Sorcerer, with the Red Arrows beside him. 
 
    “I am Count Volgren, Sorcerer! Tell whoever you serve that I wish to discuss the terms of surrender.” 
 
    “I know perfectly well who you are, Norghanian. My name is Narmos, Priest of the Cult of Imork” ‒ he gave a small bow ‒ “and my Lord Isuzeni has ordered your death.” 
 
    “No! Wait!” 
 
    “My Master requires your death, and your death he shall have.” Then with a wave of his axe he cast a spell, and night fell over Volgren. 
 
    A terrible pain began in his stomach, as if all his organs had rotted all of a sudden. He fell to the ground, gripped by a dreadful agony. 
 
    The last thing Volgren heard was the words of the Sorcerer. 
 
    “Take out his heart while he’s still alive. Our Lord Isuzeni has ordered it thus.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Haradin stared at the battlefield. Thousands upon thousands of soldiers lay dead on that great open area among rivers of blood. The spectacle was so chilling that the Mage had to close his eyes for a moment so as not to be overwhelmed by the bestiality and desolation of it all. The battle was over, the black army had swept away all opposition, and now only death reigned on the battlefield. 
 
    “It’s… it’s… appalling…” Aliana managed to utter. 
 
    “Death, blood. Horrible, yes,” Asti said. 
 
    Iruki was looking on coldly. “The Norghanians have got what they deserved at last.”  
 
    “How can you say that?” Sonea said, sounding horrified. “There are thousands dead. It’s horrendous, it’s insane.” 
 
    “I say what my heart feels,” Iruki replied without flinching. 
 
    “And this is just the beginning,” Komir said. His gaze was fixed on the victorious black host, which was retreating to the sound of war-drums into the forest it had appeared from. Behind them it left a sea of blood and corpses. 
 
    Haradin’s gaze lingered on the young Norriel. A feeling of fear and helplessness came over him, because he too thought the same. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Somewhat south of the battle field, Cenem was gazing at the corpses in satisfaction. A smile was hidden behind his violet mask. His Lord and Master Isuzeni would be pleased with the success of the mission he had been entrusted with. The hundred Red Arrows accompanying him were finishing off the few survivors of the ambush. 
 
    “Sir, he’s still alive.” 
 
    “Bring him to me,” Cenem ordered. 
 
    That treacherous scorpion had survived his spell, and the attack of the Red Arrows. 
 
    Two of the Arrows dragged the wounded Nocean into Cenem’s presence. 
 
    “I see you’re still alive, Mulko.” 
 
    “Let me go… and I’ll load you with riches…” Mulko muttered. 
 
    “Riches are not much use if it means losing your life in exchange for them. In my case, if I were to let you go, a death full of suffering and never-ending pain would await me.” 
 
    “But you can’t kill me! I’m Mulko… I’m the Regent of the North…” 
 
    “I know who you are, viper. My Master has sent me to cut out your heart.” 
 
    “Noooooo!” Mulko shouted, but Cenem slit his throat with his ceremonial axe. 
 
    “Take out his heart,” Cenem said. “Master Isuzeni requires it.” He turned his back on the dead man and went out laughing. 
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    With dusk came quiet. The army of the shadows disappeared as it had arrived, and on the great open expanse there remained only a sepulchral silence watching over the thousands of corpses which were already beginning to decompose. Komir could make out little in the darkness by now. With his heart uneasy at the events he had witnessed, he withdrew with the rest to the camp in the highest part of the city, in front of the Royal Castle. Haradin considered that a night’s rest would do everyone good, since nobody knew what dawn would bring. 
 
    Komir could not sleep. He feared for the life of his companions. He did not even want to think about the possibility of anything bad happening to them. The grotesque massacre he had witnessed on the battle field had affected him. The invincible Norghanian army and the glorious legions of the Noceans had been horribly, mercilessly annihilated. Something which would have been completely unimaginable just a day before. 
 
    The warmth of the fire comforted him, and the nearby presence of Aliana on the other side of it helped to calm his spirit. He saw Haradin leave and wondered where he might be going at such an ungodly hour. He did not yet completely trust the great Mage; behind his friendly manner he was keeping too many things from him, things Komir was anxious to learn. He might be nothing but a simple Norriel, without refined upbringing or education but he could tell when someone was only telling him half-truths. And that Mage might be very powerful, but Komir’s instincts were not fooled, he was keeping important information from him, the reasons for which he did not know. He thought of following him, but he was too tired 
 
    He glanced at Aliana’s beauty and his spirit began to relax. The Healer glanced at him shyly from time to time, but did not dare start a conversation with him. Komir could not keep his eyes from her, for her beauty rivaled that of the sky itself which on that evening, dotted with thousands of stars, seemed to cradle them. Thinking about Aliana, overcome by that strange exhaustion, he fell asleep. A voice began to whisper in his ear: Komir… Komir… Komir… 
 
    The voice was vaguely familiar, rough and cold, and although at first he could not identify it, the pain his body began to feel reminded him that this experience was already familiar. An image intruded all of a sudden into his mind: Amtoko beside a silver pool, inside a strange cave decorated with enigmatic runes. The Silver Witch was trying to communicate with him through the blood link that joined them. 
 
    “My summons seems to reach you more easily now you’re closer to home, young Norriel.” 
 
    “Now I understand the exhaustion… I’m glad to see you in good health, Amtoko, although if you’re contacting me, I guess it won’t be good news…” 
 
    “Ah! Well, well, what little affection you must have for this old Witch if you take her for a bird of ill-omen! Even though there’s something in what you say…” 
 
    “What’s up? I’m listening.” 
 
    Amtoko sighed. After she had gazed at the pool for a moment, her wrinkled face shadowed. 
 
    “The moment has come, Komir, your destiny is on its way to be fulfilled. I have seen what is to happen in the pool of visions. The lives of thousands of people are at stake, the survival of our people hangs from a thread. A thread which Destiny is manipulating. The moment has come, my dear Norriel.” 
 
    “I know, Amtoko. I’ve witnessed the power of evil. I’m prepared to confront it, whatever the consequences. I’ll face it and confront the darkness and terror it brings. I’ll fight to stop it. I’ll fight with all my strength, to my last drop of blood. My only hope is that courage doesn’t fail me.” 
 
    “It won’t fail you, Norriel bear. You’ll rise firm as a cliff before the black sea of pain and suffering. You’ll fight, no matter how remote and unthinkable the chance of victory, and when all hope seems lost you’ll stand tall and serene, for your heart is strong and noble, and will not fail you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Amtoko. Your words fill me with hope. If you’ve come to check whether I’m ready, the answer is yes. I’ve been preparing for this day for a long time.” 
 
    “I have come for that, young warrior, and for something else. Before you face evil, you must face another test, a test of great importance for your soul. Listen to your Norriel heart, as it will guide you along the path you must follow.” 
 
    “So I shall do, Amtoko, so I always do.” 
 
    “Before I leave, let me tell you I have performed an ancestral ritual of safeguarding. I have taken a great deal of preparation and time over it, sacrificed rams whose blood has soaked the sacred altar, but this old Witch knew the day was near, I felt it in my bones. It is a ritual of great power, and through it my magic will try to protect you, Komir.” 
 
    “Thank you, you’ve always helped me and I appreciate it from the bottom of my heart.” 
 
    Amtoko smiled with an amused twitch of her mouth, dismissing this. 
 
    “I’ll take my leave with one last piece of advice: when everything seems lost, remember who you’re fighting for, remember why you must fulfill your destiny.” 
 
    Komir nodded. 
 
    “May the three goddesses protect you, warrior!” 
 
    And the image slowly vanished from his mind. 
 
    Komir slept, and his dreams turned into nightmares. 
 
    With the first light of dawn, voices of alarm rang out. All woke and armed themselves in haste, fearing an attack. They hurried to the outer wall with hearts beating, filled with uncertainty and with fear galloping madly in their hearts. But when they reached the wall and looked out, expecting to see the enemy army, what they saw instead froze the blood in their veins. Where the night before tens of thousands of fallen warriors had lain, now all that remained was an empty field dyed red. 
 
    The corpses had vanished. All of them. 
 
    A dreadful silence fell over the entire wall. The watchers caught their breath at the sight. 
 
    “No… it’s not possible,” Aliana said as she gazed at the empty plain. 
 
    Sonea rubbed her eyes in disbelief. “There were thousands… where are they? They can’t have disappeared…”  
 
    There was a look of surprise on Asti’s face. “Not hear anything in night…” 
 
    “They’ve used magic… very powerful magic,” Haradin whispered. 
 
    “To what end?” Komir asked uneasily. 
 
    “That I don’t know…”  
 
    A murmur in which unease and disgust were mingled came from the Norriel. That sinister scene was not in the least to the liking of the superstitious highland warriors. They did not understand what had happened, and to them this unimaginable disappearance could only mean maleficent witchcraft. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Beyond the forests, half a league to the east of Rilentor, Isuzeni, with the gleam of victory in his slanting eyes, gazed on the thousands of corpses hidden in the great ravine. Gleefully he imagined the surprise and dismay on the faces of the defenders of the city when they discovered the disappearance. It had required a great deal of magic and a massive combined effort to make all those corpses vanish during the night without being noticed. But they had done it. The preparations for the grand ritual were almost finished, and Isuzeni, following his Mistress’s precise instructions, was making sure everything was in perfect order. He had divided the corpses into five groups, as the rite required. Each group had been piled inside an enormous circle whose circumference followed the limit of the shed blood. 
 
    Isuzeni climbed a low hillock. From the top he gazed at the shape he had created with the five sinister circles. Perfect. An inverted five-pointed star, inside a great sacred circle which contains it, just as my Lady requested. At the end of the five tips, the bleeding circles with the corpses. Truly impressive, not just for its enormous size but for the devastating power of the ritual the Dark Lady is about to perform, he thought gleefully. 
 
    Isuzeni gave the signal to his thirteen disciples, acolytes of the Cult of Imork, who now went to the center of the pentagram. Isuzeni saw them march solemnly, walking slowly in twos, with the thirteenth closing the column. They were dressed in long dark red tunics decorated with golden emblems. On their chests they wore the shining head of a golden skeleton inside a circle, which was formed of two intertwined snakes whose heads faced each other: the symbol of the Cult of Imork. Capes of black velvet with the golden symbol embroidered on them hung down their backs. When they reached the center of the pentagonal star they stopped and waited in silence. At the sight of his acolytes Isuzeni felt the sweet prickling of pride. Surrounding the ill-omened representation of the star of death, thousands of soldiers of the Empress’s army awaited the events in the most absolute and ominous silence. A silence of fear and death. 
 
    And the moment arrived. The Dark Lady, making her appearance, went straight to the center of the inverted pentagram. She was dressed in absolute black, with small intricate decorations in red. She wore her body-armor, black as a moonless night. As she walked, her body swayed with the perfect balance and grace of a goddess. But though her seductive figure might melt men, her incomparable and lethal beauty would drive them insane. The long jet-black hair, soft as the touch of a summer breeze, the beautiful pale face with huge eyes black as night, the aura of sensuality and power which surrounded her, captivated anyone who dared glance at her. And daring it truly would have been to do so, since a mere glance brought with it the punishment of death. Her beauty was as incomparable as she was deadly. 
 
    When she reached the center Yuzumi, raised her arms to the heavens as the thirteen acolytes formed a circle around her. She cast a spell using long modulated phrases of power. Isuzeni watched the scene in awe, possessed by the envy of the man who yearns in secret and never manages to act. Above the pentagram a dark cloud began to take shape, and little by little the sky darkened as if a great storm were approaching from the mountains. The light dwindled, and soon there was only the sinister shadow of a threatening black sky. The sacred ritual to Imork, lord of death, begins. A ritual of such magnitude that never before has it been witnessed, Isuzeni thought, his eyes not missing a detail of what was happening. 
 
    The Dark Lady continued her spell, spreading her arms and giving out a black flash of power. From every one of the thirteen acolytes there flowed a grey energy, which issued from their bodies and sped towards Yuzumi’s chest. The Empress’s body tensed as she received the flow of vital energy from the Sorcerers. 
 
    Isuzeni sighed; his acolytes were being sacrificed to enhance the Dark Lady’s power. Only thus could his Mistress bring the grand ritual to its culmination. The first of the acolytes soon died, his life sucked from him. The sacrifice continued until all thirteen acolytes had fallen to the ground dead, without the least drop of life left in their spent bodies. A pity. So faithful, so obedient… But the Dark Lady’s wishes must always be fulfilled, Isuzeni thought, not without a touch of bitterness at the death of his disciples. 
 
    Yuzumi, charged with the energy of the thirteen acolytes, began the great ritual amid an oppressive heaviness. She pronounced long words of power, crying out to Imork, lord of the dead, and at last he replied with a deafening blast of thunder followed by a bolt of lightning which zig-zagged through the gloom. Instantly a powerful black flash burst out from the Dark Lady’s body. 
 
    She’s entered communion with Imork. Death now is power, and that power will unleash death. Isuzeni swallowed hard. 
 
    The five circles containing the corpses shone with the intense red of the shed blood. The Dark Lady cast a slow spell, as though this were some arcane litany. When she had finished, the great circle which contained the ritual pentagram shone powerfully red. 
 
    The thousands of watching soldiers knelt in terror. 
 
    The Dark Lady, arms spread wide, chanted in a voice of velvet. A black energy, the pestilent essence of decaying death, began to leave the putrid bodies of the fallen. It condensed in each of the five circles, forming a black essence of all that is vile. Yuzumi raised her arms, threw her head back and summoned each of the five mounds of death. The negative energy rushed to her body, striking hard against her chest. But she did not flinch, she stood firm as she drank in a power as utterly fateful as the sum of all the pain, suffering and despair of the thousands of souls whose corpses lay there. 
 
    Absorbed and awed, Isuzeni witnessed the macabre ritual of death while his Mistress took on this colossal power. Once she had absorbed the last drop of life, Yuzumi ended the ritual with a prayer to Imork. The Dark Lady folded her arms across her body and left the place in the most absolute silence while her hosts, kneeling before her, took care to utter no sound which might disturb the omnipotent Empress. Surrounded by a halo of power, as if Death herself now served her, she came slowly towards Isuzeni. 
 
    “My Lady and Mistress,” Isuzeni said with a deep bow. 
 
    “High Priest,” she replied, and stared at him with pupil-less eyes, shot with the blackness of death. 
 
    “The sacred ritual has been a success, my Lady and Mistress. I can feel your incredible power emanating, beyond all constraint.” 
 
    “Indeed. You have served me well, High Priest. The power I now hold cannot be held back. The time has come for us to face destiny. Nothing can stop me now, not with this invincible army at my service, not with this unchallengeable power. I shall stop the premonition. Once again I shall alter destiny as I did before, and when I do so, this whole continent will kneel before my power. I shall raze it to dust, so that no kingdom will be left standing. It will all be mine. All!” 
 
    Isuzeni gazed at the eyes of death of his Mistress, her terrifying thirst for power, and knew that the continent was doomed. 
 
    “Yes, my Lady,” was all he dared say. The aura of power around her seemed to be on the point of swallowing him, and he feared for his life. 
 
    “Is everything ready?” Yuzumi asked, more calmly. 
 
    “Yes, my Mistress.” 
 
    “Did you locate the Marked?” 
 
    “It hasn’t been possible, a very powerful magic is interfering and preventing our spells from locating him. But he’s in the city, my Lady.” 
 
    “And the White Soul?” 
 
    “We can see her, there’s no magic protecting her.” 
 
    “They must die today, both of them.” 
 
    “They shall die, my Lady. The Premonition will not come to pass.” 
 
    “How will we locate the Marked?” 
 
    “I have worked out a plan, my Lady. The Marked one will reveal himself.” 
 
    “That pleases me. When he does so, kill them both. I want their hearts in my hand, still beating. Afterwards, kill everyone in the city. Not a single person is to be left alive. I shall run no risk. I want them all dead, Isuzeni. Dead!” 
 
    “Not a single soul will survive, my Mistress.” 
 
    “Make sure, personally, that it is so. And beware, for I can sense the power of those medallions clearly, even here at a distance. Their power is enormous and profoundly ancient, and they represent a great risk. They must come into my hands so that I can control them. Kill them all, and bring me those medallions from their lifeless necks.” 
 
    “I’ll be wary, your Majesty, as I have always been. Only a wary and intelligent man wins through to old age, while his enemies die on the long and dangerous way. The medallions are something unforeseen, but never fear, my Mistress, they will be yours, and with them the heads of their Bearers.” 
 
    “Today is the day of my triumph! Today is the day I shall conquer this kingdom of Tremia, and with it my destiny!” 
 
    Isuzeni gazed at his Mistress alight with this terrible power, at the immense black army behind her, and knew without the shadow of a doubt that they would destroy Rilentor and nobody would survive. 
 
    Nobody. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At midmorning, the guards on the wall saw a lone rider on the edge of the forest to the east. He rode up to the wall, crossing the plain of blood. From head to toe he wore the black of the army of darkness, and on his chest was an emblem formed by two crossed swords in bright red. In his right hand he carried a long white banner which fluttered in the wind. The herald stopped his horse in front of the ruined gate and looked up at the battlements. 
 
    “Don’t kill him,” Gerart ordered from the top. 
 
    The herald bowed his head slowly in salute. When he straightened again, he spoke with a heavy foreign accent: 
 
    “I am an emissary of the Supreme Empress Yuzumi, sovereign of all the continent of Toyomi, conqueror of Tremia, Commander in Chief of the invincible Black Army. I bring an important message from my Lady and Mistress.” 
 
    “I am Gerart, King of Rogdon. What is the message?” 
 
    “The message is not for the monarch of this ruined kingdom,” the herald said with obvious disdain. 
 
    Gerart gazed at the herald, half in surprise, half in anger. 
 
    “Who is the message for, then?” he inquired more loudly. 
 
    “It is for the Marked.” 
 
    The whole wall filled with murmurs and questioning looks. Gerart turned to Haradin in surprise, but the Mage simply shrugged. 
 
    “I do not know who you are referring to. Who is this Marked?” 
 
    “Let the Marked show himself,” the herald said. 
 
    Gerart looked around. The five Bearers stood on his right, with Hartz, Kayti and Kendas a little further behind. All exchanged glances, but nobody said a word or moved a muscle. 
 
    “As you wish,” the herald said. He took a horn out of his saddlebag, put it to his lips and gave a long call. The sound of the horn rang throughout the plain. 
 
    In reply, several figures dressed in black, began to appear from among the trees. At first just a few, then little by little the whole plain filled with lines of soldiers in black, dotted with intense red. In the blink of an eye the unfathomable army of the Dark Lady took up their positions before the battered walls of Rilentor. There were more than fifty thousand of them with their polished black laminated armor, carrying swords and spears whose long red standards fluttered in the gentle morning breeze. The army of death stopped and awaited instructions. 
 
    “We are not enemies,” Gerart said in an attempt at negotiation. “There is no need for confrontation. We can come to an agreement.” 
 
    But the herald ignored him. He waved his hand at the hosts behind him. 
 
    “Marked, show yourself, or else nobody will be left alive in this city.”  
 
    Gerart was about to speak, but Komir stepped forward and leaned over the parapet. 
 
    “Here I am. I am the Marked.” 
 
    A murmur broke out among the defenders. In a few moments it gathered strength until at last it was a loud roaring from hundreds of throats. 
 
    The herald acknowledged Komir with a nod. 
 
    “My Mistress, the Supreme Empress Yuzumi, offers you the opportunity to save the city and all who shelter in it. If you hand yourself over without opposition, the city will be spared.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” Komir asked, his voice firm. 
 
    “In that case you shall all die. The Supreme Empress will destroy the city with her glorious army and will order the hearts of each and every one found in it to be torn out: men, women, and children, without exception. Nobody shall survive. That is the will of the Empress, and it shall be carried out to the letter.” 
 
    A tense silence followed the herald’s words. 
 
    Aliana was the first to break the silence. “You can’t turn yourself in!”  
 
    “Of course he’s not turning himself in! No way!” thundered Hartz, stepping forward. 
 
    Gerart and Haradin went to Komir’s side. In a low voice the young monarch asked him: 
 
    “Do you know why she asks for you? What does she want of you?” 
 
    “She wants me dead,” Komir said in a firmer voice than he himself expected. 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Our destinies are joined. She’s been seeking my death for a long time. She was responsible for the death of my parents. Now I know that. She won’t stop until she sees me dead. One of us must die here today. That’s our destiny, to confront each other. So it has been foretold.” 
 
    “But if you turn yourself in she’ll kill you at once,” Haradin said, his face creased in worry. “You’ll be handing her destiny to her on a tray.” 
 
    “I know, but I have no choice. You heard, she’ll kill us all, and you’ve seen the power of her army: we have no chance against a host like that.” 
 
    “If they attack us,” Gerart said, “we’ll fight as we’ve been doing until now, with honor, with courage.”  
 
    “I know that, and it’s exactly what I don’t want.” 
 
    Hartz seized Komir’s arms and held them. “I won’t let you!” 
 
    “Don’t you see it, big guy? If we fight, we all die, and all these deaths will be on my conscience. I can’t allow that! 
 
    “We came with you of our own free will,” Aliana said with tears in her eyes. “We followed you because we wanted to, because we believed in your cause. It’s not your responsibility, Komir.” 
 
    The Norriel shook his head. 
 
    “No, I won’t repeat my past mistakes. And I won’t put you in danger again because of my selfishness. This isn’t your business. It’s my destiny, my war, and you won’t die for it.” 
 
    “What guarantees do we have that she’ll keep her word?” Gerart said. “I don’t like the idea of sending you off to certain death without any guarantee.” 
 
    “Your sacrifice might very well be in vain, Komir,” Haradin said. 
 
    “Even so, I’ll take the risk. The alternative isn’t acceptable to me. I’ll die like a Norriel, before my people.” He gazed at the city behind him where the survivors were sheltering. 
 
    Gerart weighed the situation for a moment and finally spoke: “The decision is yours. We shan’t stop you,” 
 
    Komir knew the situation was desperate. They could not afford to run the risk. Too many lives were at stake. 
 
    “I won’t let you do this!” Hartz said. 
 
    Komir put his hands on the big man’s shoulders and looked into his eyes. 
 
    “Nobody could wish for a better friend, nobody will ever have a better comrade. Our path ends here, my friend, it’s time to part. You know in that great heart of yours that this is the right thing to do, otherwise I couldn’t live with the guilt. You know that.” 
 
    Hartz tried to resist. “No…” 
 
    “You know. Listen to your heart. I have to go, and you have to let me go.” 
 
    Hartz shook his head, and Komir saw tears running down the big Norriel’s cheeks as he made an effort not to weep aloud. Komir hugged him and whispered in his ear: 
 
    “Norriel we are, and Norriel we shall die.” 
 
    Hartz nodded several times, swallowing his pain. Komir turned and gazed at the woman he loved. 
 
    “You can’t do it!” Aliana cried between sobs. “They’ll kill you!” 
 
    Komir walked over to her and looked into her eyes, filling with tears. He held her pale, beautiful face in his hands. Then he kissed her forehead tenderly, and she wept. 
 
    “Take care of the big guy,” he told her. 
 
    The rest of the group watched him with moist eyes, trying to keep their composure. Komir glanced at each of them as though giving them a last individual parting salute. Then he leaned over the parapet. 
 
    “I’m handing myself over!” he said to the herald in a firm voice which left no room for doubt. 
 
    The messenger smiled in triumph and gestured to him to come down. 
 
    As he went down the stairs, Komir felt in his soul that he had made the right decision. Nobody would die through any fault of his. He passed the Norriel warriors, who watched him in silence, and when he reached the great fallen gate he nodded in greeting to Auburu and Gudin, who looked worried. The matriarch of his tribe went to speak to him, but Komir stopped her with a gesture. He knew they were with him, but he would not drag them to their death. He shook his head, and Auburu understood the unspoken message. The matriarch bowed her head and nodded. 
 
    Komir stepped out to meet the herald, leaving behind him an uneasy silence. 
 
    “Follow me, Marked. The all-powerful Empress Yuzumi awaits you.” 
 
    Komir began to walk after the herald. 
 
    The enemy hosts awaited him ahead. 
 
    Death awaited him. 
 
    With determination and without fear he walked on, leaving the walls of Rilentor behind. 
 
    He would fulfill his destiny, fearlessly. 
 
    Suddenly a voice thundered behind him. 
 
    “If he goes, I’m coming too.” 
 
    Komir turned and saw his giant friend striding towards him. 
 
    The herald glanced at him and smiled in amusement. 
 
    “And so am I,” another voice said. Aliana came out of the gate with firm steps. 
 
    Iruki, Asti and Sonea came out together behind Aliana. “And so are we,” 
 
    Tears sprang up in Komir’s eyes at his comrades’ heroic gesture. He wanted to shout to them to go back to the wall, but he was overwhelmed by his feelings and the words would not come out. 
 
    The face of the herald darkened. He was not smiling any more. 
 
    Kayti appeared behind them, resplendent in her radiant white armor. “And me, because wherever my Hartz goes I go too.”  
 
    The herald straightened on his mount. 
 
    “If you wish to die, then so be it!” he shouted furiously. 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not going to happen,” a voice said. Komir turned and saw Haradin coming.  
 
    Gudin appeared with all the Norriel warriors behind him. 
 
    “We’re not letting one of ours die alone, sacrificing for us. You’re a Norriel, a bear, and we’ll die with you. Norriel we are, and Norriel we shall die!” 
 
    “Norriel we are, and Norriel we shall die!” cried Hartz. 
 
    The four thousand Norriel answered the cry: 
 
    “Norriel we are, and Norriel we shall die!” 
 
    The herald spat on the ground. 
 
    “As you wish,” he said. “You will all die!” 
 
    He spurred his horse back toward the black army. 
 
    Komir relaxed and looked proudly at his own people. He could not believe what they had just done. For the first time ever he felt a full Norriel. All he had ever wished for had come true: to be accepted and respected by the Norriel, as one of their own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Heroic Combat 
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    For hours nothing happened. A strange, tense silence fell on the plain. Komir watched the enemy army from the gate of the battered outer wall of the city. They were not moving, perfectly lined up, keeping silent, with their standards blowing in the wind. A mute wind, which brought no sound either of beasts or men, as if something evil had devoured any echo of life. The scene was so gloomy that Komir felt a chill run down his spine. He shook it off. Beside him the Bearers watched the scene, as restless as he was himself. He could feel the fear his companions felt, a natural and human fear. But he could feel something else too: the courage of their pure and noble hearts. He eyed them carefully: Aliana, brave and compassionate; Iruki, wild and untamable; Sonea, daring and intelligent; Asti, delicate but determined. The four were women of incomparable worth. The medallions had chosen their bearers well, at least as far as they were concerned. As for himself, Komir still had to prove it, and prove it he would. He would not fail them under any circumstance: not them, not his own people. 
 
    “What are those swine waiting for?” Iruki said in frustration. 
 
    Sonea bent her head to one side as she counted the enemy hosts. “As long as they don’t attack, there’s some hope for us. Time is on our side.”  
 
    “Me no like,” protested Asti, expressing the general feeling. 
 
    “Let’s keep calm,” Aliana said. “Everything’s not lost. As long as we’re together and united, there’s hope.”  
 
    Although they all wanted to believe the Healer’s words, the truth was too dramatic and brutal. Before them was the pitiless black army, an uncountable host. Behind them was the ruined capital of the Kingdom. They were standing on a half-collapsed wall which barely remained upright. But Komir was aware that among the rubble of the city and in the Royal Castle thousands of innocent refugees were sheltering, and those refugees depended on them if they were to stay alive. If they failed, those people would all die, which was something Komir did not even want to imagine.  
 
    Unconsciously he looked for Aliana’s gaze, and met it. The Healer returned his glance, full of hope and with a faint smile to let him know everything was all right, that she was there beside him and that together they would face the impossible. Komir’s heart breathed a little more easily. 
 
    The war drums began to roll. The dreadful sound of death signaled the prelude to the tragedy as the black army started its advance. Komir’s heart sank. The enemy hosts were immense; thousands and thousands of men, bearers of absolute death and desolation, just as Amtoko had warned him. They formed a black ocean of pain and suffering, and their pestilent waters would engulf all in torment. Komir sighed and recalled the words of the Silver Witch: he must stay firm, no matter how desperate the situation might appear. He breathed out and said: 
 
    “I’ll fight to my last breath, firm as a cliff that the sea tries to defeat.” 
 
    The Bearers heard him and turned. 
 
    “And we’ll stand with you,” Aliana said. 
 
    Komir nodded and put his hand to his heart in appreciation of the gesture. 
 
    Haradin, Gerart, and Master Gudin came up to them, and together they watched the advance of the enemy troops, in perfect formation. 
 
    “Shall we withdraw to the Castle?” Gerart asked the Mage. “The fortress wall is almost as bad as this, but it’s smaller and easier to defend.” 
 
    Haradin meditated his answer for a moment. He watched the invading army, then the Bearers, and finally came to a decision. 
 
    “We’ll fight here. This will be a battle of magic. The clearer land we have, the greater our advantage. Besides, there are thousands of refugees hiding among the rubble, and if I unleash my power from the castle wall it will reach them too. I don’t want innocent victims. No, we’ll fight here. Here is where we’ll defeat the enemy.” 
 
    “Very well,” said Gerart. “In that case we’d better block the damaged stretches so that they can’t come in and attack our rearguard. Gudin, your Norriel must make a barrier at the gate and the ruined eastern section. I’ll do the same with my men at the western part.” 
 
    Gudin nodded. “I’ll defend the gate myself.” 
 
    “Thank you, Gudin, and good luck.” Gerart said. He offered his hand to the Master Warrior, who shook it firmly. “They won’t pass,” he said. With a nod to Komir, Gudin took half his five thousand men and formed them into three compact lines, sealing the entrance. The other half he sent to seal the eastern wall. Hartz turned to Komir. 
 
    “I’m going with them. My Norriel brothers will need my sword.” 
 
    Komir hesitated, not wanting to be parted from Hartz. Kayti came to stand beside the giant. “I’ll protect him, don’t worry,” she said. 
 
    “If you encounter any enemy magic,” Haradin said, “sound the horn and I’ll come to help you.”  
 
    Komir patted his friend’s shoulder. “All right, go. Don’t let them pass.”  
 
    “Let’s go and crush some skulls!” shouted Hartz, and ran after his countrymen, with Kayti behind him. 
 
    Komir shook his head, Hartz was incorrigible, even in the worst and most desperate of situations. And that was why he loved the big guy. 
 
    Gerart saw them leave and looked up at the blue sky. “A good day to defend the homeland,” he said. 
 
    Haradin too looked up. “Yes, your Highness. Today we’ll show the world what honor and true heroic worth really mean.” 
 
    “Good luck!” Gerart said to Haradin. 
 
    “Remember, the people need their King alive.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to forget.” 
 
    “Are you carrying the horn?” 
 
    Kendas stepped up and patted the object that hung at his waist. “I have it,” he said. “Don’t worry, Haradin.” 
 
    The Prince went across to the Bearers. “Thank you all for your courage. The King of Rogdon and his people will never forget it.” 
 
    “Thank you, your Highness,” Aliana said with a bow of respect. 
 
    Gerart saluted them with a light bow and left with Kendas and the two thousand Rogdonian soldiers. All the defenders took up their posts. Stoically they awaited the onslaught of the black tide and its fifty thousand men. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first wave came with the sun shining high above, and crashed against the barrier of the defenders. The Norriel remained firm, dealing death to the men of the Black Army. Their round wooden shields stopped the enemy onslaught and their swords, forged in the highlands, shed the outlanders’ blood on Rogdonian soil. The roars of the wild Norriel muffled the din of the battle and the moans of the slant-eyed men as they fell and died. 
 
    “Stay firm!” Haradin shouted over the noise of the combat from where he was standing on top of the gate, the three lines of defenders beneath him. Beside him the five Bearers waited, watching warily. 
 
    Komir watched his people holding the line, fighting like true giants, roaring like enraged bears, managing to slow down the advance of the thousands of soldiers in dark armor who were trying to sweep them away. But the Norriel fought as if they were the sons of the God of War himself. The slant-eyed soldiers fell dead at the feet of those demigods of the battle, hacked by the steel of the highlands. 
 
    “Stand fast! Don’t let them in!” Haradin shouted to the heroic defenders. 
 
    The black tide crashed against the wall and the three groups blocking their way in. So sure were they of their superiority that they went straight to destroy the three weak points of the wall, where the defenders fought like men possessed. 
 
    Under the gate, in the center of the line, Komir made out Master Gudin dealing death with astonishing ease. He wanted to go and help him, and made an involuntary move which Haradin immediately noticed. 
 
    “No Komir. Your place is up here, on top of the wall, not down there. Put away your sword. Now it’s time to use the destructive power of magic.” 
 
    The great Battle Mage concentrated, closing his eyes, and cast a spell with his staff raised above his head. Before him stretched the black tide. 
 
    “May the fire of a lava lake consume you all!” he commanded. 
 
    Some hundred paces away, in the midst of the attacking hosts, a lake of incandescent magma began to form under the feet of the enemy. Horror broke out among the hundreds of unfortunates whose bodies began to sink into the lava, burning without any means of escape, screaming in agony. 
 
    “Aliana, you must concentrate. Using your Gift, order the medallion to emulate the spell I’ve just cast.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can do that, Haradin…” 
 
    “Try. Order the medallion to follow your intention.” 
 
    Aliana closed her eyes and held the medallion in both hands. For a long, tense moment nothing happened. Komir and the other Bearers eyed her uneasily. Suddenly a flash of intense brown shot out of the medallion. There came a loud crack beside the lava lake, as if a mighty boulder had broken and fallen down a mountainside. The ground began to shake and crack under the feet of the enemy soldiers like the epicenter of an earthquake. Giant crevices opened in the unstable terrain, and the enemy soldiers fell into them with screams of horror. 
 
    Haradin watched the scene. His face showed restrained satisfaction. 
 
    “Very good, Aliana. Keep up the spell, don’t let it die out.” He turned to the other Bearers. “Now it’s your turn to try. Focus on a point in the middle of the enemy tide and conjure through your medallion. As Aliana has just managed to do it, it’s possible. You’ll manage it. Now. Go ahead.” 
 
    Iruki imitated Aliana at once without wasting any time, led by her wild spirit, but Asti and Sonea were left looking perplexed. 
 
    “If she’s done it, I’ll do it too,” Iruki cried fiercely. “Death to the invader!”  
 
    Sonea and Asti exchanged downcast glances and tried to imitate Aliana, but judging by their unsure expressions it did not seem that they would manage it. Suddenly a blue flash shot from the medallion around Iruki’s neck. The Masig had managed to cast a spell. Komir looked up and saw a huge lake of blue water forming under the feet of the attackers. She’s going to drown them, he thought. But to his surprise the lake suddenly began to freeze, so that the hundreds of men who had fallen in it and were swimming for their lives froze. In a few moments all the enemies inside the lake had become statues of ice. 
 
    “Wonderful!” said Haradin, who was expanding his spell to cover more land and incinerate more enemies with his extraordinary power. 
 
    Komir looked at his own Ether Medallion. What type of spell could he create, if any? He did not know, but he was going to try. He had to help his comrades, he had to create chaos, death and destruction in the enemy ranks. He closed his eyes and concentrated, then searched for his inner pool of energy and activated it. He clasped the medallion with both hands. I command you to create a lake of death and despair among the enemy. Let their souls lose their way and never return. Strange Ilenian symbols filled his mind, and Komir knew the medallion was casting a spell. He felt it draw on his inner energy in order to create that spell. He felt it envelop him and shoot out from him. He opened his eyes and searched the enemy hosts for the spell he had created.  
 
    Some way beyond Haradin’s Lava Lake an arcane swamp began to form, and a thick fog rose from it, covering a large area. It did not look either lethal or destructive. Komir went on watching the swamp and the mysterious fog and realized to his amazement that the soldiers who entered it did not come out again. Their bodies became ethereal, their souls were lost, unable to return to the world of the living. 
 
    It works! I did it! Full of enthusiasm, he concentrated again, trying to make the medallion strengthen the spell. 
 
    Haradin was shouting at the defenders: “Keep holding fast! Don’t let them break our lines, or else we’re lost! Bearers, death to the enemy! Don’t give up, we still have a chance, fight! Fight for what you love!” As he shouted, he fixed his gaze on the five, infusing their young hearts with courage and hope. 
 
    Now that the situation was turning against them the enemy army began to maneuver to assault the wall, while trying to avoid the areas where the spells were operating. Ladders and hooks made their appearance over the battered parapets. 
 
    “They’re going to climb the wall!” Komir warned. 
 
    “Damnation!” cried Haradin. 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “You keep up the spells,” Haradin said. “We have to keep attacking them so they don’t reach the wall. I have an idea. I don’t know if it’ll work, but it’s worth trying. Sonea, Asti. Your hands, quickly.”  
 
    “But… we haven’t even been able to conjure…” Sonea said. She was trying to understand the Mage’s intentions. 
 
    He spread his arms wide. “I know, don’t worry.”  
 
    Sonea and Asti took hold of his hands. 
 
    “Close your eyes and concentrate.” Haradin closed his too, and the three fell into a trance. The Mage intoned strange words, like a chant. 
 
    “The bastards are climbing!” Iruki cried. 
 
    Haradin ended his chant. Suddenly Sonea’s medallion gave off a flash, followed by another from Asti’s. Haradin raised their joined hands to the sky and went on chanting as a luminescent aura enveloped them. 
 
    Komir knew the situation was turning critical. Hundreds of soldiers in black began to appear over the parapet. He tried to cast a spell over a group nearby, but as he had no other spell to use as a reference, he failed. Not only that, but the spell he had cast over the battlefield began to wane. 
 
    “By the three goddesses!” he roared in frustration. He concentrated again on the arcane swamp he had created and expanded it using the power of his medallion. 
 
    Haradin finished the spell. The three of them were surrounded by an aura of power which shone with blinding force. Haradin let go of the girls’ hands. He spread his arms wide, taking in the wall on both sides of the gate. In a dark voice he spoke words of power. 
 
    There was an explosion: the energy which surrounded Haradin was launched along the parapets of the wall, following the direction of his outstretched arms. As it ran along the wall the energy turned to liquid, as if Haradin were watering the top of the wall. 
 
    “What’s the Mage doing?” Iruki said. “We’re not going to stop them like that!”  
 
    “Be patient,” Aliana said. “Haradin knows what he’s doing,”  
 
    Komir watched, not understanding, but hoping the Healer was right. 
 
    And once again, so she was. 
 
    With a last great utterance of power, Haradin brought his arms down. As he did so, the whole top of the upper wall began to burn intensely. The enemy soldiers on the parapets were instantly consumed by fire. The soldiers who reached the top of the wall encountered a nightmare of flames. Fleeing the fire, they hurled themselves back onto their own troops, or else tried to cross the flames only to fall inside the city as blackened corpses. Cries of pain rose to the heavens like agonized prayers which the deaf gods failed to answer. 
 
    “That will keep them back for now,” said Haradin. His face showed signs of exhaustion. 
 
    “How did you do it?” Sonea asked. “There’s an unimaginable power and reach to that spell… Was it the medallions?” 
 
    “It was,” Haradin said as he retrieved his staff. “My power doesn’t allow me to create a spell as powerful as that, but the strength of the medallion does. That’s what I’ve done: I used their power and acted as a channel. Risky, as it might have consumed me, but it worked.” 
 
    “In desperate situations,” Sonea said, “you need desperate ideas.” She smiled. 
 
    Haradin smiled faintly. “That spell won’t hold forever, so we need to concentrate and wreak the greatest possible havoc among their ranks. Come on, Bearers! Death to the enemy! They must not pass!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Isuzeni eyed the battlefield with growing unrest. Things were not going according to the strategy he had worked out. He had planned everything down to the smallest detail with the utmost care, spending hundreds of hours tying up loose ends, analyzing every detail in his exceptional mind, as he always did. The Marked had not surrendered, and the damned resistance of those highland barbarians was exceptional. More than that, it was unheard-of. A bunch of half-savage warriors and the last Rogdonians had managed to stop the advance of fifty thousand experienced and perfectly-led soldiers. The Empress’ seven armies were held immobile on the battlefield, unable to move forward. And now, to add insult to injury, the enemy Battle Mage was causing real damage among his troops with his devastating spells. 
 
    “Have you located them?” he asked Narmos, his loyal acolyte and priest of the Order of Imork. 
 
    “Yes, Master. They are above the gate: the Great Battle Mage and at least three other powerful Mages, my Lord.” 
 
    “As I thought. It’s not feasible for a single Mage to cast and maintain spells like that over such a wide area all by himself, no matter how powerful he might be. He’s being helped. This is a serious setback, unexpected and worrying.” 
 
    “The battlements are on fire,” Narmos pointed out. “We will not be able to climb them.”  
 
    Isuzeni half-closed his eyes and clasped his hands behind him. The sight of the wall crowned with flames was disastrous as far as his own interests were concerned. The troops would not be able to attack. He shook his head. This spell was immensely powerful, more so than any of his own. How could he have foreseen anything like this? How could those Mages have created a spell like that? 
 
    “Fate has a tendency to deal us bad hands when we are near our goals…” he said, seeing his army trapped in front of the wall. “Those Mages could never have created a spell on that scale. It has to be connected in some way with the medallions the Dark Lady has seen in her visions of the Skull of Destiny. Yes, that would explain it… that has to be the reason. The medallions…” 
 
    Cenem came up to his master. “The Generals have already given orders to surround the wall and find a way in,” he said. 
 
    Isuzeni was lost in thought. “We have to eliminate the Mages before they decimate our army completely. It’s time to fight magic with magic.” 
 
    Both acolytes nodded silently. 
 
    “What else have you found out? I need to have all the information available if I’m to decide on a course of action.” 
 
    Cenem showed the skull with its ruby eyes and brandished the silver axe. “The Prince-King of the Rogdonians is fighting at the breach in the western wall. With his leadership he’s preventing the army from breaking their way in.” 
 
    Isuzeni listened to his minion with the greatest interest. 
 
    Narmos imitated Cenem’s gesture. With the axe in one hand and the skull in the other, he said: “Master, I managed to locate her. The White Soul is fighting on the other flank, blocking the eastern entrance.” 
 
    Isuzeni smiled. His spirits lifted at the news. 
 
    “Excellent. Now we know where they are, which pleases me. It will grant us a strategic advantage denied to our enemies. It is a crucial advantage to know where the key figures are in the battlefield. It will tilt the game in my favor. We shall kill the Prince-King and the White Soul at the flanks. You will take care of that. As for the Mages in the middle section, I shall kill them personally. The Marked is bound to be among them. Not one of them must remain alive. None!” 
 
    “It shall be done as you say,” both acolytes said with a bow. 
 
    Isuzeni put his hand on his chin and said thoughtfully: 
 
    “Do not run any risks. Take reinforcements; you will need support.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Trouble 
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    The battle was turning ever more brutal and ruthless, but the Norriel were holding their ground. The enemy had not been able to breach the barrier they formed and enter through the half-destroyed gate. His fellow-countrymen filled Komir’s heart with pride. Suddenly he felt an odd sensation, like an intense pang of nervousness, and lost his concentration. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” he said. At the same moment, his defensive sphere surrounded him with its magic. 
 
    He saw that all his companions, even Asti and Sonea, who had not been able to cast any spell, had their spheres up. He breathed out in relief and saw that Haradin was raising his own. 
 
    “The medallions are warning us that enemy magic is being conjured,” Komir said to Haradin. 
 
    “Yes, my instinct tells me the same thing. Very powerful magic: Black Magic, Magic of Death. I feel it close, too close… But I can’t pinpoint where it’s coming from. Whoever is using it is very cunningly hiding his power.” 
 
    They scanned the enemy hosts, trying to identify some gleam, some anomaly that would reveal the enemy Sorcerer. 
 
    “Haradin!” Aliana suddenly shouted in terror. 
 
    A sinister blackness, like a specter of death, started to engulf the Mage. It enveloped his whole protective sphere, trying to devour the essence of the life it was protecting. Haradin fell to his knees.  
 
    “Get away from me!” he warned the others. 
 
    “How can we help you? Tell us, Haradin!” Aliana cried. 
 
    “No… you can’t…” the Mage replied with a great effort. “I must… counterattack his magic… strengthen my shield… repel the death spell...” 
 
    The specter of death expanded around Haradin, and the others took a step back to keep it from touching them. The Mage grunted, struggling to break it down, but did not appear to be winning. The enemy Sorcerer must be one of great power. 
 
    Komir craned his neck to see if he could locate the Sorcerer in the midst of the enemy hosts so that he could try to finish him off and free Haradin. He could see nothing but a sea of black dotted with blood-red, an ocean of horror which was on its way to engulf them. 
 
    Haradin screamed. 
 
    He was in deep trouble. And if the Mage fell, so would they all. 
 
    The shrill sound of a horn sounding the alarm rang out in the East. 
 
    Komir turned toward the origin of the call, even though he could not see what was going on. “It’s Hartz! Enemy magic!” he cried. 
 
    He searched for Haradin, but the Mage could not help him. The horn rang out again. 
 
    “I have to help Hartz!” Without thinking twice, he leapt off the gate and broke into a run. The big guy’s in deep trouble. I must help him!  
 
    Iruki took out her Ilenian sword. “I’m going with him,” she said, and ran after Komir. 
 
    Aliana’s gaze followed them. Seeing Komir plunge headlong into danger for his friend without a moment’s hesitation, she felt admiration for the young warrior. It was not the first time she had felt this, since he had already proved overwhelmingly that his heart was noble and his devotion absolute. Once again the feeling of unrest and anguish tightened on her chest, as if an iron fist were clutching her heart. It was almost a physical pain. She tried to regulate her breathing, but the air seemed not to be reaching her lungs. Her feelings for the Norriel were growing stronger, and the desperate situation they were in only served to deepen them. Nothing’s going to happen to him, he’s a magnificent warrior and he has the Medallion of Ether with him, she said to herself as she tried to calm her unease. But looking at the sea of enemies at her feet and knowing Komir was going to fight them, or something worse, she could not help but feel deeply uneasy. 
 
    “Be careful, be very careful,” she whispered, although Komir, who was already running along the wall, could not hear her. 
 
    Below the gate the men were fighting for their lives. The screams and din of the combat were increasingly deafening. The lines of Norriel defenders had thinned and the enemy kept up its pressure, trying to get through into the city at whatever cost. But the Norriel did not give way. When a warrior from the first line fell, he was rapidly replaced by one from the second. Unfortunately, sooner or later there would be none left to strengthen the line. Aliana knew the situation was critical and that they needed Haradin’s power to help the Norriel. She needed it urgently, or else very soon everything would be lost. 
 
    Above the gate, a few steps away from her, Haradin was fighting against the powerful spell which was seeking to devour him. Aliana clenched her fists in frustration. I must do something. I can’t just stay here twiddling my thumbs while Haradin is consumed. I have to help him —but how?  
 
    Asti’s eyes were on her as if she could read her mind. She shook her head. 
 
    “Aliana… no…” 
 
    But Aliana was determined to intervene. She was no longer an innocent, insecure young girl. She was a woman, and she would fight! Aliana hurried to Haradin’s side and allowed the death-blackness of the enemy spell to envelop her. She could see it trying to penetrate her protective sphere, and immediately the medallion sensed it too. The Ilenian gem shone as it cast its spell, using the Healer’s inner energy to strengthen the sphere. Aliana, now completely surrounded by blackness, could feel the cold presence of death enfolding her as it searched for her soul. Haradin was fighting with his elemental magic against the spell, but was barely able to contain it. It’s Death Magic I can feel it clearly… She closed her eyes. Concentrating on her inner energy, she used her Gift, the power of Healing. She projected it from her hands towards the sphere, just as she always did with the sick and wounded. She opened her eyes and witnessed something amazing. 
 
    The blackness was vanishing at the touch of the Life Magic. 
 
    Aliana watched enthralled as the life-magic of her Gift infiltrated the protective sphere and destroyed the death-magic of the spell. If I could expand my magic’s area of action, I could help Haradin, she thought. An instant later the Ilenian medallion shone dazzlingly on her chest, radiating her vital energy outwards. She watched in wonder as her life-energy, enhanced by the medallion, devoured the blackness of death Haradin was fighting against. 
 
    The blackness was destroyed. The Mage was free. 
 
    “Thank you… Aliana…” he said, gasping for breath. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes, I just need to rest a little… to recover. The effort… has been enormous…” 
 
    Greatly relieved, Aliana smiled. The Mage looked exhausted, but they had defeated the enemy spell and were still alive. This small victory filled her with optimism, even though things were still desperate. 
 
    Shortly after this, a massive explosion behind them made them all spin round. They saw a flying ball of fire, which exploded over the black tide in front of the wall and reduced everything around into ashes, bringing death to hundreds of soldiers of the black army. 
 
    “It looks as though Haradin has recovered,” Sonea said cheerfully as she saw the devastating destructive power of the great Mage in action. 
 
    Another ball of fire exploded in the same spot, and the flames rose to the sky. Aliana could see the horror which the fire had spread among the enemy troops. Screams of infernal suffering sounded everywhere. She shuddered at what was before her eyes. But it was their only hope. 
 
    The Mage unleashed an inferno on the earth, and the Norriel warriors enjoyed a moment’s respite. 
 
    Suddenly the sound of a horn reached them from the west. 
 
    “Horn, Kendas,” Asti said, sounding uneasy. 
 
    The sound was coming from the left flank. 
 
    “The King and Kendas must be under attack from Magic,” Sonea concluded. 
 
    Aliana was deeply concerned. She hesitated for a moment, her eyes on Haradin, but he signaled her not to worry about him. She simply could not leave Gerart to his luck. She had to help him. Asti came to her side and said: “We go, help,” as if confirming Aliana in her decision. The Healer nodded at the Usik and turned to Sonea. 
 
    “Go, quickly,” the little Librarian said. “I’ll help Haradin,” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Wind of the Steppes 
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    Komir ran towards the east, leaping over rubble, rocks and ruined buildings in the shadow of the great wall. Iruki followed him, running with the agility of a gazelle. The sound of the horn could only mean one thing: enemy magic. He had to reach Hartz to help him. He felt a burning anxiety rising from his chest all the way up to his mouth. I must help Hartz before it’s too late. Behind a heap of boulders which had formed part of the wall he caught sight of his fellow-countrymen. The Norriel were defending the opening in the ruined wall, fighting with their famed courage and skill. The black army pressed hard on the highland warriors, but could not manage to break through. 
 
    “Come on, you halfwits!” he heard Hartz roar at the top of his voice. “Come on, I’m here waiting for you! Thousands of heads will roll today and my sword will quench its thirst for foreign blood! Just you mark my words!”  
 
    At the sound of those fighting words Komir felt an immediate sense of relief. Hartz was alive and well. 
 
    Iruki pointed to where Hartz and Kayti were battling in the middle of a sinister cloud. “Be wary, Komir. Evil magic.” 
 
    “Hell! Danger!” Komir felt a spasm of unease. As they approached, they sensed a poisonous spell rising in front of them, with men falling consumed by its corrupt aura. 
 
    They found Kayti on foot, surrounded by dead Norriel warriors who had been consumed by the corrupting radiation. Komir at once identified its origin. A few paces ahead of Kayti, facing the line of Norriel defenders, was an unholy well, sickly green in color. The well was not natural. It had appeared from the ground, but was covered in a putrid incandescence, clearly supernatural in origin. 
 
    Komir, gestured frantically at the Norriel. “Get away from the haze!” he shouted. 
 
    But the warriors, engrossed in the battle and intent on dealing death to the soldiers of the black army while they kept up their line of defense, did not hear him. 
 
    Hartz fell to the ground suddenly on top of a dozen enemy bodies. 
 
    “Hartz! No!” 
 
    Komir ran to him. As he ran, the medallion flashed once with a translucent gleam and a protective sphere rose around him. The medallion has identified the enemy magic and is protecting me from it. He confronted two enemy soldiers and killed them with Norriel skill, without missing a beat. He sheathed sword and knife, then grabbed Hartz’s arms and dragged him with all his strength to safety, out of the reach of the insidious haze. 
 
    Iruki meanwhile was helping Kayti finish off the last enemy soldiers. They too, affected by the fumes of the well, were dying, consumed. Iruki’s medallion shone with a blue gleam, and a protective sphere formed to cover her. 
 
    “Enemy magic,” she said to Kayti, pointing at the well. 
 
    Komir shook his friend. “Wake up, Hartz, wake up!” But he did not regain consciousness. 
 
    He was very pale, as if he had swallowed poison. Komir saw Kayti and Iruki in front of the well, impregnated with its lethal fume, standing in the midst of a hundred corpses. 
 
    “Get out of there! Away from the well!” 
 
    Iruki took hold of Kayti in an attempt to protect her from the enemy spell, but only managed to take a couple of steps before she fell to the ground. 
 
    “Hell!” cried Iruki as she realized she had been too slow. Protected as she was by her sphere, she seemed immune to the effects of the well of corruption. The Masig hurried to tend Kayti. 
 
    “Get away from it! Move!” Komir repeated at the top of his voice. 
 
    Iruki joined him, signaling to the Norriel warriors: “Don’t let it reach you!” 
 
    The Norriel understood what was happening at last. In an orderly manner, to avoid being trampled by the enemy, they moved back to one side out of reach of the fumes. Part of the opening in the wall was left unprotected, covered by the same putrid haze. No soldier from either side dared approach the fumes now. 
 
    “Bring her here! Away from the haze!” Komir told Iruki. 
 
    The Masig nodded and began to drag Kayti along the ground. 
 
    Suddenly several figures crossed the poisonous haze from the other side of the wall, from the lines of the black army. Immune to the effect of the evil spell, they appeared in front of Iruki. As they crossed, the black army launched a frantic attack, pressing hard on the Norriel lines as if possessed. The Norriel intensified their defense, bringing death to the enemy amid roars and war-cries. 
 
    The Masig let go of Kayti and stared at the three figures. One of them wore a purple robe and mask. In one hand he was carrying an axe, in the other a skull. Iruki reached for her sword. 
 
    Komir saw them too. This man radiated evil power. He was a Sorcerer. He could feel it as clearly as the sun in summer on his uncovered face. Beside him there appeared two other figures dressed completely in black, from head to toe. They seemed the personification of a sinister shadow. In their hands they carried darkened daggers. Fear gripped Komir’s stomach with jaws of steel. 
 
    The man in the mask pointed at Kayti with his shining axe. 
 
    “Master Isuzeni will be very pleased. We have found the White Soul, and with her one of the Bearers of the powerful medallions.” He gestured at the two shadows. “Bring them to me.” 
 
    The two sinister figures lunged at Iruki at an inhuman speed. The young Masig unsheathed the Ilenian sword. 
 
    “Come and taste the wild spirit of the prairies,” she said, proud and defiant. 
 
    Iruki defended herself with unparalleled skill. Her bewitched sword blocked strokes and delivered backstrokes as her body danced in perfect balance. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” Komir shouted. Leaving Hartz, he went to help her. At once several Norriel warriors joined him. 
 
    “No, no, no. No interfering,” the Sorcerer said. With a long utterance of power, brandishing his axe at the same time, he cast a spell which he strengthened with the aid of the jeweled skull. Immediately a thick dark barrier, ten feet high and completely circular, surrounded the Sorcerer and the two assassins who were fighting Iruki. 
 
    Komir went to cross it, but his own sphere prevented him, as if in warning. Several Norriel warriors ran to the barrier with their swords raised and crossed it in an attempt to kill the Sorcerer. There was a black flash, and the barrier consumed them, ate them alive. The skeletons and the steel crossed to the other side, only to tumble to the ground. The flesh never made the crossing. Komir took a step back in shock. 
 
    The Sorcerer laughed and went on conjuring, giving life —or rather death— to the barrier. The Norriel launched spears and arrows through it, seeking to kill the Sorcerer, but in crossing these lost all their force and dropped to the ground. 
 
    Komir stared at the barrier, the ominous blackness which composed it, and it seemed to him that it was alive… it moved… He brought his face close to it and squinted to see better, and suddenly made out something very wrong. Trapped inside the barrier was the face of a specter, disfigured and ghostly. Then another, and another, and again another. There were hundreds of them. They moved along the entire circular surface of the spell, as if searching for something. Those phantasmagoric faces seemed trapped in eternal damnation. Abruptly soldiers of the black army crossed the barrier behind the Sorcerer, seeking to enter the fortress. The faces moved at tremendous speed towards them, and amid flashes black as death devoured them as they had the Norriel. All perished, so that only bone and steel crossed. Komir guessed that the spell must devour the life of whoever crossed it, to feed the tortured souls trapped within it.  
 
    Iruki shouted: “Assassins, you won’t defeat this daughter of the steppes! I’ll fight with all my heart!” 
 
    The two Shadow Assassins could not reach Iruki, who was fighting with supernatural skill. They began to surround her, looking for any weakness in her defense, surprised that someone might succeed in confronting them. 
 
    “I’m Iruki, Wind of the Steppes, and I’ll fight with the spirit of my ancestors!” She pointed at Kayti’s limp form beside her. “I’ll protect my friend’s life! I won’t let you touch her, you spirits of evil!” 
 
    The two Assassins renewed their swift attacks. No warrior, not even the best sword of all Tremia, could confront one of them, still less the combined attack of two. But Iruki’s bewitched sword seemed to read the blows before they were thrust, and defended her with unbelievable skill. One of the Assassins was now bleeding from the arm thanks to one of Iruki’s lightning backstrokes. 
 
    “What are you waiting for? Bring her down!” the Sorcerer howled. 
 
    One of the Assassins flashed red. Two daggers shot at Iruki at such a speed that not even the Ilenian sword could stop them. But the protective sphere around her kept them from reaching her. The Ilenian sword protected her from steel, the sphere from the enemy magic. 
 
    “You’re all going to die, servants of the night!” Iruki shouted. 
 
    The young Masig, defending Kayti against two Dark Assassins and a powerful Death Sorcerer, was a champion of good, a protector of the helpless, a fighter for justice. Cloaked by her sphere and with the Ilenian sword shining in the sunlight, she was the true image of a wild warrior, powerful and incomparably courageous. 
 
    Komir was desperate to help her. He ordered his medallion to open up a gap in the enemy barrier. The medallion flashed, and a beam of translucent energy shot out at the death spell. Immediately the ghostly faces turned, seeking to devour any trace of life they might find. Komir concentrated. He had to break the barrier and cross, he had to reach Iruki and help her. But the enemy magic was powerful, and it would take him time, time which his heart told him they might not have. 
 
    The Norriel, seeing that their weapons could not cross the spell of death, began to throw their javelins and arrows in an arc, passing over the ten feet of the barrier and aiming for the Sorcerer. The strategy made him uneasy. He covered himself with a protective sphere when he saw the missiles falling around him. 
 
    “Catch her! Now!” the Sorcerer howled, urgently this time. 
 
    Suddenly both shadows flashed red, then to Iruki’s astonishment they disappeared. The Masig hesitated. Where were they? Where had they gone? At that moment one of the attackers reappeared out of thin air in front of her. Iruki wounded him with a flashing thrust which the enemy daggers could not block completely. But the second assassin appeared at her back. Led by the Ilenian sword, Iruki tried to turn, but she was an instant too slow. The first assassin was the bait, and she had taken it. The second caught her. The assassin struck her in the temple with the handle of his dagger in a swift move which her eye was unable to catch, and she fell to the ground unconscious. 
 
    Komir had by now managed to get through the death barrier. “No! Don’t touch her!” he yelled. 
 
    The two shadows considered Komir, then the Norriel who were pouring through the opening he had made. They were debating whether to attack or not. For a moment Komir thought they would, that they had a chance. He lunged at them, sword and knife in hand. 
 
    “No! This is not the moment,” said the Sorcerer. “Bring me the two women.” 
 
    The two shadows hoisted Kayti and Iruki onto their shoulders as if they weighed no more than feathers. A red flash ran through their bodies, and they vanished before Komir’s eyes as he ran towards them. 
 
    “Noooo!” Komir shouted as he realized he would be unable to reach them. 
 
    The Sorcerer turned and disappeared into the enemy lines. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The King 
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    Aliana ran, followed by Asti, along the base of the wall. She leapt over piles of rock and wood from the devastated lower part of the city. The siege weapons had flattened the area as though a giant vengeful god had decided to punish the city by smashing it to pieces with his divine hammer. When the Healer raised her head she saw several soldiers from the black army, engulfed in flames, leaping from the battlements, which radiated a scorching heat. They ran through the ruined buildings, dodging rubble as they went. 
 
    Asti pointed suddenly. “There.” 
 
    Aliana saw them at last: soldiers in blue and silver. 
 
    But something was wrong. The black army was beginning to break through the defensive line in the ruined section of the wall. They were coming in! The battle was turning in the enemy’s favor. Aliana swore. The situation was chaotic and desperate, with the Rogdonian soldiers trying to stop the breach where units of the black army were already swarming through. If they did not seal the dam, the black sea would drown them in the blink of an eye. The fighting was brutal to the limits of desperation, with the Rogdonian soldiers bearing the onslaught of the attackers as they pushed them back with their shields and skewered them with their spears. 
 
    They found Gerart with Kendas, fighting desperately against a mass of enemies who had made their way through. 
 
    Aliana raised her voice. There was so much noise that she could barely make herself heard. “What’s happening, Gerart?” 
 
    The young King saw Aliana, and his face turned grim. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here. Go back to Haradin!” 
 
    “Haradin doesn’t need me right now. You do!” 
 
    “Heed your King, go back to Haradin!” 
 
    “I heed Gerart, not the King, and my decision is to stay.” 
 
    “Aliana…” 
 
    “I’m staying. Kendas has sounded the horn, what magic do you fear?” Aliana left it very clear that she had no intention of leaving. 
 
    Gerart glanced at her for a moment longer, then shook his head and pointed ahead, on the left of the barrier formed by his men. 
 
    He pointed to Kendas’ side. “There,” he said. 
 
    By the half-destroyed wall was a round black well which seemed to have a life of its own. It shed a dark haze of death, which extended above the ground. Rogdonian and enemy soldiers alike fell when they were touched by the darkness of death advancing towards them, never to return. The ground devoured them as if a goddess of the abyss were dragging them to her lair in order to eat them. The men moved back in terror, breaking ranks, weakening the barrier they were using to contain the enemy. 
 
    “We must stop that spell or it will kill all our defense,” said Gerart. “It keeps expanding. If the defense falls, everything will be lost.”  
 
    “Be careful!” Kendas warned them as he blocked the passage of a group of enemy soldiers who had made their way to the center of the weakened barrier. At once Gerart went to help him. Several Rogdonian soldiers joined them hastily. 
 
    Asti stood by Aliana. Staring at the spell which was making its way on, corrupting the ground and devouring men as it went, she asked: 
 
    “What do?” 
 
    “We’re going to stop this evil spell,” Aliana said with conviction. 
 
    “How?”  
 
    “With Earth,” Aliana said. Her voice was determined. 
 
    She held the medallion in one hand and concentrated, seeking to communicate with her Ilenian Medallion of Earth, conveying to it what she wanted to do with her mind. She felt the medallion interacting with her energy, using it to conjure, and the mysterious Ilenian runes filled her thoughts. The medallion flashed with the intense brown of damp earth. Aliana opened her eyes and watched the ground around the well of death beginning to shake. 
 
    Asti was still puzzled. “Earthquake?” she asked. 
 
    “Not exactly…” Aliana said with a half-smile. 
 
    The ground around the blackened surface of the enemy spell came alive, and the rock around the ditch of death began to press towards the center of the darkness. 
 
    “I’m going to close it,” she said firmly, and gripped the medallion hard. 
 
    The spell of death tried to go on expanding, but the strength of the spell of earth was greater. 
 
    “Come on…” Aliana said, pushing with her mind and feeding the magic of the medallion with her whole being. She was holding the jewel in her hand with such intensity that it hurt horribly. But she knew she could do it, she had to keep up her concentration and push, push with her own energy and will so that the spell would work. 
 
    Gradually, amid massive tremors and thunderous cracking, the rock moved, crushing the blackness, as if Mother Earth were tightening her fist over an evil being and crushing it until it disappeared. The tremors ceased. Where before had been the well was now solid ground. 
 
    “You do it!” cried Asti. 
 
    Aliana eyed her work with satisfaction, but the pain in her hand forced her to let go of the medallion. During the spell she had been in something like a trance, and had not even noticed that her hand was bleeding. That was an intense experience, she thought. With the enemy spell neutralized, the defensive barrier would hold. She could not help smiling in satisfaction as she used her Gift to cure her hand. 
 
    Kendas became aware of Aliana’s success. He gestured at the patch of reddish soil.  
 
    “Is it safe?” he asked, 
 
    Aliana nodded. “Yes, it’s solid. The enemy spell is dead.” 
 
    “Your Highness, we must close the gap,” Kendas said to Gerart, as the King skewered an enemy with his sword. 
 
    Gerart saw it. “Men, to me! Close the gap! Close ranks!” he ordered his men, who immediately re-formed the barrier and closed the entire length of the ruined wall. 
 
    Kendas ran to help them. 
 
    Gerart turned to his men. “Rogdonians, hold fast! Don’t let them pass!” 
 
    The men pressed with all their strength, shoulder to shoulder, keeping in line, closing the gap along its entire length. But a group of a hundred or so enemy soldiers managed to cross before they could use the bodies of the dead to block their way. Chaos broke out. The rearmost lines of Rogdonian soldiers lunged at the men in black, and the clamor of the fight thundered in Aliana’s ears.  
 
    Gerart, who was the furthest back, killed an enemy with a powerful stroke and shouted: “Rearguard, finish them! The rest, hold your ranks! Don’t let them in!” 
 
    At that same moment shadows to her left made Aliana turn. Six Tiger Warriors appeared between two ruined buildings, crossing the square with long strides at astonishing speed. Her heart gave a lurch. She tried to react and shout, but it was too late, the enemy were already upon them. Beside her Asti too turned and saw the threat. 
 
    Aliana searched for her medallion. She tried to concentrate and use it. In response, the Ilenian jewel enveloped her in a protective sphere. Imitating Aliana’s, Asti’s surrounded her with a sphere of translucent, solidified magma. Damn! I need you to attack! To stop them! But unfortunately Aliana was not mistress of the medallion yet and could not make it follow her will, much less in a moment of confusion and fear. One Tiger Warrior reached her and hit the sphere with a large club and the full force of his muscular body. Aliana felt the impact on the sphere run through her, but the protective sphere held. The warrior struck again, and this time a piece of earth cracked and fell off the sphere. Aliana felt the blow in her own flesh, muffled but still painful. If he goes on hitting it, he’ll break the protection. I must do something! Another warrior reached Asti and hit her sphere, trying to reach her head. But the Usik’s protection rejected the blast, although fragments of solid magma fell to the ground. The expression on Asti’s face was one of pure horror. 
 
    The leading Tiger Warrior went straight for Gerart, who had his back to him and did not see him coming. Aliana was about to cry out, but the Tiger Warrior on top of her hit the sphere with a brutal two-handed blow, and she felt her whole body shake with pain. She lost her footing and nearly fell to the ground. 
 
    The foremost Tiger reached the King like a breath of wind and hit him in the back of his neck with a heavy club, a dull powerful blow. Gerart fell like a log without even realizing what had hit him. 
 
    Taken by surprise, Aliana grasped her medallion. She looked at the Tiger who was about to strike again and ordered: Stop him where he is! Don’t let him hit me again! Petrify him! And this time the medallion understood the wishes of its Bearer. There was a brown flash, and a beam shot out of the jewel. It hit the Tiger full in the chest. The beam of brown light spread throughout the warrior’s body. Eyes staring wide, arms raised above his head holding the club ready to strike, he saw that he could not deliver the blow. In a few instants what had been flesh had turned to stone. 
 
    The Tiger looming above Asti saw what was happening and took a hesitant step back. She took advantage of the fact and reacted. “Tigers!” she shouted towards where Kendas and the soldiers were fighting. But the noise of the fray drowned her voice. “Kendas! Tigers!” she shouted again with all the force of her lungs.  
 
    Kendas heard her at last and turned just in time to see the Tigers carrying Gerart away. 
 
    “The King!” he cried, “The King!” 
 
    The Tiger Warriors carried him away at a dizzying speed and vanished among the ruined buildings behind them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Heads on a platter 
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    Iruki was woken by Kayti’s enraged shouts. At first she had no idea where she was or what was going on. Her head hurt so hard she could not think. 
 
    “Get your filthy hands off me!” she heard Kayti shout furiously. 
 
    Iruki glanced around and saw she was on the ground, surrounded by trees. This seemed strange to her. The last thing she remembered was the fighting… and the two Assassins! She turned round on the ground and saw them. They were tying Kayti’s hands, and she was struggling hard. Iruki tried to get to her feet and go to her aid, but she fell to one side and hit the ground. Her hands were tied behind her. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” Iruki cried. She searched for her short sword, saw it leaning against a tree and began to drag herself towards it. One of the Assassins took an inhuman leap with a cartwheel in midair and with amazing agility got in between Iruki and her sword. 
 
    “But… how did he do that?” Kayti gasped. “What are they?” 
 
    Iruki knew perfectly well what they were. She had known the moment she had set eyes on them. They were unmistakable: that inhuman agility, those unbelievable reflexes, the lethal aura around them… they were Dark Assassins, just like her beloved Yakumo. 
 
    “They’re Assassins. They have unbelievable, lethal abilities,” she warned Kayti. 
 
    They exchanged glances, and Kayti nodded. They had taken her helmet off, and her long red hair caught something of the intensity of the moment. The sound of battle reached Iruki’s ears, muffled by distance but clearly recognizable. They must be quite near, probably in the woods to the east of the wall, but not too far. The spirit of the wind carried the sound of fighting to the forests, to her, bearing hope. If they managed to escape they could return to their own people. But then her eyes turned to the Dark Assassin looming over her, and all hope evaporated from her soul. 
 
    “The White Soul… at last …” came a voice behind Iruki. “Master Isuzeni will be delighted today.”  
 
    Not understanding what he meant, the Masig turned and found herself face to face with the powerful Sorcerer. He carried the ominous skull with its ruby eyes under his arm and was pointing his ceremonial axe at Kayti. Iruki looked away and closed her eyes. She could not reach her sword, but there might be some other weapon she could use. She concentrated on trying to cast a spell with the Medallion of Water. With her hands tied and still rather dizzy, she was not sure she could manage it. But she tried anyway. 
 
    “Now then, what do you think you are doing?” came the Sorcerer’s outraged voice. 
 
    Suddenly Iruki felt an explosion of pain in her mind. Everything went dark. 
 
    “Do you really think you are going to conjure in my presence, you clumsy wildling from the steppes?” 
 
    Iruki shook her head, but was unable to free herself from the terrible pain, which kept getting worse. She could barely think. There was only pain in her mind. 
 
    “It takes years of practice to master the art of conjuring, many more to do it in silence without being detected, and you do not even know the basics of that arcane art.” 
 
    “Swine…” was all Iruki could murmur. She opened her eyes dizzily and looked for Kayti beside her. 
 
    The redhead was staring at the Sorcerer, whose face was hidden under a grisly purple mask. Her eyes burned with the intensity of volcanic flames. 
 
    “Vile servant of a gutless, treacherous master!” 
 
    “That is hardly the way to address the High Priest of the Cult of Imork,” said another voice from the path through the trees. 
 
    Iruki turned her head round and watched the foreigner arrive, surrounded by soldiers in black with monstrous masks. Immediately she felt her heart sink, such was the power given off by the dark spirit of that man with slanted eyes. Mother Nature herself seemed to repudiate him, since with every step he took everything at his feet wilted and died. Iruki felt she was facing the personification of an evil spirit from the world beyond. 
 
    Kayti spat at the newcomer’s feet. “You can rot in hell!” she shouted,  
 
    “What a disappointment, such vulgar manners… Allow me to introduce myself. I am Isuzeni, High Priest and Counselor to Empress Yuzumi. And if I have been correctly informed, you are the slippery White Soul… I have been on your trail for a long, long time… Where have you been hiding?” 
 
    “I’m not going to say anything, you swine!” 
 
    The Sorcerer pointed his silver axe at her. “Shut up, bitch, and show the respect you owe me!”  
 
    Isuzeni gave her an ironic smile. 
 
    “You have upset Narmos, my good acolyte, and that is not good, young lady… you should control that tongue of yours…” He waved his hand. The Dark Assassin beside Kayti grabbed her, ruthlessly thrust her down and held her face against the ground. 
 
    Isuzeni stared at her back. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” Iruki shouted. Her head exploded in pain and she almost fainted. 
 
    “Shut up, you dirty savage!” Narmos said. 
 
    Isuzeni continued his examination of the armor, then suddenly straightened up. 
 
    “Aha, the rune of the Soul, on the white armor!” he cried in triumph. “At last! After all this time! In my hands at last! The premonition will not come true!” 
 
    “So it really is her, Master?” Narmos asked. 
 
    “Yes, Narmos, it is her. You have served me well, you shall be rewarded beyond your wildest dreams.” 
 
    Narmos bowed before his master and took a step back. 
 
    The eyes of the powerful High Priest turned to Iruki. 
 
    “I can feel the great power of that medallion around your neck, savage Masig. My lady was right, a great power… very ancient… a power which the Dark Lady wishes to obtain… It will lead her to Glory… and of course her humble servant as well.” 
 
    Iruki stared back at Isuzeni, the guards of honor behind him, the two Assassins beside her and Kayti, and Narmos the Sorcerer a couple of paces away. There was no salvation possible. Fear began to weave its web over her soul. 
 
    Isuzeni was in high spirits. “A grand day is today!” he cried. “I must communicate the crucial news to the Dark Lady at once. It is time to exterminate the enemy, we have nothing to fear now! Victory is ours! Nothing can stop us now!” 
 
    “We’ll see about that!” Iruki said, rising above her pain for a brief moment and drawing on her courage. 
 
    Isuzeni eyed her for a moment, then at her medallion. He stepped forward and seized it. But when his gloved fingers closed on the Medallion of Water the jewel flashed intensely, blinding all those present. Isuzeni cried out in pain and immediately released the Ilenian jewel. 
 
    He clutched his hand, with agony twisting his face. “It burns…” he murmured under his breath.  
 
    “Only the chosen Bearer can hold it,” Iruki said defiantly. There was the trace of a smile on her face. 
 
    “We shall see about that,” Isuzeni said. “All magic may be mastered by one who is superior.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to, Sorcerer,” Iruki assured him. 
 
    “We shall see…” Isuzeni said, lost in thought. “But this is neither the time nor the place for it.” 
 
    He turned and started walking down the path. As he passed by his guards he said: 
 
    “Cut their heads off and present them on a platter to the Dark Lady. That is her wish. Once the head is severed from the savage’s body, pick up the medallion without touching it and give it to the Empress.” 
 
    The Moyuki nodded. 
 
    Iruki felt her blood freeze. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    I kill 
 
    [image: Imagen que contiene persona, ropa, interior, mujer  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta][image: Imagen que contiene persona, interior, pared, ropa  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kendas, Aliana, Asti and thirty or so soldiers were running among the ruined houses of the old goldsmiths’ quarter. They were pursuing the Tiger Warriors who had kidnapped Gerart, moving away from the battlefield towards the north-west. Kendas was breathless with anxiety. He was tormented by the fear of losing the King, the last hope for the Rogdonians, imagining what those warriors might do to Gerart. 
 
    “Where are they going?” Aliana asked, behind him. She was panting from the effort of running. 
 
    “They must be heading for the wall, the point where they came through without being seen,” said Kendas without stopping. 
 
    “We must catch up with them before they get there and we lose them,” Aliana said. 
 
    Kendas glanced at the Healer, then at the frail Usik and the retinue of soldiers who had come with them.  
 
    “Aliana,” he said with concern in his voice, “you and Asti must go back, you can’t risk yourselves this way. You’re too valuable. We can’t afford to lose you. Go back to Haradin.” 
 
    “No, Kendas, the King is in danger of dying. How can I go back? Never.” 
 
    “It’s folly, Aliana, we’re on our way to confront those tiger warriors. You must go back. I’ll bring him back; it’s my duty, not yours.” 
 
    “I won’t abandon the King in this moment of need. Danger doesn’t matter, what matters is that he mustn’t die.” 
 
    Kendas knew by the intense gleam in her eyes that nothing would make her change her mind. He would have given anything for the Healer to heed him and turn back. But what she had said was true: without the King they were lost. Asti at least had to go back; she was too fragile to be there at the battlefront taking that kind of risk. He gave her a pleading look. 
 
    “I go…” the Usik said, determination written all over her face. 
 
    “It’s too dangerous,” Kendas insisted. He was aware that if anything should happen to the delicate Usik girl, his heart would break. He would never forgive himself. His gaze was insistent, but Asti was adamant. She shook her head, 
 
    “You go, I go,” she replied, closing the subject. 
 
    Kendas felt a pang of warning in his chest. Something terrible would happen, but there was nothing he could do about it. They had to keep moving. They turned between several demolished houses and suddenly found themselves in a square with a fountain in the middle. The fountain was miraculously intact. Half a dozen Tiger Warriors were waiting for them. Behind them a Sorcerer masked in purple was carrying a short axe in one hand and a skull in the other. At his feet, his hands tied: Gerart. A huge Tiger Warrior, surely their leader, was holding the King’s head and pulling it up by the hair. He looked like a broken puppet, with his face covered in blood and bruised from the beating he had been given. 
 
    They stopped abruptly and stared at the enemy. 
 
    “Let him go!” Kendas demanded. 
 
    The sorcerer gave a macabre guffaw. 
 
    “Master Isuzeni will be very pleased with Cenem, his humble servant,” he said with a bow. “He ordered me to bring him the King of Rogdon’s head. But today the stars are smiling on Cenem, as I shall be able to present my master with a still greater trophy: two of the Bearers of the medallions of power which the Dark Lady seeks. A glorious day, which will certainly shower me with gold and power.” 
 
    “Release the King,” Aliana threatened, “or else the only thing that’ll shower you will be earth when they dig your grave.”  
 
    The Sorcerer laughed. “They say Fortune smiles on those who dare. I was going to carry out my mission, kill the King,” ‒ he hit Gerart on the head with the butt of his axe ‒ “and leave this doomed metropolis when I witnessed what you did with that medallion. It takes a great deal of power to overcome my spell. The black well cannot be sealed just like that. Still less by someone who does not understand the ways of magic and has not been trained in them. This medallion is truly Powerful and should not be in your hands, but in those of someone with the necessary knowledge and power. Seeing the chance to seize the medallions for Empress Yuzumi, I could not resist. The temptation was too great.” 
 
    “You’ve made a terrible mistake,” Aliana said, “and you’ll pay dearly if you don’t let the King go. Remember, greed can be its own downfall…” 
 
    Cenem’s laughter filled the square. He swung the axe above his head. 
 
    A sound of footsteps on the rubble made Kendas turn his head. He saw twenty Tiger Warriors coming out from among the ruined buildings where they had been hidden, and were now taking up their positions to close their escape-route. 
 
    It was a trap! 
 
    Now he understood why the Warriors had fled through the ruined city rather than head for the wall. It was to make their pursuers follow them, then lay an ambush for them. And they had swallowed the bait. A chill ran down his spine. 
 
    Kendas pointed his sword at the Sorcerer. There was authority in his voice. “I won’t say it again. Let him go!” 
 
    Cenem’s jocular voice came once again from behind his magenta mask. 
 
    “This Dark Priest is much more intelligent and cunning than you are. I shall deliver the King’s head and the two medallions hanging from those delicate necks to Master Isuzeni as a gift, and my master will reward me with riches and power.” He made a sign, and the Tiger Warriors lunged into the attack like wild beasts in a lost jungle. 
 
    The assault was ruthless. Kendas managed to pierce one of them through the heart with a master–stroke, but two more fell on him at once. Aliana and Asti moved back: their protective spheres activated themselves anew. They tried to avoid the brutal blows that landed on the spheres. The cries of the Rogdonian soldiers fighting against the attackers broke out on all sides. Steel rang on steel with the music of death, and blood soaked the devastated ground. Using his own skill with the sword Kendas managed to inflict a deadly wound on one of the warriors, but the other caught him in the left shoulder. Pain exploded in his mind, and he knew the cut was a deep one. Without cowering, he stepped forward and launched a furious stroke which pierced his opponent in the groin. The enemy sword went straight for his face and Kendas, by pure instinct, dodged it by throwing himself to one side. The Tiger Warrior glanced down at the wound. He knew he was doomed and that he would bleed to death. All the same, he lunged again. Kendas dodged him as best he could until the warrior fell dead. Panting, he looked around. The combat was both desperate and brutal. 
 
    “For the King!” Kendas cried. 
 
    The soldiers fought with courage, trying to reach their King and free him. But the Tiger Warriors were formidable adversaries. Too formidable. The last of the Rogdonian soldiers fell, four steps away from his king.  
 
    Gerart was bleeding from a cut in his head and could barely stay on his knees. “No!” he shouted. 
 
    “Keep quiet!” Cenem ordered. He launched a blow at the King’s face and knocked him aside. 
 
    Kendas wanted to go and help Gerart. He looked back and saw Asti and Aliana in serious trouble. Both were struggling to hold their own against the Tigers, who were battering their spheres brutally. Aliana had managed to kill two warriors by turning them into rock, but Asti could not manage to conjure anything. Kendas hesitated briefly. He could not leave Asti at the mercy of the Tigers. She was helpless. 
 
    Cenem pointed to Gerart. “Cut him,” he told the leader of the Tigers.  
 
    The massive Tiger Warrior went up to Gerart and cut him in the thigh with a sure stroke. The King clenched his jaw and muffled a grunt of pain. Kendas knew then that the King was lost. The Sorcerer was amusing himself with Gerart, but he would kill him very soon. Like a bolt of lightning he lunged at the two last warriors who were blocking his way to the King. 
 
    “You two, finish off the Lancer,” Cenem ordered. “The others, kill both the women.” 
 
    Kendas managed to land a blow in the side of the first Tiger. The warrior turned and launched a fierce backstroke, so that Kendas stepped back a couple of paces. Pain burst out again and he nearly lost his sword. The Tiger delivered a two-handed stroke with a savage grunt. Kendas knew he would not be able to block it. He rolled to one side and the sword whistled by his shoulder, missing him by a finger’s-breadth. He got up and with a quick backstroke cut his enemy’s legs. The man howled with pain and fell to his knees. Kendas swerved just in time to see the second warrior launch a thrust to his stomach. He deflected it at the last instant, but not quickly enough. The sword cut him above the knee and he lost his footing. 
 
    Three warriors were battering Aliana’s sphere. She was on her knees, terrified and exhausted. Her protection was weakening, cracking under the pressure, with bits and pieces falling to the ground, so that she felt each blow more intensely on her body. She would soon collapse. But she could not make her medallion obey her. She was too tired, and with the blows on her sphere her mind could not focus. She felt as if she were being beaten with thorny clubs on her mind as well as her body. Her eyes sought Asti, whose situation was little better. A huge Tiger was raining vicious blows on her sphere like one possessed. 
 
    Kendas rolled on the ground and evaded the sword. The Warrior roared in fury and gave him a tremendous kick which left him dizzy. The sword rose above him. He tried to block it but could not react swiftly enough. I’m done for. This is the end.  
 
    Asti’s desperate shout was heard throughout the plaza. “Kendas, no!” 
 
    The Warrior glanced at her. There was a sinister laugh and the sword began its descent. 
 
    Suddenly Asti’s hand burst into flame from sheer impotence. 
 
    “No” she yelled and reached out in a vain attempt to prevent Kendas’ death. As she did so, a ball of fire shot out of her burning hand. It sped at the Tiger Warrior and struck him in the chest, then exploded and consumed his head and torso in scorching flames. The Tiger fell backwards, dead almost in the same moment. 
 
    Kendas could not believe it, Asti had cast a spell! She had saved him! 
 
    Aliana looked at her friend, she needed help so desperately. She was on her knees and could no longer resist. 
 
    “I can,” Asti said. She clasped her amulet with both hands and closed her eyes. Suddenly a huge fiery sphere issued from her chest and sped against the three Warriors on top of Aliana. At the sight of it the three of them tried to step back, but it was useless. The sphere reached them and hovered before them. For an instant nothing happened. The Tigers watched the strange ball, unsure what to do. One of them stepped back. And the sphere exploded silently. Scorching flames enveloped the three Warriors, who were instantly burnt to ashes by the intensity of the explosion. 
 
    Kendas got to his feet. Limping, bleeding, his strength exhausted, he went to his King. He would save him. Even if it was the last thing he ever did. 
 
    The Sorcerer pointed with his silver axe. “Impressive display of courage. Truly impressive. I think it will be best if I put an end to this display of useless heroism.” He swirled the axe and cast a spell. 
 
    Aliana was beginning to recover by now. “No!” she shouted. 
 
    Gerart looked down at his stomach and Kendas knew that a curse had fallen on him. A shadow appeared on the King’s cuirass, like a black spider with a hairy, translucent body, and began to penetrate it. Gerart moaned and bent forward. In terrible agony he twisted and fell to the ground. 
 
    “Gerart!” Aliana cried. She would not let them kill him. She could not, not as long as she lived. She stood up and pulled herself together. Her heart was full of fresh vigor, and she touched the medallion, fully intending to cast a spell on the enemy. She had come to save the King, and nothing would stop her. She took a deep breath and was absolutely calm. Today she was not Aliana the Healer. Today she was Aliana the Earth Mage, and she would put an end to this accursed Sorcerer. 
 
    Asti fixed her gentle eyes on the last Tiger, the one who was trying by all means possible to break her sphere of fire and magma. 
 
    “I cast spell,” she said menacingly, letting him know he was about to die. The Tiger took a step back in puzzlement. Asti closed her eyes. She clasped the medallion tightly, and the Warrior began to burn with wild flames as if he had made a fiery sacrifice of himself. 
 
    Kendas faced the Sorcerer. He had to be stopped. But to his dismay, the leader of the Tigers was in the way. 
 
    “It’s useless, Lancer,” Cenem said condescendingly. “Drop your weapon. I promise you will not suffer.”  
 
    “I owe myself to my King, to my country. I won’t give myself up. My honor won’t permit me to.” 
 
    “Lofty ideals for a simple Lancer. We shall see…” Cenem grabbed Gerart by the hair. He tugged hard, exposing the King’s throat, and pressed the sharp edge of the silver axe against it. 
 
    “Try using the medallions. Come on then. I dare you to try, you filthy women.” 
 
    Aliana and Asti took a step forward, exchanged glances and stopped. 
 
    Kendas looked aside at Asti and shook his head. If she tried to use the medallion, the brute would slit Gerart’s throat. 
 
    The last Tiger leader came towards Kendas. He was bigger and stronger than the ones before. There’s nothing I can do against this one. I have no strength left in me, I’m losing too much blood. But I can’t let my King die. If I give up now everything will be lost and it will be the end of them all. I must save him, I must go on fighting. I won’t yield! Never! The Warrior’s sword flew at his neck. Kendas blocked it with both hands, but the impact was brutal and he almost fell. The Warrior launched a circular thrust against his side. Kendas blocked it once again, but this time his strength failed him and he fell in agony. He looked down at his left side and saw it soaked in blood from several wounds. It was a miracle that he was still fighting. Despair began to course through his body, and his spirits began to fail him. The Tiger Warrior stood over him and prepared to finish him off. Kendas struggled to his knees and with his strength almost gone, clasped his sword. 
 
    “Nooooooo!” Asti shouted. 
 
    “Shut up, savage, and witness the death of the weak!” Cenem said. 
 
    The sword rose above the defeated Kendas. 
 
    The blade came down and Kendas, instead of blocking the blow as the Warrior expected, dropped to one side. The sword brushed his temple and pierced his shoulder. From the ground he thrust his sword into the Tiger’s groin. A roar of mingled rage and agony filled the air. The Tiger Warrior looked down at his deadly wound and with one hand delivered a ferocious knife-stroke at Kendas’ stomach. It was so forceful the blade came out at his back. 
 
    “Noooooooooooo!” Asti cried. 
 
    Kendas felt the steel cut through his body: cold, sharp, painful. But nothing mattered except to keep fighting. He could hear Asti’s desperate cries, but as they reached him they were muffled. When he looked at her his sight turned blurred, as in a dream. How he would have liked to be with her, kiss her, hold her, cherish her. Tell her that his heart grew glad every morning when he saw her, and sad every night when they parted. That her mere presence filled his heart with joy… But he was happy, she was no longer so fragile, she was no longer so helpless. She had managed to master the medallion and cast a spell. Asti no longer needed his protection, and he could be at ease. Kendas felt no pain now, only a great exhaustion that was taking over his whole body. 
 
    “Asti…” he managed to utter. 
 
     Cenem laughed in triumph. “Now there is only us,” he said, seeing the Tiger leader on his knees, bleeding to death. 
 
    “You’re going to die for this!” Aliana shouted. 
 
    “Shut up, woman! Don’t you dare threaten me.” 
 
    “I kill,” Asti assured him. Her eyes were red from rage and tears. 
 
    “Hah! No woman will kill Cenem!” 
 
    Aliana looked at him with scorn. “Look round this square, Sorcerer. All I see are dead men. But these two women are still standing, and you are the only one left. We’ve come for the King and we’ll leave with him. You have the option of letting him go and saving your life or facing us and ending like all your men. Your choice.” 
 
    “No woman threatens me!” Cenem yelled. He threatened Aliana with his silver axe, taking it away from Gerart’s throat. 
 
    At that moment, seeing his chance, the King threw himself forward with all his might, using his knees. Cenem was left with a tuft of Gerart’s hair in his hand. The Sorcerer’s axe sought to end the King’s life, and its savage sweep grazed the nape of his neck. Gerart lay flat on the ground. 
 
    “Kill him now!” he shouted at his companions. 
 
    The Sorcerer, now left unprotected, spoke a word. A black sphere enveloped him. 
 
    “Die, you bastard!” Aliana cried. A dozen long missiles of stone flew towards Cenem. With a dull thud they buried themselves in the Sorcerer’s protective sphere. 
 
    “Damn you!” cried Cenem, and conjured quickly. A huge black viper issued from his axe and coiled around Aliana’s barrier. The head of the snake tried to drill into it as its body pressed hard behind it. Aliana realized that the snake was trying to make its way into her chest. Using her own energy, she ordered the medallion to strengthen the protective sphere. 
 
    “I kill!” said Asti, and suddenly, under the Sorcerer, the ground turned hot, as if a river of magma were forming. A volcano burst out. The thunderous explosion was followed by flames, magma and lava, which struck the Sorcerer’s defenses and weakened them. 
 
    “Noooooo!” Cenem yelled in a paroxysm of fury, and cast a spell. 
 
    Asti saw a well of death forming under her feet, dark and abysmal. But she did not shrink. The medallion flashed and another sphere, this time one of pure energy, surrounded her to defend her from the enemy magic. She went on intensifying the volcano’s power on the Sorcerer, releasing explosions which were increasingly lethal. 
 
    Aliana managed to strengthen her barrier and helped Asti to create and project a huge stalagmite against the Sorcerer’s barrier. 
 
    Asti felt the well of death trying to drag her inside it, but her anti-magic barrier was holding up. 
 
    Under the combined attack of the two women, Cenem’s defensive barrier began to give way. 
 
    “Damn you!” he cried as he tried to maintain his sphere with the power of his Gift. 
 
    But the Sorcerer was no rival for the two Bearers. Asti’s Gift combined with Aliana’s, feeding the all-powerful medallions, turned them into Goddesses of Justice. There was no way out for Cenem. The attacks on his defenses intensified, obeying the will of the two young women, who were now managing to transfer their will to the medallions more and more easily. 
 
    Cenem’s sphere was destroyed, “Noooooo!” he shouted an instant before a lethal flame engulfed him in fire. The Sorcerer fell to the ground screaming. 
 
    Aliana and Asti, two demigoddesses of death, watched Cenem die amid convulsions and a stench of burning flesh. 
 
    A few paces away Gerart tried to stand up, but fell to one side instead. Aliana hastened to help him. 
 
    Asti ran to Kendas. 
 
    “Not die! No!” the Usik wept inconsolably. Her face was awash with tears as she cradled him in her arms. 
 
    Kendas smiled into her eyes. She was safe, she was not fragile any more, she no longer needed his protection… She would get over him, she would survive. And filled with pure joy, he released his last breath. 
 
    “Nooooooo!” Asti cried to the heavens, revealing all the despair and sorrow she felt. The Usik raised her arms to the sky. Staring upward, she uttered a shrill lament from her soul for that noble–hearted man, and for what could have been and now would never be. 
 
    And she wept an ocean of tears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Friend 
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    Haradin kept his gaze firmly fixed on his powerful enemy. From no more than a hundred and fifty paces away, completely surrounded by burnt soldiers, the slant-eyed foreigner stared at him defiantly in his turn. Haradin had punished that Sorcerer of dark magical arts of death with all the force of his fire magic, yet even though he had wreaked devastating havoc among the Black Army the Sorcerer remained firm and unhurt. He was a man of some age, and he radiated power. This worried Haradin. I’m facing a man who isn’t just powerful, but also intelligent and very experienced. I don’t like this at all.  
 
    The shouts of the men at his feet beneath the great gate forced him to turn his attention briefly to the fierce fighting. They were beginning to lose the battle. The enemy pressure was incessant, the Norriel lines were beginning to break, and they were now fighting desperately. I must do something or else we’re doomed. I have to take the risk. I must help them. Ignoring the openly lethal danger the Sorcerer presented, Haradin began to cast a powerful spell, exposing himself momentarily to his rival. 
 
    The Sorcerer noticed what he was doing and took advantage of it. 
 
    Before Haradin could finish his spell, a strange image in black began to form under his feet. He glanced down an instant and saw an arcane black circle, with a bloody-eyed skull inside it, taking shape on the ground. 
 
    “Damnation, he’s caught me!” he cursed, knowing it was already late. With resolve, despite the upset he had received, he kept on with his enchantment. He had to finish it at once in order to confront that evil spell which was meant to end his life. 
 
    And at last Haradin’s powerful spell came to a climax. 
 
    In front of the line of Norriel, a huge wall of fire rose from the ground and spread along the whole line of defenders. The protective barrier of fire was so intense it burnt the first attacking lines to ashes. Anyone trying to reach the Norriel would be consumed by fire instantly. But borne on by the advance of their own troops, the first lines of the Black Army crashed against the barrier, unable to stop. The screams of pain as fire took hold of them reached all corners of the plain. 
 
    Haradin sighed in satisfaction. The barrier would slow the advance of the black tide, causing uncountable casualties as it did so. This will make you think, and give the Norriel a moment’s respite at the same time. But the spell came at a price. The skull under his feet began to shed a negative energy, of death, which Haradin felt even through the protection of his sphere. Instinctively he tried to get away from it, but as he took a step sideways he found he was trapped in the arcane circle. 
 
    He could not escape!  
 
    The eyes of the skull flashed blood-red. 
 
    Haradin knew his protective sphere would not hold. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A hundred and fifty paces away, Isuzeni felt deep satisfaction as he watched the power of his spell trapping the enemy Mage in a prison of death. He smiled, knowing he had defeated the great Battle Mage of the Rogdonians. He who squanders his power in great spells cannot defeat one who is both powerful and focused. Today the great Haradin will wish he had never dealt death and destruction to our men, for now not enough power remains to him to allow him to fight this, my one and uniquely powerful spell.  
 
    “I’ll grant you an unworthy death, Battle Mage, since that is all you deserve,” Isuzeni said with a sneer. 
 
    The High Priest gave a final glance at Haradin, trying unsuccessfully to escape his mortal trap. Then, turning his back on him, he went on towards the nearby forest. 
 
    The Destiny of Glory is approaching.  
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    Komir was trying to reach Haradin. He was carrying the unconscious Hartz over his shoulder, and it was like carrying a mountain. The Norriel warriors had blocked the flank which Iruki and Kayti had been taken through, and the fighting in that area was now demented. The enemy army had sent more troops and was pressing once again to take the breach in the wall and thus enter the city. The Norriel were defending it to the death. 
 
    I must get to Haradin, he’ll think of something, he thought, not knowing what course to take. We can’t go after Iruki and Kayti, the enemy would hack us to pieces. There’s a whole host out there. He wanted to go after them, to rescue them, but he knew that if he did it without a plan, driven only by foolish heroism, he would die before he had taken ten steps. A pang in his chest which he recognized as anxiety for his two companions tortured him with each step. He went on carrying the giant Norriel until he reached Haradin. 
 
    Komir had a shock when he found the great Mage in serious trouble. He was caught in some sort of magical trap and was struggling to break free. Komir left Hartz on the ground and went to help the Mage. He saw the impressive barrier of fire Haradin had created in front of the Norriel line, and knew for a fact that without him they were doomed. 
 
    Sonea, her eyes wide with fear, was beside Haradin, trying to understand the prison of death he was trapped in. “We have to help him,” Komir said to her. 
 
    At this point Hartz woke up. He tried to get to his feet in confusion. 
 
    “What… what… happened…?” he asked.  
 
    Komir could see that his friend was dizzy. He had to tell him what had happened but he was deeply uneasy about his reaction. He thought about not telling him, but that would be even worse. 
 
    “Where’s Kayti?” he asked, looking around for the redhead as he spoke. 
 
    Slowly, trying to convey as much calm as possible, Komir told him what had happened. The reaction he had feared was not long in coming. 
 
    “And you didn’t go after them? You let them take them? What have you done?” he shouted as he got to his feet. 
 
    “Hartz, you know me. You know I tried to stop them, but we couldn’t manage to get to them.” 
 
    “And why didn’t you go and rescue them? Why didn’t you wake me up? Who knows what they might do to them! Who knows if they’re still alive! I can’t believe you didn’t go after them! I simply can’t!” 
 
    “Hartz, they went into the middle of the enemy army. We couldn’t follow them there!” 
 
    “I don’t care if they took them to hell itself! You should’ve gone after them! I’m going to go after them!” 
 
    “You can’t, they’ll kill you!”  
 
    “I don’t care! They have my Kayti! I’m going to bring her back!” 
 
    “Think about it, Hartz! There are thousands of soldiers surrounding us. It’s suicide.” Komir pointed at the sea of enemies trying to take the city. “Look down there!” 
 
    The giant turned round and began to walk back. “I don’t care! I’m going to rescue Kayti!” 
 
    Komir knew that Hartz, led astray by his great heart, was heading straight into a death-trap. He had to stop him. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool! Come back!” he shouted at him, and grabbed his arm. 
 
    A lightning right hook got Komir on the cheekbone. It was as though he had been struck with a hammer. He fell to the ground and shook his head in an attempt to recover. 
 
    Hartz jabbed his finger at him. “The thing is that you’ve always hated her!”  
 
    “I don’t hate her… but I don’t trust her, which is totally different.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to separate us. I love her, and nothing can change that.” 
 
    “I know you love her, but she’s not to be trusted. She’ll lead you to ruin.” 
 
    Hartz threatened him with his fists. “Shut up, Komir! Or you’ll be sorry for your words.”  
 
    “Don’t go after her, my friend, you’ll be killed.” 
 
    “If I must die, then so be it.” 
 
    “We’ll find a way, but this isn’t it.” 
 
    “If they’d taken Aliana, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” 
 
    “If Aliana had been taken we’d be having this same conversation, but the other way round. You’d be trying to stop me, just as I’m trying to stop you now, and you know it, my friend.” 
 
    “I won’t leave her to her fate!” Hartz said. He turned and set off once again. 
 
    Komir watched his friend leave. He understood how he felt, he knew the crossroads he had come to. But he could not let him lose his life for that woman, not for her and not like this. He got up and went after him. He came up behind him, searched on the ground and found what he was looking for. Holding the rock firmly with both hands, he hit the big Norriel hard on the back of his neck. Hartz dropped like a felled tree. 
 
    “I know you’ll hate me forever for this. I know it’s the end of our friendship and it breaks my heart. But I’m not letting you die. I just can’t. I’m sorry, my friend.” 
 
     He turned round and went to help Haradin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Redeemed 
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    In the forest, six Moyuki surrounded Iruki and Kayti. Iruki felt fear, an icy fear clutching at her stomach. But she fought against it. She would not let it overcome her, not let herself be defeated by worry. She drew on both her fortitude and her rage, and composed herself. Two of the Moyuki grabbed them by the hair and ruthlessly dragged them into the middle of the clearing. Pain tore at her mind again until she thought she would faint. 
 
    “Damn pigs! Let go of me and give me a sword and I’ll teach you what for!” Kayti hurled insults at them and struggled to get free, but it was all in vain. The bonds were expertly tied and would not yield. The High Priest had passed judgment, and now their heads would roll. Iruki thanked the good spirits; that vile man was not there to witness her death. She breathed deeply and gave herself up to Mother Steppe. 
 
    They were made to kneel. Two of the Moyuki placed their feet on the women’s backs, forcing their heads parallel to the ground. Two others stood at their sides and drew their swords. The gleam of the sun on the steel momentarily blinded Iruki. The moment had come. She looked at Kayti for one last time. 
 
    “Stay strong,” the redhead said. “Don’t give them the satisfaction of seeing fear in our eyes. We’ll die like warriors, with our heads high, resisting to the last moment.” 
 
    Iruki nodded. She thought about the beautiful, endless mother steppe; about her tribe, the Blue Clouds; about the sacred lake beside her village; about the foot of the Fountain of Life; about her land and her race, and courage filled her heart. The image of Kaune Eagle Warrior, her brave and much-loved father, came to her mind, and immediately she felt herself to be a proud Masig once again. I’m a worthy daughter of the people of the steppes. They’ll never force me to submit! Never! Courage brought rage along with it, and her indomitable spirit surged once again. 
 
    “Those swine will never see it!” she told Kayti, and pride gleamed in the redhead’s eyes. 
 
    “That’s the way to talk!” Kayti said. “Let’s show these revolting outlanders how the women of Tremia die.” 
 
    In that last moment of her life, Iruki’s thoughts flew high, like an eagle, in search of her beloved, her Yakumo. 
 
    “I love you…” she whispered, as the sword rose above her head, “with all my heart, now and forever.” 
 
    The sword was just about to fall on her neck when Iruki glimpsed a green flash through the bushes in front of her. Amazed, she recognized the flash. She had seen it more than once before… 
 
    Lasgol’s Gift! 
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    The lethal whistle of two simultaneous arrows cutting the air in flight reached her ears. The arrows struck the two executioners in the neck with a hollow thud. The huge Moyuki dropped their swords, staggered and fell to the ground, choking on their own blood. 
 
    Chaos took over the clearing. The two Dark Assassins disappeared at once as if they had vanished into thin air, and Narmos the Sorcerer threw himself down to crouch behind the two girls. The four Moyuki still standing ran at once towards the source of the arrows. Iruki heard the lethal whistle once again, and two other Moyuki fell dead. Lasgol rose from behind the bushes with his bow at the ready. Iruki was about to shout a warning as she saw that the two Moyuki were lunging at him and he would not have time to nock another arrow. But the terrible headache made her slow to react, and in the same moment Yakumo materialized out of the air behind the two warriors. Her beloved’s black daggers traced their deadly arcs and the Moyuki fell dead without knowing who had killed them. 
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    Iruki’s heart was flooded with happiness. Her love Yakumo was there. At that moment she heard Narmos’ spell behind her, and the joy turned to fear. She glanced back and saw the sinister axe of the Sorcerer pointing at Yakumo and Lasgol. The Tracker gave a grunt of pain, took two steps into the clearing as if he had been blinded, dropped his bow and fell to his knees. 
 
    Iruki realized that Lasgol’s face was covered by a dark creature, a huge worm which seemed to be eating his face. It was an enormous leech! 
 
    Kayti was struggling to get rid of her bonds. “Let him go, you bloody sorcerer!” she shouted. But Narmos hit her hard on the head with the handle of his axe. The redhead fainted, and blood began to flow from the wound. 
 
    Iruki wanted to kill the brute, but she realized that on her knees and with her hands tied there was nothing she could do. She decided to try her Ilenian medallion. It was desperate and risky, but she would never give up. She would fight to her last breath. 
 
    “Now what are you trying to do, you bitch of the steppes?” Narmos yelled. 
 
    Before Iruki could conjure anything, a new and terrible explosion of pain hammered at her mind. 
 
    “You never learn, do you?” Narmos said. “Do not dare try conjuring again, you are too clumsy and slow. I can interrupt your spell before you can even think of it. If I catch you again I shall cut your throat.” 
 
    Iruki realized it was useless. She could never use the medallion; she could barely stay conscious amid that kind of pain. 
 
    Yakumo tried to help Lasgol, but one of the Dark Assassins materialized in front of him and hit him with lightning speed. Iruki’s heart pounded in her chest so hard she thought she would die there and then. Yakumo recovered from the surprise attack, and the two daggers began to trace arcs of death. The speed of the attacks was dizzying and inhuman. Yakumo’s lethal skill met its equal in his opponent. Each attack of Yakumo’s black daggers was countered by those of the Dark Assassin. They appeared to be carrying out a well-rehearsed dance of death. Each step, each gesture, each arc of the daggers seemed choreographed to an unbelievable perfection, with moves so fast that Iruki could barely follow them. She was well aware that her beloved was fighting against someone as lethal and dangerous as he was himself, perhaps even more so. The thought filled her with anxiety. 
 
    With a cry of pain Lasgol got to his feet again. The diabolical leech of death was sucking out his life, draining him of the essence of his being. He called on his Gift and heaved with both hands until at last he managed to get rid of the monster. He tossed it away through the trees and drew his two short swords. Livid as a ghost, he began to move towards Narmos. 
 
    “You damned Norghanian,” Narmos said with perfect confidence. “You are tougher than you look! But that is nothing. I shall put an end to you all the same,” He pointed with his axe and invoked a spell on Lasgol. The skull with ruby eyes shone deadly black. 
 
    An insubstantial black snake coiled around Lasgol’s feet and forced him to fall to the ground a few paces from Iruki. The Tracker fought to rid himself of the reptilian monster which was trying to poison him. He used his Gift and dodged aside from the snake, piercing its head as it was about to bite his neck. 
 
    At that instant a red flash caught the Masig’s eye. The second Dark Assassin appeared from behind a nearby tree. With a tremendous leap, more like a cat than a man, he came to stand before Lasgol. 
 
    “No!” cried Iruki, seeing the two black daggers rise above the Tracker’s back. 
 
    Lasgol twisted skillfully and tried to defend himself. A green flash ran through his body. Miraculously, he managed to block the first dagger, but the second penetrated his defenses and caught him deep in the right shoulder. He grunted in pain. The Assassin, with devilish speed, attacked again, hitting Lasgol sharply and precisely on the head and knocking him out. He rose above the helpless Forest Ranger, ready to deliver the fatal blow. Yakumo appeared behind the Assassin with an incredible leap and struck him with both feet, sending him flying between the trees. 
 
    Immediately the other Dark Assassin used his Gift. He took a shadowy step forward and vanished in front of Iruki’s eyes, only to reappear instantly behind Yakumo. Before her beloved could even turn, one of the Assassin’s daggers slashed him deeply from one side of his back to the other. Yakumo arched in pain, and Iruki felt the wound in her own back. The Assassin prepared to cut him again the opposite way with the other dagger. Yakumo turned his head swiftly, put his hand to his mouth, used his Gift and blew. A reddish dust covered his enemy’s face, and Yakumo bent to one side. The stroke missed completely. 
 
    He had blinded his attacker. 
 
    Yakumo thrust with lightning speed and caught the Assassin in the arm, but even in his blinded state he managed to roll aside and get out of reach. 
 
    A new red flash made Iruki turn. It was the other Dark Assassin. Iruki’s heart almost stopped when she saw the three throwing-daggers, red as blood, flying at Yakumo. It all happened in a heartbeat. He had managed to dodge two of the daggers, but the third was embedded in his shoulder, inches from his heart. Ignoring the wound, Yakumo rolled on the ground towards the Dark Assassin, and their daggers met. The Assassin moved his body like a snake, so that Iruki was reminded of a black viper. Yakumo shone with a red radiance. With a two-handed blow, like a charging bull, he penetrated the Assassin’s defenses and hit him in the chest with such force that he folded over like a felled tree. Yakumo took advantage of this and went for his jugular. But his opponent saw him and ducked aside. Yakumo’s dagger cut clavicle and shoulder. The Assassin kicked Yakumo in the stomach, so that he was forced to step back. At that moment the second Assassin, like a shadow, so stealthy and dark as to be almost imperceptible, came up behind him. 
 
    “Careful, Yakumo! Behind you!” Iruki shouted. 
 
    Yakumo turned like lightning. He blocked the first dagger, but it was a distraction. The second reached him in the side. 
 
    “He fights well, this traitor,” Narmos said. “His dishonor deserves the most agonizing torture, and gladly would I condemn him.” He looked at Iruki. “But he will not be able to defeat two Dark Assassins. His fate is sealed, he will die, but unfortunately he will not receive the just punishment I would assign to him for his infamy.” 
 
    Iruki gave Narmos a look of hatred and loathing. “You revolting pig!” she shouted. 
 
    The two Dark Assassins lunged at Yakumo simultaneously, and the combat flared. Yakumo gave the snaky Assassin another wound, this time a deep cut in his side. But the second Assassin used his Gift and launched two crossed strokes, too fast for the eye to catch. He gave Yakumo a fresh wound in the back, with two long cuts from side to side. Yakumo responded with a backstroke, but his opponent stepped skillfully aside and avoided it. 
 
    Iruki could not contain her agony. She knew Yakumo was badly wounded. 
 
    The Assassin prepared for his deadly blow with a pirouette, dropping down on Yakumo like a giant black widow spider. At the same time the wounded Assassin attacked like a snake, aiming for Yakumo’s ankles. 
 
    Iruki screamed. 
 
    Yakumo seemed to hesitate an instant. Then with incredible poise, while spider and snake carried out their final attack, he threw something on the ground. A cloud of black smoke took his place. The spider failed in her deadly descent and the snake bit only dust. 
 
    Yakumo reappeared behind the snake Assassin and drove both daggers into his back. He pulled them out and let the body fall. A red flash enveloped him and he leapt back into the smoke. 
 
    Iruki watched all this on the verge of hysteria, powerless. She tried to free herself to enter the darkness and help the man she loved, but the Sorcerer held her fast, forcing her to remain on her knees in front of him. 
 
    “Stay still, you dirty savage!” he said. He pressed his knee against her back. “I want to see how this duel of Assassins ends.” 
 
    Another figure emerged from the smoke. 
 
    It was the Dark Assassin. 
 
    Iruki felt her heart stop beating. 
 
    The Dark Assassin took two steps towards her. He stopped, threw his head back strangely and blood gushed from his throat. He raised both hands to the wound and fell dead. 
 
    A moment later Yakumo reappeared. His face was so pale he looked as though all the blood in his body had been drained. The throwing-dagger was buried in his shoulder and a dreadful cut in his chest was bleeding profusely. He took a step towards Iruki, stretched out his arms to her and fell to his knees. 
 
    “Yakumo!” Iruki cried. 
 
    “A great combat, such as I have not witnessed for a long time,” Narmos said. “You have achieved true prowess, traitor. But now the time has come to end this.” 
 
    Pointing with his axe at the lifeless bodies of the two dark Assassins, Narmos spoke a long and evil utterance of power. The ruby-eyed skull in his hand shone with the black of death. An evil blackness covered the bodies of the dead Assassins and before Iruki’s astonished eyes, they rose to their feet, coming back to life from the dead. 
 
    “Oh Mother Steppe, protect us!” Iruki prayed, in total horror at this violation of the laws of Mother Nature. 
 
    “Necromancy!” Lasgol cried from the ground where he had just recovered consciousness. 
 
    The Tracker’s face was purple, his eyes and lips swollen, and two white locks decorated his blond hair now. With a tremendous effort, he stood up and took back his swords. 
 
    “Help him, please!” Kayti begged. 
 
    Lasgol tried to launch himself forward against the living-dead, but his legs were partly useless from the attacks of the snake. He was not going to reach him on time; the monsters were already on top of the defeated Yakumo. Lasgol used his Gift to help his legs. With a grunt, hungry for flesh, the living-dead monsters attacked. Yakumo, on his knees, his strength exhausted, plunged both daggers in the chest of the un-dead coming at him. But instead of stopping, it fell upon him, seeking to feed its voracious appetite. Despite his exhaustion he struggled to get it off, but after it came the second one. The living-dead Assassin fell on Yakumo and with a terrible bite, tore flesh out of Yakumo’s neck severing his left carotid. 
 
    “Noooooooooo!” Iruki yelled. 
 
    Lasgol reached the first monster and cut off its head with a clean stroke. The living-dead collapsed. Then he saw to his horror that the second was tearing Yakumo’s neck. With a thrust of his knife he pierced the skull, and the un-dead ceased to exist. He kicked it aside and watched in despair as life ebbed from Yakumo’s body. 
 
    “Damned Norghanian!” Narmos cried, and began to cast a spell on Lasgol with dark words of power. 
 
    Iruki, mad with sorrow, rose abruptly and hit Narmos on the chin with her head with such force that the Sorcerer’s mask flew off his face, along with part of his tongue. 
 
    Lasgol seized his opportunity and threw himself on the Sorcerer. Narmos struggled to his feet in panic and tried to conjure. 
 
    “Without your tongue you can’t work magic, Sorcerer,” Lasgol said. He pushed the silver axe aside with his sword. Narmos opened his mouth, but only blood came out. 
 
    “To the abyss with you!” Lasgol said, and pierced his heart with a powerful thrust of his sword. 
 
    Iruki crawled to her beloved and lay beside him. She desperately wanted to hold him, but her hands were still tied behind her. Their eyes met, and she smiled at him through her tears. 
 
    “Yakumo, my love,” she muttered, then burst into disconsolate weeping. 
 
    “Iruki… my light…” he muttered. 
 
    “Don’t leave me…” 
 
    “My heart… is full with joy… at having met you… loved you, my light, my sun.” 
 
    “I love you with all my being,” Iruki said in an agony of sorrow. Sobs caught in her throat and she could barely breathe. 
 
    “Don’t cry, Iruki my love, I die happy, for I have found joy…when I never thought I could… when my black soul sought to end its empty existence…” 
 
    Lasgol came up to them and hastened to cut her bonds. 
 
    Iruki put her hands on the terrible wound, trying to stop the flow of blood, even though she knew it was hopeless. 
 
    “You taught me to hope… even those of us who don’t deserve it… that redemption is possible… that love is…” Yakumo said between bouts of coughing blood. “I never thought I could be redeemed… but now, seeing you alive, I know I did it. My… soul isn’t black any longer… your light… has saved me…” 
 
    “My love…” 
 
    “Lasgol…” Yakumo called. 
 
    “Here I am, my friend,” said the Tracker, standing where Yakumo could see him. 
 
    “Remember… remember your promise…” 
 
    Lasgol looked Yakumo in the eyes. 
 
    “I gave you my word, I’ll keep it. I’ll take care of Iruki and protect her. Your wishes will be honored. You have my word.” 
 
    “Thank you… friend… I trust your honor…” 
 
    “Don’t leave me…” Iruki sobbed. 
 
    “You’ve redeemed me, I’ve known true love… be happy for me, what else could I ask for… Live, Iruki… ride again on your beloved steppes… I swear I die happy…” 
 
    The light went out of Yakumo’s eyes, and the deepest sorrow came over Iruki’s soul and heart. 
 
    She cried to the heavens, and her heart broke into a thousand lacerating fragments. 
 
    The pain was so intense she thought her chest would burst and she too would die. Tears flowed down her cheeks. Her love, her life, her future were gone forever. The pain was such that each tear bored a hole in her heart as though a blade of hot iron had been driven into it. She wept and wept, but her soul’s sorrow was so intense that she felt she would lose her mind. 
 
    “Yakumo!” she screamed with such abandonment that Mother Steppe herself felt her daughter’s searing suffering. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Ilenian Power 
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    Above the gate, Komir was struggling to help Haradin. The Mage was still trapped in the sinister prison Isuzeni had conjured and which was robbing him of life. Haradin was fighting not to perish, but he could not break free, and with every moment he was being drained of life. 
 
    The powerful wall of fire the Mage had raised was beginning to die down, and with it Komir’s hope. He glanced down at his medallion and then at the profane circle with the macabre skull sealed on the ground where Haradin struggled. He tried to grab the Mage and pull him out of that esoteric trap, but when he reached out his hand it met a sinister barrier. The circle formed an impenetrable prison. 
 
    He looked at Sonea in search of help. 
 
    “How can I free him? What can I do?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Komir, but if we don’t get him out of there we’re lost. The enemy hosts will crush us.” 
 
    At that moment the barrier of fire which held back the enemy advance died out completely. 
 
    “Prepare for the attack!” cried Warrior Master Gudin in the center of the line of Norriel warriors below the gate. 
 
    The war-cries of the Norriel filled the air. 
 
    “We have to break through the barrier that’s keeping him trapped,” Sonea said. 
 
    Komir nodded. “But how? It seems unbreakable.” 
 
    He closed his eyes. “I’ll try using the medallion,” he said. Attack the barrier, he ordered the medallion. A translucent flash shot out of the jewel and struck the prison of death. He saw that little by little, the beam appeared to be weakening the enemy barrier and cutting into it. 
 
    Sonea could see the skull sucking the life out of the Mage. “It’s going to take too long,” she said. “Haradin will have died by the time you manage it.”  
 
    “Can you think of anything else?”  
 
    Sonea put her hand on her chin to think. “An arcane barrier…” she mused. “How would you penetrate an arcane barrier? Yes… how?” She looked at Haradin, then at Komir. “I have it!” she cried with a little jump of joy. “Magic cuts magic, barrier cuts barrier. That must be the way. Use your barrier, Komir.” 
 
    The Norriel stared at her, not fully understanding what the clever Librarian was suggesting, but he followed her advice. Medallion, tear and penetrate this evil barrier with my own, he ordered. Symbols, already familiar even if unintelligible, filled his mind. He knew the Ilenian Medallion of Ether was casting a spell. His own protective sphere changed color and turned silvery. He moved towards Haradin determinedly, and the silver sphere cut the barrier which imprisoned the Mage like a sharp knife. Komir penetrated inside the trap and reached Haradin. The Mage looked completely drained, on the brink of collapse. 
 
    Komir put his arm around him. ““Don’t move. I’ll get you out of here.” 
 
    He made sure the mage was inside the protection of his silver sphere, then with extreme care he retraced his steps, bringing the Mage with him. The sphere cut through the trap once again, and they both made their way out. 
 
    Haradin collapsed on to the ground, exhausted, unable even to speak. He was white as snow, and there were purple circles under his grey eyes to bear witness to his terrible struggle for survival. 
 
    The clamor of the battle drew Komir’s eyes to the front lines. The black tide was attacking, and the defenders were too few to be able to withstand it. 
 
    “They’re attacking! Hold fast!” came Warrior Master Gudin’s voice. 
 
    Komir watched the defenders retreating. There was no way of containing that weight of numbers. They were being pushed back inside. Soon they would be overwhelmed. 
 
    “Haradin, we have to do something! They’re going to swallow us!” 
 
    The Mage got to his feet with difficulty, leaning on his staff of power. 
 
    “I’m… exhausted… and I’ve used up almost all my magical energy…” 
 
    Hearing this, Komir realized they were doomed. Without the power of the great Mage, nothing would stop the enemy forces from annihilating them. He did not want to give way to pessimism, but the situation was out of control. And if the situation was desperate at the great gate of the city, how would it be at the two weak points? Would they hold? 
 
    The reply came quickly enough. 
 
    From the western side, he saw the last surviving Rogdonian soldiers arrive, withdrawing before the enemy pressure. The enemy had managed to breach the wall. The defenders were retreating in an orderly fashion to the gate, toward him. Beyond them he could see the black swarm pouring through the hole in the wall, chasing the soldiers, seeking to kill the last defenders. When they had come close enough he recognized a face among them, and his heart rejoiced. 
 
    “Aliana!” was all he could say as he saw her arriving with Asti. 
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    Their faces showed intense pain and sorrow. Komir had no doubt that something terrible had happened. A little further back, two soldiers were supporting Gerart with their shoulders. He looked badly wounded. Something had gone wrong, very wrong. They reached the Norriel fighting beneath the gate, and formed a line to defend the flank from the black soldiers who were pursuing them ruthlessly. 
 
    Komir glanced behind him at the higher section of the city in ruins, and for a moment he thought of seizing Aliana’s hand and taking her to safety. The Healer came up the stairs to the gate and looked him in the eyes. She did not say anything, but simply took his hand. Komir knew she would never leave her companions, that she was asking him to stay with her in that fateful final moment when everything was falling around them, when the situation was turning impossible. Komir nodded. He would stay with her, not only then, but always, if she so asked. He thanked the three Norriel Goddesses that he had been lucky enough to meet this wonderful woman whose mere presence filled him with courage. She had made him a better man, and he loved her for it. He would fight to the death, with his people, and die beside the woman he loved with his heart and soul. 
 
    “Komir, look!” Aliana cried suddenly. 
 
    Komir turned, and his spirits sank. From the east they watched the arrival of the last Norriel, who had been defending the opening in the wall. The black army was in pursuit, and already entering the city. 
 
    “Both defenses have fallen,” he whispered. His warrior’s soul had hoped that his fellow-countrymen would hold the eastern side, but it was an impossible mission and he knew it. Only the gate was left, and it was on the point of falling.  
 
    The Norriel formed a line beside them, preparing to hold the flank. 
 
    “Form a circle!” Master Gudin ordered. “Closed formation! They’ll come through the gate and go for the two flanks! Hold fast!” 
 
    The circle began to form on Gudin’s orders, a circle of iron and steel to confront the final attack. 
 
    Suddenly three figures emerged at a run from among the ruined buildings of the lower city. A hundred enemy soldiers were pursuing them closely. Komir could not believe his eyes when he recognized them. 
 
    “It can’t be…” 
 
    Iruki and Kayti, together with the Norghanian Tracker, were running for their lives towards them. 
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    “Hurry up! By the Goddesses, run!” Komir shouted. 
 
    “Run! They’re almost on top of you!” Aliana cried. 
 
    The three fugitives reached them an instant before the defenders finished closing their defensive circle. The hundred pursuers crashed against the wall of defenders, who dealt with them in the blink of an eye. The three reached Komir above the gate, then collapsed on to the ground, panting and speechless. 
 
    Komir took stock of the situation. They were surrounded by a dark sea of enemies: a small island in the center with no way out. Above the gate, the Bearers and Haradin, and with them Gerart, Hartz and Kayti; at their feet, the steel circle of the Norriel; and the last Rogdonians, surrounded by enemies in every direction. 
 
    “Defend the gate! Don’t let them take it!” Gudin ordered. 
 
    The hosts of evil were pressing harder, and harder. All the lower part of the city was a black sea now. Their victory was inevitable. The defensive circle contracted, but did not break. To the rhythm of the ominous war drums, the black sea pressed on again, and the circle contracted still further. They would not be able to hold out much longer. 
 
    “Hartz, sweetheart!” Kayti cried when she recovered and saw the big Norriel lying on the ground. She ran to him, full of concern. 
 
    Komir’s gaze turned to his companions. Iruki was sitting on the parapet with her back against the wall, her gaze lost in the distance. She looked as if she were somewhere far away, deep in her sorrow. She gazed at the sky with lifeless eyes, as if her soul had been wrenched out of her, and with it her reason. Asti was sitting on the ground, huddled like a frightened doe, unable to stop weeping. Komir felt deep sadness and pain emanating from the young Usik. Aliana herself, who was tending Gerart’s wounds, seemed overcome by the circumstances. Seeing them all in that state, with the black army about to strike them, Komir knew they were defeated. They were all going to die. And at that moment, the fury that had been guiding him wrongly towards revenge lit up and this time led him towards the true path, as if at last he had learnt the lesson of life which it had taken him so long to assimilate. It led him to hope, to life, leaving revenge and death behind. 
 
    “No! We’re not going to die here, my friends!” he said to his companions. “We’re going to live! We’ll defeat this evil!” 
 
    Everybody looked up and listened. Even Iruki came back to herself for a moment. 
 
    “I know you’ve gone through hell. I can read it in your pale faces, in your sunken eyes, in your broken bodies. But that’s why we have to get up from here and fight to the last drop of blood. We can’t let ourselves be defeated, not now, as long as there’s breath left in us! We have to stand up! We have to fight! We have to live!” 
 
    His companions looked back at him in silence. 
 
    “Get up and fight with me! We’re never going to give up! Ever!” 
 
    Iruki stood up slowly, as if every move caused her unbearable pain. She raised her arm to the sky. With shining eyes she said: 
 
    “I’ll fight! For Yakumo! I’ll kill those gutless jackals, to the last of them! For my beloved! There’ll be no limit to my wrath! My fury will be as endless as my people’s prairies! My pain will guide me, and none of them will leave here alive! I swear it by the most sacred thing of all. I swear by Mother Steppe!” 
 
    Asti straightened, took a step forward and shouted above the din of the war drums: 
 
    “I fight too! For Kendas! Death! Death! Death all!” 
 
    And following the example of the two brave Bearers, the rest of the group raised their fists and shouted: 
 
    “Death! Death! Death!” 
 
    The enemy army charged from all directions, and the defensive circle was on the brink of collapsing. 
 
    “Hold the circle!” they heard Master Gudin say. 
 
    Haradin inhaled deeply. Letting the air out in a long healing breath, he came to stand among the Bearers.  
 
    “Your strength and courage are inspiring. Form a circle around me,” he said, and the five —Komir, Aliana, Iruki, Asti and Sonea— surrounded the Mage. “Hold hands and close your eyes, relax and concentrate. Think of the medallion each of you bears round his neck: Komir, Ether; Aliana, Earth; Iruki, Water; Asti, Fire; and Sonea, Air. Search inside for the pool of energy which feeds your innate Gift, and activate it. I need your energy, for my own is all spent. Let it flow, let it emanate from your bodies, through your medallions, to mine.” 
 
    Isolating themselves from the fierce battle taking place at their feet, oblivious to the imminent danger which could soon end their lives, the five concentrated and followed the great Mage’s instructions. 
 
    Komir felt his energy begin to leave his chest and opened his eyes. He witnessed a mystical spectacle which left him awed and silent. From each of the five Bearers, the energy flowed from their medallions to Haradin’s chest, each one in its characteristic hue, combining to make a many-colored show of tremendous Power. The great Mage was channeling all the energy they were shedding, towards himself, into his own body, absorbing it. 
 
    Haradin exhaled and spread his arms wide. “Now I have the energy I need. Your power feeds me. We have a chance: a unique and final one. We must use it well, or else we’re lost. The moment has come to unleash upon the enemy the greatest horror that man has ever seen on the face of Tremia. Only thus will we survive the enemy hosts. Only thus will we survive.” 
 
    Komir felt a chill at Haradin’s words. 
 
    “First we must protect our own,” Haradin went on. He began to intone a long chant which Komir knew was a potent spell. 
 
    A translucent dome, barely visible, but which Komir could sense, appeared over them. The great dome covered the ring of defenders, who were fighting desperately to withstand the final assault below, and also those above the Gate of the wall. Komir puzzled over the dome. What was it for? 
 
    Haradin turned to the Bearers. “The moment has come to use the Ilenian Power. I was hoping the situation would not reach this critical point, that we could have found other means. But there are no others. Some time ago, with great effort, I learnt a spell of unimaginable power from the Ilenian Book of the Sun. I never expected to need to use such a spell, but the day has come. It is a spell which no man may cast alone, since it belongs to an Ilenian High King. That is why I need your help, your Gift, and the power of your medallions. I will not conceal the truth from you: we are taking a great risk, all of us, for there is the possibility —and it’s a strong one —that I might not be able to control the spell, so that we all perish, consumed by its power.” 
 
    A doubtful silence followed the words of the Mage. 
 
    “Is there no alternative?” Komir asked. 
 
    Haradin shook his head. “This is the final moment, where we must risk everything on a single bet. We have no time left. The black tide is about to engulf us. We can’t stop it with individual spells, we must opt for the one great devastating spell with its terrible consequences, or else we’ll be exterminated. There’s no other option.” 
 
    “Will you be able to conjure?” Aliana asked. “You look exhausted…” 
 
    “I believe I’ll manage to invoke it, or at least to initiate it. But I don’t know if I’ll be able to control it; that’s something I can’t know beforehand… and it’s quite likely that I won’t be able to… Once I begin I don’t know what will happen. Its power might consume us and be the end of us. I’m not concealing the fact that it’s a great risk. That’s why the decision isn’t mine. You are the Bearers, yours is the choice.” 
 
    Hands joined, the five exchanged determined looks, but not one of them hesitated. They all knew what was at stake. If there was no other option, they would do what Haradin suggested. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Komir said with sudden resolve. “I’m with you!” 
 
    “Let’s do it!” the rest of the Bearers cried. 
 
    Haradin nodded solemnly and prepared himself. He closed his eyes and in a fateful voice began to conjure. His voice rose above the din of battle around them, like a fatal chant forewarning of the arrival of Death itself. 
 
    Komir’s medallion flashed intensely and remained lit as the Mage invoked his spell. Next came Aliana’s, then Iruki’s, then Asti’s and finally Sonea’s. All five medallions shone with blinding light, each in the hue of its own element. It was as if five stars from the heavens had fallen to earth and flashed in anger. The power of the medallions flowed towards the Mage, who was acting as a channel. 
 
    Haradin raised his arms to the sky. His face showed titanic effort as he tried to control the power involved. A beam made up of the five hues of the medallions shot out of his body towards the immensity which covered them. Haradin became rigid as the energy and power of the medallion flowed through his body, and it was clear that he was undergoing tremendous punishment. Komir watched as the medallions fed Haradin’s Power, and the Mage in turn guided this Power towards the sky. The Mage’s feet did not touch the ground, but floated two hand-spans above it. 
 
    “I… don’t… know… whether I can… control it!” Haradin cried from where he hung suspended in the air. 
 
    Suddenly the sky above their heads began to change color. The bluish-white turned yellow, then quickly darkened to orange, spattered with black streaks. The sunlight faded gradually until the sun itself was eclipsed behind the orange layer which by now was turning red and covering the whole sky until it vanished on the horizon. In the blink of an eye a blood-red night had apparently come to cover the entire plain, forests and hills around them. 
 
    The Mage’s face was contorted in pain. “It’s… too much… Power…” he groaned. 
 
    The Black Army’s assault was slackening. Everybody was watching the sky, which looked as though it had been cursed. When it turned the color of volcanic magma, the fighting came to a halt. Komir felt the hair on the back of his neck rise. 
 
    There was intense agony on Haradin’s face. His body was rigid, as if he had been struck by lightning in the midst of a storm. He began to shake. He was beginning to lose control. 
 
    “Hold fast, Haradin! Hold fast!” Komir shouted. 
 
    Half-suspended above the ground, the Mage began to convulse. He was losing control. 
 
    “We have to do something,” Sonea said. “If he loses control, we’ll all die,”  
 
    Aliana watched the immense power they were generating. “The spell will engulf us,” she said. 
 
    “What do?” Asti cried, eyes filled with terror. 
 
    Komir saw Haradin beginning to spin in mid-air, and without stopping to think reached out a hand to support him. At the touch there was an explosion of energy, and Komir felt a sharp pain race up his arm as if he had been burnt. 
 
    “Komir!” Aliana cried. 
 
    For a moment the Norriel felt a pang of fear and looked at his arm. He had a burn, but it was not serious. Haradin no longer spun, and his convulsions seemed to be lessening. 
 
    “Grab hold of him, we have to help him!” Komir told his companions. “Don’t worry, it’s just a burn!”  
 
    Aliana reached out and held Haradin. There was another explosion, and Aliana gave a cry of pain. But she did not let go of the Mage. At once Iruki did the same, followed by Asti and Sonea. All of them suffered the adverse effects of the touch, but now Haradin was calm. With their support, suspended in mid-air, the Mage began to control the Power of the Medallions. 
 
    “Storm of fire! I summon you!” he called at the top of his lungs, and the five medallions flashed in unison one last time. A flaring beam of light issued from of the Mage and ascended to the sky. The sky turned reddish-black with a deafening blast, as if the Father-God had split its soul in two.  
 
    And it began to rain scorching fire. 
 
    An inferno fell from the sky over everything around. 
 
    In a matter of moments horror ran wild among the enemy soldiers, who fell scorched under that incendiary rain. Thousands of throats screamed in agony as they burst into flames, causing the fire to spread along their ranks while they tried in vain to flee. Everything was now chaos and despair in the dark army. They burnt as if the gods had cursed them from their dwelling above the clouds. 
 
    Komir kept his eyes on the dome above his head, praying to the three Goddesses that it would hold. 
 
    The enemy soldiers were running away in panic and confusion. 
 
    Haradin raised his arms to the heavens. 
 
    “Rain of comets! I summon you!” he called, and the five medallions flashed again. 
 
    Hundreds of fragments of flaming rock fell from the sky, to crash over the enemy hosts with tremendous explosions. The sky had broken open, and shards of igneous rock hurtled to the ground and exploded. 
 
    The power of those Ilenian spells was as horrendous as it was unimaginable. The enemy soldiers tried to reach the forests, but they fell with their bodies engulfed in flames. There was no salvation. The infernal rain consumed them amid explosions of fire. Those closest to the defensive circle hurled themselves desperately against the Norriel warriors in an attempt to escape, and were quickly put out of their misery. That rain of fire and meteors was the mightiest spell Komir could have ever dreamt of seeing. In the space of a few moments, thousands of enemy soldiers suffered a horrible death. The greatest army ever gathered together on the face of Tremia suffered a catastrophic defeat.  
 
    Not one enemy soldier survived. 
 
    The forces of the Black Army were annihilated. 
 
    Haradin lowered his arms, and the rain of death ceased. The great Mage fell to the ground unconscious, worn out by the titanic effort. 
 
    Aliana knelt beside him. 
 
    “How is he?” Komir asked. 
 
    “Alive, though only just. The power of those spells was too much, even for him. He’s been on the verge of death.” 
 
    “They were incredibly powerful Ilenian spells,” Sonea said. “No man should ever attempt them, not even with the help of the medallions.” 
 
    The sky cleared and the sun came out once again. Komir saw that thousands of burnt bodies lay scattered over the plain. The stench of burnt flesh was appalling. 
 
    “We’ve… we’ve won,” Iruki said. There was incredulity in her voice. “They’re… they’re all… dead…” 
 
    “Dead, all, yes,” Asti agreed. 
 
    “It’s insane,” said Sonea. “The power of Ilenian magic is amazing.” 
 
    Komir shaded his eyes with his hand and scanned the battlefield. There was nothing to be seen but charred corpses. 
 
    They had won. 
 
    They were safe. 
 
    “It’s a miracle,” he said. 
 
    “It certainly is,” said Aliana. “I never thought we could make it, to tell the truth. But we have. We’ve defeated all the forces of evil, thanks to your courage which united us.” 
 
    “Thanks to Haradin,” Komir said, “and the Ilenian magic.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t have been able to do it without you,” Aliana said, and took his hand. 
 
    “We wouldn’t have been able to do it without the Bearers,” he replied, and smiled at the woman he loved. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Respite 
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    With all the power their lungs could give their parched throats, the surviving Norriel warriors were cheering their victory. They were filled with irrepressible happiness. 
 
    The battle had ended. 
 
    And they had won! 
 
    They had survived! 
 
    Against all odds. 
 
    The cries of joy spread to the Rogdonians, who all cheered and hugged each other amid laughter and joyful exultation. Some men shed tears, unable to restrain themselves after what they had been through, but a feeling of joy overcame those courageous men who had fought on, without retreating a single step, when all seemed lost. And their dedication, honor and courage had enabled them to survive. They laughed and cried at the same time, releasing all the terrible tension of what they had gone through. 
 
    The nightmare was over and they could rest at last. Soon they would return to their homes and take up whatever remained of their old lives. The cheers soon gave way to singing. The Norriel sang with deep voices about heroes of victories past, victories like the one they had just won. The songs rose to the heavens like prayers to the three Goddesses. 
 
    Komir tried to approach Hartz, who was being tended to by Kayti, but the big Norriel glared at him so furiously that he understood his friend wanted nothing to do with him. Komir turned away, hurt, and withdrew without a word, not wanting to make things even worse. He went in search of Master Gudin. The great warrior was singing with his men, sword held high. He was singing with his whole being. Somewhat to his right, Gerart was walking among the Rogdonian survivors. The King, surrounded by his men, could barely stand, but he greeted them with kind words and praised their honor and courage. He’ll be a good King, Komir thought. 
 
    The songs of his fellow countrymen raised his spirits. They truly were brave, lion-hearted men. He went on to Haradin, who was lying unconscious with Aliana kneeling beside him. Worried by the Mage’s state, he gave her a questioning glance.  
 
    “He needs lots of rest, but he’ll survive,” she assured him, and a faint smile illuminated her face. The simple gesture filled Komir’s heart with hope. He looked up at the sky and sighed. 
 
     “And you?” he asked the Healer. “How are you?” 
 
    “Quite tired, but I’ll be all right.” 
 
    “You should rest and recover, you worry me… I wouldn’t want…” 
 
    Their eyes met, and there was no need for Aliana to reply. Komir understood that she knew about his concern, and that it was reciprocal. 
 
    Lindaro, who had been busy tending to the wounded, came up beside them with two other Priests of the Light. They were carrying a bloodstained stretcher. 
 
    “We’d better take Haradin back to the Castle,” the man of faith said. “This isn’t the right place for him.”  
 
    Aliana stroked the Mage’s face. “Could you tell my Sisters to take good care of him? He needs plenty of rest, and we must make sure we don’t lose him…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll tell them. We’ll take good care of him.” 
 
    The good priest waved them farewell. “I’ll come for more wounded in a moment.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you do it, you seem tireless,” said Aliana, smiling at him with a look of exhaustion on her face. 
 
    “The Light has blessed me with a light body,” he said. “I may not have much strength, but I have plenty of energy.” He smiled and went away towards the higher part of the city. 
 
    As Lindaro was leaving, Lasgol appeared and greeted them with a smile. 
 
    “A day which will go down in the annals of History,” he said. 
 
    “It certainly will!” Komir agreed. 
 
    “We managed it, but it was dangerously close,” said Aliana, who had sat down on the ground to rest. 
 
    Lasgol sat down beside her. 
 
    “It was indeed,” Komir said. 
 
    “The men are happy,” said the Tracker.” All they need is beer.” He was watching the Norriel, who were singing with growing vigor. 
 
    “They’ve survived when they thought everything was lost,” Komir said. “I could sing myself.”  
 
    “We should,” said Lasgol. “I don’t know the Norriel songs, but I can clap along with the tune.”  
 
    “Me too!” said Aliana. 
 
    Komir laughed, and Aliana and Lasgol soon joined him. 
 
    Hartz got to his feet and to Komir’s surprise, came over to them. 
 
    “Do you mind if I have a moment with him alone?” he said. 
 
    “Of course,” Aliana said, and Lasgol nodded. 
 
    Hartz beckoned to Komir, and the two Norriel moved a few steps away. Komir watched his friend’s face, waiting for his hostility. He feared a new outbreak over what had happened. But there was no enmity in the big guy’s eyes; they were dull, which was something very unusual. Komir waited expectantly, not knowing what to do or say. 
 
    “I’m not really keen on the idea…” he began. 
 
    “Of…?” 
 
    “Of talking to you.” 
 
    Komir stared at him with surprise. “But that’s what you’re doing.” 
 
    “It isn’t because I want to.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    Hartz jabbed his thumb behind him at Kayti. “She’s making me do it,” 
 
    Komir looked past him and saw her sitting on the ground, watching them. 
 
    “What’s she making you do?” 
 
    “Make my peace with you.” 
 
    This surprised Komir, who would not have expected it of Kayti. “Well, it does credit to her.” 
 
    “Let’s be clear about this. I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Duly noted.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have stopped me.” 
 
    “They would’ve killed you…” 
 
    “That’s what Kayti says, though I’m not so sure.” 
 
    “I know you’re a mighty warrior, an unequalled one, and that with the Ilenian sword you’re a cyclone of death. But even so, you couldn’t have dealt single-handed with half the Black Army.” 
 
    “Maybe no, maybe yes. We’ll never know.” 
 
    “Well, you sure are pigheaded…” 
 
    “She says that too, all the time. And I don’t like it!” 
 
    “Easy… if you want to be in the right, I won’t deny you.” 
 
    “That’s better.” 
 
    “Anything to have peace with you.” 
 
    “Fine. Admit you were wrong and I’ll think about it.” 
 
    Komir gave a long sigh. He knew perfectly well he had done the right thing, that if his friend had not been stopped he would be dead by now. But as far as Komir was concerned, Hartz’s friendship was everything. He was not prepared to let that incident get between them. If he had to lie and admit he had been wrong, then he would swallow his pride and do it. 
 
    “Fine. I admit it. I was wrong to stop you.” 
 
    “Then you admit I’m right?” 
 
    “I do admit you’re right.” 
 
    “That’s good!” 
 
    “So you’ll think about it?” 
 
    “Hmmmm.” The big man looked at the sky and folded his arms. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “I’m thinking.” 
 
    “And will it take you long?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I was very angry.” 
 
    “You said you were. That means you’re not anymore.” 
 
    “You got me there!” Hartz exclaimed, and next thing he gave Komir such a bear hug that he lifted him off the ground. 
 
    Komir could hardly breathe, but he was overjoyed. 
 
    “Put me down before you break my back.” 
 
    “No way,” the giant said. “Just a little more for the hard time you’ve given me.” He squeezed harder. 
 
    Komir was on the point of fainting when Hartz dropped him. He was left sitting on the ground, half-stunned. 
 
    “So you just think twice next time,” his burly friend said. 
 
    Komir smiled inwardly, without giving anything away. He would do the same thing again and save his friend, but he was not going to tell him that. 
 
    The big Norriel stretched. “Ah, now I feel much better.” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye Komir glanced at Kayti, who looked back at him. He acknowledged the redhead’s generous gesture with a small bow. She gave him a nod in return. He went back to Aliana and Lasgol and with a broad grin dropped down beside them. Gradually the rest of the Bearers arrived, and they all sat down in a circle. 
 
    And rested. 
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    Suddenly the protective magic sphere rose around Komir. He looked down at his medallion and saw that it was giving out a faint crystalline light. Oh no! This doesn’t look good. He turned to the other Bearers and saw that they were all protected by their spheres. The Ilenian medallions had sensed arcane danger. He stepped forward and looked out to the north-east. 
 
    And there he saw it. 
 
    A thick reddish mist was advancing towards them. 
 
    A mist so dense and red that from that distance it looked like a sea of blood. Involuntarily Komir threw his head back as if he had been hit in the face. In his soul he knew evil was on its way. 
 
    All the cheers, laughter and happiness at still being alive ceased at once, and the silence of fear fell on the defenders like a heavy slab of rock. 
 
    As the bloody mist approached, the sky above it turned black, as if a terrible storm were brewing in its wake. Komir watched it restlessly, certain that his Destiny was coming to claim him. What the old Silver Witch had forewarned was coming to pass. Amtoko was right. She’s never wrong in her warnings. He felt fear, a deep fear which froze his heart and for an instant he could not breathe. Death was coming, and with it unfathomable evil. But he was going to face it, he was going to stand firm as a rock, he was not going to give in. If he had to die, so be it. One way or another, everything was going to end here today. He was not going to elude his Destiny and would accept whatever the outcome. He took a deep breath and let out a long moan. 
 
    The time has come. Give me strength! he prayed to the three Norriel Goddesses. 
 
    The unfathomable evil continued its advance, infecting earth and sky, until it stopped two hundred paces away from the survivors. They watched it in silence, tense and expectant.  
 
    The evil stopped. 
 
    The fog of blood started to fade, very slowly. 
 
    Five hundred elite enemy guards were revealed. 
 
    Behind them two figures seemed to hover above the malignant mist. 
 
    Komir strained his vision. At first he could only make out the two figures, but they stirred such a feeling of danger in him that he stepped back as if he had been hit, and had to steady himself in order not to lose his balance. The feeling grew when he focused on them. For a moment he thought his chest had been pierced with a spear. The figures were a woman of overwhelming beauty, cold and lethal, accompanied by an elderly man with intelligent eyes. Although because of the distance he could not see them clearly, for some mysterious reason he saw their features in his mind, as if the two foreigners wished him to, as if they wanted him not to have the slightest doubt about who they were. They could only be doing that by using the Gift, and a very powerful one too. 
 
    Komir breathed in deeply and exhaled a few times to try to calm the feeling of unease which was coming over him. The aura of power those two foreigners radiated was enormous, and so distinct that even a blind man would have perceived it without the Gift. He shook himself. He could not let them intimidate him, he was not going to allow that. I must keep calm. The halo of the woman was such that it would make the heart of a war god shrink to the size of a grain of sand. The woman possessed an immense power, a power he could almost taste, a power of death. Her face appeared in his mind, perfectly defined, as if he were seeing it in a mirror in front of his eyes. He saw the black eyes fixed on his. And at that moment he knew who was watching him, with the certainty of a man who knows death is waiting somewhere along his path. 
 
    It was the Dark Lady. 
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    And she was coming to kill him. 
 
    There she was, the woman who for so long had been searching for him. She had been trying to kill him since he was a baby. The woman who had killed his parents. His Justice and Destiny. There she was, showing herself, defiant and impassive. And Komir knew in his soul that one or the other would not see another dawn. The moment of final confrontation had arrived. 
 
    “My time has come,” he announced to his friends, and before anybody could react he went forward to meet the Dark Lady without looking back. He went through the Great Gate, which was still miraculously standing, and with firm steps, trying to summon up his courage at each stride, he stepped out on to the plain to face his Destiny. It took a hundred paces to gather the courage and serenity to look this personification of evil in the face. Surrounded by dead enemies, with the wall behind him, he clenched his fists to control his fear and looked up, raising his chin in defiance. I will not give in. 
 
    The Dark Lady watched in silence, unblinking, her black eyes fixed on him. 
 
    Such was the power of that being that the scrutiny almost became a physical thing. He felt as if a spirit of darkness had struck him full in the face. He closed his eyes and flinched. He nearly stepped back. But he dug in his heels and stood firm. I have to stand firm, whatever it takes. Like a rock, like a cliff before the ocean of evil, he repeated to himself under his breath. 
 
    A deadly silence fell between Komir and the Dark Lady. A gloomy silence which with every heartbeat he felt more strongly. The woman’s glare seemed to be seeking to pluck out his heart, or crush it to stop it beating. He put his hand to his chest, afraid that creature might do precisely that. He checked his medallion’s protective sphere. No, she would not be able to stop his heart with a spell. Or perhaps she could? Fear came over him once again, but he fought to keep it off. 
 
    Footsteps at his back broke the menacing silence, and he was thankful from the depths of his soul. 
 
    The Bearers joined him. Aliana stood on his right, smiling wanly as she tried to hide the fear she was undoubtedly feeling. Asti came to stand on her friend’s right. Komir turned his head left and saw Iruki with her gaze fixed defiantly on the Dark Lady; she seemed to have no fear. On the Masig’s left stood Sonea, thoughtful as usual, already wondering about the situation they found themselves in. 
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    Komir glanced to either side. “Thanks… to the four of you,” he said in a whisper, “but… it’s my destiny… my duty… you shouldn’t be here…” 
 
    “We don’t see why you should have to face power like this on your own,” Aliana said in a firm, determined voice. 
 
    “We can all feel it, it’s colossal,” Sonea added. 
 
    “I don’t want anything to happen to you. She’s here for me… it’s me she’s after.” 
 
    “And then she’ll kill us all,” Iruki said. Her eyes were fixed coldly on the enemy. 
 
    “Kill all,” Asti agreed, as she waved her hand at everyone behind them. 
 
    Aliana put her hand on her medallion. “We’ll fight beside you. The five united. All the Bearers as one.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “It’s not open to discussion,” Aliana said, and looked directly into his eyes. 
 
    Komir sighed deeply, restlessly. The acid from his stomach was rising up his throat. He did not want them to suffer any harm, he did not want to have them at his side, taking such a risk when he was the one whom evil was seeking. If anything should happen to them because of me… I’d never forgive myself… He was about to try and dissuade them, even though he thought it was a vain hope, when suddenly a deep voice behind him cut short the argument. 
 
    “Let’s finish them off! There aren’t even that many of them! It’ll be child’s play!” cried Hartz, brandishing his sword behind the five Bearers. Kayti was with him in her shining white armor. After them came Lindaro, the good man of faith, his face as pale as if he had seen a ghost, but with determination in his eyes. 
 
    Komir bent his head and shook it with a shrug. How am I going to convince them this is my fight? I don’t want them to come with me in this last battle. It’s my destiny, the Destiny of the Marked, not theirs. I don’t want them to risk their lives, they’ve already given so much. Now it’s my turn. If I must die, so be it, but not them. There’s already been enough death and suffering. Seeing the exultation in his huge friend’s face, eyes staring wide as he searched for the enemy to confront them, he knew he would never dissuade him. He turned to the Bearers and in their hardened faces and narrowed eyes he could read the determination of their brave hearts. There was no way he could keep them apart from danger, no matter how he tried, however much he wanted to. 
 
    “Lindaro,” he begged. “Go back behind the wall.” 
 
    “I can’t stay behind while you all fight this evil. I have to help.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous, and you’re a man of faith, not of war.” 
 
    “I’ve already stayed in hiding while you all risked your lives fighting the Black Army. I knew I should be with you, with every heartbeat, knew I was wrong not to stand up against evil, not to fight beside my friends. Danger’s neither here nor there. It doesn’t matter how great the evil we face may be, I can’t hide, put my head in a hole and just pray for evil to disappear. I have to help.” 
 
    “It’s an abysmal evil… death is waiting for us…” 
 
    “All the more reason to help you fight it. I’ve made up my mind.” 
 
    “How will you fight it? You don’t know how to wield a weapon, you can’t use magic… think about it.” 
 
    “I’ll fight the way I’ve been doing so far” —he put his hand to his heart— “with my faith” —he put a finger to his temple— “and my head. These are my weapons, and they’ve helped us before, if I may remind you.” 
 
    Komir nodded, frowning. “I know, Lindaro. They’ve helped us a lot, but this is different. We’re facing an evil of immense power. I don’t want anything to happen to you, and of all of us, you’re the only one who’s defenseless.” 
 
    “We’re friends, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Of course we are!” 
 
    “Then as a friend, I’m asking you to let me fight against evil today, because my soul won’t let me stay behind in hiding, watching whatever happens. I must be here with you and help you. That I’m certain of. My heart tells me so, and my faith confirms it.” 
 
    “I can’t stop you, my friend, and I thank you. But I still wish you were safe, a long way away from here.” 
 
    “If we don’t defeat that witch, nowhere will be safe. I want to fight with you, to stop this evil from reaching any more innocents. That’s my wish. Grant it to me.” 
 
    Komir hung his head and sighed. He turned a beseeching look on Aliana. The Healer understood his silent plea. 
 
    “Just the same as us,” she said, indicating the other Bearers with a gesture. “You can’t deny it to him.” 
 
    That was not the answer Komir was expecting, but he had to accept it. 
 
    “It’s your decision, Lindaro.” 
 
    “Thank you my friend, I’m staying.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Komir kicked at a pebble. Why won’t they listen? Don’t they realize we’re probably all going to die? The chances of coming out of here alive are minimal. He looked up at the sky. Maybe that’s precisely what’s driving them to stay and fight.  
 
    The ranks of the Rogdonian soldiers parted, and Lasgol came forward. “I’ll make sure the good man of faith is safe,” the Forest Ranger promised. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Komir, feeling a touch of relief. 
 
    “My men are ready,” Gerart announced as he arrived. He was leading the surviving Rogdonian soldiers. 
 
    “We Norriel too are ready,” Master Warrior Gudin said. Behind him came all the Norriel, weapons in hand, their steps firm. 
 
    Komir watched the men arrive with sorrow in his heart. They’re all coming… this is just what I was hoping against… I’ll never manage to make them turn, not now. They see the enemy, they’re facing it and they know they must fight. They’ll all risk their lives, even though they’re aware of the terrible danger. He sighed. And yet I’m grateful, I’m incredibly lucky. He wiped the perspiration off his palms on his doublet. He frowned as he watched the Dark Lady and her Sorcerer, who did not move. Nor did the elite guard. They kept absolutely calm, as though they knew themselves to be the unchallenged victors, even though their numbers were far smaller. Komir had the feeling of confronting demigods, while they themselves were mere mortals who would disappear from the face of the earth as soon as the Dark Lady chose. He felt a huge void in his stomach.  
 
    And the Dark Lady smiled. A morbid, lethal, smile on her thin purple lips, almost black, as if she were some goddess-beast reincarnated in the body of a woman: hungry, licking her lips and smiling the moment before tasting the feast which awaited her. 
 
    Hartz and the other Norriel stirred behind Komir, eager to fight. “What the hell are we waiting for?” Hartz cried. “Let’s crush some skulls!” The Norriel meanwhile burst into war-cries. 
 
    Komir, whose gaze had never left the Dark Lady, understood. He raised his arms and gesticulated hastily behind him. “No! Stay still! That’s just what she’s waiting for. That woman, and the man beside her, are Sorcerers with a power that has never before been seen, greater even than Haradin’s. If you attack you’ll be decimated by terrible spells.” 
 
    At this warning the Norriel stopped and began to whisper among themselves. The Rogdonians beside them also shifted restlessly. They had witnessed enough devastating magic to last them not just one lifetime but the next. 
 
    Gerart raised his sword. “Keep calm! You are heroes of Rogdon, and heroes are forged on days like this, fighting against the greatest adversity, achieving the impossible against all odds! Today our victory will be set down in the annals of history, bards will sing our deeds, and future generations will remember the Heroes of Rilentor!” he urged them ardently, trying to put the men at their ease and raise their spirits. 
 
    Komir gestured to them to be quiet. “Easy… stay behind us and stay calm,” he told them. He was trying to protect them, although he doubted he could. He gave Hartz a warning glance, then nodded at Kayti. Make sure he doesn’t rush into an attack. Kayti understood Komir’s concern at once. She seized the big Norriel’s arm and pulled him back. 
 
    The Dark Lady stepped forward. 
 
    All fell silent. A funereal silence. 
 
    Yuzumi looked at them defiantly. Her chin was held high, her attitude arrogant, like a goddess gazing down at her mortal servants. Slowly she raised her arm and pointed at them. Several soldiers let out a cry. She burst into loud, disdainful laughter. 
 
    “Pathetic,” she said in her cold, velvet voice, and shook her jet-black hair. 
 
    They all stared at her, hypnotized. Some even forgot to breathe. Her words reached them on a current of arcane air. The men shivered. Komir too, felt the glacial sensation and shivered as well. He shook his arms and realized it was not cold; what they were feeling was something else… it was the horror she transmitted. 
 
    “How dare you confront me, you wretches?” 
 
    Komir clenched his jaw and fists in a struggle against the fear he felt, swallowed his fear and took a step forward. 
 
    He did his best to keep his voice from trembling as he faced the Dark Lady. “Pathetic we may be,” he said, “but we’ve defeated your black army.”  
 
    “And you shall pay for that, in pain. I shall shed your blood, every drop of it, and drink it still warm from your corpses.” 
 
    Komir squared his shoulders. “Your army has already tried that and failed. You won’t be any luckier.” 
 
    The Dark Lady smiled condescendingly. “You have courage, I like that. I shall enjoy taking out your heart while you are still alive. I shall show it to you before I eat it. What has befallen my army cannot happen again, for the one who conjured its destruction is no longer among you.” 
 
    Komir looked back in surprise. How could she know that? 
 
    “Without the great Mage you will die. If it is any consolation, even with him present you would not survive.” 
 
    The Bearers glanced at each other uneasily. Without Haradin they felt helpless and vulnerable. 
 
    “I can feel the Gift in you five, a powerful one, but it is as a drop in the ocean compared to what you carry around your necks. The power the Mage used against my army. A power I want for myself, and what I want, I always get. Is that not so, Isuzeni?” 
 
    “Indeed, my Lady and Mistress. Always,” the High Priest said with a deep bow. 
 
    “We might negotiate…” Komir began in an attempt at diplomacy, but was immediately interrupted. 
 
    “The Dark Lady neither negotiates nor makes deals. She takes,” Isuzeni said dryly. 
 
    Komir tried to reply, but had no chance to. 
 
    “My time is precious, and I do not intend to waste it here today,” Yuzumi said. 
 
    Komir felt a knot in his stomach as she took another step forward. 
 
    “It is time to die, you insignificant worms,” she said. Her cold certainty froze the blood of everyone watching her. 
 
    She raised her hands and began to cast a spell. The Bearers’ spheres strengthened at once. The sky began to turn dark, with the light of day devoured by a sinister arcane night. In the blink of an eye the sun vanished, and clouds and sky followed as if swallowed by a void. A malevolent firmament formed over the heads of the defenders, whose hearts shrank at the unnatural phenomenon. They tensed in anticipation, and unease came over them in the wake of their fear. The Sorceress lowered her arms and pointed at them. 
 
    “Those who dare oppose me find only death. May your souls be devoured by the deepest agony and your bodies suffer terrible torment,” she cursed them, and the hearts of the defenders filled with despair and fear. 
 
    The bloody fog reappeared, following the commands of its mistress, emanating from her body as if from this woman of insane power came a bloody liquid, malevolent and corrupt, which devoured both earth and men. It moved, hovering densely above the ground and spreading everywhere like a gloomy tide of blood throughout the battlefield, covering everything it met in a dark red of death. 
 
    The fearful muttering of the defenders reached Komir’s ears. He turned and saw that they were moving back, undecided and uneasy. He heard nervous comments. The defenders were shuddering at the vision of blood and death. He could not blame them. That accursed fog was coming for them, to swallow their bodies and souls. 
 
    “We must protect ourselves!” Komir warned the Bearers. 
 
    “How?” Iruki asked. “Haradin is unconscious, we can’t count on his help.”  
 
    “That blasphemy mustn’t be allowed to reach us,” Aliana said. She was bent almost double. “I can feel its power.” 
 
    “I have an idea!” Sonea cried. She held her hands out to Komir and Asti. They took them. Komir in turn held his other hand out to Iruki, who took it and did the same with Aliana. The five Bearers, united, closed their eyes and concentrated. “Trust me!” cried the little librarian. 
 
    The fog kept coming. 
 
    “Concentrate on protecting ourselves!” 
 
    The fog advanced undiminished, covering everything. When it was within ten paces of the five Bearers, the Norriel began to curse and step back. 
 
    “Nobody move!” Gerart ordered, aware that the Bearers were trying to create a protection. “Hurry up, it’s almost on us!”  
 
    “The Light will protect us with its grace!” Lindaro cried. “Stand firm, defenders of Good, we shall fight evil until the end!”  
 
    The fog stopped a few paces from Komir. The medallions of the five Bearers shone simultaneously, and a protective blue ring rose around defenders, Bearers, Norriel and Rogdonians. The fog tried to reach Komir, but hit the ring once, then a second time, like a sentient being trying to penetrate the defensive barrier in order to feed on the living beings behind it. Failing in its attempt, it tried to find a way around it, looking for new prey. Behind the Bearers, the Norriel and the Rogdonian soldiers withdrew in terror as they saw the sea of blood approaching them. 
 
    “Everybody stay where they are!” Komir shouted. “No one must leave the ring!”  
 
    But the frightened soldiers did not seem to understand what he was saying. 
 
    “They can’t see the ring, Komir, they don’t have the Gift!” Sonea cried. 
 
    Then he understood. “Come back, all of you!” he shouted. He pointed to the center of the protective ring. “Quick! Here!” 
 
    Gudin pointed to the same spot. “Do what he says!” he ordered them. 
 
    The fog circled the ring, expanding around it. Komir saw despairingly that several men, confused by what was happening, had not followed his instructions. The blood-fog reached them. The cries of pain and suffering were heartbreaking. Their bodies were enveloped and devoured alive; all flesh and muscle vanished from their bodies and the skeletons of the unfortunate men tumbled to the ground, to disappear under the cloak of death which kept on its way. 
 
    “Damned magic!” Hartz cried at the top of his voice. 
 
    At this horrible sight everybody pushed their way to the center, while the fog surrounded them completely. They were an island in the middle of a bloody sea which was seeking to eat them alive. 
 
    Komir was looking around him uneasily. What does this Sorceress want to do? She has us surrounded, we can’t escape. I don’t know what she’s up to, but I must stop her any way I can or else she’ll kill us all. He watched her for a moment: haughty, cold, lethal. She killed my parents, and she’ll do the same to all of us and the innocents hiding in the upper part of the city. I have to stop her, I have to stop this sea of death around us. 
 
    His eyes turned to the Bearers, his friends and companions; he would not let her harm them. 
 
    No. 
 
    He would stop her. 
 
    As if she could read his mind, the Dark Lady turned to him. 
 
    “Your magic can do nothing against me. You will all die. I shall take your guts out and eat your hearts while they are still beating.” 
 
    And she began to work magic. 
 
    Komir could feel the power of the Sorceress. It was so strong that the dark sky fell on them like the greatest of all curses, while at the same time the ground shook under their feet, corrupted by the red essence of death. They held fast to each other as best they could, while heaven and earth fell upon them and engulfed everything in a gloom of death and abandonment. 
 
    The fog began to change color. The blood began to rot, turning brown, darker and gloomier with every moment. Before their eyes it turned completely black, a black as dark as a bottomless pit. A viscous, corrosive black, a black of pure emptiness. 
 
    The Dark Lady made a series of gestures with her arms, infusing the black tide which surrounded them with power. Nobody spoke, or even dared to breathe. They were trapped, and the situation was growing worse. 
 
    All of a sudden the Dark Lady stopped conjuring and lowered her arms. She smiled sardonically, and her eyes shone. 
 
    The hair on the back of Komir’s neck stood on end. He knew that something truly terrifying was about to happen. 
 
    And from the fog. 
 
    The dead arose. 
 
    Before the astonished eyes of all, the thousands of soldiers who lay dead beneath the fog began to rise, infused with a corrupt life-in-death. 
 
    “By the Light!” Lindaro cried. 
 
    “It’s… impossible…” Aliana said. 
 
    “The dead… coming back to life…” Iruki muttered. 
 
    Asti was shaking her head, trying to reject what she was seeing. “Dead!” she cried. “They be dead!” 
 
    “It’s Necromancy,” Sonea explained. “It’s the most powerful death magic. Mages who are capable of raising the dead to fight for them and commit unspeakable horrors.” 
 
    “You damned Sorceress!” Hartz roared. 
 
    The corpses were rising, marked with tremendous burns and deformities. Many were no more than bones with rags of flesh hanging from them. 
 
    Asti covered her mouth to hold back her nausea. Aliana shivered and put her arms round her shoulders. 
 
    Komir shook his head. “That woman’s power is awesome. How was she able to do something like that?” 
 
    Gerart was turning from side to side with the look of someone in the midst of a nightmare. “What can we do?” he asked. 
 
    “There are thousands of them,” Gudin said. “She’s raised the whole black army!”  
 
    “Let them come!” Hartz cried. He drew his sword and joined the Warrior Master. “We’ll finish them off, all of them. Won’t we, warriors? Who’s with me? Who?” shouted the big Norriel, seeking to cheer his fellow countrymen. 
 
    A brief silence followed his words. Gudin was the first to break it. 
 
    “I’m with you, warrior. We’ll finish them off!”  
 
    Hartz smiled at his master, and all the Norriel roared their war-cries. 
 
    “Norriel we are, and Norriel we shall die!” Hartz cried. 
 
    The Norriel responded as one: “Norriel we are, and Norriel we shall die!” 
 
    Komir felt goose-flesh all over him. And his heart filled with pride at his countrymen’s courage. 
 
    Gerart looked at his downhearted men. “Never will it be said of this day that the Rogdonians abandoned the Norriel at the last moment! Isn’t that so?” The King looked at them again and repeated the question. “Isn’t that so?” And the Rogdonians burst into shouts. 
 
    “Never!” 
 
    “For Rogdon!” cried the King. 
 
    “For Rogdon!” came the answer from his men. 
 
    Komir’s eyes were on the brave survivors, but he knew they would not survive that host of living-dead which was already upon them. There were thousands of them, mindless empty-eyed brutes, marching clumsily forwards, driven by a hunger for living flesh. 
 
    And they themselves were so few… 
 
    “Form into a circle!” Gudin ordered. 
 
    Gerart went to stand beside him. “They’d better not break it, or else we’re doomed!” shouted the King. 
 
    Rogdonians and Norriel followed the order and formed a defensive circle as unbreakable as they could. The first living-dead reached them a moment later. The swords struck and cut the fleshless bodies, while the charred faces grunted horribly and searched avidly for the defenders’ flesh. They felt no pain, nor did cuts and thrusts affect them. Several defenders fell in vain, their own flesh torn off in gobbets. 
 
    “Their heads!” Lindaro cried. “Cut their heads off!” 
 
    Hartz heard the man of faith and spun his great Ilenian sword. He decapitated several monsters, which immediately fell to the ground. 
 
    “Now this is more like it!” he cried exultantly. 
 
    “Hack them to pieces! Norriel we are!” Gudin cried as he hacked several of the monsters to pieces. 
 
    But the avalanche of revived corpses was too great for them to hold back, and Komir knew it. I must do something now or we’ll all perish! They won’t be able to hold for long, he thought, and looked towards the Dark Lady. The fog emanated from her body as if she were a goddess from beyond, from a bottomless abyss of death and degradation, and her body an inexhaustible source. With arms outspread, she infused a corrupt death into the black fog which sustained the army of living-dead. 
 
    “I must put an end to her,” he told Aliana. “It’s the only way, or else we’ll be devoured by these monsters.” 
 
    Aliana looked into his eyes and nodded. 
 
    “We’re with you, Komir,” Sonea said. 
 
    “Let’s kill that witch,” Iruki said, her eyes filled with hatred. “Her abominations killed my Yakumo.” 
 
    Asti nodded. “Kill,” she said. “For Kendas!” 
 
    Komir made his way to the edge of the defensive ring and faced the Dark Lady in the distance. Between them spread a host of walking corpses. He closed his eyes. The moment has arrived. My Destiny awaits me. I shall not fear. He concentrated on his inner energy and searched for it, with his eyes fixed on the Dark Lady. He touched the medallion of Ether. You came to me for a reason, a reason which has something to do with my Destiny. Now I know. And that is why I am ordering you to serve my will and destroy my enemy. Clear me a path to her. 
 
    The Ilenian medallion gave off a brief translucent flash in reply. The strange Ilenian symbols began to fill Komir’s mind, and he felt the medallion draw on his inner strength. One of the living-dead lunged at him, its rotting arms seeking his neck. Komir swallowed. Yet he did not move, for the spell was not yet finished. The bony fingers grazed his throat, and fear took hold of him. A Norriel warrior made his way to his side and cut off both the corpse’s arms with a single stroke. With a second he decapitated the roaring monster. Komir sighed with relief. Out of the corner of his eye he glanced at the warrior in gratitude. It was Hartz. The big Norriel winked at him and went on hacking living-dead bodies. The last Ilenian rune filled Komir’s mind with its brilliance and exploded in a tremendous explosion of energy. This in turn precipitated a giant wave of energy, which swept through everything in front of him. The corpses were thrown into the air as the arcane energy struck them. The sea of living-dead split in two, creating a way through to the Dark Lady. 
 
    “Follow me,” Komir said to his companions, and walked on. 
 
    The Bearers followed resolutely in his steps. 
 
    The living-dead, amid voracious roars, tried to hurl themselves at the group, but the ethereal energy which had cleared the way would not let them. Instead it formed itself into a containing wall of high waves along the passage. Komir did not know how long this would last, but he decided not to think about it. They were going into the wolf’s den, and return was no longer possible. 
 
    A few steps from the Dark Lady, he stopped. 
 
    The Dark Lady’s thin lips twisted into a cruel smile. She fixed her black eyes on him and said: 
 
    “The Marked, at last. It is time to die.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Destiny awaits 
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    Komir studied her carefully, ignoring the Sorcerer beside her and the Guard of Honor which protected her. Seeing her from so close at hand he was able to appreciate the totality of that woman’s unequaled beauty: a savage beauty, lethal, which awed him. Her maleficent aura barely allowed him to breathe in her presence. His stomach, though, warned him with a terrible emptiness that she was as deadly as she was beautiful. She oozed power and death equally. The aura around her was heartbreaking, a poison for the soul. In one hand she carried a silver ceremonial axe encrusted with jewels and in the other, which was gloved, a sinister crystal skull. 
 
    Komir felt a shiver run down his back. She’s a terrifying creature. She’s raised an army of living-dead. Thousands of them. By herself. How could she do anything like that? The Power needed for such a spell must be incredible. I feel weak at the knees just thinking about it. How can we defeat someone like this? How are we going to come out of here alive? She’s too powerful and without Haradin we haven’t even got a drop of the ocean of Power she has. Then he remembered this was his final Destiny, just as Amtoko had predicted. I must stand firm so that she doesn’t see my fear. I have to confront her, however impossible defeating her might seem, however impossible coming out of this alive might seem.  
 
    He glanced right and left and said to his companions in a whisper: 
 
    “Get ready. Prepare the medallions.” He saw the doubt in Asti’s and Sonea’s eyes. “Don’t doubt yourselves, you can do it, I know. I trust you. Concentrate, focus and convey your will to the medallions. They’ll respond to their Bearer’s will. Don’t hesitate, trust yourselves. We must fight, regardless of how remote the chance of victory. We’ve been through a lot to get here, and now it all makes sense. My friends, we’re here to bring this evil to an end, and her with it.” 
 
    He looked at the Dark Lady and stepped forward defiantly. 
 
    She fixed her deadly eyes on Komir. 
 
    She pointed the silver axe at him. “The Marked, at last,” she said in a velvet voice.  
 
    “The Dark Lady,” Komir said, hiding the mixture of fear and hate which was eating away at his stomach. He felt the emptiness widen, spread to his soul, filling him with desolation, but he held fast. He drew on his hatred. He had finally come within reach of his justice, she was within reach of his hand. He was in the presence of the woman who had pursued him since he was a baby, the one who had murdered his parents… hatred began to boil in his guts. 
 
    “My name is Yuzumi. It would not be polite to kill you without having first introduced myself.” 
 
    He kept up his poise in spite of the fear he felt. “I’m Komir. And I’m not going to let you kill me, nor anyone else,” he said,  
 
    “Long have I searched for you…” she said. There was a macabre smile under her slanted black eyes. 
 
    Komir spread his arms wide. “Here I am. I’m not afraid of you.” 
 
    “One of us has to die here today. So it is written. My faithful Isuzeni can confirm it.” 
 
    The Sorcerer standing beside the Dark Lady, bowed elaborately: 
 
    “So it is written and so shall it come to pass. You will die today, Marked.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” Komir replied defiantly, tensing his muscles to avoid trembling. 
 
    Isuzeni smiled ironically. “Oh you shall see it, rest assured of that. Many years have I longed to see that pale face, the face which always eluded us, and here at last I behold it. I expected something else, it is nothing out of the ordinary.” He grimaced in disgust. “Just another savage, with a common look.” He tilted his head to observe him. “The Premonition did not show us his face, and now I understand why. It is a disappointment. Is it truly the one, my Lady?” 
 
    “It is, I have no doubt,” the Dark Lady said. “I know his essence well, it reaches me clearly and unmistakably. It is him. At last, in flesh and blood, here before me.” 
 
    Isuzeni nodded. “Now we can put a face to him” ‒ he raised his chin and narrowed his eyes ‒ “and kill him.” 
 
    Komir turned to Yuzumi, trying to keep his voice steady. “Why do you pursue me? Why do you want my death?” 
 
    “Because it is either your life or mine.” 
 
    “Because of a Premonition?” Komir asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Yes, because of a Premonition which has tortured me for most of my life.” Yuzumi showed him the Skull of Destiny in her hand. “Because of it, and because of the Oracle’s vision of my twin destinies.” 
 
    “The Marked shall die and the Destiny of Glory shall be fulfilled,” Isuzeni said as if pronouncing a death sentence. 
 
    “You’ve been chasing after me all these years because of a Premonition? You killed my parents because of a Premonition?” Komir felt rage burning inside him. 
 
    Yuzumi gave him a disdainful look. “I killed your parents, both blood and adoptive, and countless more, to avoid the Premonition. All of you here today ‒ you, your companions, the warriors and soldiers fighting the not-dead, the Rogdonians in their ruined city ‒ you will all die because of the Premonition, for it cannot be fulfilled and of that I shall make sure by eradicating the last and remotest possibility. Today I shall hold your heart, still beating, in the palm of my hand, and devour it. Then I shall lay waste to everything the eye can see, and nothing will remain. Nothing and no-one. I shall attain my Destiny of Glory.” 
 
    At these words Komir’s rage turned to wrath, because he knew that she would kill them all. 
 
    “You killed my parents!” he accused her. 
 
    Yuzumi laughed. “And while I was looking for you I also killed the parents of those who were like you, the ones with a powerful Gift. Because I was looking for you and could not find you and I was not going to run any risk.” 
 
    “You’ll pay for all those deaths! And you’ll pay for the death of Mirta and Ulis!” 
 
    The Dark Lady bent her head in amusement. “Go ahead, Marked, nothing prevents you from killing me now. Come on.” She gave him a sinister grin, knowing he could do nothing against her. 
 
    Komir felt wrath erupt inside him like a volcano. He clenched his fists so tightly that his knuckles turned white. With all his being he wished to kill this woman. She deserved to die, she had just confessed without flinching, boasting and laughing, to the murder of his loved ones and of many other people. She deserved to die, and he would deliver the punishment. He just had to give an order to his medallion, or bring out his sword and knife and lunge at her. She was right there, so near, within reach of his hand… he was going to do it… he needed to do it… for his father… for everyone… But something inside him made him stop and think it over. He breathed out hard, letting all his wrath out along with the air, managed to calm down a little and fought to quell his rage. This was not how to do it. He could not endanger Aliana, Hartz, all of them, just to satisfy his thirst for revenge, no matter how well deserved it might be. He could certainly not risk the lives of his friends, of the brave warriors and soldiers who were fighting with body and soul… 
 
    He sighed, unclenched his fists and relaxed. 
 
    The Dark Lady stared at Komir, the essence of perversity in her black eyes. 
 
    “What is the matter, Marked? Fear?” 
 
    There was nothing Komir wished more than to kill this woman. Nothing. But the desperate cries of his companions fighting and dying with courage and honor, beyond all call of duty, strengthened his conviction to avoid confronting her. He had to find another way out. He turned to the Bearers for a moment, then he knew for certain. He would not risk their lives for anything in the whole world. His quest for justice and revenge was coming to an end there and then. Forever. 
 
    “Order back your monsters and go whence you came, Lady of the Darkness, and nobody else will have to die here today. I have no wish to kill you.” 
 
    The Dark Lady roared with laughter, and Isuzeni joined her. A sarcastic smile flickered on her black lips. 
 
    “I did not come here simply to leave now, Marked. That would be an unthinkable act of cowardice. My destiny is to reign over all the known world, and so it has always been. So the Oracle predicted when I was no more than a child, and today I shall make sure it comes to pass. There is no other way for me, I can only move in that direction, for so my soul requires. Long years have I fought for this moment, nothing will stop me now.” 
 
    “We are not afraid to fight. There has already been too much bloodshed.” 
 
    “You do not understand, Marked, there remains only one final obstacle in my way to reach my Destiny of Glory, to govern the world.” 
 
    “Me…” 
 
    Yuzumi’s eyes flashed, with a gleam of pure, dark cruelty. 
 
    “Yes! You and that damned Premonition.” She brandished the Crystal Skull. “But it is no longer important, as it will not happen. Today you are going to die, and with you your pathetic company. Nobody is going to deny me my true destiny. I shall see my dream come true. Today I shall crown myself over your dead bodies.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you one last time, call back your monsters and go!” 
 
    Isuzeni intervened. “Control your tongue, or I shall cut it out and make you swallow it. Show the respect you owe to the Empress Yuzumi.” 
 
    The Dark Lady spread her arms wide. “Are you not going to fight me? Here I am, it is your opportunity,” she said provokingly. “I killed your parents…” 
 
    “No, I don’t want revenge,” Komir said through clenched teeth. “That’s not what I’m after any longer.” 
 
    Yuzumi lowered her arms. “Curious… I always thought you would be like me, that you would be searching for the same Destiny: two beings destined to rule the known world, colliding on the path toward the fulfillment of that ambition.” 
 
    “I’m not looking for power or glory. They don’t appeal to me. I just want to live in peace, end this nightmare, go home and be just another Norriel. That’s what my heart desires. Power, ruling over Tremia, that’s not my thing. It doesn’t interest me in the least.” 
 
    “What a disappointment,” Yuzumi said with a grimace of disgust. “You are no worthy rival. In the end, after all this time, I discover my fears were unfounded. You are no more than a simple man. What an outrage, what a waste of my time and effort, all for a spineless creature, without the courage to rise and conquer what his power offers him. It turns my stomach.” 
 
    “I’m a simple man, that’s true. We don’t have to fight.” 
 
    Yuzumi remained thoughtful for a moment. “You are wrong there… you must die so that my Destiny of Glory can be fulfilled. That statement is beyond question.” 
 
    “It might be for you, but not for me.” 
 
    The Dark Lady’s laughter sounded hollow and acid. 
 
    “You do not understand, Marked. You see nothing. Your mind, your ambition, are not enough to glimpse the greatness at your fingertips. But now I understand at last what you are and what you represent, it does not surprise me. I shall explain in a way your limited intellect will understand.” She raised the crystal skull. “For me to rule the world, the Prophecy must not come to pass. So that the Prophecy cannot come to pass, you have to die. Do you understand, Marked?” 
 
    Komir realized that nothing would sway her. He glanced briefly at Aliana, whose face was marked by concern. Her body was tense, her eyes reflected fear. He turned to Asti, Iruki, Sonea, so different and yet so similar: brave hearts, devoted, resisting fear. He thought of Hartz, Lindaro, Lasgol and Kayti behind him, surrounded by living-dead, fighting desperately to survive when there was barely any hope left. They were all going to die… No! I can’t let that happen, I can’t let them die, not if there’s any way out. And suddenly he saw it all clearly, like a summer dawn; he had to prevent them losing their lives. And for that there was only one way: he had to give his own. 
 
    He stepped forward. “I offer you my life in exchange for those of all the others,” he said. 
 
    “Komir, no!” Aliana cried. 
 
    “We’ll fight!” shouted Iruki. 
 
    “Don’t give yourself up,” Sonea warned him. “She won’t honor any deal.” 
 
    Asti tried to pull him back. 
 
    Yuzumi watched the scene with sarcasm written all over her face. “What a really touching gesture,” she said, “as are the reactions of your companions. I am almost ready to shed a tear. Are you not moved, Isuzeni?” 
 
    “My eyes are moist and my heart is tender,” the High Priest replied. 
 
    Komir was not daunted. “You want my life, don’t you? I’m offering it to you.” 
 
    “It is too late for that. Besides, I have the feeling your friends will not allow it.” 
 
    “Of course not!” Aliana said. 
 
    Yuzumi pointed at the four Bearers with her ceremonial axe. “Besides, I want their lives too.” 
 
    Komir moved back towards his companions. “I understand you want to kill me. But why do you want to kill them too?” 
 
    “Because I shall not take the slightest risk. You must die now, you and all those with you. It is the only way to make sure the Premonition does not come to pass. And… there is also an added reason… I want those medallions around your necks. Their power must be mine.” 
 
    “And what if we give them to you?” Komir offered. 
 
    “Don’t bother, Komir,” Aliana said. “She’s come to kill us. Nothing will make her change her mind.”  
 
    “Indeed. I prefer the idea of taking them from your throats after they have been cut. That way, the Premonition is not fulfilled and the Power of the medallions is mine. It is a proposition, you must understand, which is irresistible.”  
 
    “The only acceptable one,” Isuzeni added. 
 
    The Bearers exchanged agonized looks. They were all aware now that Yuzumi had not only come to conquer Tremia but to take their lives. That was her final goal. 
 
    The Dark Lady stared at Komir with eyes as penetrating as daggers and said: 
 
    “It is time for you to die. My Destiny awaits me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Destiny of Glory 
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    Komir acted at once. He put his hands over the medallion. Before the Dark Lady and the Sorcerer could cast a spell, he closed his eyes and communicated with his Ilenian gem. Cast a spell on that Sorceress, don’t let her use her magic of death on us. The medallion of Ether gleamed in response, and golden runes passed through Komir’s mind. The runes indicated that a spell was being created, which cheered him. Each time he called upon it he found it a little easier to communicate and interact with the medallion. He guessed it was the same with his companions. He wondered whether the minimum of mastery they had over their medallions would be enough to defeat such a powerful sorceress and her minions. They would soon find out, for good or ill. 
 
    From his medallion there emerged an ethereal presence, a spirit. It was shapeless, but with a distant similarity to some specter out of a nightmare. It rose in front of Komir’s amazed eyes. He did not understand either what this spell was or the being which was rising in front of him. Hovering above his head, the spirit of ether gave a desperate wail. As it did so Komir glimpsed its face. It was Ilenian, twisted, filled with overwhelming anguish. The specter of a millennial warrior. 
 
    It lunged at the Dark Lady. 
 
    When Komir saw the spirit cross the air shrieking, he was clearly aware that this spirit of Ether’s sole purpose was to cause pain and death. Why he felt that way he could not have said, but he was sure of it, not just because of its appearance but because of a feeling his medallion was conveying to him. For the briefest of moments, he felt pity for its victim. 
 
    When the Sorceress saw the specter lunge at her, she wielded her silver axe and murmured a word. The move and the word were performed with such amazing quickness that Komir knew his own spell had taken an eternity in comparison. An eternity which might cost him his life. The specter reached the Dark Lady, but she had already conjured an eternity ago. Two enormous outspread wings appeared before her, forming a barrier. Two wings of a deathly creature. The specter of Ether cannoned into them and bounced backwards. It gave a rending shriek, so that Komir had to cover his ears. It attacked again, but was rejected by the two black wings which prevented it from reaching the Dark Lady, and its shriek was chilling. He realized it was screaming with pain at the touch of the wings of death. 
 
    Come on, spirit of Ether, come on, break that shield and get to her, he pleaded. The medallion round his neck flashed, and the spirit attacked again with renewed force. But this time the Dark Lady conjured. When the specter reached the black wings it tried to break through, amid shrieks of agony. From behind the wings there emerged the head of a bird, a bird out of a nightmare, with eyes as black as a fathomless abyss. It was colossal, with a very long neck, bare of plumage, including its head. It looked like a giant carrion buzzard. But it was not that, for as it opened its beak it revealed two rows of sharp teeth. It was something much worse. It attacked the specter. Amid searing screams a sinister fight broke out between the bird of death and the spirit of Ether. In the end the Dark Lady’s magic of death prevailed. The bird of death gobbled up its opponent, and the shrieks ceased. 
 
    Komir cursed silently. 
 
    “We’ve got to help Komir!” Iruki cried to her companions. A moment later the Masig launched a frozen javelin against the head of the monstrous bird. It pierced one of its eyes, and they heard a furious bellow. 
 
    Asti concentrated and sent a great ball of fire towards the monster. But the head hid behind the black wings and the ball of fire burst against them. The flames exploded, burning everything around them, but they could not get past the barrier to reach the Dark Lady, who watched the fire without flinching. 
 
    “I’ll try as well,” said Aliana. She launched a dozen sharp stone stakes at great speed at the wings. The missiles struck them with a dull impact, but failed to go through. It seemed that nothing was capable of destroying them. 
 
    The head of the bird from the abyss appeared menacingly once again and bent forward towards them. 
 
    “I have you!” shouted Iruki, and launched a trident of ice at it. The frozen prongs struck the head of the monster. It bellowed to the heavens, this time in pain, and disappeared behind the wings. 
 
    “Good!” Komir said. He clenched his fist, celebrating their small victory. 
 
    The silver axe spun in Yuzumi’s hand. Where there had been a single head there now appeared three, their long vulture-necks joined to a body hidden behind the wings. Komir narrowed his eyes. He could see the black feathers of the body and a pair of short claws planted on the ground. They looked lethal. The giant bird of death was taking shape. This doesn’t look good at all. 
 
    “By the prairies!” Iruki cried. 
 
    Sonea was studying it. “It’s a giant three-headed vulture,” she said.  
 
    “Giant bird, death,” Asti said. She shook her head. 
 
    “We’ll have to destroy it somehow,” said Komir. “We won’t get to the Sorceress otherwise.” 
 
    Aliana nodded. 
 
    “Let’s attack together,” Sonea proposed. “That way it’ll be harder for it to find a defense against all the different spells and types of magic.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Komir agreed. “Let’s do it.”  
 
    Iruki, Aliana, Asti and Komir closed their eyes and focused on connecting to their medallions, while Sonea watched the giant vulture of death take shape. It flapped its wings amid bloodcurdling shrieks, then rose from the ground and hovered above its mistress with outspread wings. 
 
    The Healer was the first to finish her spell. Her knowledge of the Gift in the practice of healing helped her to communicate more quickly with her medallion and to cast spells faster and more powerfully. The symbiosis between her Gift and the medallion was stronger than it was with her companions. Above the great vulture, and beneath its feet, two grey shapes slowly took shape. They transformed themselves little by little into one row of huge stalactites above its head and another of huge stalagmites under its claws. Aliana opened her eyes and considered the mouth of sharp rock teeth she had created. She stretched her hand, spread it and then clenched it into a fist. The stalactites closed on the stalagmites, like a jaw of rocky teeth, piercing the bird through. A rending croak was heard from the three heads. 
 
    But the bird survived. 
 
    Iruki opened her eyes. From her medallion there shot an icicle of gigantic girth. The Masig aimed with her finger at the wounded bird. The giant icicle hurtled through the air and struck with enormous force. It pierced the bird’s body from one side to the other. 
 
    “Yes!” the Masig shouted joyfully. 
 
    But the bird, instead of falling, continued defending its mistress. 
 
    “Me can,” Asti said with a look of determination. From her medallion there surged a ray of intense fire which reached the body of the abyssal bird. It caught fire and began to burn. Its croaks reached an insufferable pitch, and before the eyes of the five the creature died. 
 
    For an instant the five Bearers felt like winners. But it was a brief victory. The Dark Lady laughed, a dark and condescending laugh. She twirled her axe and uttered something so fast they did not even see. The death bird rose, flapping its black wings. The fire was spreading along them by now. 
 
    “Punish them!” its mistress ordered. 
 
    The bird soared, then dove from the heavens straight at the five Bearers, as if it were the personification of a servant of the god of death. Seeing it hurtling at them they covered their heads. The impact was going to be massive. 
 
    And they were not wrong. 
 
    With a tremendous burst of fire and death the bird exploded over the Bearers. The blast was so intense that they were all thrown backwards and sent rolling across the ground. Komir wondered whether his sphere would hold. An intense pain ran through his body, as though he had been struck by a thousand whiplashes at once. As he rolled on the ground everything was pain. Finally, he stopped. He checked the sphere. It was still whole, and he breathed out with relief. He stood up as best he could, looked for Aliana and saw her a few steps away. She too was trying to get to her feet, and her face was twisted with pain. He found his other companions not far away. Thank the heavens, their spheres have held! A little more and we’d all be dead. The power of this Sorceress is devastating. She defeated us so easily, like a cat playing with a mouse. She can finish us off whenever she pleases.  
 
    Iruki was already on her feet, staring defiantly at the Dark Lady. But Komir noticed that the Masig’s body was hunched and her jaw clenched. She was suffering in silence. Sonea was on the ground, looking up at the sky, apparently unable to stand. Asti was on her knees, bent forward, and there was great pain on her face. 
 
    The Dark Lady’s disdainful laugh hit them like a spiked gauntlet. 
 
    “Is that all you can do?” 
 
    The five watched her, frustrated and impotent. 
 
    “Are those the spells you think to overthrow me with? Now I have witnessed your futile attempts, I cannot even believe how ridiculous and banal you are. You are slow in conjuring, clumsy and inefficient. Those spells can do nothing against me. You are preposterous.” 
 
    Aliana gave Komir a look of unease. The look he gave her in return showed a fortitude he was far from feeling. 
 
    “You are so pathetic I shall not even bother to get my hands dirty killing you,” said Yuzumi, and laughed with profound disdain. 
 
    “It is indeed a disappointment,” Isuzeni agreed. He shook his head. “I believe my fears were unfounded. They have power, true… but they are no more than apprentices… a group of misguided and inexperienced dupes, doomed to inevitable death.” 
 
    Yuzumi addressed them condescendingly: “You disgust me. You do not know how to use it, you are unaware of your own power. That makes you inferior beings. A group of fools who have been blessed with the Talent and yet do not know themselves. What a waste! Such spells as you are capable of are pitiful. Any experienced sorcerer could finish you off. You could never use those medallions in the entirety of their magnificent power. Fortunately, however, I can.” 
 
    “They pose no threat. I was too zealous, my Lady. I regret having worried you unnecessarily.” 
 
    “You have served me well, Isuzeni. It is they who are an absolute disappointment. I had expected so much of this day ‒” her eyes were fixed on Komir ‒ “thinking I would face a power equal or even superior to mine, preparing myself to fight to the death against whatever might confront me. Today. Preparing with my whole being… and this is what I find… mere apprentices, not even initiates…” 
 
    Komir watched her in silence. All the spells we’ve thrown at her she’s deflected without even blinking. Nothing we could conjure seems capable of harming her. Her power is too great. We can’t defeat her. We can’t even touch her… 
 
     “The time has come to end this little tragedy. I must attain my Destiny of Glory. My little creature will deal with you.” Yuzumi smiled, and her eyes flashed maliciously. “I shall enjoy witnessing the carnage my creature is going to wreak upon you.” 
 
    “We’re not afraid of you,” Iruki shouted, chin high. 
 
    “Hah! Well, you certainly should be!” Yuzumi brandished her silver axe at her. 
 
    “Get ready!” Aliana warned. 
 
    Sonea and Asti stood up, rather the worse for wear, and strengthened their shields. 
 
    Komir commended himself to the three Norriel Goddesses. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Beast and Steel 
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    The Dark Lady began to cast a spell, and in reaction the defensive spheres of the five Bearers strengthened. From the Sorceress’s axe surged a great darkness which began to take shape in front of its mistress. Before the astonished eyes of the bearers, a giant beast solidified and came to life. It was bigger than a three-storied house, shining black, with a snake’s body covered in scales and two giant wings on its back. Four long arms ending in sharp claws came out of its body. Its eyes were blood-red and its entire mouth was filled with sharp teeth. It rose with a chilling bellow, supporting itself on its reptilian body like a gigantic viper. 
 
    “By the love of Mother Steppe!” Iruki cried, stepping back 
 
    Sonea, her eyes wide as saucers, unable to react, began to shiver.  
 
    “Kill them, my little one,” Yuzumi ordered it. “First the Marked, then the rest.”  
 
    The monster bellowed and fell on the five Bearers like a demon from hell. 
 
    Panic spread throughout the group. They huddled back. 
 
    The beast went straight for Komir. It delivered a lightning stroke with one of its claws. He tried to avoid it, but could not help being grazed. The sphere will protect me, he thought as he felt the impact. It always has. The beast won’t be able to get through. But he was wrong. Completely wrong. The creature’s blow was so powerful and its claws so sharp that they penetrated the defensive sphere like an eggshell. 
 
    “Move, Komir! Get away!” Iruki cried. 
 
    He was so confused at the sight of his half-destroyed defense that he did not react in time. Two more strokes reached him on both sides and his sphere collapsed completely. 
 
    “By the Goddesses! How is this possible?” 
 
    “Get out!” Aliana yelled at him. 
 
    One last stroke sought to tear off his head. Komir saw it coming and threw himself to one side. He groaned as he felt the pain of a torn ligament in his shoulder. 
 
    “We’ve got to protect him!” Aliana shouted. “The beast is too powerful, the sphere isn’t protecting him, it’ll destroy him!” 
 
    Pain and Aliana’s voice made him act. He threw himself to one side, avoiding the reptilian jaws. The long scaly neck chased him, seeking to make an end of him. He ran to one side, trying to avoid it, but the beast seemed to cover everything with its huge body. He dodged another bite aimed at his head with a sudden feint, but tripped and fell. 
 
    Iruki and Sonea pushed themselves between the beast and Komir. The nightmare creature rose like a mountain, shook its wings and bellowed in rage. The two Bearers summoned up their courage and stood their ground, then began to cast a spell with their medallions. Hope returned to Komir’s heart as he watched his two brave companions facing the monstrosity. Suddenly, before they could complete the spells, the tail of the monster swept the ground and hit both girls with tremendous force. They were thrown backwards, hit the ground and rolled more than twenty paces. For the moment neither of them was able to get up. 
 
    Komir saw the crash and cursed in anger. At once the beast was on him. The giant maw opened, revealing evil-smelling fangs, which closed on Komir’s face. 
 
    At the same moment there came a brown flash, and Komir’s body was covered in a cloak of hard earth, like rock. A second skin, hard as stone, covered him from head to foot. Wide-eyed, he watched the fangs close on his face. He felt this was going to be the end of him. This abomination was going to crush his head, chew it and spit it out. But the fangs hit the hard rocky cloak and were unable to penetrate it. Pain exploded in his head from the pressure of the bite. He stole a glance at Aliana and saw that she was holding her medallion. A brown flash still shone in the air. Then he understood what had happened. It’s a spell of Earth Magic, a protective spell. How could Aliana have managed to do it?  
 
    The beast bellowed in fury and attacked again, seeking to close its murderous jaws on Komir’s chest. The protection held and the fangs did not meet flesh. He could feel the terrible pressure of the jaws on his body as they tried to reach him. It’s going to break me in half!  
 
    He screamed as the beast lifted him in the air and shook its head from side to side violently. Held aloft, chest and back trapped in the monstrous maw, arms and legs dangling, he looked like a broken doll. So violent was the shaking that he lost consciousness. 
 
    “We have to stop that monster or it’ll kill him!” Sonea shouted. 
 
    The winged beast shook Komir in its grip again and again. When it saw it could not break through, it dropped him. He hit the ground with tremendous force and lay stunned and wounded. 
 
    “Komir, no!” Aliana cried as she tried to reach him. The beast saw her and with a swift flap of its wing hit her with enormous force. She was thrown in the air and hit the ground hard twenty paces back. 
 
    The beast struck Komir again, so that he rolled downhill like a felled tree and lay there still while the beast bellowed its victory to the sky. The penetrating sound woke him. He opened his eyes and was swallowed up in a sea of pain. He tried to shout, but was unable even to do that. He could barely breathe or think; he was in agony. He felt like dying and leaving his suffering behind. But then the air entered his lungs and after the first painful breath came the second. I’m alive… I’m still alive… I must fight… keep on… But the pain was so great that all he could do was breathe. 
 
    The beast rose in the air, flapping its huge black wings. 
 
    “It fly!” Asti cried in horror. 
 
    The monster came down towards Komir and stuck its claws in his side and leg. The rocky armor protected him from the claws, but not from the impact. He almost fainted again. The beast flapped its wings, bellowed and stepped back, ready to break him in two. 
 
    “You leave!” Asti shouted. She ran towards the beast inside her protective sphere of fire in a desperate attempt to protect Komir. The beast saw her coming. Asti closed her eyes and tried to cast a spell. The beast struck Asti before she had managed to use the medallion to conjure. When it hit the Usik’s fiery defense the beast roared with pain. Its claw had caught fire. Asti was thrown to one side, rolled violently and was still. The beast bellowed and went for her. 
 
    “Asti, look out!” Aliana shouted as she struggled to get to her feet. 
 
    The Usik reacted. She got up and faced the furious beast, closed her eyes and strengthened her shield of fire. The burning claw hit it and tried to pierce it with a tremendous blow, but the defense held. Asti on the other hand felt the impact on her ribs and fell to the ground, unable to breathe. The beast bellowed. The fire was spreading from one claw to another and up its arms. It roared with pain and shook its burning limbs, but the fire merely gained in intensity. 
 
    Asti was still on the ground, holding her ribs “You… burn!” she gasped out. 
 
    The beast’s cries of pain and rage were deafening. It could not put out the flames and there was no water nearby. It was going to burn, its whole body was going to go down in flames. There was hope! But hope died as fast as it was born. Savagely the beast bit off its burning limbs and spat them on the ground. It roared and bellowed, maddened by the pain. 
 
    “I just can’t believe it,” Aliana said in despair as she ran to help Asti. 
 
    The wings flapped, raising dust and earth, and the beast advanced again towards Komir to carry out its mistress’ order. 
 
    But Iruki ran towards it and got in between. “Stand back, beast of the abyss!” she yelled. The courageous Masig was clutching her shoulder. There was pain on her face. 
 
    The beast eyed her for an instant and roared. Iruki did not cower, as if she were immune to fear of that winged monstrosity, as if the prospect of death did not make her quail. 
 
    “Go back to the abyss whence you came!” she yelled. 
 
    The beast looked from Komir to Iruki. It hesitated, unsure which to attack first. 
 
    And that moment of doubt was all Iruki needed. There was an intense blue flash round the Masig’s neck. It was Water Magic. Iruki had cast a spell with her medallion. Suddenly something whitish began to spread across the dark skin of the winged reptile. It took a moment for Komir to realize it was frost. After a moment the frost gave way to ice which began to cover the whole gigantic body of the beast. It began to freeze. 
 
    “Yes!” cried Iruki in delight. A beam of pure ice shot from her medallion and hit the beast right in its torso. 
 
    Before the astonished eyes of the group, the beast tried to move towards Iruki, but only managed a couple of steps. Its body was half-frozen. Where before there had been black scales was now white ice. The wings stopped moving, and they too froze. 
 
    Iruki concentrated hard and intensified the strength of her spell. 
 
    Finally the monster, covered in frost, was frozen alive. 
 
    “We have to finish it off before it manages to get free!” Aliana urged. 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Sonea said confidently. She limped in front of the beast, pointed at it and closed her eyes. 
 
    Her Ilenian medallion, the Medallion of Air, flashed with a whitish gleam. A deafening clap of thunder sounded above the frozen beast. An instant later a devastating bolt of lightning zigzagged down. It hit the beast’s head, so that it exploded into a thousand shards of ice which flew in all directions. 
 
    “Yes! Yeeeeesss!” Sonea shouted in ecstasy.  
 
    Iruki stared at her, mouth agape. “How… how did you think of that?” 
 
    The little librarian shrugged. “Don’t know, it just came into my head.” 
 
    “That little head of yours must be pretty good!” 
 
    Sonea smiled. 
 
    Aliana ran to help Komir, leaving Asti half-sitting. “Help her, please,” she said to Sonea and Iruki, who went to the Usik at once. 
 
    “Be well, I well,” she said, and got to her feet with the help of her friends. 
 
    Behind the Bearers, shouts could be heard as the fighting against the living-dead went on…  
 
    “I’ll finish you off, you bloody fiends”  
 
    “Damned treacherous magic” 
 
    “Norriel we are…” 
 
    “For Rogdon!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Dark Lady cursed silently. 
 
    “How could they defeat my creation? I cannot believe what I have just witnessed!” 
 
    “It is the Power of the Medallions, my Lady,” Isuzeni said. 
 
    “Those five pathetic apprentices have no idea even how to cast a spell!” 
 
    “No, but their medallions do it for them. And the spells are growing in power. It may be that the more they conjure, the more attuned they become… and that could be dangerous. Eventually they might be able to conjure with all the power of the medallion.” 
 
    Yuzumi was briefly thoughtful. 
 
    “You have always been very cunning, Isuzeni, you are probably right…” 
 
    “It is no more than a guess, but it makes sense…” 
 
    “In that case, let us see how they fare against steel.” 
 
    She turned to her elite guards. 
 
    “Moyuki!” 
 
    The Moyuki unsheathed their swords. 
 
    “Kill them!” 
 
    The Elite warriors, her Guard of Honor, launched into the attack with their swords raised. 
 
    “It will be a bloody spectacle,” Isuzeni said with a malicious smile. 
 
    “I want their heads! Bring me their heads!” 
 
    The Moyuki shouted in unison: “Yes, Mistress!” 
 
    The Bearers hid the fear their hearts were feeling under a thick blanket of tense silence. Asti, injured, came to the side of Aliana, who was trying to bring Komir round, but the battering the Norriel had sustained was tremendous. He had fainted and was lying on the ground, Aliana was trying everything, but without success. 
 
    “You heal, I kill,” Asti told Aliana with a cold ferocity unusual in the timid Usik. Aliana stared at her in wonder, then nodded. 
 
    The Moyuki were coming at a run with their swords ready, spreading terror with their grotesque masks. But Asti did not cower. The Usik closed her eyes and spread her arms wide, determined to confront them. Her medallion flashed with the golden red of fire. From her chest shot burning flames which spread before her like a fire in a forest driven by a strong gust of wind. The flames advanced as if they had a life of their own and burnt the first Moyuki without giving them a chance to react. A hundred of them were reduced to ashes. 
 
    Hope surged in the hearts of the Bearers. But the elite soldiers of the Dark Lady reacted. Those of the second group, seeing the flames approaching, cleared them with incredible leaps which belied their imposing size.  
 
    “No!” protested Asti. She conjured again as fast as she could. A huge ball of fire issued from her medallion at dizzying speed. It hit the group which was already on them. There was no way they could dodge it. Flames erupted everywhere and devoured the Moyuki mercilessly, like tongues of fire from a volcano. Another hundred died without even a cry, enveloped in flames, in a terrifying silence. 
 
    “I defend!” Asti said with determination. 
 
    Sonea came to her side. “Well done!” she said. 
 
    The last group of Moyuki was running toward them. Asti prepared to conjure. But she could not finish the spell. With a cry of pain, she bent to one side. 
 
    “Side… hurt…” was all she could say before she fell. 
 
    The Moyuki reached them. 
 
    “Sonea, look out!” Iruki called. 
 
    “Oh, no!” Sonea cried when she saw the group of Moyuki upon her. In reply to her fear the Medallion of Air shone, as if trying to convey the message that it would protect her. Sonea watched as her protective barrier formed: a swirl of winds and currents whirling at great speed. She had the impression it would not stop steel, that it would penetrate it as far as her flesh. It was no more than wind! Air! How was it going to stop a sword-stroke? She had the answer a moment later when the sword of the first Moyuki to reach her hit her sphere with all his might. The librarian felt a terrible shock throughout her body and screamed in fear, but the steel had not penetrated the sphere. The whirlwind had deflected it to one side. Another Moyuki reached her and struck hard. Once again Sonea felt the blow on her body, but the steel bounced off to one side. 
 
    She held her arm and grimaced in pain. “It’s holding!” she cried in relief. 
 
    “Fight back, or else they’ll end up destroying either the sphere or your body!” Iruki warned her. 
 
    The first Moyuki prepared to deliver a two-handed blow. A whitish glean struck his side. Before he could complete the blow his torso froze, then his arms. His mask turned to ice, and even his sword became an icicle. Sonea glanced to the left and saw Iruki defending her with her hand on her medallion. 
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
    Sonea received another shock. The other Moyuki was trying to break the sphere with mighty blows. Her body felt every one of them as a physical punishment, and she knew that unless she did something about it things were going to end badly. Every blow hurts like hell, and it’s getting worse. I have to do something before he cuts me in half or pierces the sphere and gets me. The Moyuki raised his sword. Sonea put her hand on her medallion and closed her eyes. Without opening them she pointed at the Moyuki with her other hand: Take him off me! Get him away from here! she urged the medallion in desperation. At once golden symbols took shape in her mind and formed a sentence of power. Sonea opened her eyes. The Moyuki struck the sphere an instant before he was launched into the sky and carried away by a tremendous gust of wind. Sonea felt the impact on her body but barely noticed it in her astonishment at seeing the Moyuki flying away on the wind. 
 
    “By all the books of Erenal!” she cried, as she watched him disappear in the sky. 
 
    Iruki was fighting off two Moyuki with her icy spells. “You have the rest on top of you! Look out!” she shouted.  
 
    Sonea saw the last group of Elite Soldiers coming at her. A hundred of them ready to end her life, everybody’s life. Fear made her knees unsteady. There are too many of them! I won’t be able to deal with all of them! They’ll hack me to pieces! The medallion shone, begging to be used, communicating a feeling of trust. As she realized this she stopped trembling. I must use the medallion, it’s my only chance. Yes, that’s it, I have to create a spell, but it has to be one of great power. She breathed deeply, pointed at the hundred-odd Moyuki, closed her eyes and conveyed her command to the medallion. Five swords fell on the sphere. Sonea cried out in pain and crouched down, hugging herself. Tears were running down her cheeks. 
 
    She opened her eyes and saw something that left her speechless. 
 
    A violent tornado had formed in front of her in the midst of the Moyuki. It was more than sixty feet high and was sucking everything around it into hurricane eddies. The Moyuki were drawn to its center by great gusts of wind, then thrown out into the sky. Sonea watched them fly off in violent spirals, swirl around the vortex like rag dolls and then disappear into the distance. The tornado roared as it dragged away everything around it. All the Moyuki were drawn into it, all except the five who were trying to break Sonea’s sphere. 
 
    She glared at them and, under the blows, she got to her feet and summoned all her rage and pride. With tears of pain in her eyes she told them: “You won’t succeed in killing this librarian! No way!” Swiftly she cast a spell. The medallion flashed. With a wave of her hand she launched a great blast of wind at the five Moyuki. They were thrown backwards and swallowed by the tornado behind them. They disappeared into it, sucked in by whirlwinds which then hurled them into the sky. 
 
    Sonea stood up, straight and proud, and dried her tears with her sleeve. She cried: “I did it!” She turned to Iruki and saw that the Masig had turned two dozen Moyuki into ice statues. She was about to take a step towards her when she realized something was wrong. She could not manage it. Her leg began to shake uncontrollably, then she felt a pang like the worst cramp ever. What’s happening? And this awful pain? Before she could find an answer to this the pain spread to her other leg. She groaned and fell to her knees, unable to stand. 
 
    “Sonea! What’s wrong?” Iruki shouted as she finished off her last Moyuki. 
 
    Sonea tried to answer, but could not. The pain moved up her back, a sharp pain, as if she had been hit by lightning, then spread to her arms. She gave a cry and fell to the ground on her side. 
 
    Iruki went to her and held her head in her lap. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?” she asked anxiously.  
 
    Sonea tried to speak, but was unable to. She could barely think. Everything was an agony of pain. Then she understood. 
 
    “The sphere… held… but my body… didn’t…” she managed to mumble, and then passed out. 
 
    Iruki turned to Aliana, who was taking care of Asti. “I need you here. Sonea is badly hurt!” 
 
    Aliana looked up and nodded. She was very pale, she was overexerting herself in the healing. Too pale, it was not a good sign. 
 
    Iruki realized that she was the only one standing, the only one left to defend them from the witch and her sorcerer. She walked a few steps on until she was safely ahead of the wounded and faced the enemy fearlessly, like a brave daughter of the steppes. If she had to die, she would. Her beloved awaited her in the eternal steppes, and it did not matter to her if she joined him. This certainty filled her with courage. She would defend her own, more so than ever now that they were helpless. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Powerful Magic 
 
    [image: Imagen que contiene persona, interior, mujer, ropa  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta][image: Imagen que contiene persona, ropa, interior, mujer  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta] 
 
    [image: Imagen que contiene persona, interior, pared, ropa  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta][image: Imagen que contiene ropa, persona, mujer, interior  Descripción generada con confianza muy alta][image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Dark Lady looked at Isuzeni, and her eyes flashed fire. “This has gone too far!” she cried, shaking her jet-black mane of hair. 
 
    “The more they conjure, the stronger their link with the medallions and the more powerful the spells the medallions generate,” Isuzeni said. He was studying Iruki closely, pondering over what had just happened. 
 
    “You have destroyed my Moyuki! You shall pay for this offense!” the Dark Lady shouted in fury. 
 
    “It would be best not to take any risks, my Lady,” Isuzeni said, trying to mask his worry. “Those medallions might cause us trouble.”  
 
    “There will be no more risks!” It is my Destiny, and I shall finish them off! Personally!” 
 
    Iruki heard the vicious screaming of the sorceress, but did not flinch. 
 
    “I won’t let you harm them!” she shouted in response. “I’ll defend them the way Mother Steppe defends her Masig sons!” 
 
    She closed her eyes and communicated with her medallion. The jewel shone with a blue brilliance. Around the Dark Lady and Isuzeni ice and frost began to take shape. A round patch started to form, like a lake of ice, freezing everything inside it. The temperature dropped so much and so fast that the Moyuki who had remained to defend their Lady and Mistress froze to death. 
 
    Iruki’s eyes lingered on the powerful spell she had cast, and was satisfied. 
 
    “Yes!” she cried. But she noticed that something was not right. The Dark Lady and Isuzeni did not seem to be affected by the spell. Iruki wasted no time. She concentrated hard and called on her medallion to strengthen the spell. A winter storm began to form above the two figures. Strong gusts of icy winds whipped at them and a blizzard fell on them. Nothing could survive its force and freezing cold. 
 
    “Ice, cold and frost from the earth and the sky I send you.” They were trapped between the two spells of glacial death. They would die. They had to die. 
 
    But they remained standing, unperturbed, seemingly unaffected by the spells. 
 
    “How is this possible, Mother Steppe? It shouldn’t be… nothing could survive this most dreadful winter.” 
 
    “They’re protected by a shield,” Sonea said behind her in a weak voice. 
 
    Iruki turned and saw her friends behind her. They looked terrible and could barely stand. Asti and Sonea’s faces showed the pain their bodies were still enduring. They were leaning on each other and their sunken eyes were dull with pain. Aliana was as pale as a ghost and by her looks, very weak. She had been using her Gift to Heal them and she was drained. But the one who looked worst was Komir. He might almost have been one of the living-dead. He could barely stand and was bruised all over, as if a whole herd of wild buffalos had stampeded over him. Iruki sighed and turned her attention to the enemy. Her spells did not seem to have achieved what she had intended, but at least they had been given time for her companions to recover a little. Although it did look as if they might collapse any moment. 
 
    “The Sorcerer, Isuzeni, is the one who’s keeping up their protection,” Sonea pointed out. “I saw him strengthen it when you conjured against them.” 
 
    “I don’t see anything but the storm,” Iruki said. “I can’t make out their protection.”  
 
    “I saw it, just for a moment. There’s a bell covering them both. It doesn’t seem to be visible, but it’s there, it really is. The Sorcerer’s holding it, keeping them both safe inside.” 
 
    “Sorcerer, slave,” Asti said. 
 
    Aliana was breathing irregularly. “Probably. That leaves her free to conjure.” 
 
    And as if she had heard this, Yuzumi attacked. 
 
    The silver axe whirled, and a veil of shadows covered the Dark Lady. Iruki’s blizzard died out. A funereal silence, broken only by the din of the fighting behind them between the defenders and the living-dead, fell between the Bearers and the Sorceress of Death. Suddenly the shadowy veil rose and remained hovering several feet above. It faded slowly, and what it revealed petrified the hearts of the five companions. The Dark Lady hung suspended in the air, and out of her back there issued eight enormously long black tentacles, as if the Sorceress had transformed herself into a monster of the undersea abysses. 
 
    “What…?” Iruki stammered. 
 
    “No human!” Asti said, and was left speechless. 
 
    “She’s turned into a monstrosity!” Aliana said in amazement. 
 
    “Human or not,” Komir said, “we have to defeat her somehow.” 
 
    “Yes, but how?” Sonea asked, more to herself than to the others. 
 
    The medallions flashed, and their protective spheres enveloped them. 
 
    One of the tentacles rose and then whipped savagely down on Iruki. The Masig was thrown backwards. Sonea tried to avoid another of the limbs, but was not swift enough and received a brutal blow. Asti conjured fire in response. Voracious flames surged from her medallion and chased after the tentacles, which moved back to avoid the fire, as though this were a dance. The Dark Lady roared like an enraged wild beast and went for the Usik. But Asti fought like a goddess of fire, trying to protect her companions. The Dark Lady shrieked and blasted the ground before the Usik with her colossal tentacles. The earth shook violently and Asti lost her balance. One of the tentacles seized her protective sphere of fire and began to squeeze it. A stench of burning flesh reached the Usik. Another tentacle coiled around the sphere and began to squeeze in its turn. The tentacles caught fire and the stench grew stronger. Suddenly the first tentacle gave up and fell to the ground inert, with flames spreading along all its length. A moment later the second tentacle met the same fate. 
 
    The Dark Lady shrieked in an ecstasy of rage. 
 
    “The barrier held…” Asti said in astonishment. 
 
    At that moment five tentacles fell on to her at once, like a hammer on to an egg. There was a loud crack, and Asti’s sphere broke into pieces. 
 
    “No!” the Usik shouted, as one of the tentacles seized her by the waist and lifted her into the air, asphyxiating her. 
 
    “Asti, no!” cried Aliana. 
 
    The Healer gathered what little strength remained in her to defend her friend. She concentrated and called upon her Medallion of Earth. Two huge tentacles quickly turned to her to crush her before she could finish the spell. But Aliana, who was used to dealing with her energy to Heal and was therefore much more in tune with the Power of her medallion, managed to finish the spell in time. A dozen stone shards surged from her chest, their edges sharp as the steel of a king’s sword. They hit the tentacles which were seeking her body and cut them as a butcher’s knife cuts tender meat. The severed tentacles fell to the ground. 
 
    The Dark Lady cried out in astonishment and frustration. 
 
    At once Aliana sent out a new batch of stone arrows which caught the remaining tentacles which were thrusting at her. She cut them at the root, like an expert cutting down a tree. That left only the tentacle holding Asti. The Usik screamed. It was going to break her in two! Aliana closed one eye and focused on her medallion, and a sharp-edged stone disc went hurtling and spinning. It was so fast that although the tentacle tried to dodge it, it was too slow. The disc severed it cleanly. 
 
    Asti fell from a great height, Komir ran to stand below her and caught her in his arms before she touched the ground. He cushioned the blow as best he could and they both rolled on the ground. 
 
    Aliana ran to help them. 
 
    “I shall kill you!” the Dark Lady was yelling, beside herself with fury. 
 
    Iruki and Sonea dragged themselves to their friends. 
 
    The Dark Lady whirled the silver axe above her head and conjured. A bodiless blackness, with the foul essence of death, issued from her eyes. She fell into a trance, while Isuzeni watched his Lady closely. The entity oozed lethal venom and despair. It advanced toward the five. It was as though Yuzumi’s own spirit had left her body, taking on its most powerful form, to deliver death. So mighty was that spirit’s essence of death that they were all left speechless. 
 
    With Aliana’s help Komir managed to stand, although he realized he was seriously hurt. His side was killing him. He was not sure how much longer he could hold up, but he was sure it was not much. He was on the point of collapse. 
 
    “What’s that?” Sonea asked from where she lay. 
 
    “It came out of her eyes!” Aliana said. 
 
    “It’s her spirit… a spirit of evil,” Iruki said. She was panting from the effort of standing.” It’s bringing us death.”  
 
    “Be death,” Asti said, spitting blood. 
 
    The blackness reached them like a darkness from beyond. 
 
    “It’s her accursed soul!” Aliana said. 
 
    “The soul of a maleficent witch!” cried Sonea. 
 
    And the gloom came down on them to bring death. Suddenly the five were blind. Everything around them ceased to exist, to give way to the darkness of absolute despair and terror. 
 
    “The spheres! Strengthen the spheres!” Komir shouted. 
 
    “Quickly, it’s eating us up!” Aliana said. 
 
    They focused on their medallions, and each of the five spheres strengthened itself simultaneously with a flash of power the color of its own element. But the flashes were absorbed by the gloom and disappeared into it. 
 
    Hungrily it began to devour the defensive spheres, corrupting their essence with that of death, seeking to devour the life of those they protected. 
 
    “No see!” cried Asti. 
 
    Komir tried to make anything out in the darkness, without success. He could see nothing beyond his body inside his sphere. He knew his friends were beside him and felt their terror. He asked his medallion to fight the darkness, to let a way through to the light. The jewel flashed briefly, with a potent gleam like an entire dawn contained in a single instant. But the intense brilliance was unable to leave the sphere. The power of the medallion was unable to breach the gloom which was already corroding the sphere with its vile essence. The final night had arrived to take them with it, never to return. 
 
    “Use your medallions and try to push it back!” Komir cried. 
 
    There was a long moment of silence. Komir’s eyes were on his defense, which was weakening with every heartbeat. 
 
    “Nothing’s working!” Aliana said. “This darkness is eating up everything I try!”  
 
    “Fire no good!” Asti said. 
 
    “The spells of Air are no good either! Nor those of Water!” Sonea and Iruki shouted in frustration. 
 
    Komir swore silently. His fears were confirmed. This woman was too powerful, even more so now in her pure state. They were fighting against her essence, against her entire power. They were no rivals for her. 
 
    Sonea screamed. “She’s destroying the spheres! They won’t hold much longer!” 
 
    “She’s pure evil! She’s Death itself!” shouted Aliana. 
 
    “My sphere is cracking,” Iruki said. 
 
    In that moment of despair, with death about to swallow them all, Komir remembered something. It was something Haradin had done, something that might save them. He had to try it right away, as his own sphere was about to collapse. 
 
    “All of us!” he shouted. “We have to defeat her together!” 
 
    “How, Komir?” 
 
    He had no clear idea how, but something inside him told him that he had to join together with the others, that the Five had to unite. 
 
    “Come to me! Follow my voice!” 
 
    Aliana’s sphere appeared on his right and touched his own. Komir concentrated and ordered his medallion to let Aliana into it. The healer took a step toward him. Both spheres flashed as they touched and allowed the symbiosis. 
 
    “All of you, come into my sphere!”  
 
    On his left appeared Iruki. A moment later Sonea and Asti appeared behind him. 
 
    “Come on! There’s barely time!” 
 
    The five spheres were interwoven, forming a union. But the darkness pressed in more avidly still, and they all felt the cold presence of death in their souls. 
 
    The five held each other’s waists closely so that they made up a tight circle, seeking support, courage and strength from their companions. 
 
    “We must join our power, the power of the medallions, just as Haradin did,” Komir said. “Close your eyes, relax and focus. Think about the medallion and search inside for your pool of energy, the one that feeds your Gift. Activate it. Let the energy flow, let it radiate from your bodies through the medallions and flow into mine so that the four elements join, together with Ether.” 
 
     The five focused and followed his instructions. 
 
    Komir began to feel his inner energy leaving his chest, and opened his eyes. Before his eyes a mystical spectacle was unfolding which left him open-mouthed. From each of the Bearers, energy was flowing towards his medallion of Ether. But something unexpected was happening: his medallion was now giving out the energy of the Five Elements. A many-colored sphere formed before the five medallions, in the center of the circle formed by the Bearers. As it fed off the power of the five Ilenian jewels, the sphere let off discharges of pure energy. 
 
    When he saw the effect of the union of their energies, he knew what they had to do. He did not understand why or how, but the idea was clear in his mind. 
 
    “Send all your power!” 
 
    His four friends looked at him in confusion. 
 
    “Trust me, tell the medallions to send out all their power.” 
 
    The four followed his instructions. He felt the medallion consuming all his inner energy, and at the same time exponentially multiplying it by using the Ilenian power to send it to the sphere, where it was accumulating. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid! Send me your power!” 
 
    The Bearers fell into a trance as their bodies sent the powerful energy. 
 
    Komir felt all that immense power passing through his medallion into the sphere where it was being stored. Suddenly the darkness cracked his defense. Startled, he realized they were running out of time. He watched the sphere of energy and felt that there was already an unbelievable amount of energy stored in it. He still had some power left to transfer, but there was no more time. It’ll have to do. We’d better hurry.  
 
    He turned urgently to his companions. “Right. Now we’ve got the power of the five medallions united,” he said. He watched the sphere before them seeming to grow with each of his heartbeats and giving out sparks of uncontrollable energy. “Just like Haradin, we must cast a spell using all this power.” 
 
    “But what spell can we use, Komir?” Sonea asked. “It’s not that the elemental spells we know aren’t strong enough, it’s just that they don’t seem to be working on this creature. It looks as though it’s immune to them.” 
 
    Aliana was staring into the gloom. “We need a great Ilenian spell to counter this evil,” she said. “But without Haradin, none of us…” 
 
    “Only a spell as great as Mother Steppe will have any effect on the Death Spirit of that Sorceress,” was Iruki’s comment. 
 
    Komir was thoughtful. They were right. They had the power, but not the spell. None of them was a great Mage, still less knew any Ilenian spells. Their protective sphere shook anew under the pressure of the gloom and cracked with a sound which froze his blood. Komir was staring into the darkness, and for a moment the face of the Sorceress took shape within it; the eyes of death were looking at him with a macabre smile of triumph. She knew she had him now. A moment more and the darkness would reach him. 
 
    “We have the power,” Sonea mused. “Perhaps we don’t need an Ilenian spell. Perhaps we already have what we need…” 
 
    Komir saw his sphere beginning to give way. “Perhaps?” he repeated sharply. 
 
    “I think I have it,” Sonea said. She was looking at the blackness which was beginning to seep through the cracks in Komir’s sphere. “If I’m not mistaken, the magic this entity is drawing from is Death magic. The five elements can’t do anything against it. Essentially, they can’t hurt it.” 
 
    The gloom was creeping into Komir’s sphere. “So? What else? Quick!” he snapped.  
 
    “What’s the opposite of Death magic?” Sonea asked. 
 
    The five Bearers exchanged urgent glances. 
 
    “Magic… of Life…?” ventured Iruki. 
 
    The little librarian blinked and smiled. “Exactly! And one of us has that Gift.” 
 
    “Aliana, Life!” Asti cried. 
 
    “Now I see…” Aliana said. 
 
    “Quick!” cried Komir. 
 
    “I don’t have any energy left!” 
 
    “You don’t need it! Use the sphere!” 
 
    “I’ll try!” 
 
    The deathly entity enveloped Komir from head to foot, swallowing him up in its darkness. And it began to devour the Norriel’s life. Komir gave a cry of agony. The desperate cry of someone whose vital essence is being robbed from him. 
 
    “Komir!” Aliana cried. 
 
    “Don’t… let anything… stop you!” he muttered. His medallion flashed briefly, but the gloom swallowed that up too. He tried to fight against the evil essence, but it was too powerful. His medallion was not enough to counter it. 
 
    Beside him Aliana was trying to conjure with all she had. Her Ilenian medallion shone around her neck, using the Healer’s inner energy, drawing from her Gift. She felt the presence of the gloom beside her, as if death herself were seeking the vital energy of everyone around to use it for itself. Komir was fighting with all his remaining strength. She had to help him! He was going to die! She tried to relax and breathed in deeply, trying to gain relief by sighing so as to regulate her breathing and allow herself to concentrate. It’s Death Magic… Sonea is right, I feel it clearly… death… 
 
    Komir screamed and writhed. “She’s robbing me… of life…” 
 
    The Dark Lady laughed, sure of her victory, while her evil essence slowly took over the life of the Marked. 
 
    Aliana was in such anguish that the pressure in her chest stopped her from breathing. Luckily nobody broke the circle. All of them remained united, like the Bearers they were, and this, the courage of her companions, their support, gave her the calm she needed. Closing her eyes again, using all her willpower, she focused on her inner energy. She managed to breathe regularly and used her Gift. Healing was Life, and Life was what they needed to fight that deathly Evil. She projected her Gift from her hand, as she always did with the sick and wounded. She guided it to the small sphere, where the entire power of the five medallions was waiting. On receiving the Healing energy, the sphere began to spin on itself dizzyingly. Suddenly it rose above their heads and spun still faster, all the time radiating sparks and flaring discharges. 
 
    Aliana yelled at the top of her voice:  
 
    “Life!” 
 
    At her command the sphere exploded in a burst of immaculate and blinding light. 
 
    Komir fell to the ground. 
 
    The Bearers covered their eyes with their arms to protect them from the blinding light of Life. 
 
    The blast was unimaginable. Everything ceased for an instant. Time stopped. Mother Nature herself seemed to stop to watch the greatest display of power for thousands of years across the continent of Tremia. 
 
    A demonstration of power worthy of an Ilenian god. 
 
    Time started again. The light of Life reached the dark spirit of death. On contact with the Magic of Life the gloom vanished, annihilated. The explosion of light spread, forming a great circular wave. As the wave advanced, the darkness was destroyed.  
 
    “Noooooooo!” the Dark Lady howled. It was a rending cry of the profoundest rage, as if her innards were being drawn out. 
 
    The darkness was destroyed. 
 
    The wave reached Yuzumi and Isuzeni. 
 
    It hit them with all the power of the five Ilenian medallions. Isuzeni’s defense did not hold. They tried to defend themselves, but it was too much even for them and their enormous power. They tumbled to the ground. 
 
    The wave of the explosion vanished, and with it all of Yuzumi’s power. 
 
    For a moment there was only silence. 
 
    Seeing the Dark Lady lying on the ground, Sonea saw their opportunity. “She’s wounded,” she said. “We must act now!”  
 
    “Let’s put an end to the demon!” Iruki said. 
 
    “Yes!” cried Asti. 
 
    On her knees, exhausted, Aliana turned to Komir. It was as though her heart had been torn out of her chest. Komir was lying beside her, lost to consciousness, almost consumed, his hair completely white. 
 
    “Komir!” she cried in despair, and dropped to the ground beside him. The sight of his worn-out face broke her heart. She thought he was dead. Beyond all help. 
 
    The three other Bearers looked at them and wondered. 
 
    “We can’t do anything for him,” Sonea said. “Aliana is the only one who can. Let’s finish off the Sorceress before she recovers and it’s impossible. This is our only chance.” 
 
    “Komir…” Asti whispered. Her eyes were moist. 
 
    Iruki indicated the Dark Lady, who was already getting back on her feet. “We’ll all end up like him if we don’t hurry. Mother Steppe doesn’t give second chances.”  
 
    Asti nodded. They formed themselves into a line in front of Aliana and Komir, then put their hands to their medallions to cast a spell on the Dark Lady, who was already standing. There was blood in the corner of her mouth. Isuzeni stood with difficulty and stumbled, obviously hurt. The explosion had not killed them, but it had certainly damaged them and weakened their power considerably. 
 
    “All at once,” Sonea urged. “Hit her with all you’ve got! Now! Now!”  
 
    Iruki conjured a winter blizzard of lethal winds. 
 
    Asti conjured infernal flames which burnt everything. 
 
    Sonea conjured a storm of deadly thunder and lightning. 
 
    Aliana put her hands on Komir’s cheeks. She looked into his green eyes in his gaunt face and amid tears she realized then that the sharp pang she felt in her chest was not for the loss of a friend, nor for that of a companion. It was much more intense and heartrending: it was for the loss of the one her soul loved. 
 
    “Noooooooo!” she cried in despair. “You can’t die! You can’t leave me now!” 
 
    Frantically she gave him her last drops of Healing Power. She could not let him leave, not without trying to save him. Her remaining Healing energy entered Komir’s body. 
 
    She whispered in his ear: “I won’t let you leave. You sacrificed yourself for us, and I’ll do the same for you.” Aware of what she intended to do, she prayed to Mother Helaun and began to imbue Komir with her own vital energy. For him she would cross the line, break the Healers’ prohibition on using their own vital essence. “For you,” she murmured sweetly as she kissed his cracked lips. 
 
    The defensive barrier which protected the Dark Lady shone intensely. It was repelling the attacks. 
 
    “The Sorcerer has strengthened the barrier again,” Sonea pointed out. “He’s very powerful. We must keep up the pressure. His energy must be finite. He won’t be able to keep it up forever.” 
 
    “Ours is finite too, and it’s nearly spent.” Iruki pointed out. 
 
    “He’s hurt, he won’t hold out,” Sonea said confidently. 
 
    Iruki nodded. “It’s all or nothing. Hit them with everything, right down to the last drop of power! We have to empty out our souls, now or never! Come on!” 
 
    Like vengeful goddesses, righteous daughters of Mother Nature, the three bearers kept up their devastating spells against Yuzumi and Isuzeni, releasing the elements in all their elemental power: Fire, Air and Water in their most devastating form fell on the two sorcerers. 
 
    “I shall kill you all! Insignificant worms!” the Dark Lady screamed. She tried to conjure. 
 
    Suddenly the defensive barrier shone strongly. The Dark Lady turned and looked at Isuzeni with her eyes staring from their sockets. 
 
    “Isuzeni! No! No!” she cried desperately. 
 
    Isuzeni had stepped back and drawn the barrier on himself, leaving the Dark Lady unprotected. 
 
    “Betrayal! Noooooooo!” 
 
    The spells of the medallions fell directly on her and destroyed her last defenses. The Dark Lady gave a wail of infinite rage and hurt, then fell to the ground. Defeated. 
 
    Sonea raised her arm, and the three Bearers stopped their spells. 
 
    Isuzeni hobbled up to the wounded Dark Lady and took the Skull of Destiny from her hand. He looked her in the eye and said: 
 
    “Now I shall be the owner of my own destiny. I will never fear for my life again. Nor will I ever envy anybody else’s power.” 
 
    “You… serve… me…” mumbled Yuzumi with burning eyes. One half of her body was burnt, the other frozen. 
 
    “No longer. The power of destiny is mine now.” 
 
    “I shall… take…. over… your soul…” 
 
    “Let the Premonition come to pass! Let the Destiny of Death be fulfilled!” 
 
    The Sorcerer glanced at the Bearers, bowed, turned and went into the woods without looking back. 
 
    Suddenly all the living-dead which were feeding on the Dark Lady’s Power crumpled to the ground, never to rise again. 
 
    “We… we… did it…” Iruki stammered. 
 
    “I can’t believe it…” Sonea whispered. “We had practically no chance of surviving…” 
 
    “We live!” Asti cried triumphantly. 
 
    Cries of joy and victory burst out among the Rogdonian soldiers and Norriel warriors behind them. 
 
    The three turned, and it was then that they noticed something was wrong, very wrong. 
 
    Komir was kneeling beside Aliana. The Healer was lying on the ground with her eyes closed and her head on one side. Komir was shaking her by the shoulders, but she was not responding. 
 
    “Come back, Aliana! You can’t leave me now!” he was telling her. “You saved me! You can’t go!” 
 
     “No wake up?” Asti cried, frightened at Aliana’s lack of response. 
 
    Iruki knelt beside them. “By the steppes! Whatever happened?” 
 
    “She saved me… she brought me back when the darkness was taking me,” Komir murmured with moist eyes and trembling voice, “and by doing that, in her effort to put life back into me, her own life, she’s gone. She opened her eyes and at the same moment she swooned. I can’t wake her… I can’t… I don’t know what to do…”  
 
    “She… alive?” Asti asked. There were tears in her eyes. 
 
    Iruki examined her body in the way she had learned from the Medicine Woman of the Blue Clouds and discovered with horror that she could find no signs of life there. 
 
    “No, no, for heaven’s sake, it can’t be…” She checked a second time and shook her head. 
 
    “No understand… what happen?” 
 
    Sonea swallowed hard and watched Komir, whose gaunt face had recovered some vitality. 
 
    “I think Aliana tried to save him with all she had… and in trying desperately to stop him dying… she crossed the line, and I very much fear she’s… she’s gone…” 
 
    “No!” Asti wailed. 
 
    At that moment Hartz and Kayti arrived at a run, with Lasgol and Lindaro close behind. 
 
    “By the three goddesses!” Hartz cried. 
 
    “Aliana, no!” Lasgol cried as he knelt beside her. 
 
    The Forest Ranger examined her again, but he too could find no sign of life in her. Downhearted, he shook his head. 
 
    A dreadful silence fell upon them all. 
 
    The final victory had turned out to be a bitter one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Premonition and Destiny 
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    The sun’s rays were beginning to lose strength, its gold darkening, in a sky which by now was completely clear. Soon night would fall over the battlefield where thousands lay, victims of the worst and bloodiest battle in the entire history of Tremia. One on such a scale that unless the gods themselves came back to earth to resolve their differences, it would never happen again. 
 
    The surviving Rogdonian soldiers awaited their King’s orders to leave the battlefield and return to the city. They were broken. A few were still standing, but most had dropped to the ground in utter exhaustion. But the order to return to Rilentor was not coming, since their leader, their King, was unable to give it. Gerart gazed upon Aliana’s body. His moist eyes were unable to look away from the Healer’s serene face. Anyone seeing the King’s face would have seen that a terrible pain was oppressing his heart: the pain of having lost his beloved. 
 
    Gudin and the Norriel had sat down in a circle. They sang ancient Norriel songs of courage and glory, as was the custom among them when a battle was over: of warriors who had given their lives to defend their country, of heroes who had sacrificed everything for land and family. They sang with deep voices, the voices of battle-hardened men. They sang so that the three Goddesses would bless the final journey of those who had died gloriously in the battlefield. Valor, honor and glory, those things which the Norriel honored most, those things which the Norriel were. They all sang wholeheartedly, since Norriel they were and Norriel they would die. Forever, with honor and glory. 
 
    Lindaro came up shamefacedly to Asti, Iruki, Sonea and Komir. 
 
    “It’s time to honor her and let her be one with the Light,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    Kneeling beside Aliana, he turned his face to the sky and began to pray to the Light. He placed his hands on the Healer’s chest and gave thanks to the Light for having permitted him to know such a valiant and dedicated soul, then invited the Bearers to do the same. Lindaro withdrew, and the four Bearers knelt beside Aliana. They placed their hands on her chest and closed their eyes, and each one in his or her own manner took their leave of the Healer. 
 
    And yet the farewell was not exactly that, since none of them wished to let Aliana go. Komir’s heart was broken, and his anguish at her loss filled his soul. Anguish and emptiness which Asti, Sonea and Iruki also felt. None of them wanted to say goodbye, none of them wanted her to depart. Instead they all wanted the Healer to come back to them, to stay with them. 
 
    And at that moment something happened. Something unexpected. The medallions interpreted the Bearers’ wishes, as those wishes were so strong they could not be ignored. Asti’s Medallion shone. The next instant Sonea’s did the same, and Iruki’s followed. The three exchanged looks of amazement. A moment later Komir’s shone in turn. Suddenly Aliana’s medallion burst out with an intense radiance as it responded to the plea of the other four medallions, to the will of the Bearers. 
 
    Search for life in her. If a single drop be found, bring her back!  
 
    “What’s… happening?” whispered Komir. But before he could finish, Aliana’s medallion flashed three times. Time seemed to stand still, all sounds ceased and suddenly Aliana’s eyes opened wide. 
 
    “By all the knowledge in the universe!” Sonea exclaimed in amazement. 
 
    Aliana filled her lungs with a deep and terrible gasp. She sat up with her legs stretched out in front of her. 
 
    Komir was unable to repress his joy. “Alive! You’re alive!” he shouted. 
 
    “The Medallion… found one last drop…” 
 
    The Healer tried to speak, but was unable. She fell on her side, exhausted. 
 
    The next moment everyone clustered round the Healer, and her companions’ cheers of victory and joy burst out on every side.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Some hours later, with Hartz’s help, Komir got to his feet. Aliana, supported by Asti and Sonea, did the same a moment later. 
 
    “You scared the living daylights out of me!” said Hartz. 
 
    “We didn’t mean to, I swear.”  
 
    “Wait, lean on me, you don’t look very good.” 
 
    Komir looked down at his own body and discovered he was very much weakened. He nodded at the big Norriel. 
 
    Aliana breathed in and exhaled deeply. She looked like a walking corpse. Asti and Sonea were holding her up. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Komir,” the Healer assured him. “Given time I’ll heal you so you’ll be back to yourself again.”  
 
    Hartz indicated Komir’s head. “His hair too?” 
 
    Aliana sighed. “No, I’m afraid I can’t do anything about that.” 
 
    Komir was puzzled by this. “What’s with my hair?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s all white, you look like an old man,” Hartz said with his usual bluntness. Kayti elbowed him to shut him up. 
 
    “Your body will get its vitality back, I’ll see to that,” the Healer said, “but there’ll be side effects. Your hair is one of them.” 
 
    Komir looked at Aliana and nodded. “It’s a small price, and I’ll gladly pay it.” 
 
    At that moment a warning reached them. 
 
    They all turned to where the Dark Lady had fallen. Iruki was watching her from a few steps away without coming too close, as if this were a pestilence she did not want to contaminate her. 
 
    “It’s unbelievable, but she’s still alive,” Iruki said. “The creature won’t give up!” 
 
    They exchanged tense glances. 
 
    “I’ll deal with it,” Komir said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Hartz asked him. 
 
    “It’s my destiny, it’s my responsibility.” 
 
    With Hartz’s help Komir went across to the fallen Sorceress. When he reached Iruki he left Hartz behind and went to the Dark Lady’s side, taking the last few steps alone. Yuzumi lay surrounded by her dead guards of honor. A mist had begun to form around her. He crouched beside her and looked into her eyes. Pitiless eyes, which even in that moment of defeat and suffering gleamed with pure hatred. Her mouth and ears were bleeding. He put his hand on her chest; she was still breathing. As he touched her all her evil contaminated him, so that he had to withdraw his hand quickly. He closed his eyes. He felt only evil, suffering and perversity emanating from her: not a wisp of goodness, no matter how remote. He shook his head. This creature was evil personified. He felt it. He knew it. 
 
    He sighed deeply, knowing what he must do. He took out his hunting knife and placed it on the throat of the one who had caused so much pain and suffering, not only in his own life but in those of thousands upon thousands of innocent people. He could not let her live: not for the sake of revenge, but for the evil which consumed her. If he let her live, that evil would create new suffering and pain in the lives of innocents. They would never be safe. She would find some way to return, and kill them all. He pressed the knife against her pale skin. He knew what he had to do, even though he did not wish to. Something inside him held out against it. He still had some humanity left in him after so much blood and death, and for that he thanked the three Norriel goddesses. I can’t do it. I know I have to but I can’t. 
 
    “Come on… you coward… what are you waiting for…” Yuzumi’s voice was barely audible, but the scorn in her eyes was clear. 
 
    Komir swallowed hard. He did not want to execute her in cold blood. He was neither a murderer nor a hangman. He had never wished to kill; it had always been something forced on him, and every death weighed on his soul. 
 
    “I… would not… hesitate…” 
 
    “You and I are different.” 
 
    “Coward… you do not have… the guts…” 
 
    “It’s not a question of guts, it’s about having a soul or not.” 
 
    “If… you do not… kill me… I shall come back for you… for everyone… my destiny will come to pass…” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I shall attain… my Destiny… of Glory…” 
 
    He raised her eyes, and in the mist he saw Amtoko’s silhouette. The Witch’s eyes were fixed on him. Komir turned a questioning gaze on her, asking for her advice. When Amtoko lowered her eyes and nodded heavily, Komir knew that he had to do it whether he liked it or not. That was his Destiny. He looked again, but the Witch was gone.  
 
    A hand grasped his shoulder. 
 
     “If you want, I’ll do it,” Kayti offered. 
 
    Komir shook his head. It was his Destiny, and he would see it through at all costs. 
 
    “It’s my burden, my responsibility. I won’t shy away from it.” 
 
    Aliana joined him. Her eyes were on the knife. 
 
    “We’re all with you, Komir,” said the Healer. 
 
    And with Aliana’s words Komir found the strength he needed. He grasped the handle of the knife. 
 
    “Farewell, Mirta, farewell, Ulis. I shall never forget you.” 
 
    And with that last goodbye to his parents, Komir slit the Dark Lady’s throat. 
 
    Tears came to his eyes, and he was unable to hold them back. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Aliana said. “It’s all over.”  
 
    And Komir cried. Bitter tears. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Summoned 
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    Haradin woke up, startled, and sat up in his bed. The morning light, shining in through the great windows, bathed his aching body in a pleasant warmth. 
 
    He looked around at the elegant room and failed to recognize it. “Where… where am I? What’s happened?” he asked in confusion. 
 
    A young woman came up to him. 
 
    “You shouldn’t exert yourself. You’re still very weak.” 
 
    “What happened? What am I doing here?” 
 
    “Relax, you’re among friends. My name is Gena, I’m a Healer, and I’ve been taking care of you for over two weeks, since the great battle. You’ve been very close to death.” 
 
    “Two weeks? The last I remember is… the battlefield… the spells of power, the Fire Storm…” 
 
    “I must tell them about your recovery. Don’t move, I’ll be back presently.” 
 
    A few moments later the door of the room opened and Mother Healer Sorundi came in, followed by Aliana and Gerart. 
 
    “It’s a true miracle! He’s woken up!” said the leader of the Order of Tirsar. 
 
    Aliana smiled broadly. “You had us very worried, Haradin. For a moment we thought we’d lost you!” 
 
    “What happened?” Haradin stammered. “And the Black Army?” Worry was growing inside him. 
 
    Gerart put his hand on the Mage’s shoulder. 
 
    “You needn’t worry, my dear friend, we defeated it. There’s no more danger. We won the battle.” 
 
    Haradin could not believe the news. “We won? How’s that even possible?” 
 
    “Perhaps we’d better tell you how it happened,” Gerart said with a smile. 
 
    Aliana and Gerart told the Mage what had happened during the epic battle. Haradin listened with interest, particularly Aliana’s account of the defeat and death of the Dark Lady. 
 
    “The magic of the medallions is unbelievably powerful,” Haradin murmured. “Even more so than I’d anticipated…” 
 
    This fact worried him deeply. On the other hand he could not but feel immense joy at seeing they had survived. 
 
    “It makes me very happy indeed to hear such good news, to know that you’re alive.” 
 
    “Many were lost: brave ones who gave their lives for their homeland. Too many of them,” Gerart lamented. “The Kingdom will take a long time to recover from this tragedy. Several generations, I fear…” 
 
    “Now is the time to heal and rebuild,” Mother Healer Sorundi said. “There’s much to do. The wounds will heal and the ill will recover with time, patience and good care. We’ll survive, and Rogdon will pull through.” 
 
    Gerart gave Sorundi a bow of gratitude. “Thank you for your invaluable efforts. The Healer Sisters are tireless. They’ve saved uncountable lives and have taken on the responsibility for caring for all the injured. Their numbers are… overwhelming. Each day that passes I wonder what I could have done differently to avoid this inhuman calamity which has brought us so much pain and suffering…” 
 
    “You did the right thing, your Majesty,” Haradin hastened to say. “Unfortunately life can be very cruel, and suffering cannot always be averted even by the most powerful or just of Kings. The cruelty of evil is always lurking nearby ready to attack, and all we can do is fight it on behalf of the innocent. Your heart is noble, your Majesty. The people know that. Don’t torture yourself; there’s nothing you could have done to avoid this catastrophe.” 
 
    Gerart bowed his head and sighed. 
 
    “I thank the Light for the Sisters and all their acts of kindness.” 
 
    “It’s our duty,” Aliana said. “Still more so in such a dire situation.”  
 
    “You have the absolute gratitude of the King of Rogdon,” Gerart said, and his eyes shone as he gazed at the Healer’s face with such intensity that Haradin caught its meaning immediately. 
 
    Aliana blushed, smiled at the King and looked away shyly. 
 
    Haradin interrupted them. “What has become of our allies, the Norriel?” he asked. 
 
    “The brave warriors of the highlands have left their wounded under our care. Auburu the Matriarch and that incomparable fighter Gudin have stayed behind until they recover. The rest have gone back to their homes in the mountains. What amazing fighters they are! I say it with true admiration, a people of born warriors. But for them we would have lost.” 
 
    “We owe them an immense debt of gratitude,” Haradin said with deep feeling. “And I owe a special debt to a certain Norriel witch with silver hair.” 
 
    Gerart looked at the Mage blankly. 
 
    “And the city?” Haradin asked. 
 
    “The rebuilding has begun. Hundreds of volunteers have offered themselves, and together with the surviving soldiers they’ve already begun cleaning and reorganizing. Good old Urien is in charge of logistics and construction. It will take us a long time, but Rilentor will once again be the radiant, magnificent city it used to be. You have my word as King for that. It will be a testament to determination, valor, and courage of the resilient Rogdonian people.” 
 
    “I’m pleased to know the Royal Counselor survived. We’ll be needing his great experience and care if we’re to recover all that was lost. And the rest of the Kingdom?” 
 
    “I’ve sent Lancer detachments to travel the land. There’s no enemy presence anywhere. We found the Fortress of the Half Moon deserted. No trace of the Norghanians. To the South, in Silanda, the last Noceans left the city three days ago. The Rogdonian flag flies over its battered walls. There’s a great deal of work to do there as well. The city was hard hit.” 
 
    “And the foreigners, the men with slanted eyes?” 
 
    “Vanished. We think the survivors have gone east. I’ve sent scouts to make sure.” 
 
    “Well… much indeed have we lost, but once again the Rogdonians have stood firm against evil.” 
 
    “Indeed. Now if you will excuse me, I must go and see the Queen. Her suffering for the loss of my father the King is great. She is disconsolate.” 
 
    “Of course,” Haradin said, and bowed his head. 
 
    Gerart turned to look at Aliana briefly: an honest glance, full of hope. Aliana returned the glance and smiled softly. The King left the room. 
 
    “We must go back to our wounded,” Mother Healer Sorundi said. “There’s so much to do…”  
 
    Haradin nodded once again. 
 
    “I also have urgent matters to attend to. Very urgent…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Komir went into the great Cathedral of the Light in Rilentor, which now served as hospital and center for healing. It was crammed with the injured and sick. Healers and surgeons, Priests of the Light and volunteers tended to them with love and care. He walked past several convalescent Norriel warriors and hailed them in the tongue of the highlands, but he had no time to stop and chat. He had to find Lindaro urgently. He scanned the huge hall as he went on, and at last located him. 
 
    He went to his side. “Lindaro,” he said. 
 
    The man of faith was preparing some drinking medicine beside a Rogdonian soldier who was lying on one of the long benches. 
 
    “Hello, Komir,” the man of faith said briskly. “By the expression on your face, I guess something’s wrong.” 
 
    “You know me too well. We must leave.” 
 
    Lindaro grimaced. 
 
    “But I can’t. My duty is here, I must do the work of the Light.” 
 
    “We’ve already discussed this, Lindaro. I need you. You’re the only one who can help me with this.” 
 
    “But Komir…” 
 
    “Do it for me, for our friendship. If it weren’t very important I wouldn’t trouble you like this.” 
 
    Lindaro lowered his head and gave in with gritted teeth. “All right… but I don’t agree…” 
 
    “We leave at dawn.” 
 
    “This mission isn’t a good idea, Komir…” 
 
    “They never are.” 
 
    And with that, Komir closed the argument. He turned and left the Cathedral, and as he did so a dreadful feeling of anxiety came over him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Walking very slowly, as he barely had strength enough to stay on his feet, Haradin reached the foot of his ruined tower. Filled with sadness he eyed the once-regal building which had been his home, where he had spent so many pleasant hours of study and discovery. He sighed. Now it was no more than a useless heap of rocks.  
 
    Cursed war, which destroys everything, respects nothing, neither sacred life nor the greatness of man’s achievements.  
 
    He knelt, leaning on his staff of power, and cleared his mind of sentimental considerations. He was there for a reason, a purpose of supreme importance. A unique treasure lay buried under the rocks and he had to find it. Keeping it safe was both an imperative and a sacred duty. The survival of the human race itself is at stake. He closed his eyes and concentrated, letting his mind open itself so that it could feel the power around him. In a moment the object would reveal itself to him and he would be able to rescue it.  
 
    A sense of acute concern came over him: he could not manage to grasp any power at all. 
 
    It can’t be! The Ilenian Book of the Sun! Someone has removed it!  
 
    Haradin clenched his fist, possessed by fury. “Fools!” he cried to the heavens. “What have you done!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aliana and Asti exchanged a conspiratorial look. The morning was brightening, but they were staying hidden in the shadows. It was less than an hour since dawn. 
 
    “Did anybody see you?” the Healer asked the Usik in a whisper. 
 
    She shook her head. “No see.”  
 
    “Did you tell her?” 
 
    The Usik nodded. 
 
    “Is she coming?” 
 
    “She say yes, yes for you, for no else.” 
 
    Aliana smiled. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure I’d be able to convince her.” 
 
    The Usik indicated the stables. “Horses ready.” 
 
    “Very good.” 
 
    “She wait outside wall.” 
 
    “Let’s go, then.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The priest of the Light, with Komir watching by his side, studied the Ilenian portal. Sculpted on the rock of the chamber, the huge magical artifact gleamed softly. The outer ring, with its Ilenian runes, had the sheen of gold. The inner one shone with a silver gleam. 
 
    Lindaro was apparently lost in his own thoughts. “I can’t believe we’re back here,” he said. “It’s as though an eternity had passed.”  
 
    “Here’s where it all began,” Komir said. In his hand was the Dark Medallion which had belonged to his mother. “It brought us here.”  
 
    “I still can’t believe we’re here under the Egia Lighthouse, in the Temple of Ether,” Lindaro said. He was staring at the runes on the portal. 
 
    “Believe me, it surprises me more than you.” 
 
    Lindaro gave the ghost of a smile and gestured towards the ceiling. 
 
    “And all the difficulties we had to face before we reached the chamber of the Ilenian King of Ether,” he said. 
 
    They had just gone down the stairs from the funerary chamber to the portal by the hidden passage under the sarcophagus. 
 
    “Have you managed to find out anything? The situation’s urgent… and I wouldn’t want to cross without knowing what’s waiting on the other side, or how to get back from there…” 
 
    “I understand, but interpreting this portal isn’t an easy task.” 
 
    “Will you be able to work out where it leads to? Where did they travel?” 
 
    “I think so. I can’t give you a guarantee, but I think I will. When we were trapped here the last time I managed to decipher the meaning of several of the runes used by the Ilenians, thanks to the Book of the Moon. This portal is a wonderful creation. And filled with wonders, there’s no doubt of that. I certainly must devote more time to study it as soon as I have the chance.” 
 
    “And the meaning of the runes…?” 
 
    “Oh, yes… I must thank the Light for the good memory it’s blessed me with.” 
 
    “We must thank the Light for many of your excellent qualities, my friend,” said Komir with a smile, and patted his shoulder. 
 
    Lindaro turned to him and smiled in response. “Thank you.” He turned back to the portal and remained staring at the second and third runes in turn, studying the top of the outer ring, trying to find out the destination. 
 
    Time went by. Komir, realizing it was going to take much longer than he had anticipated, finally had to sit down on the floor and wait. 
 
    At last Lindaro cried: 
 
    “I think I’ve got it!” 
 
    “Very good! I knew you’d manage! Where does it lead to?” 
 
    “Well, let’s see… the second rune means room —no, more like… Chamber. And the third, the one I’ve been finding so hard to puzzle out, is the rune of the eternal, of the everlasting, of something without end. So I’d guess the portal has been manipulated to travel to the Everlasting Chamber.  
 
    Komir stared at the three runes at the top of the portal’s outer ring. “Fantastic, Lindaro, you’re a genius! I must admit that to me they’re just incomprehensible symbols. The Everlasting Chamber… well, it doesn’t sound particularly promising, but I must go and find out what goes on there.” 
 
    “Are you absolutely sure of that, Komir? It doesn’t seem such a good idea to me. Especially after all we’ve been through.” 
 
    “Wise advice, my friend… but I have no choice.” 
 
    “And your Norriel witch? Perhaps she can shed some light…” 
 
    “I’ve already consulted her, and she can’t help me in this. The magic of the medallions prevents her power from working. She can’t make out the danger clearly, but she knows it’s there.” 
 
    “A very good reason for not going! Heed the words of this humble servant of the Light.” 
 
    “I must go. Besides, there’s a reason. I’ve been… summoned.” 
 
    “To the Everlasting Chamber?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what I think. I’m not sure, but I must find out.” 
 
    Lindaro looked at him in puzzlement. 
 
    “Well, all right. If that’s what you believe, my friend, I won’t try to dissuade you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lindaro. I mean that.” 
 
    “Shall we cross?” Lindaro said with a smile. 
 
    Komir turned to him in surprise. 
 
    “You don’t have to come with me, my friend. I just needed you to help me with the portal.” 
 
    “Actually, I think I do. If you find yourself trapped in that chamber, how will you come back? You don’t know how to manipulate the portal. I wouldn’t want you to be trapped anywhere Everlasting.” 
 
    “If you put it that way…” Komir smiled. “All right, I really appreciate it, you’re a true friend. Let’s cross.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Any progress?” came an authoritarian female voice. 
 
    “Nothing,” another, much softer female voice replied. “However hard I look I can’t seem to find any reference to how to open the door.”  
 
    “Are you sure this is the place?” a thunderous male voice said. 
 
    “Yes, absolutely. The Ilenian inscriptions on the door show it clearly. Behind that door is the Everlasting Chamber. That I’m quite sure of.” 
 
    “The answer has to be in one of these two books,” the authoritarian female voice said. 
 
    “That’s what I think too, but I can’t find it.” 
 
    “We’ve been here forever!” the male voice protested. “I don’t like this ante-chamber at all, it’s always night here. A night that goes on forever. Let’s get out of here as soon as possible. This place gives me the creeps.” 
 
    The room, completely round, had walls of black alabaster, and the floor was of marble so dark and shiny you could see your own reflection in it. The ceiling, also black, was extraordinary. An unknown constellation shone with such realism that if they had not been sure they were underground in a subterranean chamber, they would have felt they were on the surface. The chamber had two entrances, one open to the south and one closed to the north. A great circular door of something like gold closed off the way out. The door was filled with Ilenian symbols, and in the center was a strange oval slot which seemed to be the lock. 
 
    “I’m trying. I want to find out what’s in there just as much as you do. But finding the answer in these two volumes is a mammoth task. It might take me months, if not years…” 
 
    Hidden in the shadows, Komir had been listening to the conversation since his arrival moments ago. He crept into the dark chamber. 
 
    He raised his hand and pointed. “I knew you’d betray us at last to reach your Brotherhood’s goals,” he said. 
 
    “Komir!” Kayti cried in amazement. 
 
    Hartz turned. 
 
    Komir looked at his friend and saw worry in his eyes. He would defend the redhead. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Hartz? You’d never have come into the heart of these Ilenian chambers by your own choice.” 
 
    “What we’re doing here is no concern of yours” Kayti said defiantly. 
 
    “You’re wrong, very wrong. Everything to do with the Ilenians is my concern. Even more so if you’re about to make a terrible mistake.” 
 
    Kayti took a step round. The pale light of that strange sky reflected on her white Ilenian armor. “How did you find us?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ve been watching this big guy…” 
 
    “Lets be reasonable, please!” Sonea begged them. As she spoke, she moved away from the two big books she was consulting on top of a polished rock dais in the centre of the hall. One was silver, like the moon, the other gold, like the sun. They were perfectly set in the surface of the dais, as if it had been especially shaped to their exact measurements. 
 
    “Don’t you realize we’re at the door which holds the Enigma of the Ilenians? We have to find what’s hidden in it.” 
 
    “I see Kayti has convinced you too.” 
 
    Sonea waved at the sealed door. “She didn’t convince me. It’s always been my intention to unveil the mystery of the Ilenians. I came of my own free will.” 
 
    Lindaro appeared from the shadows behind Komir. “That’s true. Sonea and I have always sought to discover the mystery of the Ilenians. It would be an incredibly significant achievement. We’ve been studying them for years, and we just have to find out the enigmas hidden in them.” 
 
    Sonea smiled at him happily. “Lindaro, how wonderful to see you! I wanted to tell you, but Kayti wouldn’t let me, she said the expedition had to be secret. I tried convincing her, but there was no way I could.” 
 
    “Why, Kayti? Why keep it a secret? What else do you know that you’re not telling us?” Komir accused. He was sure Kayti was acting according to the wishes of her Brotherhood, but he did not know their purpose and he needed to find out. Too long had that secret stayed hidden. But once again Kayti was silent. Her eyes were fixed on Komir. 
 
    “Please let’s not argue,” Lindaro begged. He was standing beside Sonea, who was watching anxiously. 
 
    “First I need to get the answers I’m looking for. Why are you here, Kayti? What are you looking for in that chamber? What does your Brotherhood know about what’s locked up in there, that you don’t want to tell us about?” 
 
    Kayti and Hartz exchanged a look Komir could not interpret. 
 
    “You promised me,” Hartz said. His gaze was firm. 
 
    She hesitated. “I know…”  
 
    “If you love me, if you want to repair the harm you’ve to done me with your silence, now’s the time,” Hartz said. “I’m not asking you to betray your Brotherhood. I’m asking you to trust me, us, or else I can assure you our love won’t pass this final test. This I know, I can feel it in my soul. You’ve already planted the seed of doubt in my heart by not trusting me and not telling me what you knew all this time we’ve been together.” 
 
    “Revealing the written texts of the Brotherhood goes against all I’ve sworn to defend, against all I am.” 
 
    “I know, but if you love me, you have to trust me. Otherwise there’ll be an abyss opening up between us, one with no way of crossing it. The decision is yours.” 
 
    Kayti lowered her gaze, struggling against herself. “All right, Komir. If you want to know so badly, I’ll tell you. Not because I think I ought to, but for him.” She pointed to Hartz. “For his sake, because I love this big guy more than life itself, I’ll reveal my mission to you. But understand this. Do not get in my way once I reveal my final purpose to you. I’m giving you a chance to step aside, for his sake.” 
 
    Komir nodded. He had his doubts, but he decided it would be more prudent to hear her out and decide afterwards. He turned to Hartz, and the big Norriel too nodded. 
 
    “Thanks be to the Light!” Lindaro said. 
 
    Kayti raised her head high. 
 
    “My mission is sacred and extremely important. The fate of all mankind depends on it.” 
 
    They all looked at her in surprise, Hartz above all. 
 
    “In the holy writings of the Brotherhood,” Kayti went on, “it is said that two hundred years ago, Zuline, the Lady Custodian, Patron of the Order and founder of the Brotherhood, made a discovery of unparalleled importance: a strange Object of Power in the form of a medallion, black as night. Little is known of this object or where the Lady Custodian found it, but the importance of the discovery marked Zuline forever, and forged the destiny of the Brotherhood and its members.” 
 
    Lindaro looked intrigued. “An Ilenian medallion?”  
 
    Kayti nodded. 
 
    “That’s what I believe now, now that we’ve found the others. Although when I started on this quest I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Why was this medallion special?” Sonea asked with interest. She was looking at the one hanging around her own neck. 
 
    “According to our holy texts, Zuline, the Lady Custodian, brought about the Vision of the End of Days by manipulating it.” 
 
    That caught everyone’s attention. 
 
    Hartz shook his head. “I don’t like the sound of this at all,” he muttered.  
 
    “In the vision Zuline saw skies of fire falling on the earth, the seas rising above the cliffs and sweeping away cities and kingdoms, storms and hurricanes devastating the earth and everything upon it, people fleeing the final destruction with nowhere to shelter.” 
 
    Komir shook his head uneasily. “What has this vision got to do with us?” He did not understand what Kayti was telling them about, and like Hartz, the more he heard the less he liked it. 
 
    Kayti indicated the two volumes on the dais. “In the vision, Zuline saw two evil objects of great power which initiated the great catastrophe: two large arcane books, one golden, like the sun and the other silver, like the moon.” 
 
    All eyes went to the two grimoires. 
 
    “And she knew with utter certainty that the fateful day would finally come.” 
 
    “You mean we’re all doomed?” Sonea asked. 
 
    “Not necessarily. Zuline, in her infinite wisdom, was able to foresee something else, something the medallion didn’t want her to discover: a hope, a chance to stop the cataclysm. A Chosen would have the opportunity to end forever the evil that would unleash the catastrophe. That Chosen, the Lady foresaw, would be one of her disciples, someone from the Brotherhood. She foresaw a woman of strong heart, a warrior who would face Evil boldly and prevent it. So Zuline, the Lady Custodian, told her disciples, and so it’s written in the holy texts. From that day on, the Brotherhood has recruited and trained women of strong spirit and steady hand, since it’s written that the day would come. From that moment on we’ve been waiting vigilantly, for more than two hundred years, traveling the world without rest, searching for Objects of Power, for clues of what was to come and has finally arrived. Those are the accursed objects” —she pointed to the books— “and today is the day.” 
 
    “That story, this place… it all gives me the creeps,” Hartz said. “What you just told us sounds terrible. You should’ve told me a long time ago, you should’ve trusted me… especially if its meaning is so… so catastrophic.” 
 
    “Would you have come with me? Would you have come with me knowing what you now know, knowing the evil power which lies behind this sealed door?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, you’ll never know the answer… because you never asked me.” 
 
    Hartz’s reproach, so honest, so human, touched Komir. He understood perfectly. Kayti should have told them all this a long time before. For good or ill. Perhaps her goal was noble, but certainly her means to attain it had not been so. 
 
    “I know the silver book,” Komir said. “It’s the Book of the Moon we found, but the golden book… Where did that come from?”  
 
    Sonea’s eyes were on the powerful grimoire. “I can explain,” she said. “Days ago, from the moment the great battle ended, Lindaro and I immersed ourselves in studying the Book of the Moon. There’s a lot more in it than arcane spells. It also has what I’d call stories or moments. They’re difficult to interpret, as the Ilenians didn’t write the way we do, but I’ve been able to guess some things. Two days ago I was deep in reading, trying to understand the significance of some dates, when something really astounding happened. My medallion flashed, acting of its own accord, and I was scared because I’d already had an unpleasant experience handling an Ilenian grimoire at the Great Library. I know very well how dangerous it is to handle these grimoires, and I assure you I was being very careful not to activate any spell accidentally. But even so, suddenly an image began to form in my mind, very like when the medallions cast a spell using our energy. But instead of seeing the Ilenian symbols which formed the spell, what I saw in my mind was a place.” 
 
    Lindaro was looking at her with great curiosity. “A place?” 
 
    “Haradin’s ruined tower. The Book of the Moon had activated the medallion so that it would convey that place to me. Obviously I was very intrigued. I told Kayti, because she’d already told me about her interest in the Book of the Moon and everything to do with it. And now I understand why…” She looked aside at the redhead. “We went to the ruins of the tower together, and something unbelievable happened there. The Book of the Moon began to pulsate with an intense silver gleam and in reply, a golden flash came from beneath the rubble.” 
 
    “The Book of the Sun,” Lindaro guessed, his eyes on the golden volume. 
 
    “Exactly,” Sonea said, spreading her arms wide. “Its sister volume answered the call. Kayti, with Hartz’s help, dug out the book, and that’s how we come to have it. The Book of the Moon sent me to the tower to look for its lost sibling: the Book of the Sun. For some reason they wanted to be together… at this moment in time… for some specific goal...” 
 
    “I think we know its goal,” Kayti said with a frown, “and we must avoid it at all costs.” 
 
    Komir turned to her for a moment, then protested in a low voice: 
 
    “And you took it? Why didn’t you leave it where it was? Don’t you realize the book belongs to Haradin? What do you think the Great Mage will think when he discovers it’s missing?” 
 
    “It won’t matter anymore,” Kayti said with a wave of her hand. “We’ll have put an end to the evil locked up in this chamber. And don’t forget, those two Ilenian volumes are evil Objects of Power. They shouldn’t be in the hands of a Mage, but stowed away safely and guarded by the Custodian Brotherhood.” 
 
    “You and your damned Brotherhood. You have no right to take away those Ilenian grimoires. You’re blinded by your beliefs, and you don’t even know whether they’re true or not. Why do you believe the cataclysm will occur? Why now? Why do you believe you’re the one chosen to stop it? They’re no more than beliefs without any basis or logic. You’re blindly following a prophet without any proof.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Kayti said sharply, and tension once again grew in the hall.  
 
    Sonea cleared her throat. 
 
    “There’s something more, Komir… don’t think I didn’t have those same doubts too… but something happened which made me lean towards” —she blushed— “borrowing it.”  
 
    Komir looked at her reproachfully. This was not like the Librarian. 
 
    “Let me explain. It’s a fact, not a believe, which also answers one of your questions, why now? You see, Komir… when I had those two powerful grimoires with me, something odd and very significant happened. All I’d done was lay them on a table, one beside the other, I didn’t even open them, precisely because I was afraid of unleashing some spell I could not control. I must say that seeing them in front of me I could feel their power, a tremendous power I didn’t want to try for fear my soul would be lost in it. But in spite of my refusal, the Book of the Moon and the Book of the Sun flashed simultaneously several times, and in answer my Medallion of Air shone intensely. A small golden sphere appeared hovering over the two volumes, then began to spin very fast and flash in all directions. It was as if the books had created a radiant sun which was gaining power with every spin and every flash. I wanted to run, to get out of the room. I realized that the grimoires were casting a powerful spell and for a moment I feared the sphere would explode and consume me. And in that moment of panic, the golden sphere gave out a great pulse and I fell into a trance. My mind emptied completely and turned black as night, then I felt the summons. An urgent feeling filled me, something which told me I had to go somewhere immediately. I felt it was a matter of life or death, it couldn’t be postponed. I just had to answer the summons. The call was urgent, and I felt it in every pore of my skin, with a discomfort that was growing all the time. I had to go, had to start, nothing else mattered, there was nothing else in the world for me.” 
 
    “Go where?” Lindaro asked. 
 
    Komir pointed to the sealed entrance. “Here, to this chamber, to that door over there.”  
 
    Sonea’s eyes grew wide with amazement. 
 
    “That means you were summoned too! It wasn’t only me!” 
 
    Komir nodded slowly. 
 
    “That’s why I took the book, Komir,” Sonea went on, “because of the summons. I thought I was the only one who’d been called here, and so I came. I brought both books with me as they’re the key. Or perhaps they’ve used me to get to this place. Whichever way, I’m convinced we need to find out what’s hidden in that chamber, more so now that I know we’ve both been summoned. We’re in front of the chamber which holds the Enigma of the Ilenians. We’ve been called, and we can’t stop now. It’s our duty to find out what mystery is hidden in there, not only for ourselves, but for the good of all men.” 
 
    Komir shook his head, unconvinced. 
 
    “Certain mysteries are better left alone… whether we’ve been summoned by arcane means or not.” 
 
    But Sonea did not give up. 
 
    “Don’t you understand, Komir? We’ve come here for a reason… a specific motive. It can’t be just coincidence that we found the medallions, that we discovered the portals… that we were summoned here today. Think about it, there are too many coincidences there. As my dear master Barnacus used to say: In the natural world, coincidences don’t exist, there’s always a reason for them. Find the reason and the coincidence will cease to be one. We’re here for a reason, Komir, and I believe we should find out what it is.” 
 
    “Even if what Kayti’s Brotherhood believes is true?” 
 
    Hartz turned to Komir for a moment, then lowered his gaze. 
 
    Sonea pondered her answer. 
 
    “Whatever is waiting inside that chamber is something we don’t know, that’s true. It might be a great danger… well, yes. It might even be as Kayti believes, even though I hope her beliefs, given man’s natural tendency to fear the unknown, have exaggerated the true danger. It’s something that happens in many cultures. The gods of evil, their malign power, are exaggerated to scare mere mortals” —Kayti gave her a disapproving look — “but as a scholar I can’t let this opportunity pass. In there is the key to the disappearance of the Ilenians, and I’ve been summoned to this chamber. We must solve the enigma.” 
 
    Komir folded his arms in disapproval. “Really, I don’t know which is more dangerous, Kayti’s religious fanaticism or your academic kind, Sonea…”  
 
    “I’m no fanatic,” Kayti spat out. 
 
    Hartz stepped in at this point. “Let’s not argue,” he said. 
 
    Lindaro, who had been studying the Book of the Sun all this time, raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Very interesting… From what I can gather, the Book of the Sun explains the existence of these chambers and underground temples the Ilenians built, and the portals which link them. I don’t understand much —I’d need longer to study it in detail— but I’m sure that the first part of the grimoire deals with the temples and portals. Sonea, please help me decipher this long passage. If I’m not mistaken, it makes a reference to the Everlasting Chamber.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” said the Librarian, and came to join Lindaro. 
 
    Komir meanwhile went over to the sealed door. His unease was growing by the moment. Part of what Kayti had revealed he had already guessed himself, but he was not going to admit it. In any case, he was sure it was a bad idea to open that chamber. Still, and although it bothered him deeply, Kayti was right: they should bring that evil to an end for the good of everyone. 
 
    Those doubts troubled him more and more. He had already fulfilled his destiny, had confronted the Dark Lady and defeated her. The Black Army had been destroyed. He did not want to be involved again in anything else of the kind. Sonea was right: there was a reason why the medallions had been found, and that reason had been the destruction of the Dark Lady and her Black Army. That was the reason, not any other. And Komir wanted it to stay that way. But in that case, why did he feel that unease in his stomach? Why had he been summoned there with Sonea? 
 
    Lindaro ran his index finger along a page of the volume. “Really intriguing,” he said. “I’ll see if I can translate… The symbols are: Chamber… Everlasting… Eternal… Sleep… yes, that should be right. In the Everlasting Chamber… they sleep… the Eternal sleep… Then there’s a section I can’t seem to understand. Further down it goes on: Wait… Await… What’s this symbol, Sonea?” 
 
    The Librarian thought for a moment. 
 
    “Wake… or Rise… I think…” 
 
    Lindaro smiled. 
 
    “It makes sense. Awaiting the awakening… Being awakened… By whom, Sonea?” 
 
    She scratched her chin thoughtfully. 
 
    “Sons… or Descendants…” 
 
    “Yes, yes! That’s it!” Lindaro said excitedly. “By the sons or descendants… the Chosen. We’re translating it! And it goes on: They sleep… poison… magic… How interesting! They sleep the poison of magic. And then: Not… Die… Fascinating! But I don’t see any more references here… although there are several bits I can’t decipher… the symbols are too complex. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s in the Book of the Moon!” Sonea said. She started to look through the silver pages. 
 
    Komir tried to summarize what Lindaro and Sonea had translated. 
 
    “In the Everlasting Chamber they sleep the eternal sleep. Waiting to be awakened by the descendants, the Chosen. They sleep the poison of magic in order not to die.” 
 
    “Ilenian magic!” Hartz protested angrily. “There’s got to be something wrong here. I’ve got a feeling about it!”  
 
    “I don’t like it either, Hartz… not one bit,” Komir said. 
 
    Hartz nodded at him, then turned to look at Kayti, who was trying to open the door. She was determined to go inside, come what might. Komir could see it in her eyes; her faith had blinded her. Amtoko had warned him against those people who in pursuit of faith or mystical beliefs turned into fanatics and forgot reason. He had to be careful with her. 
 
    Komir’s heart skipped a beat when a voice said behind him: “It seems we got here at just the right moment.”  
 
    They spun round towards the entrance and saw Aliana, followed by Asti and Iruki. Lasgol came last, bow in hand. 
 
    “What are you all doing here?” Komir protested. 
 
    Aliana pointed at the Earth Medallion around her neck. “We’ve been summoned,” she said. “Or did you really think you were the only one?” 
 
    “Oh that’s great,” Komir muttered. “I didn’t want anyone else in danger, but I see it’s not to be… Have all three of you been summoned?” 
 
    Iruki, Asti and Aliana nodded, confirming his fears. 
 
    “This can’t mean anything good.” He shook his head. “You shouldn’t have come.”  
 
    Aliana went to his side. 
 
    “Nor should you.” 
 
    Komir shot a distrustful glance at Kayti, which she ignored. “I had my reasons,” he said. 
 
    Aliana turned all the sweetness of her gaze on him. “And we had ours.” 
 
    For a single moment all Komir’s woes vanished as he lost himself in that sea of quiet. 
 
    “Yes! Yes! Yes!” came Sonea’s triumphant cry, bringing Komir back to reality. “Here it is! I found it!” 
 
    They turned expectantly to the little Librarian. 
 
    Excitedly, she explained: “If I’ve interpreted the hieroglyph correctly… to enter the Everlasting Chamber, you need the Book of the Sun and the Book of the Moon. There’s another section I can’t understand, then this symbol. I think it’s the key but I can’t manage to decipher it. What do you think, Lindaro?” 
 
    Lindaro frowned over it in concentration for a moment. At last he said:  
 
    “Dark… I think it means Dark… and beside it is the symbol which represents Pendant or Medallion. The rest I can’t make out.” 
 
    “Hmm… so the key is some kind of dark medallion,” Sonea said. 
 
    They looked at their medallions unthinkingly, even though they knew none of those was dark: all except Komir, who already knew which medallion was being referred. And at that moment he knew with absolute certainty that his life was unavoidably linked to the Ilenians, to that chamber and to whatever was hidden behind the sealed door, since the medallion mentioned in the Ilenian book was none other than his Dark Medallion, the one which had led Haradin to find him when he was a baby, the medallion his mother had kept hidden. He gave a harsh sigh of resignation, accepting what he had no wish to acknowledge. Slowly he brought out the medallion, holding it by its chain, and showed it to the group as it swung in the air. 
 
    Sonea gave him a spirited round of applause. 
 
    Kayti looked at the jewel out of the corner of her eye, but her face could not hide her eagerness. 
 
    “Then there’s just one thing left to decide,” Aliana said. “Do we open the Everlasting Chamber? Do we probe into the secret of the Ilenians? Or do we go away without disturbing whatever’s hidden inside it?” 
 
    “You already know my opinion,” said Sonea. “We’ve been summoned here today for a reason: what I’d dare to call a very important one. We must find out what it is. We must understand why our medallions and these two Ilenian grimoires have brought us here today. We can’t leave now, when we’re so close to finding out the Enigma of the Ilenians.” 
 
    Lindaro nodded in agreement. 
 
    Aliana looked at Asti and Iruki. 
 
    “Let’s get this over,” said Iruki with fire in her eyes. “I want to go back to my steppes and see my people. Let’s go in.”  
 
    “I go in, want know why I here.” Asti said. 
 
    Aliana turned to Komir. 
 
    “I understand your concern, Komir. I know you don’t want anything to happen to us. But this calling was strong and real. Something incredibly important is happening. I think we all want to know why we’ve been summoned. If we turn back now, when we’re so near the end, we’ll always wonder what it might have been. And also I believe we ought to assess whether there’s any risk of something really bad happening. I wouldn’t forgive myself if I could prevent some great evil and held back out of fear, giving up right at its door. I agree, I think it’s best if we go in and unveil this mystery. I’d rather run the risk and see where it takes us, and if it’s something evil, face it and fight, the way we’ve done up till now. Yes, we ought to go in. And if we have to fight I’ll be the first to do it, fearlessly.” 
 
    Komir gazed into her eyes, hesitated for a moment, then said: “All right, then. If the majority wants it that way, let’s go in, I’m not the one to decide. Let’s go, but very carefully.” 
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    Sonea set the two Books in the correct position above the Dais, and Komir went up to the circular door. For a moment he thought it was solid gold. With a slightly unsteady hand he placed the Dark Medallion in position. To his surprise it fit perfectly in the spherical lock. 
 
    The medallion began to give out a blinding golden light, and the Books of the Sun and the Moon shone with equal intensity. The light moved to the door which opened in half with a sharp crack.  
 
    “Come on,” Komir said, without much conviction. 
 
    A long narrow corridor opened before them and the group went in slowly, in silence. As they moved forward a soft golden light began to illuminate the floor, then the walls. At the end of the corridor was a golden barrier, which disconcerted Komir. 
 
    Suddenly, behind them, they heard a desperate cry: 
 
    “Noooo! Fools! Come back!” 
 
    They turned in alarm. It was Haradin, and his face showed the greatest anguish. With him were five men, his Keepers, who broke into a run and entered the corridor. The first one reached Lindaro, grabbed him by the robe and dragged him out. Another began to drag Lasgol, while two others reached Hartz and in vain tried to do the same with him. 
 
    “What the…?” Komir said. 
 
    At that moment the golden barrier in the opposite side moved and slid rapidly down the corridor. Komir saw it was nearly on him. Instinctively, expecting a strong impact, he closed his eyes and covered his face with his arms. To his surprise the barrier passed through his body without any effect at all. It passed in turn through Aliana, Asti, Iruki and Sonea behind him. But when it reached Hartz the barrier struck him violently, together with Lasgol and the Keepers they were struggling against. The impact propelled them outside the corridor, towards the antechamber they had come through. With cries of pain they rolled across the floor. The barrier settled in place, sealing the entrance. 
 
    Haradin hastened to try and pass through it. 
 
    “I can’t. It’s Ilenian magic, too powerful.” 
 
    The great Mage invoked Fire, Water, Earth and Air to cast powerful spells against the barrier, but nothing seemed to be able to destroy it. 
 
    Komir checked his companions in the corridor to make sure they were all right, then realized something which surprised him. He stared at his medallion. 
 
    “The barrier let us pass…” he said. 
 
    Aliana looked at Asti, Iruki and Sonea. “Yes, but only the Bearers,” she said. 
 
    Komir pointed at the last person in the corridor. “And her?” 
 
    Kayti was still with them, and beside her on the ground, Hartz’s broadsword. 
 
    The redhead shrugged. “It must be because of the armor,” she explained, seeing them all staring at her. “It’s Ilenian…”  
 
    A buzzing reached Komir’s ears. It was like the murmur of the breeze in the mountains, but sped up a little. It was very pleasant: more than that, extremely appealing, almost hypnotic. Komir could not help but look for its origin. It came from inside the chamber they were heading for. Following the appealing echo, he went closer and saw that the Chamber was circular and beautifully proportioned. The floor and the ceiling formed two golden rings and the walls were slightly concave. Both floor and ceiling were crystalline, and the walls were the characteristic golden of the Ilenians. In the center of the ring which formed the floor an immense golden sphere, translucent and with Ilenian runes carved all over its surface, spun rhythmically above a silver pedestal and was the origin of that captivating sound. Komir went up to the sphere, followed by his companions. 
 
    “Come back, you fools! You have to get out of there!” Haradin shouted at them. There was desperation in his voice. 
 
    Komir heard the Mage’s words, but could not take his eyes off the sphere. He wanted to obey Haradin, but the sphere called him with that irresistible sound. He reached the sphere and saw the outline of a five-pointed silver star on the floor below it. In the corner of each point was a rune. He recognized the rune of Ether, though he could not say how as he knew nothing of Ilenian runes, and stepped on to it. His companions followed his example in silence, each one taking his place on the appropriate rune. The five Bearers stared fixedly at the sphere, unable to look away from it, totally mesmerized. 
 
    The Ilenian sphere had them in its power. 
 
    “Stop!” Haradin shouted again. “Come back! Get out of there!”  
 
    None of them turned. They were staring at the sphere, in position, ready without being aware of it for the great event which was about to occur: an event of unimaginable proportions. 
 
    What the sleepers had been waiting for. 
 
    Waiting for over three thousand years. 
 
    “Stop! You’ll wake them! You’ll raise the Ilenians!” 
 
    But to Komir the idea seemed perfectly sensible. They had to wake the Ilenians. Of course, that was what they had to do. An unshakeable certainty filled his spirit amid the sweet sound of the rotating sphere. There was no doubt in his mind, he must go on to perform the ritual. The sleepers were waiting. The masters were expectant. And guided by this feeling, he put his hands on his medallion of Ether. His companions followed his example, all of them trapped in the same perceptions. 
 
    “You can’t awaken them! If you do, they’ll enslave all humanity!” 
 
    Haradin was trying to break their concentration, but Komir knew he must go on with the ritual. He cast aside the disturbance with a flick of his head. His medallion flashed strongly and a beam of crystal light shot out towards the sphere. Instantly the other medallions followed. 
 
    “The Ilenians are a race of slavers, ruthless lords of magic, with a power only comparable to that of gods. They’ll raze the earth, enslave whoever survives! Stop the ritual! Stop it or we’re doomed!” 
 
    But the five Bearers were already under the absolute control of the Ilenian sphere, and the ritual for awakening the sleeping civilization went on. Komir, Aliana, Asti, Iruki and Sonea were not aware of their actions. The magic of the sphere ruled them, possessed their minds. 
 
    But there was one person left in the corridor. 
 
    The magic of the sphere did not seem to affect her. 
 
    Kayti was watching her companions fearfully. She glanced back at Haradin for support. 
 
    “Kayti, listen to me carefully,” the Mage called from the other side of the barrier. “You have to stop the ritual, or else we’re all doomed. The whole of humanity! You can save it, you’ve got a chance. You have to stop this now!” 
 
    Kayti heard Haradin’s words in confusion. For the first time in her life she found herself doubting the purpose of her mission. She felt she lacked the strength of conviction she needed in order to do what she must. 
 
    “How?” she stammered at last. 
 
    Haradin shouted: 
 
    “The sphere! Stop the sphere!” 
 
    Kayti breathed deeply and waited for her nervous unease to subside. She had a sacred mission to fulfill, and that was what she must do. She had been preparing for this all her life in the Brotherhood. She could not fail now, at the supreme moment. She began to walk resolutely towards the chamber. As her feet fell on the crystalline floor she looked down and saw that a golden luminescence lit up an infinite pit beneath her feet. Through the crystal floor she could see something which shocked her even more than the feeling of vertigo. Floating in the middle of the chasm, as though asleep in a sea of unfathomable depth, were the inert bodies of the sleepers. 
 
    They were the Ilenians! 
 
    They floated eternally, in some golden substance, sleeping an endless sleep, waiting to be awakened. 
 
    This filled her with such terror that took all her conviction to overcome it. She went up to the sphere.  
 
    The five Ilenian medallions were feeding the energy of the Chosen into the sphere, which was now spinning much faster above its pedestal. It shone with an intense golden light. 
 
    I’ve got to stop the sphere before it completes the ritual, because then it’ll be too late for all men.  
 
    Kayti unsheathed her sword and struck the sphere hard with a two-handed stroke. The sword bounced off without even scratching the sphere, which kept spinning. Kayti swore and struck again even harder, with the same result. This was not going to work. 
 
     I have to stop the ritual somehow, but what can I do?  
 
    An idea came to her… She tried to move Komir from his position. He was rigid as a statue, and weighed as much as though he was really made of rock. She could not shift him an inch, not with all her might and all her own weight behind her.  
 
    It’s impossible! The failure dampened her spirits. She took a deep breath and tried to calm herself. 
 
    If she could not move the Chosen, she would have to… she would have to… 
 
    Have to kill them… 
 
    She could not allow evil to awaken. The consequences for the whole human race would be devastating: death, destruction and slavery. That she knew. She raised her sword and looked at Komir. The eyes of the Norriel were blank. He was in a deep trance, his energy, his power, emanating from his body to the sphere through the medallion… Kayti laid the sharp edge of her sword on his throat. 
 
    “Nooooo! Don’t kill him!” she heard Hartz shout from the far end. The big Norriel was beside Haradin on the other side of the barrier, and there was pure agony in his face. 
 
    Kayti knew that if she killed Komir, the ritual would stop and they would have a chance to get out safely themselves. But Hartz would never forgive her. That act would condemn their love forever. She would lose what she loved more than life itself: she would lose Hartz. 
 
    But she had to fulfill her sacred mission, regardless of personal cost. 
 
    She grasped the handle of her sword. 
 
    A thread of blood began to run down Komir’s neck. 
 
    And she stopped. 
 
    She could not kill him. 
 
    Defeated, she took away the sword and fell on her knees. 
 
    Through the pedestal which acted as a catalyzing agent, the sphere began to suffuse the abyss beneath the crystalline floor with radiant energy. Kayti could see the golden energy reaching the sleepers.  
 
    It’s the end. I can’t stop it. I failed you, Zuline, my Lady Custodian. I failed the Brotherhood, I failed humanity. I wasn’t able to complete my sacred mission.  
 
    Tears came into her eyes and for the first time in her life, Kayti felt the bitterness of defeat. She who had always been so sure that nothing would get in the way of her sacred duty. 
 
    I’ve been a fool. My pride has defeated me, and at the final moment I’ve given way. But I won’t give up! I’ll stop this damned ritual!  
 
    She stood up and lunged at the sphere, hurling her shoulder and all her fury against it. The impact was terrible and Kayti was pushed backwards, but she had managed to make it waver for an instant. 
 
    It moved! 
 
    Hartz gestured at the broadsword on the floor of the corridor. “My sword! Use my sword!” he shouted. 
 
    Kayti hesitated. She had already tried that, without success. 
 
    The big Norriel made a explanatory gesture and Kayti understood. 
 
    She ran to seize the huge sword and dragged it to the sphere. 
 
    “Now we’ll see!” she said angrily, and placed the sword between the pedestal and the spinning sphere. 
 
    With all her strength she used the broadsword as a lever, heaving with furious might. In the end she was hanging from the pommel, using all the weight of her body. 
 
    With a crash, the sphere came off the pedestal. 
 
    It rolled around the Chamber, spinning, and struck the wall at the far end. 
 
    It stopped transmitting energy to the Ilenians. 
 
    The five Bearers fell to the floor, unconscious. 
 
    “You did it, Kayti!” Hartz shouted. 
 
    “Yes!” Haradin exclaimed. 
 
    Kayti sighed with relief. It was as though the weight of a mountain had been lifted off her soul. 
 
    Hartz’s idea had worked. There was more to the big Norriel than met the eye. 
 
    But the Ilenian sphere flashed once again. 
 
    Kayti’s heart lurched. 
 
    “Get them out of there, quickly!” Haradin shouted. 
 
    Kayti grabbed Komir’s arms and dragged him to the barrier. Without leaving the corridor she pushed the Norriel by the feet so that his body would cross it. From the other side they grabbed his shoulders and pulled. 
 
    “Hurry up! Get the others!”  
 
    Kayti repeated the operation as fast as she could. Under her armor she was sweating with the effort, but nothing would stop her now, her conviction was strong once more and she was surer than ever that she would carry out her mission. Physical effort would not be an obstacle, however painful it might be. Sonea was last and fortunately the lightest to drag. As they pulled the Librarian out of the corridor Kayti dared a backward glance and saw the sphere moving back into place on the pedestal. 
 
    “Get out of there! Now!” Hartz urged her. 
 
    Kayti crossed the barrier, lost her footing, and fell exhausted into the big Norriel’s arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Longed-for answers 
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    Komir did not know how long he had been unconscious. He woke up feeling very tired, even exhausted. All the energy had been sucked out of his body. For a moment he did not know what was going on, but then he recognized the strange constellation in the ceiling. He was still in the antechamber, the door was open and he could see the corridor that led to the Everlasting Chamber. He felt a little calmer. He could remember everything that had happened inside the chamber, but as if he had dreamed it all, like a macabre nightmare. Beside him, one by one, the five Bearers woke up with looks of utter exhaustion on their faces. 
 
    “I need you to seal the entrance,” Haradin said. 
 
    Komir did not bother to hide the anger he felt. He went to the door and turned to face the Mage. 
 
    “Please, Komir, it’s vital. We must seal the chamber again. I beg you.” 
 
    Komir was trying to contain the anger surging inside him. “You owe us a lot of explanations,” he said.  
 
    “I know, and I’ll give them to you. But now we must seal the chamber. Please, Komir, it’s essential. We’re still in danger.” 
 
    Komir exhaled. He placed the Dark Medallion in the hole in the door. At once the circular door closed with a metallic sound and the entrance was sealed. 
 
    Haradin let out a long sigh and leaned on his staff. 
 
    “It’s time for an explanation, Haradin,” Komir demanded. 
 
    “I think so too,” said Aliana 
 
    Iruki was distressed. “What happened in there?” she asked. 
 
    Haradin raised his arm and motioned them to stay calm. 
 
    “If you want to know… I’ll give you my answer. It’s something I haven’t told anyone, but for a crucial reason. I was afraid of exactly what nearly happened just now. But before I reveal the secret I’ve kept for so long, I must ask you for an oath of loyalty. Nothing of what you’ve seen here today, or what I’m about to let you know, will ever be mentioned again outside this Chamber. This knowledge is not for any other ears. Do I have your word of honor?” 
 
    Haradin looked at each face, making sure they all understood the importance of what he was asking. His eyes questioned them, one by one: the Five Bearers, then Kayti, Hartz, Lindaro and finally Lasgol. 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “All right. I’ll tell you everything I’ve discovered. Most of my life I’ve been studying the Ilenians, deciphering the secrets of the Lost Civilization. It was almost an obsession, I have to admit. What started out as mere curiosity became a hunger to learn, and that in turn became fear, a great fear for the future of Men. The Book of the Sun is not just a grimoire, it’s a complex compendium of Ilenian knowledge, and in it there are elements of their very ancient history. As I studied it —and it’s taken me years —I discovered passages whose contents tormented my soul and changed my life forever. Instead of the benevolent, advanced civilization I wanted the Ilenians to be, as did many other scholars of the subject” —his eyes were on Lindaro and Sonea as he said this— “they turned out to be a race of cruel, bloodthirsty despots. The Ilenians, with all their power, ruled over the earth as if they were demigods. The first men, when they first met them in time immemorial, took them for divinities. The Ilenians enslaved them, since as far as they were concerned men were no more than lesser beings, without magic, without power, without intellect, no more than animals.” 
 
    Lindaro’s face wore a look of horror at this revelation. “Are you… are you sure, Haradin?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, Lindaro.” 
 
    “But with so much power… Why not look for knowledge, wisdom and good?” Sonea wondered. Her shoulders sagged, and she looked deeply disappointed. 
 
    “That’s what I was able to make out from the Book of the Sun. I don’t have all the answers, as there’s a lot I don’t yet understand and the grimoire is extremely complex. But I can tell you with complete certainty that the Ilenians enslaved humans and used them for their own enjoyment.” 
 
    “And how did the first men manage to escape from the slavery of the Ilenians?” Aliana asked. 
 
    “That’s one of the great mysteries which have obsessed me for a long time, and I think I’ve finally solved it. The Book of the Sun doesn’t make it clear, but it does make reference to several significant points which, properly deciphered, help us to understand what happened. The first clue refers to a bloody revolt in which the slaves, the first men, led by a young hunter, rose against the Ilenians. The second clue refers to inner tensions among the Ilenians, to the division of their leaders, to a confrontation among the Ilenians themselves. And the third clue, perhaps the most relevant in my opinion, points to the vanity and hunger for absolute power of the Ilenians, which ended their civilization and freed humans. In their yearning to acquire ever more power, to reach a level of magic capable of ruling nature itself, even death, the Ilenians went too far. They violated the laws of nature, believing they were gods, invincible and untouchable. And nature, rebelled against them. In their vainglory they forgot an unbreakable universal law: that all power, above all that of magic, demands a price. The universe always enforces a constant balance between the sources of power, and sooner or later that balance is regained. When the Ilenian Lords of the five elements tried to bend Earth, Fire, Water, Air and Ether to their will, Mother Nature rebelled against them at last, and managed to corrupt the Ilenian magic. The Ilenians in their pride, believing themselves invincible and indestructible, realized too late that their power, their magic, had turned against them, poisoning them in the process.” 
 
    “Mother Nature is very wise…” Iruki mused. 
 
    “Indeed,” Haradin agreed. “Mother Nature could not re-establish the natural order of things, or defeat the Ilenians, thanks to the tremendous power they had attained, but she did manage to corrupt the thing which made them gods: their magic. She contaminated it, turning it into a poison for them.” 
 
    “But they didn’t die, they’re sleeping,” Sonea said musingly. 
 
    “Yes. The Ilenians fought against the poisoning, but they couldn’t beat it, since the more they used their magic the more it poisoned them. Some died trying to purge it, others perished unable to accept what had happened to them. But a few discovered how to slow down the effects of the poison by using very little of their magic, no more than a thread to sustain their lives and almost stop the advance of the poison. Knowing that the corrupted magic would eventually kill them, they went down to the Everlasting Chamber to sleep the eternal sleep until the day when Mother Nature’s punishment should perish, the day when the corruption that was poisoning them ran its course and set them free.” 
 
    “Are you sure it was Nature?” Hartz asked with obvious disbelief. 
 
    Haradin smiled at the big Norriel. 
 
    “I know that for a man of the highlands like you, rational and no friend to mystical concepts, this might sound a bit strange. The Book of the Sun gives us those clues, what I’m telling you now is my interpretation of them. If nature seems too much of a mystical concept to you, then you can think it was Men, or the Ilenians themselves, who poisoned their source of their power. Whose hand was responsible is unimportant. What is beyond doubt is that they fell poisoned. Their magic had been corrupted, and so as not to die, they slept this everlasting sleep for three thousand years, until the day came when it would happen.” 
 
    “And that day has come?” Lindaro asked with fear in his eyes. 
 
    “Yes, Lindaro, the day has come, which is why we’re all here today.” 
 
    Komir was trying to puzzle out why they were there and why they had come so close to accidentally awakening the Ilenians. He could make no sense of it and he liked it less and less. “What do we have to do with all this?” he asked. 
 
    Haradin turned to him and nodded. 
 
    “According to what’s written in the Book of the Sun, the Five Lords of the Elements, the rulers of the Ilenian race, begat five descendants with the lesser race of men. Five descendants to ensure that one day, when the poison was finally out of their systems, they would wake them from this everlasting sleep: five Chosen who would answer the summons of their ancestors and free them to rule once again over the earth. Five Chosen of their own blood, their descendants.” Haradin pointed at each of them in turn. “You five.” 
 
    They gaped at him. 
 
    “Are you telling us that… that… we’re descendants of the Ilenians?” Aliana asked, wide-eyed. 
 
    Haradin gave a slow nod. 
 
    “Yes, their descendants and Chosen, for you carry the medallions of the Five Lords of the Elements: the medallions necessary to waken them from their sleep. For three thousand years they have been waiting for this day, the day when their sickness would pass and they would be able to return to the surface, and that day has come. That’s why you were summoned here, the five of you, to this chamber, to complete the ritual which would return them to life; you or your descendants, or the blood of your blood. The medallions are linked to your blood-line.” 
 
    The news was not at all welcome to the five young people, who were staring at each other in puzzlement. 
 
    Komir was incredulous. “But… but that can’t be,” he muttered 
 
    “No… we can’t be descendants of… them…” Aliana said. She too was finding it impossible to accept the implications of what she had just heard. 
 
    Asti shook her head. “I not believe. I Usik, no Ilenian.”  
 
    “I’m with Asti,” Iruki agreed. “I’m a Masig, daughter of the Steppes. We all belong to different races. How can we be the descendants of those creatures?” 
 
    “I’m sorry to tell you that in fact you are. The Five Lords of the Elements made sure that their blood would mix with that of the first races of Tremia: Masig, Usik, and the first races of the west and mid-est. All five of you possess the Gift, something strange and rare, and the Ilenian medallions can only be used by you, each medallion by one Bearer, to be exact. This fact links you specifically to your ancestors by line of descent. You are blood of their blood.” 
 
    “It’s crazy!” Komir cried. He turned to Aliana, expecting her support, but found her lost in some thought of her own. 
 
    She fixed her gaze on the Mage. 
 
    “There’s something else you still haven’t told us, isn’t there, Haradin? For quite a while I’ve been suspecting something unusual which caught my attention, a feature we all share and which I can’t explain. We all belong to different races, but we all share the same tragedy: we’re all orphans.” 
 
    The other four Bearers looked uneasily at each other. 
 
    Haradin lowered his gaze and nodded. 
 
    “It’s my sacred duty, and that of my Keepers, to protect the Enigma of the Ilenians so that it’s never revealed and so they can never return and destroy us Men. Eighteen years ago a significant fact was revealed to me. While I was studying the Book of the Sun, the Ilenian Somber Medallion awoke and showed me Komir in grave danger of death. It warned me. At the time I did not know why, but now I know the reason. It warned me because one of the descendants, the future Bearer of the Medallion of Ether, was going to be murdered.” 
 
    “By whom?” Aliana asked. 
 
    “This is where I was left completely at a loss and without answers for a long time. The Dark Lady had sent Dark Assassins to kill him.” 
 
    Sonea’s restless mind was trying to untangle the mystery. “Because of the Premonition?” she asked. 
 
    “Exactly. To stop it, so that Komir would not kill her.” 
 
    “But what do the Premonition and the Dark Lady have to do with the Ilenians and all this?” Iruki asked. 
 
    Haradin gave a deep sigh. 
 
    “That’s the key: everything and nothing. It took me a long time to understand it, to reach this conclusion. There are two Destinies which cross in time in a single person who has the power to stop them. Two Destinies of incredible importance for mankind, which might have put an end to all Tremia, which would have unleashed death and suffering on thousands of people: two destinies with catastrophic repercussions, with one person at their epicenter, where both paths crossed.” 
 
    Sonea’s eyes went to the Norriel. “Komir,” she said. 
 
    Komir shook his head.  
 
    “Indeed. You have prevented both Destinies: The Dark Lady did not win and the Ilenians did not return. With your courage and power, you stopped them. It’s something truly amazing and impressive.” 
 
    “Not just me, we all did it together.” 
 
    “Indeed, but you were the key as both Destinies run through you” Haradin said. 
 
    “The ways of the Light are mysterious,” Lindaro said, “and those Chosen to protect us from evil still more so. But go on, please, Haradin. You saved Komir…” 
 
    Haradin sighed once again. 
 
    “Yes, but there was nothing I could do for his parents. I hid him in the highlands among the Norriel and asked their Silver Witch to cast a spell that would keep him hidden, as I knew they would go back for him, to end his life, even though at the time I still had no idea why. I thought he was the only one in danger, but I was wrong. Although he was the only one they were seeking in order to kill, the Dark Lady’s scouts discovered and kidnapped four other children with a similar power to Komir’s. Four children with a very special and powerful Gift.” 
 
    “That was us?” Aliana asked in wonder. 
 
    Haradin nodded. 
 
    “The Dark Medallion warned me… on four more occasions… just as it had done with Komir, for a Bearer, a Chosen, was in danger… But to my misfortune, never in sufficient time for me to reach you and prevent… prevent the death of your parents… It’s a sorrow and a shame I carry burning in my heart. I tried to save them, to get to them in time, but I couldn’t.” Haradin shook his head. There was deep sorrow on his face. “On each occasion, I got there too late, the warning was too late, and you had already fallen into the hands of the Dark Lady’s Sorcerers.”  
 
    “And you rescued us?” Iruki asked. 
 
    “With the help of the Keepers we tracked the Sorcerers one by one, following their trail, and found them. I fought with them on four different occasions, and miraculously came out victorious. That’s how I rescued you eighteen years ago.” 
 
    A long, tense silence followed Haradin’s revelation. Komir, who already knew part of it, had less trouble coming to terms with the terrible significance of those facts. He swallowed hard and saw that his companions were trying to make sense of all they had heard. In their faces was pain as well as understanding. 
 
    Aliana was the first to react. 
 
    “You saved us, Haradin. That’s what matters, and we must thank you for it. You mustn’t torment yourself. You did all you could, and for that I’m eternally grateful.” 
 
    “So are we,” Iruki added. She glanced aside at her companions, who all nodded in agreement. 
 
    Haradin acknowledged their thanks with a small bow, but his eyes remained on the ground. 
 
    “Was it you who took us to our foster homes?” Aliana asked. 
 
    “It was. I searched for the most suitable homes I could find in the neighborhood of the ill-omened events. You were in great danger. I had to hide you and make sure you were protected and well looked after. I chose the best I could under the circumstances, bearing in mind the urgency of the situation. Iruki and Asti were handed over to chiefs of their respective tribes, you and Sonea to well-regarded Orders. It’s all I could do… I’m sorry…” 
 
    “You did well,” Iruki said. Her eyes were moist from emotion. “I couldn’t have wished for better parents.” 
 
    Asti nodded in agreement. 
 
    “How did you hide us from the Dark Lady?” Sonea asked. Her restless mind was tying the loose ends together. 
 
    “I asked the Silver Witch to cast a spell on four runic stones, as she had already done with the Somber Medallion. And so she did. My Keepers placed the runes of hiding close to your homes. They’ve been keeping watch on you since then from a distance, without interfering, and informing me.” 
 
    Komir stepped forward. 
 
    “What you’ve told us is much to take in all at once,” he said. “But we asked for explanations, and you’ve given them, whether or not we like what you’ve told us. I’m grateful, Haradin, although it leaves my soul troubled and in turmoil.” 
 
    Haradin looked Komir in the eye and gave him the trace of a bow. 
 
    Komir met his gaze and acknowledged the bow with a nod. 
 
    “And now what, Haradin?” Aliana asked. From the look on her face, she still had not quite taken in everything she had been told. 
 
    “Now we’ll leave this accursed chamber, never to return.” 
 
    Kayti pointed to the sealed door. “Shouldn’t we kill them?” She asked. 
 
    “Yes, we should,” Haradin said, his face uneasy, “but I doubt whether we’d be able to. You saw what happened. If we try to go in to kill them I fear we’d fail, and what’s worse, they’d manage to wake up. My magic is useless in there. That Chamber oozes Ilenian power. The medallions you wear serve the Ilenians, over and above your will. They’d turn against you and obey their masters. No, it’s too risky. We’re not powerful enough to confront the Ilenian magic in there. We should seal the Chamber and erase it from our memory.” 
 
    Kayti nodded. 
 
    Haradin turned and looked at them all. 
 
    “The Ilenians must never be awakened. Never. I need your word that everything you know about the Ilenians and this Chamber will never be revealed to anyone. This has to be a secret you’ll take to the grave.” 
 
    They all nodded in assent. 
 
    “Komir?” 
 
    “You have my word as a Norriel.” 
 
    “Aliana?” 
 
    “Of course, Haradin. By the Mother Healer.” 
 
    “Asti?”  
 
    “Me promise by Usik Forests sacred.” 
 
    “Iruki?” 
 
    “By the Mother Steppe of the Masig.” 
 
    “Sonea?”  
 
    “By the Order of Knowledge.” 
 
    Haradin looked at the couple: 
 
    “By Zuline, the Lady Custodian,” Kayti said. 
 
    “As Komir said, you have my word as a Norriel,” said Hartz. 
 
    Finally, Haradin looked at the Norghanian Tracker. 
 
    “By my honor,” Lasgol said. 
 
    The Mage smiled, satisfied. 
 
    “My Keepers and I will deal with the sacred task of hiding this place from humanity and watching so that nobody ever finds it.” 
 
    The Keepers bowed deeply to their leader. 
 
    Haradin turned once more to the young group. His eyes were determined. 
 
    “Remember, this oath binds you for life. Now be faithful to it.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Farewells 
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    Komir gazed at the landscape from the top of the great Egia Lighthouse. The view from that height was spectacular, just as he remembered it: the infinite ocean of enchanting indigo in front of him and league after league of green fields and small woods on the plains behind. The breeze brushed his face, and for a moment all his tensions and worries vanished. 
 
    “The time has come to say goodbye,” came Haradin’s voice behind him. 
 
    Komir turned and saw that the Mage was giving him a sincere smile. Behind him the whole group was waiting. 
 
    The great Mage put his hand on Komir’s shoulder. “King Gerart has just arrived with a detachment of Lancers. I have to go and meet him. It’s time for rebuilding. It’s time for peace.” 
 
    Komir smiled at him. 
 
    “Goodbye, Haradin. Take good care of the Kingdom, and of the future of men.” 
 
    “So I will, young Norriel. And you take good care of yourself. You did well, Komir, very well. It fills me with pride to have fought beside you. We wouldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    “Nor without you, Haradin.” 
 
    “Friends?” 
 
    Komir smiled and nodded. “Friends.” 
 
    Haradin turned to address the rest of the group: 
 
    “Now is the time to think over everything that’s happened to us here. It’s time for reflection, to see how things have changed us, to decide how to go on with our lives.” 
 
    The Bearers nodded heavily, as they understood the importance of those words. 
 
    “Now is the time to rebuild the nation and your spirits. But in a short while in the not too distant future, I shall call upon you, and when I do I hope you’ll come quickly.” 
 
    “We will,” Aliana assured him. 
 
    “In the meantime, meditate, think over the events, their importance, the secret you’ve sworn to protect with your lives.” 
 
    “When I call, we shall gather to talk about the past, and in particular, about the future.” 
 
    They all nodded and took their leave of Haradin. 
 
    The Mage in his turn smiled, and left. 
 
    “I’m going with him,” Lindaro said. He was holding the Book of the Sun under his arm. “I must go back immediately, there’s so much to do… so little time…” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” said Sonea, who was clasping the Book of the Moon firmly. “I have lots of long hours of study waiting for me.” 
 
    The Priest of the Light stopped at the door and turned with a wide smile. 
 
    “See you soon, my friends, take care —and by the Light, don’t get into any more trouble!” 
 
    Iruki looked up at the sky. “It’s time to go back to the steppes, to my Blue Clouds. My soul needs rest and quiet, to tend to the wound that I know will never fully heal.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you on your journey,” Lasgol said to her. 
 
    Iruki’s gaze turned to him, then after a moment she nodded. They exchanged farewells and good wishes with the rest of the group and set off. 
 
    The look Komir gave Hartz was unsure. 
 
    The big guy noticed this, and came closer to him. 
 
    “Everything’s all right between us, my friend. The past is forgotten.” Then he gave Komir a big bear hug which left him breathless, but with his heart joyful and tears in his eyes. 
 
    “Thank you, my friend, from the bottom of my heart. Thank you.” 
 
    Hartz nodded, smiling. 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” Komir asked him. 
 
    Hartz turned towards Kayti, who was waiting beside the big brazier. “We’re going to Irinel,” he said. “Carrot-top wants to show me her kingdom.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to travel a long way east, across practically the whole of Tremia…” 
 
    Hartz laughed. “That’s even better. I’ll have a chance to get into all sorts of trouble on the way and find a few more skulls to crush.”  
 
    Komir could not help catching something of his friend’s cheerfulness. He hugged him. 
 
    “You take good care of yourself,” he said, “and don’t get into too much trouble!” 
 
    “I’ll try… although I’m not sure I’ll manage it.” 
 
    “I want you to know, and I say this from the heart, that you’re the best friend a man could ever wish for.” 
 
    Hartz smiled at him and turned towards Kayti. 
 
    Komir looked at Kayti in her white armor, 
 
    “And the grimoires?” Komir asked, giving her a questioning look. 
 
    Kayti let out a long sigh. 
 
    “I should take them to the Brotherhood, but I know they’ll be well-protected with Haradin. I won’t bring up the subject again.” 
 
    Komir nodded and jabbed his thumb at the big Norriel. “Take good care of him,” he said.  
 
    Kayti returned the look and smiled. “Don’t you worry, Komir, I will.” 
 
    The Norriel warrior watched them leave, and a feeling of sadness mingled with happiness took hold of him. 
 
    Asti took both Aliana’s hands in hers. 
 
    “I go back with others.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Aliana. “You go, I’ll come soon. I must speak to Gerart.”  
 
    At the sound of this, Komir’s heart began to beat like a war-drum. 
 
    Asti gave him a smile and left. 
 
    “Well,” Aliana said. “Now there’s just you and me left,”  
 
    Komir gazed at her beautiful face. Her golden hair fluttered in the wind. Just the sight of her made Komir’s heart bleed at the thought that he could not have her. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Komir, feeling hurt. “We’d better make this a brief farewell. The King is looking for you, to make you Queen of Rogdon.”  
 
    “That’s a decision which concerns nobody but me,” Aliana said. She came closer and looked sternly at him. 
 
    “You’re right. I’m sorry I said that…” 
 
    At that moment Gerart appeared at the door. The King of Rogdon stared at Aliana for a moment. 
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    Aliana went over to the King and bowed. 
 
    “You know, between us there’s no need for formality… We’re friends. More than that, my heart belongs to you…” Gerart took both her hands in his. Aliana blushed. 
 
    “My King… Gerart…” 
 
    “I’ve come for you. I need the answer to the question you’ve been delaying. I need my Queen beside me to rebuild Rogdon.” 
 
    Aliana gazed at those blue eyes and took the handsome face in her hands. 
 
    She shook her head slowly. “I’m sorry… Gerart… I can’t be your Queen,” she said with a knot in her throat.  
 
    Gerart raised his head and looked up at the sky. His face showed pain, and his eyes deep sorrow. 
 
    “I should have gone after you in the Usik Forests. It’s something I shall never forgive myself for. I lost you there, for choosing Rogdon over you.” 
 
    “Don’t ever say that. You did the right thing, and you know it.” 
 
    “If I’d gone after you I would have won your heart, and this wouldn’t be happening.” 
 
    “If you’d come after me, Rogdon would be lost and you would never have forgiven yourself. We might not even be here.” 
 
    “But I’ve lost you…” 
 
    “You’ll always have me on your side.” 
 
    “Not the way I had hoped.” 
 
    “And you don’t know how sorry I am,” Aliana said with tears in her eyes. “You are destined to become a great king. The best monarch Rogdon has ever known. You have a brilliant future ahead of you. I’m not the person you should share it with.” 
 
    “You have taught me what true courage is, Aliana. You didn’t hesitate to come and rescue me from the Black Army. It’s what I should have done and did not.” 
 
    “I did it for Rogdon, just as you did. It’s the same choice.” 
 
    “I have learnt a great lesson. One must follow one’s heart.” 
 
    “We must follow both, duty and heart, although sometimes the choice might seem impossible.” 
 
    Gerart nodded sadly. 
 
    Aliana kissed his cheek tenderly. “You did the right thing, my King.” 
 
    And with that kiss, all the moments lived with Aliana went through Gerart’s mind, the weight of his responsibility towards the Kingdom which had forced him to choose between what his heart yearned for and what his duty dictated. He knew that no matter how much it might break his heart, he had done what he had to as the heir of Rogdon when he left Aliana in the Usik Forest —without Haradin Rogdon would not exist. And anyway, she was safe, All the bearers had joined to defeat the Dark Lady. And although nothing would have made him happier than ruling over Rogdon with Aliana as his Queen, he understood that she too had matured in the course of the whole process, just as he had himself, and she had made her choice. 
 
    Aliana made a move to say something, but Gerart raised his hand to stop her. He smiled at her. The smile was sincere, although there was deep grief in his eyes. He nodded at Aliana, then at Komir, and then with great dignity, the King left the hall. 
 
     Aliana went back to Komir. She stared into his eyes without saying anything. Between them, time seemed to stand still. 
 
     She put her arms around his neck and to his great surprise, kissed him passionately. 
 
     Komir looked into Aliana’s eyes. 
 
    “Don’t you want to be Queen?” 
 
    “That’s not my choice.” 
 
    “And your Order?” 
 
    Aliana shook her head. 
 
    “You’re my choice, Komir. You’re my Destiny.” 
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    Time went by, a time for reflection and rebuilding: for the Bearers, for the rest of the heroes, for Rogdon, for the Norriel and for all Tremia. A difficult, sorrowful time, yet with hope —a time for curing wounds, souls and nations. 
 
    And just as Haradin had promised, his summons arrived. It came a year after the parting. Haradin’s Keepers found each of the Bearers and delivered the message. None of them was surprised at their arrival, as they were all aware that the Keepers remained watching over them, faithful to their task of protecting them without intervening in their daily lives. The Five hastened to answer the call. 
 
    The first one to arrive at the Flying Pony Inn in the city of Ocorum was Haradin. As the host, he wanted to be there to receive them all. He was greatly looking forward to holding them in his arms and making sure they were all well. The Mage stopped at the door of the inn. It was twilight and night would soon be falling. His guests would arrive in the shelter of darkness. He knocked on the door —three dry raps. Immediately he heard the bars slide back, and the door opened with a creak. Kindly old Baldor greeted him with a smile of welcome. 
 
    “What an honor!” he said. “The Great Battle Mage of the King, the Hero of Rilentor, Savior of Rogdon, Defender of Tremia, you honor me with your presence.” He bent double in a deep bow. 
 
    “Come on, Baldor, no ceremonies,” the Mage said, smiling. “Haradin will suffice.”  
 
    “I don’t know that I can, my lord, the honor is so great… The titles are from the people. That’s how they all know you now...” 
 
    “I’m sure you can,” Haradin said. He winked at the innkeeper in amusement. 
 
    Baldor blushed, then moved aside to let Haradin in. 
 
    “Have my guests arrived?” 
 
    The innkeeper shook his head. “You’re the first.” 
 
    “Very well.” Haradin walked into the common area, where Baldor had prepared a huge table with food and drink for more than a dozen guests. The whole room was well lit with oil lamps and candles, as the windows were shut and barred.  
 
    “I see you’ve prepared a feast worthy of Kings,” Haradin said. He smiled at the sight of both the food and the care with which Baldor had prepared the table. 
 
    “Just as you asked, my lord… you were very generous… I couldn’t do less…” 
 
    “I don’t want us to be bothered. Or overheard…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, the inn’s been shut and barred since yesterday and it won’t open again until you give me the word. A day, a week, a month, whatever you need. We’re alone, my wife is in Rilentor taking care of her ailing sister, so it’ll only be me serving you. And you know you can trust me completely. My eyes are blind and my ears deaf.” 
 
    Haradin smiled. “I trust you, Baldor, you’re a good man. That’s why I chose your place for this little clandestine reunion.” 
 
    “You honor me.” 
 
    “Now how about a glass of Nocean sweet wine while we wait?” He gave Baldor a friendly slap on the shoulder. 
 
    “Of course, right away. Who are we expecting, sir?” 
 
    “You’ll soon find out. I think you’ll be thrilled.” There was amusement in the Mage’s expression. 
 
    Haradin went up to the table and tasted the wine while he waited. A joyful nervousness filled him. He was in a very good mood, a happy one even, and the times being what they were this was a novelty for him. 
 
    He did not have to wait long. Several sharp knocks on the door announced the arrival of a guest. Baldor went to open the door while Haradin stood up to receive the newcomer. The innkeeper opened the door, then after a moment of doubt stepped back to let the guest in. 
 
    A figure in a hooded cloak walked in, followed by another whose face was also hidden by a hood. 
 
    “You don’t greet your friends any more, Baldor?” the figure said. He pushed the hood back to reveal his face. 
 
    “By the Light! Komir!” the innkeeper cried in astonishment. 
 
    “How’s the only honest innkeeper in all Ocorum?” 
 
    “Sp… speechless...” Baldor muttered as Komir hugged him. 
 
    The other figure also pushed the hood back, revealing a golden cloud of hair and enormous eyes the color of the sea, which lit up the room. 
 
    Aliana went across to the Mage and hugged him affectionately. “How are you, dear Haradin? I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
    “From what I can see, not as well as you two. You look wonderful,” Haradin replied. He looked at both youngsters and noticed how they both seemed full of life and happiness. It was so evident that even a blind man would have noticed it. Their faces were tanned by the sun and they had matured, even though they had not lost the joy and innocence of youth. But he could see it in their eyes. They were no longer insecure and inexperienced; they had grown wise beyond their years, since everything they had gone through was engraved on their souls. 
 
    Komir went to the Mage and hugged him tightly. 
 
    “You look well, my friend the Mage. Time doesn’t seem to pass for you. I don’t know how you do it, but you look exactly the same as you did a year ago.” 
 
    Haradin shrugged and smiled. He pointed at Komir’s white hair, which he wore tied at the back. “I see you couldn’t do anything about that.” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid not, that and a couple more things,” Komir said. He indicated the left side of his body, which looked a little shriveled compared to the right side. “But it’s a small price to pay after everything that happened. A price I pay willingly.” 
 
    “We’re very well, in body and soul,” Aliana said with her gentle smile. 
 
    Baldor offered them drinks. The innkeeper had not finished pouring when two more people came to the door. 
 
    “Come in,” Haradin called cheerfully. 
 
    Two new hooded figures left the shadows of the night outside and came into the light. They joined the others and pushed back their hoods. Two young women, one red-skinned, the other green-skinned, smiled at the group. 
 
    “Asti!” Aliana cried joyfully, and ran to hug the Usik. 
 
    “We met in the square just a moment ago,” Iruki said, and greeted Komir and Aliana. 
 
    “I see the plains suit you, Iruki Wind of the Steppes,” Haradin said, and hugged her in the Masig style. 
 
    “Mother Steppe always takes care of her children,” she replied as she returned the greeting. 
 
    The five greeted each other, exchanging hugs and smiles. Baldor offered the new arrivals something to drink. 
 
    “Me, want water,” Asti said, and came to stand beside Aliana. 
 
    “It’s a joy to see you all again,” said Haradin. 
 
    “It certainly is,” Komir agreed. 
 
    The joy of the meeting filled the hall, and the Mage and the four Bearers exchanged news and signs of affection. 
 
    “But if this meeting is going to be a real one, I think we’re missing a Bearer,” a voice said from the door. They turned to see Sonea looking at them teasingly, arms akimbo. The little Librarian threw herself at the group, and all came together in a single fraternal hug. The dramatic events they had lived through had brought them together so strongly that they all felt like brothers and sisters. 
 
    “Let’s sit at the table,” Haradin said.” There’s so much to talk about, and no better way than doing it while we enjoy this food and drink.” 
 
    The five Bearers sat around the table, with Haradin presiding. All of them started talking at the same time, asking after each other’s lives, seeking news of the last year. 
 
    Baldor trotted from one end of the table to the other making sure their plates were piled with food and their mugs filled with drink. “The Bearers, by the Light! What an honor,” he muttered under his breath. “The Heroes of Rilentor, the Saviors of Tremia, here in my humble inn… nobody would believe me if I told them.” 
 
    Haradin cleared his throat noisily. “If you’ll allow me… my friends… please…” The Bearers paid heed gradually and their chattering faded. “Why don’t we have dinner, and catch up with everybody’s news at the same time? Agreed?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Aliana said. 
 
    “Who’s going to start?” Sonea asked with a smile. 
 
    “As I’m the oldest, perhaps I should begin. Besides, there’s a risk that this excellent wine will go straight to my head,” Haradin said. 
 
    “Huh!” Sonea said. “That would be something. A drunken Mage, now that would be worth seeing!”  
 
    “Not just a Mage,” Aliana laughed, “but the most powerful Mage of Tremia. It could be a catastrophe!” 
 
    “Yes, Haradin, best for you to start,” Iruki said. 
 
    The Mage turned towards the door, which was still ajar. 
 
    “Are we expecting anybody else?” Komir asked. 
 
    Haradin gave a mysterious grin. “Perhaps,” he said. 
 
    “Your note said you wanted to bring the five Bearers together again,” said Komir. 
 
    “That was my intention, and here you are. So I’ll tell you what I’ve been up to this long year.” Haradin gave a long sigh. “It’s been a very tough year, and I won’t pretend otherwise. Rogdon has been left in ruins, the Kingdom, its lands and its people. It’s been a year devoted to protecting what little was left and beginning to rebuild, with very little hope to start with, what with all the sorrow at the loss and suffering —but a little brighter with every passing day. The first thing King Gerart ordered was to take care of his people, and that’s what we did. At the same time, we had to secure the Kingdom. The few surviving troops, with the King and your humble servant, secured the lands of Rogdon. We traveled from North to South and East to West to ensure there wasn’t a single invader, mercenary or outlaw left to take advantage of our weakness. Those were very long weeks, but we scoured Rogdon of all the remaining rabble, you can rest assured of that.” 
 
    “What happened to the Dark Lady’s Sorcerer, this Isuzeni?” Iruki asked with a gleam of hatred in her eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” said Sonea. “I’ve often wondered myself what might have become of him.”  
 
    Haradin nodded slowly. “We couldn’t catch him. He left Rogdon in haste with the remains of the Black Army. Gerart was uneasy; he feared he might regroup his army and come back. He sent scouts to follow their trail. A couple of months later there was a report from the east coast, from one of the five city-states. Isuzeni and the survivors of the Black Army had boarded their ships, raised anchor and sailed back to their continent. 
 
    “Didn’t anybody stop them?” Komir asked. “The alliance of free cities?”  
 
    “What reason would they have had?” Haradin replied. “Isuzeni had paid them well, very well. It’s bad business to kill a good patron who still has a lot of gold left. And whether we like it or not, the cities are free and they live for trade. Gold is more valuable there than blood or steel. Most likely Isuzeni offered them more gold to safeguard his retreat, and that’s what they did.” 
 
    “Come back?” Asti asked, looking worried. 
 
    Haradin shrugged. “I don’t know whether he’ll come back. You never know with that kind of man… I imagine he’ll have enough trouble staying in power in his own land now that the Dark Lady is no more and he doesn’t have a proper army any more. But if he manages to take power, there’s no way of knowing what he’ll turn to afterwards. And we must remember it was he who took this continent to war, with his cunning and his amazing powers of strategy. We’ll have to watch out for him, because the shadow of the Far East might return one day.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting if he does, and this time he won’t survive,” Iruki said menacingly. 
 
    “Me with Iruki,” Asti said. 
 
    The Mage smiled. “I see the Bearers keep their wild and indomitable spirit. It cheers my soul.” 
 
    “And what about the great Nocean Sorcerer Zecly?” Aliana asked. 
 
    “That, my dear, is one of my greatest worries. We found Mulko the Regent of the North dead, but no trace of the great Sorcerer. Along with the King, his Lancers and the Norriel, we traveled to Silanda. From there we crossed the southern border and went into Nocean territory in search of the Sorcerer. But Zecly and his minion the dangerous spy Sumal are extremely cunning and were already out of reach. They reached the walled city of Allbard, the capital of the north of the Nocean Empire, a day before we could catch up with them. We had to turn back. I would have given my left arm to capture Zecly, since he’s extremely dangerous, and what’s more was responsible for the death of my good friend Mirkos the Erudite, but it was impossible. Attacking the city would have been suicide.” 
 
    Komir turned to the Mage. “If I’ve learnt anything from all this experience, it’s that revenge doesn’t lead you to a safe haven.” 
 
    “And how right you are, my young friend. We’ll watch out for him, as he poses a threat, but right now the Noceans are very weakened. They lost most of their sorcerers and all of their legions. From what we’ve learned, Emperor Malota is finding it hard to keep the Empire united. He won’t turn his greedy eyes on Rogdon for a while.” 
 
    “And those Norghanian hyenas, the men of the snow?” Iruki asked. She was unable to hide the hatred she felt. 
 
    A familiar voice at the door answered. “Perhaps I may be able to shed some light on that.” 
 
    They all turned towards the door. 
 
    Sonea recognized the blond Norghanian Forest Ranger. “Lasgol!” she said in surprise, 
 
    “I invited him to our little gathering. I thought you’d like to see him again, and he has some interesting news from the north,” Haradin said. 
 
    “Of course!” came several voices. 
 
    The Norghanian walked into the room and greeted them all one by one. When he reached Iruki, he looked into her eyes and stopped briefly. The Masig’s face was stern, but it was suddenly transformed by a wide smile as she hugged him fondly. 
 
    “I’d never have thought I’d be happy to see your Norghanian face, Tracker,” she said. 
 
    “I’m so happy that’s the case,” he said, and smiled at her. 
 
    Iruki beckoned to him, and he sat down beside her. 
 
    Baldor came over to them immediately. “What would you like to drink?” he asked. 
 
    “The strongest beer you have,” Lasgol replied cheerfully. 
 
    “What news from the icy North?” Iruki asked. “What have you been doing this past year?” 
 
    Lasgol’s eyes lingered on his friends around the table for a moment, then he began to explain. “I’ve spent this past year in my own country. After I went with you to the Fountain of Life, Iruki, I went on to the north, to my own kingdom. I gave a lot of thought to what I should do, because this war has had a deep impact on me. It’s changed me.” 
 
    “And all of us,” Komir said, nodding at Lasgol in agreement. 
 
    “It affected my sense of honor and responsibility towards my country and the Crown. The horrors I’ve seen my fellow countrymen commit and the orders I was forced to follow went against my principles —against the principles of any honest-hearted men. As a result, I resigned from my post as Royal Forest Ranger. I went back to my little snowy village and became a hunter, though fortunately not of men. Now I’m Lasgol the trapper.” He smiled. 
 
    “Well done!” Iruki said. 
 
    Lasgol went on with his explanation. “The political situation in Norghana is complex. We lack a King. General Rangulfsen, with General Olagson’s support, seized power after the death of King Thoran at the hands of Count Volgren, and then the Count’s death shortly afterwards.” 
 
    “So did the two Generals manage to escape and reach Norghana?” Komir asked. 
 
    “Yes. They went by the Pass of the Half Moon, through the mountains, with the survivors of their respective armies. They crossed the steppes to the River Utla, then from there they took ship to the north. It seems things are calm but tense. Rangulfsen has promised to crown Urik, Thoran’s infant son, when he comes of age. Olsen, the king’s second cousin, wants to get the crown for himself at any cost. I very much fear that we’re heading for troubled times in the north. But that’s no longer my concern, I don’t care who does or doesn’t rule in Norghana. I’m not interested. I’ve come to today’s meeting to put myself and my Gift in the service of the Bearers. I’ve had enough time to think, up there in the cold mountains, to go over everything that’s happened, and think about myself as well. I believe the reason why the Gods of the Ice blessed me with this wonderful Gift wasn’t to hunt and track down men in the service of despots, but to help protect Tremia, to help you, the Bearers. I’m convinced of it. And that’s why I’ll help you keep the secret of the evil which sleeps eternally, so that it never wakes, and to the best of my ability defend Tremia and its peoples from any evil.” 
 
    Haradin was pleasantly surprised. “A laudable purpose! And your help will always be welcome. What do you say, Bearers?”  
 
    Aliana gave her judgment. “I’m sure I speak for all of us when I say Lasgol is a faithful and worthy friend. His help will always be precious. We don’t know what the future holds for any of us, and we must all fight to preserve the enigma and prevent the sleepers from ever waking. All the assistance we can get is welcome, because it’ll help us bear the load we always carry on our shoulders as Bearers.” 
 
    “Me agree,” said Asti. 
 
    Iruki nodded. “I share Aliana’s feelings.” 
 
    “Then we are agreed,” said Haradin. 
 
    “Do you have any more surprises up your sleeve?” Aliana asked the Mage with a wink. 
 
    Haradin gave her a mysterious smile. “Only one more. But you’ve barely tasted anything! Please enjoy the food and drink! I don’t want to be thought a bad host.” 
 
    The group of friends began to eat as they talked. 
 
    The last guest arrived a little later. The door opened and a figure in a grey robe made its appearance. 
 
    “By the Light which illuminates all of our paths! What a joy to see you all together!” 
 
    “Lindaro! How wonderful!” Sonea cried. She rose like lightning and threw herself into the man of faith’s arms. The force of the little Librarian’s embrace almost carried them out into the street. Lindaro regained his balance amid laughter and gently hugged his partner in adventure and study, then greeted the rest of the group. They welcomed the priest of the Light with warm hugs and wide smiles. 
 
    “Lindaro, my good friend.” Komir held his arms and examined him from head to foot. “You get thinner every day. Don’t they feed you at the Temple of Light?” 
 
    The man of faith shrugged. “Well, at least you look much better than the last time I saw you,” he joked. 
 
    “That’s true enough,” Komir admitted, laughing, and hugged him tightly. 
 
    “Sit beside me,” said Haradin, “and share your news with us.” 
 
    Lindaro sat down and smiled at the group. “I’m deeply happy to see you all here. I thank the Light. It’s been a very tough year, very tough, and seeing you all here healthy and happy makes me feel wonderful. The pain and destruction this war has left behind have been so great… We priests of the Temple of Light have done all we could, trying to bring consolation and help to the victims of this barbarity… but we’ve been able to do so little… So much destruction, so much suffering… The evil of men and the perversity of war know no limits. In all truth I can tell you it’s been a desolate time. My soul still weeps for all the sorrow I’ve witnessed and for the impotence I’ve felt all along the way. So many families broken… the pain of their loss… beyond words…” 
 
    “The Priests of the Temple of Light have been working tirelessly,” Aliana said.  
 
    “You’ve done a wonderful job,” Haradin agreed. 
 
    “With the help of the Light we’ve tried to bring some comfort to all the victims of the horror that is war. I wish we could do more. I wish a tragedy like that may never be repeated.” 
 
    Haradin nodded heavily. “Don’t we all!” 
 
    “There’s still so much to do, to rebuild, but most of all so much sorrow to heal.” 
 
    “Very true,” said Komir sadly. 
 
    “Will you keep helping those in need?” Aliana asked. 
 
    Lindaro shook his head. “Abbot Dian has charged me with a new task, a very important and secret one. He wants me to organize and supervise the study of the Temple of Ether under the Egia Lighthouse, and everything we find out there about the Ilenians is to be documented in the utmost secrecy. The order is from the Royal House, from the King himself.” He gave Haradin a knowing look. 
 
    The Mage winked at him. “The petition was mine. I spoke to Gerart and conveyed to him the importance of keeping the discovery of the Ilenian temples and the Grimoires secret. That’s why the Royal House needs your help, Lindaro.” 
 
    “I’d guessed as much,” said the man of faith. 
 
    “Choose priests you trust absolutely and make sure that every discovery remains secret. I trust you completely. All of us here trust you completely. You must be the guardian of everything we may discover.” 
 
    “Very well, Haradin, that’s understood. You needn’t worry, I won’t fail you. I know very well the danger we all risk, that all Tremia risks. The last thing I’d want is a holocaust.” 
 
    “It’s a heavy load and a great responsibility,” Haradin went on, “but we can’t leave it in the hands of the Crown or the Temple. It has to be you, Lindaro. I hope you understand, and that the load isn’t too heavy to bear.” 
 
    “I’ll bear it proudly and willingly. I just hope to be worthy of it.” 
 
    “You will be, I haven’t the slightest doubt of that. Any important discovery, inform me first and I’ll come at once to see you.” 
 
    “So I shall, Haradin, never fear.” 
 
    Sonea clapped delightedly. “You’ll have the chance to study the Grimoires.”  
 
    “True.” Lindaro smiled. “I guess you have a real advantage where that’s concerned. I haven’t been able to do much study this past year.” 
 
    “No, not at all,” Sonea said sadly. “I couldn’t study them either. I had to leave them with Haradin and go back to Erenal.” 
 
    “You went back to your country?” Lindaro asked in surprise. “To the Great Library?”  
 
    Sonea nodded. The smile she gave him was rueful. “The exile was lifted. I was asked to go back… well, along with all the Librarians who managed to escape when the Black Army attacked. The Kingdom has been laid waste, particularly the capital and the counties nearby. Thousands of innocents died. Most of the Librarians were murdered when the Dark Lady took the capital. My dear Master Barnacus… among them…” She was unable to hold her emotions back, and her eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “I’m so sorry… may the Light keep him in its bosom.” 
 
    “The few who survived hid among the Thousand Lakes and were trapped, because the Black Army also raided Zangria, to the north.” 
 
    Haradin explained: “As in Rogdon, the Middle Lands of Tremia, Erenal and Zangria, were devastated by the Dark Lady on her way to the conquest of the western lands.” 
 
    “This past year we’ve been trying to rebuild the Order. It’s been a difficult job as there were very few of us, in the midst of a ruined kingdom. But with plenty of strong will and tenacity we’ve managed to start making progress. There’s still a long way to go, but my hope is that one day the Order and the Great Library will once again be what they were. Although I’m not deceiving myself. I know it’s the work of a lifetime.” 
 
    “As is the rebuilding of Rogdon,” Aliana said. 
 
    “Yes,” said Sonea, “but you have a King, and we have no-one.”  
 
    Haradin put a hand on Sonea’s shoulder. “True, Gerart is making a tremendous effort to get Rogdon back on its feet. His leadership and strength are proving crucial in the reconstruction of the Kingdom.” 
 
    “The Light will grant us the strength of spirit we need to carry on,” Lindaro said firmly. “I’m convinced our kingdoms can do it.”  
 
    “I hope so too, although I trust head and muscles more than I do the Light,” Sonea said with a touch of amusement. 
 
    “Ah, woman of little faith,” teased Lindaro. 
 
    “You know this is the one I go by,” she said, putting a finger to her temple. 
 
    “Yes, yes, you and that prodigious head of yours,” Lindaro said, smiling. “So, tell me, will you go back to Erenal and the Great Library?” 
 
    Sonea looked aside at Haradin and smiled. “Mmm, yes and no. Now that Barnacus is no longer with us, and as there’s nobody better equipped, I’ve been appointed Master Archivist of Ethnic Knowledge. As such I’m at liberty to follow my studies. I can’t be permanently away from the Library, but I have a certain freedom to study wherever I wish, just as long as I report my findings to the Great Library.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Haradin said. But there was doubt in his voice. 
 
    “Thank you, but I’d have given my right arm to have risen by my own merits… but these aren’t the sort of times that allow people to choose their own destiny. I’ve been thinking a lot this year. About what happened to us five, about the medallions we all wear hidden round our necks, about the Ilenians… I’ve thought long and hard, and I’ve come to a conclusion…” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Haradin encouraged her. 
 
    “I believe we should go on studying them. I’ve come back to stay, to keep learning.” 
 
    “You mean the Ilenian Grimoires and the knowledge buried in them?” Lindaro asked. 
 
    “Yes, but more than that, I want to understand further than those remains. I want to learn everything I possibly can about the Ilenians, about their civilization, their magic, their Power, their temples… How many temples are there? What’s their purpose? What other places do the Portals lead to? I have so many questions I’d like answered. I don’t want us to be manipulated again by the Ilenians, or their Objects of Power, whether they’re Grimoires or medallions or anything else. I want to know, learn and understand. I want to be prepared and vigilant, for we mustn’t forget they’re sleeping eternally in that chamber underground, but they wish to awaken. And who can be sure that one day they won’t find some means of doing so? Just as they nearly did by making use of the five of us.” 
 
    For a moment there was silence as they considered Sonea’s words. At last Haradin spoke. 
 
    “As always, Sonea, you’re quite right in your judgments. I’ve always liked you, not just because of how smart you are, but for your guts and enthusiasm.” The Mage smiled broadly. “If you wish to study the Grimoires, the Temples and other Ilenian remains, I’ll help you. I too believe we must learn as much as we can in order to understand the lost civilization and the danger it represents, and be always at the ready.” 
 
    “Thank you, Haradin, I’m very grateful. And what about the study of the medallions?” She took out her own, which she wore round her neck under her tunic. 
 
    “The medallions are a more complicated matter, my dear Librarian. Right now you have a basic knowledge of their use and power, but I understand you want to go further. Am I wrong there?” 
 
    “No, you’re not wrong at all. I want to learn to use all its Power, to my desire, not the way around like it happenes now. I want to know its full potential as well as its limitations —everything I can possibly know about it. And to document it all, for those who come after us, for future generations.” 
 
    Haradin sighed. “I was afraid of this… apart from being very dangerous, it would take a long time. Let me remind you that you still know very little about the Gift and its use, much less about how to dominate the Power of the Ilenian medallion.” 
 
    “That’s why I’ve come to you. I need you to help me, to teach me.” 
 
    “It will require a lot of time, study and sacrifice…” 
 
    “I have all the time in the world, I’m young!” she said, smiling, and spread her arms wide. 
 
    Haradin folded his own arms and looked up at the ceiling. For a moment he said nothing.  
 
    “Let me think about it, Sonea. What you’re asking me has many implications. I believe it’s the right way, and I share your vision, but let me meditate on it.” 
 
    “Very well, Haradin.” 
 
    “The winds of the steppes seem to push us in the same direction,” Iruki said. All eyes turned to her. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sonea asked. 
 
    “I too have a petition.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” said Haradin. 
 
    “During this long year, I’ve kept learning from the medicine-woman of my tribe, with the aim of helping my people so that the spirit of death doesn’t find us. I’ve learnt much from Mother Nature and the means she provides us with for healing the wounded and the sick. I’ve devoted myself body and soul to this task, which is one I consider very noble.” She nodded in Aliana’s direction in acknowledgement. “Keeping busy, learning, with a clear purpose in mind, helped me not to think about him… about Yakumo… But no matter how hard I’ve tried, I haven’t been able to get over the pain of the loss which lies heavy on my soul. I understand that time helps, but it’s a pain which will always be there, since I’ll never forget that my beloved gave his life for me.” 
 
    “And for me,” Lasgol said respectfully. 
 
    “We all owe a lot to Yakumo,” Komir said gravely. “If he hadn’t saved you, Iruki, we wouldn’t have been able to defeat the Dark Lady.”  
 
    “And very probably none of us would be alive now,” said Aliana. 
 
    Iruki nodded and put her hand on her heart. She went on with a sigh. “Healing the sick and wounded among the Blue Clouds is something which gives me great satisfaction and joy. But I keep seeing my people helpless before the great kingdoms of the continent. Sooner or later those kingdoms will be strong and powerful once more. Their greedy eyes will turn again to the weak Masig. Norghanians, Noceans, even Rogdonians, they all pose a threat to the children of the steppes. If I’ve learnt anything from this war, it’s this: the strong and ambitious kill mercilessly and with no regard for those weaker than themselves just to amass more riches, led on by greed and a thirst for blood. And I’m not going to let my people suffer. If it’s in my power, I’ll prevent it. I’ll defend them against any threat, no matter how terrible.” 
 
    “Good for you!” Haradin said. 
 
    “Because of this, I’ve tried to penetrate the secrets of the medallion with the help of our Shaman. To find out its power and come to understand it, to use it in the defense of my people. Our wise Shaman has walked the paths of the spirits and has seen the Power of the medallion, and he compares it to the spirit of the sea… That’s how great its power is. But he hasn’t been able to decipher the mysteries which surround it. That’s why I’m here. I want to learn to use the medallion, to be able to defend my people ‒ whether from the sleepers, or from unscrupulous men, or any other threat.” 
 
    “You want to learn how to use it to fight?” Haradin asked. 
 
    “I want to learn how to use it to defend my people. If I must fight, I will. I’ve no desire to use it for destruction, but if we’re in danger I’ll fight with all my heart to protect the Blue Clouds and all the Masig people. For that I need to learn how to cast the spells I want and to my discretion, something that I don’t know how now.” 
 
    “I don’t know whether that’s the… way of the Light,” Lindaro put in. 
 
    “If my people are in danger, or any of you, my friends, I won’t hesitate to use the medallion. I won’t hesitate to eliminate the threat, whatever it may be. I won’t allow anything to happen to you. I’ll defend you because for me you are like Masig blood-brothers.” 
 
    “I understand, and I’m deeply grateful to you,” Sonea said. “I too consider you my sister.” 
 
    The others nodded at Iruki’s words. 
 
    “Will you grant me that wish, Haradin? Will you teach me to use the medallion? Its secrets?” 
 
    “I understand your motives… I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Haradin.” 
 
    The Mage shook his head and turned to Asti. “And what news does our dear Usik bring to us?” 
 
    Asti looked at the Mage, then at the rest of the group. “Me go back forest. Me happy there. My people, my trees.” 
 
    “But you didn’t go back to your tribe, did you?” Aliana asked, alarmed. 
 
    Asti nodded slowly. 
 
    “But, why did you? The shamans were looking for you, you know they’d kill you if they captured you.” 
 
    “Me need know. My people suffer.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous,” Aliana insisted. 
 
    “Friends there, family. Help, hide from shamans.” 
 
    “If you were captured, those ungodly shamans would tie you to the totems to be hacked to pieces by the giant birds!” 
 
    “Me know. But Usik people suffer. Family suffer.” 
 
    “It’s not your responsibility,” Haradin put in. 
 
    “Yes, be. Me Bearer. Me have medallion. Want help people.” 
 
    “Do you want to confront the shamans?” Aliana said. She sounded uneasy. 
 
    “Shamans kill parents. Kill friends, make sacrifices of people.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry…” 
 
    “Me want free my people from shamans. Need medallion to do.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Haradin. “You’re going to ask me the same thing as Iruki and Sonea, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. Need learn medallion. Fight shamans with family. Free people from shamans, from slavery.” 
 
    Haradin nodded again slowly and remained thoughtful. He sighed deeply, then smiled at Aliana and Komir. “This brings us to the last two Bearers. What do you have to tell, my dear couple? And don’t try to hide it… anybody could see from a mile away that you’re very much in love.” 
 
    Aliana blushed and glanced at Komir as the cheerful, mischievous laughter of their friends filled the room. 
 
    “There’s nothing to hide,” Komir said with his eyes on Aliana’s. “I love her more than my life.” 
 
    The Healer blushed even more. Without taking her eyes off his, she said: “And I love him.” 
 
    Laughter and joy turned into cheers, applause and cries of approval. There was no denying their happiness on the couple’s behalf. Sonea was clapping enthusiastically, and a wide smile appeared on Iruki’s face, something which had not happened for a very long time. 
 
    “It’s been rather complicated for us,” Aliana began to explain, gazing sweetly at Komir as she spoke. “Our duties have kept us apart much longer than we’d have liked.” 
 
    They were all hanging on her words. 
 
    “My Healer Sisters, my Order, needed me. It was a time of intense suffering. I couldn’t abandon my duties, I had to help. Thousands of people were in pain and my duty was to be there for them, fighting against their pain and illness, easing their suffering. Rogdon needed me. Tremia needed me. The Sisters were working without respite to avoid the epidemics which arrive to prey on the survivors of a war. I couldn’t turn my back on the needy to go in search of my own happiness beside Komir.” 
 
    “What do?” Asti asked spellbound. 
 
    “Komir and I talked about it. We decided we both had to help with the healing and reconstruction, and our happiness would have to wait. The tragedy around us was too heartbreaking to ignore. We’d never have been happy if we’d gone our own way, no matter how much we loved each other. So we decided to part and help. I went back to my Sisters and did everything in my power to help as many in need as I possibly could.” 
 
    “The Order of Tirsar is a blessing of the Light. The Healer Sisters are the incarnation of Good,” Lindaro said gratefully. 
 
    “Very true, said Haradin. “Without them I don’t even want to think how many lives that would have been lost. Not only in Rogdon, but in Erenal, Zangria and the other kingdoms that were invaded. Not to speak of the King’s and my own.” 
 
    “While Aliana helped in Rogdon,” Komir said, “I went back to the highlands. War is a dreadful thing. The devastation and suffering it leaves behind is something I’d never have imagined even in my worst nightmares. I hope and pray we may never witness such horror again.” 
 
    “May the Light hear you!” Lindaro put in. 
 
    “The Norriel lost many brave warriors. Their families needed help: who was going to feed the children and wives of those who would never come back from the battlefield? Our leader Auburu organized the surviving warriors to help the families of the fallen. We made sure they had everything they needed to survive the long harsh mountain winter. I have to admit it’s been a very gratifying experience, much more than I would’ve expected. Helping my people, making sure they were well, that they had enough food to feed the hungry mouths, timber for their fires during the winter and furs to wear, working for them, helping any way I could, has truly been a gift of the three Goddesses.” 
 
    “A gift?” asked Sonea. 
 
    “Yes, because without my being aware of it, the experience united me with my people. Deeply. They were truly grateful, from the heart. The expression on their faces, the looks of acknowledgement, those have been a true gift. In the end I honestly think I’m the one who’s benefited most. I’ve given them my efforts, and my neighbors and fellow-countrymen have given me their gratitude and respect.” 
 
    “That’s the true greatness of generous work,” Lindaro said, nodding, “of helping others without expecting anything in return, because the reward is so great it fills a man’s heart to overflowing.”  
 
    “And what I always craved,” Komir went on, “I finally found. They all know who I am, they call me the Marked, but now they do it respectfully, even affectionately. And you have no idea what that means to me. At last I’ve become a respected Norriel, another member of the tribe.” 
 
    Aliana put her hand over Komir’s. “You deserve it.” 
 
    Komir lowered his head and sighed. He went on: “The time spent away from Aliana has been hard, the work and the rebuilding too, but today I’m here sitting alongside my beloved, my friends, and the respect of the Norriel. There’s nothing more I could wish for. I can assure you that today I’m a happy man.” 
 
    “To hear you say that fills me with joy and pride,” Lindaro said, and smiled broadly. “May the light continue to shine on your path!”  
 
    “Thank you, Lindaro.” 
 
    Aliana turned to Haradin. “There’s something very significant that I found out during and after the war. The Power of my medallion can be used for Healing, not only for destruction. It’s something I’ve been thinking about constantly…” 
 
    Haradin nodded. “Yes, its Power may well enhance your innate Gift.” 
 
    “For me, as a Healer, this fact is too significant not to need more investigation and fuller understanding. If the Power of the medallion can be used to enhance Healing, I see it as my duty to find out how to do it so that I can help others. Think of all the good we might do. We’ve already seen the devastating Power of the medallions, and particularly of the five together. What if they could be used for Good, for Healing, in the same way?” 
 
    “It would be miraculous!” Lindaro cried. 
 
    Aliana agreed with a nod. “Komir and I have talked about this a lot, and we both agree. We want you to teach us to use the medallions in all their potential, not to destroy, but to Heal. And that’s why, Haradin, we join in the petition of the other three Bearers.” 
 
    Haradin folded his arms again and threw his head back. He remained lost in his own thoughts while the rest watched him silently, waiting for an answer. Finally, he gave his decision. 
 
    “The medallions have great power, and that power brings with it an enormous responsibility. I believe our duty is to protect it, all of us as a group. We must make sure this power doesn’t fall into the hands of evil, that it will never be used to that end. It must always be available for good. To defend the needy, to free the oppressed, to heal the sick and wounded, to deliver good and bring hope to every corner of Tremia that might need it. Because of this, I, Haradin, accept your petitions.” 
 
    “You’ll teach us how to use the full power of the medallions?” Komir asked. 
 
    “I will. We must remain together, at least until you’re adept enough not to need my supervision. Once that moment arrives you may follow your own paths, with the assurance which mastery of the medallion will give you. It’s not going to be easy, I warn you. The way of magic is hard and demands sacrifices. You’ll suffer, there will be many hours of study, practice and frustration, since mastering the secrets of your Gifts, and particularly those of the magic of the medallions will not only test your determination, but also your physical strength and sanity.” 
 
    “We’ll accomplish it!” Iruki declared. 
 
    “I hope so,” Haradin said. He looked hard at the five Bearers. “But I must give you a last warning…” 
 
    “Go on,” said Sonea. 
 
    “Once we begin on this journey there’s no way back, and it will be dangerous. The power of the medallions is great, but so is the danger involved in the manipulation of their magic. Think about it…” 
 
    There was a moment of silence while the five thought this over. 
 
    “Aliana?” 
 
    “I’ve made up my mind. I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “Wherever she goes, I’ll go with her” said Komir. 
 
    “Me go too.” 
 
    “The prairies will have to wait a while for me…” 
 
    “And my Library as well,” Sonea concluded. “I’m not going to let this opportunity pass.”  
 
    Haradin stood up, very straight and erect. Solemnly he said: “I accept your proposal. I shall help you master your Gift and the power of the Ilenian medallions. In a week we’ll gather at the tower of my late friend Mirkos the Erudite. All the knowledge about magic we might need is kept there. It will be an honor to become your teacher.” 
 
    “And ours to become your disciples,” Aliana said for all of them. 
 
    At that moment a thunderous voice called from the door. 
 
    “Can’t I leave you for four seasons without you diving headlong into new trouble with that damned Ilenian magic?” 
 
    They all turned and gaped. 
 
    “Hartz!” cried Komir, jumping to his feet and spilling drink all over the table. 
 
    “You didn’t think I was going to miss this little gathering!” the big Norriel said, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    Kayti appeared behind him. She was wearing her shining white armor. “This brute dragged me through half Tremia to make sure we got here in time,” she said. 
 
    They got to their feet amid cries of surprise and joy. Komir threw himself forward to hug his friend. 
 
    “Hey, I’ve really missed you!” he said. 
 
    “I’ve missed you too, little one!” Hartz lifted him off the floor in a bear-hug, leaving Komir’s legs dangling as he laughed. 
 
    Embraces and hearty handshakes were repeated with all the friends. 
 
    “Baldor, my good innkeeper!” Hartz called. “More beer, my throat is dry form the dust of the road!”  
 
    “The best beer of the house for the greatest of Heroes,” Baldor said amiably, and hastened to serve him. 
 
    “Greatest and with the smallest brain,” Kayti said with an impish grin. 
 
    Hartz glanced at her and laughed. “She’s still sore about the Troll,” he explained. 
 
    “Troll? What Troll?” Komir asked. 
 
    “You’d better sit down and tell us about your doings,” Haradin said. He waved towards the table. 
 
    “Awesome!” Hartz said, “I’m so hungry I could eat Baldor himself!” 
 
    The friends returned to the table and sat down, laughing. 
 
    Kayti poured herself a glass of wine. “This nincompoop went out to hunt a Troll in the Kingdom of Miriendad, beyond the Thousand Lakes, to the West,” she said. 
 
    “It wasn’t my fault, it was killing peasants! I just went to see what was going on!” 
 
    “Sure, sure. And accidentally you had to confront the monster.” 
 
    “He started it.” 
 
    “Started it? It’s just a brainless beast!” 
 
    “He was going to eat a peasant, I just told him to let him go or there’d be a few punches thrown.” 
 
    Kayti swore in three different languages. “I stand corrected. You’re the one who’s the brainless beast.” 
 
    “So what happened?” Lindaro wanted to know. 
 
    “This,” Hartz said and showed him his left arm. On it was a tremendous scar from shoulder to wrist. 
 
    “By the Light!” 
 
    “But he didn’t eat the peasant, and I have the Troll’s head as a trophy!” Hartz grinned from ear to ear and downed his beer in a single gulp. 
 
    “You’re impossible!” Aliana said, laughing. 
 
    “Don’t you ever change, my friend.” Komir said. 
 
    “Change? What’s there to change? I’m perfect!” 
 
    They all burst out laughing, even Kayti, who was shaking her head at the same time. 
 
    “What have you been doing?” Haradin said. “I couldn’t find you. I thought my message wouldn’t reach you in time.”  
 
    Kayti replied. “We crossed all Tremia to reach my kingdom, Irinel. It wasn’t easy, because this brute would get into trouble in every kingdom we passed through.” Hartz shrugged as he devoured a shank of lamb. “There we visited the fortress of my Brotherhood and I reported on the events to my superiors. Don’t worry, Haradin, I didn’t say anything specific about the Ilenians, the secret is safe with me. Then we went to the east coast, to Yort, one of the city-states of the alliance of Free Cities.” 
 
    “That’s an incredible city,” Hartz cried. “The streets are paved with gold. Everybody’s rich there!”  
 
    “Not quite, but yes… the five coastal city-states are really wealthy and powerful,” said Haradin. 
 
    Kayti nodded. “My superiors charged me with a mission, to the north of the Thousand Lakes, very near Zangria. We were there when your message reached us.” 
 
    Hartz waved a chicken-leg. “And as I didn’t want to miss the meeting, we postponed the mission, and here we are!” he said triumphantly. 
 
    “An object of power?” Haradin inquired. 
 
    “That’s right,” Kayti confirmed. “Ilenian, in all probability. We’ll search for it, and if we find it we’ll inform you first, before we tell my superiors.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Haradin said, acknowledging the gesture. 
 
    “All this business of searching for Objects of Power,” Hartz said. “I’m going to be pretty good at it, you’ll see.” He drank to the prospect. 
 
     “I’ve managed to have him made an honorary member of the Brotherhood,” Kayti said. “That way he can come with me and there won’t be any problems. Although I had to sweat blood to manage it.” 
 
    Komir laughed and nodded. The group chatted for hours, eating and drinking and exchanging stories all night. They reminisced about past adventures, they laughed and cried and toasted the health of the fallen heroes: Mortuc, Jasmine, Lomar, Kendas, Yakumo, and all the rest. Dawn found them still at the table. 
 
    “I think it’s time for a rest,” Haradin said. He pointed at good old Baldor, who was snoring with his head on the counter. 
 
    Komir stood up. “Before we leave there’s something I’d like to tell you all,” he said. 
 
    All eyes turned to him, and the conversation stopped. 
 
    “Something we’d both like to tell you,” said Aliana. She also stood up and took Komir’s hand. He motioned her to speak for both of them. 
 
    “With the blessing of the Mother Healer of my Order, which I resigned from before coming to this meeting, I’d like to tell you that Komir and I are going to wed. The ceremony will take place on the first day of summer, and we hope very much that you’ll all be able to attend.” 
 
    There was a moment’s silence while they all took in the full force of this announcement. 
 
    “By the three Norriel Goddesses!” Hartz thundered. “What awesome news!”  
 
    The big Norriel’s exclamation was followed by those of the rest of the group, who could not hold back their enthusiasm. 
 
    “That’s wonderful news,” Haradin cried. “My most sincere congratulations!”  
 
    “May the Light bless this wonderful union!” Lindaro said. 
 
    “Very happy!” said Asti. 
 
    The group broke into cheers, overwhelmed with happiness at the news. 
 
    And on that glorious dawn, with this wonderful news, the destiny of the Five Bearers and the Heroes of Tremia was sealed, for the good of the entire continent. 
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Legends tell that the Golden Gods appeared to the first men one evening under a full red moon. 
 
    The Senoca, the people of the sea, welcomed them humbly and offered them gifts, but the all-powerful Gods demanded slavery. The Senoca turned to Oxatsi, Mother Sea, and they fought them in the battlefield, defending their sacred freedom.  
 
    The Golden Gods made the sky explode in a rain of fire and caused the earth to break up and devour men.  
 
    The Senoca were defeated and were enslaved for a thousand years. 
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    The Ring on his left wrist vibrated. 
 
    Ikai looked at it and a white radiance burst in his mind. 
 
    “The Hill of Skies, in three days,” was his Master’s message. 
 
    I’m summoned… I must leave. 
 
    He stared for a moment at the polished surface of the golden metal, the hated Ring which marked the whole Senoca people as slaves of the Golden Gods. His eyes ran over the contours of the intricate engraving of the bracelet: an eagle with extended wings, the Hunters’ symbol. Hunters of men, at the service of the Gods. Ikai closed his eyes, shaking his head, and sighed. 
 
    He finished adjusting the armor of reinforced leather, enough to save him from a sword-strike if it was not too accurate, or the mauling of a wild beast, but it would not protect him from anything worse. He picked up his sword, the throwing dagger, the yew bow and his traveling bag with the rest of his Hunter equipment. He crossed the common area of the humble farm and went outside. The sun received him with a gentle winter smile which warmed his body with its morning glow. In the Sixth County, the climate was warm for most of the year, one of the few blessings of the region as it was the poorest of the six Senoca counties. 
 
    Dazzled, Ikai leaned on the out-of-joint door frame, the adobe wall had settled again. The building was so rudimentary that any day now it would collapse. But it was the same with all the farms in the area, where hungry slave peasants struggled day after day to survive, to fulfill the quotas demanded by the Gods. Many did not manage it. He shaded his eyes with his hand and saw them. His mother and sister were working hard in the field, as they did every morning with the first light, as they did every new day. He watched his sister Kyra and his mood lightened. She helped their mother, Solma, to till the hard soil which barely fed them. He went to them with a smile in his soul. 
 
    “Ikai!” cried his sister when she saw him arrive. She dropped the hoe and ran to him. 
 
    Ikai watched her run like the wind— at her seventeen springs she was a year younger than he was, but almost the same height. She was pure nerve, as her thin, wiry body attested. Her tongue, though, was as fiery as her red hair, which had already created more than one complication. But Kyra’s heart was noble and her character indomitable, like the ruby gleam of her eyes. Ikai adored his sister and envied her lively, unbreakable spirit. 
 
    “Hold your reins, little sis, you’re going to make me fall,” Ikai said with a guffaw, trying to keep his balance with his sister hanging from his neck. 
 
    How different they were as siblings… both in looks and in character. He was like their father, Siul: tall, broad-shouldered and strong-armed, with straight brown shoulder-length hair and those damned eyes… his weird eyes… which everybody noticed and frowned upon: one intense emerald green and the other pale blue, almost grey, just like their father’s. His character was also his father’s, but much calmer: patient and peaceful, totally unlike his sister. Kyra had inherited their mother’s physical traits, fortunately. But nobody knew where she had got her volcanic temperament from. 
 
    “Are you leaving again? You only just got here!” said Kyra reproachfully, taking a step back. Her eyes were fixed on the weapons Ikai carried, and her face hardened. 
 
    Ikai lowered his eyes. “I’ve been summoned…” 
 
    Kyra frowned, and her eyes sparkled. “You shouldn’t go with them, you know. What you do is wrong.” 
 
    Unable to look her in the eye, Ikai remained silent. “Let your brother be, he does what he’s told, for us, for his family,” scolded her mother, panting from the effort. 
 
    Ikai watched Solma come up to them, a hoe in her hand. The strength of this woman made his eyes moist. She had raised them both practically on her own. The Eyes-of-the-God had taken their father soon after Ikai turned ten, they never heard from him again. Ikai thought him dead, since those the Enforcers of the Gods took away ended up in the mines or the Eternal City, the Gods’ dwelling. And nobody returned from there alive. Solma had raised them with great economy in order to fulfill the quotas, and even now that she was sick in the lungs she still struggled on their behalf, going out to work in the field every morning only to be forced to stop before noon with blood at the corners of her mouth, beaten by the illness. 
 
    “I don’t want him to do anything for me. Not for those false Gods and the despots who serve them among our people!” cried Kyra, clenching her fists. 
 
    Solma and Ikai straightened up, as if whipped by fear, and remained stiff. 
 
    “Kyra, be quiet, for the sake of our lives!” Solma scolded in a hoarse whisper, fear shadowing her face. 
 
    Ikai looked around at once, fear lying on his chest like a slab of stone. If a Proxy of the Regent had heard her she would end up in the quarry, or something worse… Luckily there was nobody near, only acres and acres of tilled fields and a few crows on a distant fence to the east. “Kyra, be careful, you mustn’t raise your voice like that, you put yourself in danger… you put all of us in danger. If they take you away I won’t be able to do anything for you. The privileges of my position as a Hunter are few…” 
 
    Kyra shook her fiery mane and seemed to reflect. “All right,” she protested, waving her hands. “I only say what we all think,” she said in a low voice, and kicked a clot of dirt. 
 
    “I know you don’t approve of what I do, but it lets us obtain coin, and that allows me to buy medicine in Osaen, for Mother, for you. Very few can…” 
 
    “We’ll find another way, don’t sell your soul to the Gods for a few coins. If we sell ourselves, if we give up and become absolutely submissive to those pitiless Gods, we’ll remain a slave people for all eternity.” 
 
    “It’s the only way I have…” 
 
    “We’re the Senoca, the People of the Sea. Look at us, Ikai,” Kyra said, pointing at the fields around them. “They deny us the sea, they force us to work the fields without pause, starving us with quotas we can’t fulfill. We have nothing. We are nothing but a slave people.” 
 
    Ikai swallowed. “We are slaves of the Golden, and so it has been for more than a thousand years. It’s not going to change today.” 
 
    “And so it will go on if we don’t do something.” 
 
    “Why are you like this today?” 
 
    Kyra raised her hands to the sky and cried out in rage. 
 
    “Ughhhhh! You’re right, it’s just that today is not just any day and I wanted to spend it with you, I don’t want to see you go…” 
 
    Ikai smiled. “You remembered?” 
 
    “How could I forget, tuna head!” Kyra said, laughing, and pushed him hard. 
 
    “Happy birthday, my son!” Solma said, and a wide smile lit up her face. For a moment Ikai saw his mother happy, something which rarely happened, and the good woman’s face seemed to be rejuvenated. For a brief moment the lost beauty Ikai remembered surged up from her joyful heart. 
 
    “Thanks, Mother,” said Ikai with a look of tender understanding, which his mother returned. Seeing her happy, even for just a moment, was the best gift Ikai could wish for. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re eighteen already. You’re a man. The man of the family. You’re so much like your father…” she said stroking his hair. “Remember your father, remember the family, that must always come first. Keep it in mind, my son. Without a family we’re nothing more than a speck of dust carried away by the wind.” 
 
    Ikai nodded and smiled at her gratefully. 
 
    “I have a gift for you, come with me,” Kyra said, sounding happier now. “It’s a surprise. I think you’ll like it.” She took his hand and led him to the back of the house. 
 
    A centenary oak rose there like an imposing guardian protecting the small, humble dwelling. Kyra bent over the massive roots and picked up an object wrapped in a linen cloth. 
 
    “Here, it’s for you,” she said with a smile, impatience gleaming in her ruby eyes. 
 
    Ikai unwrapped the object and uncovered a leather string with a wood carving: a perfectly detailed seahorse. He looked at it with his mouth open. 
 
    “It’s… it’s beautiful…” 
 
    “Then, you like it?” 
 
    “Like it? I love it!” 
 
    Kyra hugged her brother and shook him, happiness all over her face. It made Ikai’s heart leap with joy. 
 
    “Thank you very much, little sis,” he said, and hung it around his neck. 
 
    Ikai sighed. He worried about Kyra. Lately her overwhelming vitality was dwindling; the scarcity of food was reducing the flames of her spirit to embers, no matter how much she tried to hide it. Ikai was well aware that his sister was hungry, just as their mother was, just as the whole Senoca people were. Hunger, a slave people’s fate. Too few were the days when they had enough to eat; even fewer those when they went to sleep with something hot in their stomachs. 
 
    “There, you’re lost in the depths of the sea of thoughts again,” said Kyra, as she passed her hand in front of his contrasting eyes. 
 
    Ikai smiled and looked into her eyes. 
 
    “There’s something else I want to show you,” she said, weighing a dagger in her hand with an intriguing look. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Kyra took six careful steps away from the oak. She pointed with her left hand. “See that knot?” 
 
    Ikai nodded. It was half way up the trunk, a lump the size of a small apple. 
 
    With a flash, Kyra reached behind her head with her right hand and threw the dagger. It stuck right in the center of the knot. 
 
    Ikai opened his eyes wide with shock. He himself would not have been able to hit the target at that distance, and he had been trained in the use of weapons since the age of twelve, when he had joined the Hunters. “Awesome. I see you’ve been practicing what I taught you.” 
 
    “Whenever I can. I like it when you show me how to fight, it makes me feel stronger, braver and safer.” 
 
    “You’re an amazing thrower, much better than I…” 
 
    “Unfortunately I’m no good with the sword,” she admitted. “We must train more.” 
 
    “When I come back, I promise.” 
 
    Kyra nodded, happy. 
 
    “But remember what I always tell you: what I teach you is for your own protection; don’t let anybody see that you know how to fight. It’s forbidden by the law of the Gods. If a Proxy discovers you you’ll be sent to the quarries, to forced labor.” 
 
    “They won’t discover me, those sons of a hyena rarely visit the fields. They prefer the city and the bigger villages where there’s some comfort.” 
 
    Ikai was not happy about his sister’s reply. The danger was very real. Very few men were allowed to carry weapons; they were only slaves. The Proxies under command of the Regent Sesmok kept firm control. Carrying a weapon without permission was considered an offense against the Golden Gods, and any offense against the divinities was punished with death. The slaves could not be armed; the Gods made sure of that through their servants among men. 
 
    “Don’t be so trusting. If instead of a Proxy an Eye-of-the-God discovers you, an Enforcer of the Gods, he’ll kill you. And the Eyes, with their Executors, roam the six counties, controlling everything that happens, directly informing the gods.” Ikai shook his head. “You must be more careful about everything. I don’t know who puts those rebel ideas in your stubborn, crazy head, but you must learn to stay quiet or we’ll all end up dead. If you don’t want to do it for me, at least do it for Mother. She couldn’t bear to lose you, you know that. Not after Father.” 
 
    Kyra’s expression changed at the mention of their father. A shadow fell on her face, the light in her eyes went out and she bent her head. She was thoughtful for a moment. She sighed deeply, as if letting out all her wariness. 
 
    “All right, for Mother I’ll stay quiet, but that won’t change the way I feel.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    Ikai’s Ring vibrated again. His mind was filled by a white luminosity and an image was projected into his mind. His Hunting Party was calling; he had to leave. 
 
    “Go, don’t worry,” Kyra said. “I’ll take care of Mother and the farm.” 
 
    “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    Kyra kissed his cheek in farewell. 
 
    “May the depth of Mother Sea guide your head, and her greatness be in your soul.” 
 
    “Thank you, little sis,” replied Ikai. “We are the Senoca; from Mother Sea we come and to Mother Sea we shall return.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After giving their mother a farewell hug, Ikai traveled west for three days until he reached the Hill of Skies. From the top he could see a great part of the Sixth County. He shaded his eyes with his hand and looked out over the landscape, which was something he always liked to do. Countless tilled fields extended among the tributaries of the great river. Most Senoca families lived off cereals and fruits and depended on the benevolence of the floods from the great river. They were a people of farmers, they lived and died by the grace of the harvests, at the mercy of the weather and the river. 
 
    Ikai shook his head. We are the Senoca, the people of the Sea, condemned by the Gods to work the fields eternally. We, who once rode the waves proudly and sailed the oceans pushed by the winds, will never set eyes on our beloved Mother Sea again.  
 
    Six armed men arrived at the summit. Ikai took a good look at them. They were young men, strong and with rough faces: fighters. After them came their leader, a middle-aged man, tall, strong, of imposing bearing. His weathered face was marked by a tremendous scar which ran down the right side from temple to chin. His long black hair was braided in the old-fashioned style. His eyes were black as a moonless night and shone intensely. Ikai knew it was with intelligence. 
 
    “Hunter Ikai,” he greeted hoarsely. 
 
    “Master Hunter Sejof,” Ikai replied respectfully, with a slight bow. 
 
    “The Hunters have been summoned,” Sejof said in a solemn voice. 
 
    They all went down on one knee, presented their rings with the eagle symbol and looked at their leader. Ikai nodded at Ismes and smiled at Yestas. He knew the group well; he had trained with them for years under their Master’s command. Ismes and Yestas were like brothers to Ikai. Sejof took out a thick crystalline disc and held it in one hand, on which he wore an arcane gauntlet. Both gauntlet and disc were made by the Gods. Ikai stared at the golden pip in the heart of the disc. Sejof placed it over the Ring on his left arm. He ran the artifact over the royal eagle engraving which identified him. The ring flashed, as if replying to the disc. It rose above the Ring, and the Master moved his hand away. The disc remained hovering in the air a hand-span above his arm, then began to gleam with an intense silver light. Ikai had already witnessed that ritual before, but it never ceased to fascinate him. The disc sent out a beam of silver light towards the northeast, then after a moment, stopped shining. 
 
    “We’ll camp here. Leave at dawn,” Sejof ordered, pointing in the direction the disc had shown. 
 
    “How many fugitives, Master?” 
 
    “Half a dozen.” 
 
    “They won’t manage to cross.” 
 
    “I’m afraid this time is different. I’ve a bad feeling,” Sejof said, putting the disc away. 
 
    Ikai looked at him, surprised. No one could cross, no one who was not an Enforcer of the Gods or a Hunter in their service. But he nodded and prepared mentally for a new hunt. 
 
    With the first light the Hunters set out. They marched for ten days at a hunting pace until they reached the great forests in the West. They followed the direction indicated by the disc until they found the fugitives’ trail. When they came close to the Boundary they stopped. 
 
    Sejof checked the trees around. 
 
    “Find the spot where they tried to cross.” 
 
    The seven men left at once. It did not take them long to find it. Ismes pointed it out: “It was here, Master.” 
 
    They gathered around the spot. Ikai looked at what his fellow hunter was pointing and was speechless. On the ground he could make out a thin gold line, almost translucent, but which became more solid the more he looked at it. It was the Boundary established by the Golden Gods. No man could cross it. A terrible death awaited those who tried to do so without permission from the Gods. Ikai had seen it before; it was certainly atrocious. But what shocked him was that the trail crossed the barrier and continued on the other side. 
 
    It’s happened. They’ve crossed. But it can’t be. The Rings of the Gods can’t be broken, they’re made of a material which resists fire and steel. Nobody can find freedom. Nobody can cross and escape. How did they do it?  
 
    “By all that’s sacred!” Sejof exclaimed, looking worried. He bent over to look at the prints and shook his head, then straightened up and looked at his men. 
 
    “Not a word to anyone, your life is at stake!” he said in a tone which left no room for doubt. 
 
    The Hunters nodded. 
 
    If this were known… there’d be hope… we could all escape the confinement we’re subjected to. But it would bring death… Ikai thought, his mind troubled. He remembered his sister’s determined face. She would try to cross it without a second thought if she knew there was a possibility. And she would die. He shook his head. Ikai recalled one of his first hunts, when a poor man had amputated his ringed arm, thinking he could cross that way. Ikai had tried to stop him, but he had been too late. The poor wretch crossed. When his body came in contact with the barrier he went up in flames. He died, charred, amid screams of agony. 
 
    The Master Hunter took a step toward the discovery, following the trail, and stretched out his arm. The Ring buzzed jarringly, and Sejof’s arm began to tremble violently. 
 
    “The Boundary,” he said with a grunt of pain. 
 
    The Hunters caught up with him and stretched out their arms. The shaking began at once. 
 
    Ikai took a deep breath. He stepped forward with his arm extended so that the Hunter’s badge of his Ring would cross the forbidden fringe, announcing to the Gods that one of their Hunters was going to cross over. The Ring gave off a silver gleam on contact with the barrier and Ikai saw the eagle engraving shine strongly. He had been announced. He passed his whole body across. Spasms of pain overwhelmed him as he crossed the translucent barrier. He fell to the ground amid uncontrolled convulsions, in visceral torment. His mind exploded in pain and he lost consciousness. 
 
    When he came to, he did not know where he was or how long it had been. His whole body, his mind, were still undergoing torture as if thousands of hot pins were being stuck in him. But he was alive. The Gods had allowed him to cross. He looked around and saw his fellow hunters trying to recover, just as he was. Sejof was already standing and scanning the forest with his bow at the ready. Ikai prepared his, nocked an arrow and stood beside the Master while he tried to clear his mind. A moment later Ismes, Yestas and the rest of the group were with them, their weapons at the ready. 
 
    “Let’s go. The trail goes into the woods, to the north.” 
 
    The group of hunters made their way into the forest. The trail was easy to follow, even on that abrupt terrain and among the dense vegetation. Although the Hunters were expert trackers, on this occasion even a blind man could have followed the trail. The more they advanced, the wilder and more primitive the forest and flora around them became. Ikai knew it would be the same with the fauna, and this made him uneasy. 
 
    Suddenly Sejof stopped and crouched. They all followed his example. Ikai could smell danger — or was it something else? It was… blood. Sejof made a sign, and they gathered around him in a semicircle. Ikai looked at the ravine in front of them. Sejof pointed two fingers to his eyes and then south. In the deepest part, by a brook, Ikai saw bushes with abundant blood which stained the water red. They watched for a while in silence, waiting tensely, but there did not seem to be anything alive down there. Sejof gestured to Ikai, Ismes and Yestas to follow him, and the four began their descent into the ravine. From their elevated position on the edge the other hunters covered them with their bows in case of any threat. 
 
    They reached the bottom of the ravine with some difficulty and went to the place where the blood contaminated the crystal clear brook. They moved carefully, on the alert, following the trail of blood as far as a sharp bend. Ikai looked ahead and was left stunned and speechless. In the deepest part of the ravine, lay half a dozen bodies grotesquely mauled and piled up. Wherever they looked, there was blood and the human remains of some terrible butchery. Not even Sejof could react. The four of them stayed staring at the macabre scene. 
 
    “What… what beast could do a thing like this?” Ikai managed to mutter at last. 
 
    “It must have been a bloodthirsty pack… of beasts,” Ismes said with a frown. 
 
    “Yes, but what kind of beasts?” Yestas asked uneasily. 
 
    Sejof shook his head and moved forward warily. He examined the first bodies and came back. 
 
    “It’s them,” he said. “Their escape ended here, here ends our hunt. What’s killed them is something that doesn’t concern us. We’re hunters of men, at the service of the Gods. When the prey dies, the hunt is over. We’re going back.” 
 
    Ikai felt a chill run down his back as if someone had poured a pitcher of cold water over him. Out here they were not the predator kings. The Gods had erected the Boundary to prevent their slaves from escaping, and for more than a thousand years the predators had reigned and evolved at leisure beyond it, without any contact with humans. This was wild territory, and extremely dangerous. 
 
    We’d better get out of here, the sooner the better.  
 
    Suddenly, a chilling roar sounded behind, above them. The four turned with bows ready, hearts beating like galloping horses. They heard screams and a tremendous bray. Two of the hunters toppled off the top of the ravine and fell to the ground. 
 
    “Damnation! Cover them!” shouted Sejof, and they ran to them. 
 
    Ikai looked at his fallen comrades, and his blood froze in his veins. Kilten’s thorax was open from side to side, as if the huge claw of a wild animal had mauled him. He was dead. A bear or a tiger of enormous size, he thought. Moltes was still breathing, but there was a terrible bite on one shoulder and lacerations in his stomach. 
 
    “Help…” he moaned, his eyes on Ikai. 
 
    Above, they heard more screams and roaring; the fight was still going on. They raised their bows, but they could not see more than shadows above the undergrowth. 
 
    “We have no shot!” cried Sejof. “Ismes! Yestas! With me! Ikai, you stay, don’t let him die.” 
 
    “Yes, Master!” replied Ikai as he saw them running uphill through the brush. 
 
    He bent over, putting his bow aside, and tore off a piece of his tunic to improvise a bandage. His comrade was losing a lot of blood and he had to act quickly. 
 
    “Easy, Moltes, I’ll patch you up, you won’t die.” He pressed the wound and bandaged it. “Hold on, pal, hold on,” he encouraged him, trying to hide his anguish. 
 
    Suddenly an enormous shadow flew over him, followed by a dull sound and the crushing of branches and brush, Ikai looked up in alarm. As though from a nightmare, a huge beast appeared before him. He saw an enormous body with matted fur covered in dirt and blood. A wild bear head roared defiantly. The beast was huge; standing on its two legs it was more than a head taller than he was himself. Ikai’s heart nearly jumped out of his mouth as he stood up. He took out his sword. The touch of the cold metal pommel awoke the trained warrior inside him, displacing his fear. With his other hand he grasped the dagger he carried at his belt. 
 
    A huge claw searched for his neck. His reflexes and Hunting training took over. He threw himself to one side to avoid the claw. The beast roared again and lunged at him. Ikai thrust the sword in deep, feeling for the heart. He received a brutal claw blow in his side. Pain burst out in his mind but he did not budge. He knifed the beast again and again with both weapons, trying to hit some vital organ. A new laceration on his chest made him cringe with pain. But in his mind there was only one idea: he had to keep stabbing or die. 
 
    The open jaws of the beast went for his face. The stench of its breath invaded him and he was overwhelmed by fear. He was lost. All of a sudden the beast arced and roared in furious rage. At the top of the gully Ikai saw his comrades shooting at the monster. But the beast tried to claw his neck. Seeing himself lost, Ikai tried to protect himself with his arm. The fangs of the beast bit into it hard, only to meet the Ring on his wrist. Ikai knifed it again, this time in the neck. In the midst of a chilling roar he received a tremendous blow on his head and shoulder. The sword fell from his hand. He fell to his knees and was left helpless. Dizzily he tried to fix his gaze, but everything was blurred and he saw something strange, something that could not be: the eyes of the bear were not those of an animal; they looked human… but it could not be… 
 
    The beast brayed. 
 
    And darkness took him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyra looked up from the pile of firewood and lowered the rudimentary axe her brother Ikai had made for her. She dried the perspiration from her brow and surveyed the fields. She had been working all day on the farm and exhaustion was depleting what little strength she had left. Every day she seemed to have less of it. Luckily night would soon come and she would be able to enjoy a frugal supper, which would not satisfy the hunger she felt, but which at least would be comforting enough. 
 
    She sighed and rubbed her stomach. She never ceased to be astounded by her mother’s ability to make soups and stews out of so little. A few vegetables and roots from the garden, and she could prepare a comforting hot dish to fill a grateful stomach. But the scarcity of grain and the lack of meat were taking their toll. Every day they were a little thinner, a little weaker. Until Ikai’s return they would not have coin to get more food and medicine with. 
 
    She looked at the fields beyond the north fence, which belonged to their neighbors, the Arken — suffering peasants like themselves. Kyra saw Colem, the patriarch, walk by, and wave at her. His two sons followed him, with his wife a little behind. They worked from sunrise to sunset, trying to feed their starving bodies. They were the living portrait of a society sunk in poverty and suffering. Scarcity and hunger spread like an epidemic among the peasants, already taxed with disproportionate quotas to satisfy the infinite vanity of the pitiless Gods. 
 
    “Hi there, Volte!” Kyra said, with a forced smile. 
 
    “Greetings, Kyra!” the youngest of the family replied, dull-eyed. He was as thin as an ear of wheat. Kyra shook her head, saddened. 
 
    “Damned Gods!” she muttered angrily under her breath. That was the way to keep them all under control: a people always on the verge of starvation, lacking any kind of vigor, incapable of rebellion. 
 
    And as if the punitive Gods could read Kyra’s mind, she saw him appear, on the brow of the hill, on the path that led to the village. The hated figure stopped and watched. Immediately he wrote something down in his strange silver book, the way they always did. 
 
    The damned Eye-of-the-Gods! The spy of the Golden. 
 
    The gaunt, somber being was dressed in the dreaded, unmistakable tunic of silver hemmed with gold, with strange runes that were incomprehensible to men. The rich garment covered him from neck to feet. His arms were bare, showing tanned ochre skin in which dark swollen veins were visible, as if instead of blood, dark ink flowed through them. His head was always covered by a sinister metallic helmet. The back of this was golden, as if it were made of pure, solid gold. The front was formed by two silver triangles, vertical, symmetrical and identical. One covered the left side of the face, the other the right. They were separated by a thin golden strip. Looking at the polished surface was like looking at a mirror that did not reflect any image 
 
    A shiver ran through Kyra, and the hair on the back of her neck bristled. 
 
    What’s that monster doing here? she wondered. It had been a whole season since she had last seen them, and then she realized it was already the end of winter, the end of a new season, and the damned Eye was coming to collect. But after the long winter there was nothing left, they had nothing. 
 
    An angry fire stirred in her belly, and involuntarily she clutched the handle of the axe. She almost went up to him, but then she saw them. Straggling, a few steps behind: The Executors. They were armed with long spears of bright metal. They protected the Eye-of-the-God and administered the law of the Gods without hesitation. 
 
    Kyra counted a dozen in close formation. They wore tunics as red as the blood they shed of the people from whom they stripped the fruits of their toil. Their faces were always concealed by a strange helmet, like those of their masters. The back of the helmet was red, the front a silver diamond divided into two identical halves, which stood out from the face. But unlike the Eye-of-the-God’s helmet, the division here was horizontal. The two triangles curved and lengthened at their ends, with the upper part covering the forehead and the lower the nose and mouth. A dark strip at eye level divided the two metal pieces. 
 
    No one had ever seen the faces hidden beneath those sinister helmets. The bright red of their tunics caught Kyra’s eye, and anger stirred in her. Over their tunic, covering chest and back, they wore a black cuirass, engraved in red with strange symbols which to her were indecipherable. Greaves and gauntlets, also in black, protected their legs and arms. A long red cape hung from their wide shoulders.  
 
    It was said that they had the strength of three men and the thirst for blood of a rabid beast. Kyra had heard rumors that they were like bloodhounds: once they scented blood they never stopped. Their skin was also dark ochre, and swollen black veins ran along their powerful muscles. They were hated as much as they were feared. Only a few brave dared speak to them, or even look at them. 
 
    After them, as was fitting given his inferior status, came a Proxy. He came forward in his elegant white tunic trimmed in blue and the symbol of the sun engraved on the chest. Several guards accompanied him. Kyra recognized him: it was Ambuk, the village Proxy. 
 
    Making way for their master, the Eye-of-the-God, the Executors came up to the Arkens. They immediately threw themselves on the ground in absolute submission, knowing their lives were in grave danger. 
 
    Rage inched across Kyra’s chest and then her throat, forcing her to swallow. They had the village sunk in terror. The oppression and suffering they exerted were dreadful; a mere look, a gesture, an unfortunate comment were punished with death. The heartless Eyes-of-the-Gods, in their tireless duty, controlled each and every one of the villages, suffocating an enslaved people by means of the Law of the Gods. 
 
    Kyra watched as Colem begged the Eye for mercy. 
 
    “I don’t have any more grain, I’ve got nothing left,” he was saying, not even daring to look at the Enforcer of the Gods. 
 
    The Eye remained impassive, ignoring the farmer prostrate at his feet. 
 
    “I assure you, I’m not hiding anything,” said Colem pleadingly. 
 
    Those swine always took away what little grain and food the families had saved in order to survive. The peasants begged tearfully and tried to hide all the cereal they could, but they were ruthlessly tortured until they ended up confessing. Kyra had witnessed impotently how some brave individuals gave their lives to save their families, refusing to reveal where they had hidden what little remained from the harvest. The Eyes-of-the-Gods tortured the poor wretches to death. Their cries of pain and terror were widespread all across the region. 
 
    Damned heartless serfs of soulless Gods!  
 
    Kyra tried to calm the fury within her, a rage she knew well and which cost her a great effort to control. She was well aware that no good would come of it. She would gladly tear out the Eye’s heart, but she thought about her mother and brother, about how much they would suffer if they took her too… She bowed her head and sighed with deep sorrow. They at least were still alive, she told herself. Other families had already perished in the harsh winter or at the hands of the Eyes-of-the-Gods. 
 
    “No, please, we need the milk, we have nothing else. We’ll die of starvation,” Colem was saying desperately. 
 
    One of the Executors hit him in the ribs, and the poor man doubled up in pain. Volte tried to help his father, but was immediately subdued amid terrible blows. 
 
    Kyra took a step forward with the axe in her hand, and her rage was on the verge of exploding like an erupting volcano. 
 
    “Stay still!” came the order, in a gentle but forceful tone. 
 
    Kyra turned and saw Solma, hoe in one hand and a bunch of weeds from the garden in the other. 
 
    “They’re taking everything, they’ll starve them.” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do for them.” 
 
    “I’d gut him!” 
 
    “Kyra! Shut up! If they hear you they’ll take you away like they did your father, and we’d never see you again.” 
 
    “If I could kill just one of them, just one of those Enforcers, at least I’d have the satisfaction of having avenged him.” 
 
    “Oh yes? And what good would come of that? There are Eyes-of-the-Gods, escorted by Executors, controlling the six counties. He’d soon be replaced by another from the Eternal City. And what do you think the punishment would be? They’d not only kill you and all your family, but all the families of the county would pay too. The Gods don’t tolerate the slightest indiscipline. If any one hand rises against one of their Enforcers, our blood will bathe the earth, the blood of all the families. That’s the Law of the Gods.” 
 
    “Even so, we ought to confront them, show them we’re not afraid of them.” 
 
    “Who’s going to confront them, my child? There are barely any men left in the fields. Most of them have been sent to the quarries or the mines to get granite and the minerals they need for the building of their Eternal City. There are only elders and children left who can’t even wield a weapon. Who’s going to confront them? Us? The women?” 
 
    “I’m prepared to!” 
 
    “You’re young, and your head is filled with dangerous ideals, just like your father.” 
 
    Kyra sighed. She knew her mother was right, but her soul cried out at the injustices inflicted upon them. 
 
    “Tell me, Mother, what do you see?” she asked Solma, and showed her the Ring on her left hand. 
 
    “The Golden Ring… the one we all wear,” she replied, as though she feared what would come next. 
 
    “That’s it. A Ring they enslave us with, one they’ve used to subject our people for more than a thousand years. But it’s more than that, because the mark of the Ox it has engraved on it doesn’t only mean I’m a slave, but that I’m a farmer slave and that I can’t be anything else. I’m forced to work the fields for them, and that’s all I can do until the day I die.” 
 
    Solma looked at her own Ring, where the engraved Ox shone in the sun. 
 
    “And what will happen the day this farmer slave can’t pay the taxes the Gods demand?” she said, looking at the Eye-of-the-God, while acid rage rose to her mouth. 
 
    “Kyra…” 
 
    “Tell me, Mother, what do they do with those who aren’t productive any longer?” 
 
    Solma shook her head, her eyes sunk deep in a well of sorrow. 
 
    “They’ll kill me, they’ll kill us, with no mercy. Don’t you see, Mother? We’re doomed, and we always will be.” 
 
    “Kyra, it’s not the time for this discussion. Proxy Ambuk is watching us.” 
 
    “Let him watch, he won’t intervene, he won’t help a poor peasant family, not in front of the Enforcers.” 
 
    “The Proxy represents the Regent’s law among the Senoca.” 
 
    “Sure, as if we didn’t know that he’s just a puppet who serves them. They’re all the same, corrupt Proxies serving a Regent who’s a puppet of the Golden himself. They starve the people with taxes and it doesn’t mean anything to them, they live like kings in luxurious houses and palaces, all at our expense.” 
 
    “Kyra, please…” 
 
    “We’re nothing more than slaves, doomed to work and suffer a life of poverty until death. There’s no hope.” 
 
    “But we’re alive, our family’s still alive, and that’s what matters in the end. The family must survive, above all else. Take care of your family and stay alive, no matter how difficult the situation is, no matter how much hardship we have to bear, because that’s the only way to survive.” 
 
    “Survive to suffer a life like this…” Kyra shook her head. 
 
    “Don’t talk like that, we’re alive. You, Ikai, me. We love each other and we have each other. Think about that. Hold on to that.” 
 
    Kyra gave a long sigh… 
 
    “Will our fate change some day, Mother?” 
 
    “I keep that hope in my heart. And if not now, then some other time, but come it will. That’s why we have to take care of each other and survive, the family above all, Kyra. We must stay together, stay strong and survive.” 
 
    “All right, Mother,” Kyra said, bowing her head in resignation. 
 
    The Eye-of-the-God turned and looked in their direction. The sun shone on the polished metallic surface of his sinister helmet. 
 
    “On your knees, he’s looking at us,” Solma said. There was fear in her voice as she knelt down hurriedly. 
 
    “Come on, Kyra, on your knees,” she urged. 
 
    Kyra remained standing. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of him, he’s nothing more than a vile servant of heartless Gods.” 
 
    “On your knees, I tell you, now!” Solma tugged hard at her daughter’s tunic. 
 
    Kyra took a final glance at the Eye-of-the-God and obeyed her mother, although she would have liked to defy that creature. For one moment she wished he would approach them, but when she saw the Executors that impulse of senseless rebellion vanished. She knelt down slowly and kept her head bowed, in spite of the rage that was making her foam at the mouth. 
 
    She remained kneeling, looking at the ground. Her fists clenched, impotent. 
 
    “They’re leaving,” Solma said with a deep sigh. 
 
    Kyra looked at her mother and stood up. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mother, I truly am,” she said. Her heart ached for the anxiety she had caused Solma. “It’s just too much for me. I can’t control myself, when I see… when I think…” 
 
    “I know, my child, and I respect you for it. But you must control that temper of yours…” 
 
    Suddenly the ground began to tremble. A buzzing sounded in the distance, like a furious swarm of bees. Something unusual was happening. The tremor became stronger, and Kyra saw the crows flying away. She followed them with her gaze and saw that other birds too were leaving. 
 
    “Mother!” 
 
    The two women looked around in fear, trying to find out what was happening. A strong gust of wind hit them, 
 
    “Is it a tornado?” 
 
    Solma looked up at the sky, but it was clear. 
 
    “It’s not a tornado,” she said, pointing at the sky. 
 
    “An earthquake, then?” Kyra said, trying to keep her balance in the midst of tremors which were growing more intense. 
 
    The buzz grew louder until it was deafening. Kyra covered her ears with both hands; the sound was unbearable. 
 
    And then they saw it. 
 
    In front of them. 
 
    An enormous translucent wave more than sixty feet tall, wide enough to fill the entire horizon, was coming towards them, like the leading edge of a huge tsunami. But it was not water that formed the giant wave: it was energy. 
 
    “It’s a Summoning!” cried Solma. 
 
    “Mother!” 
 
    Mother and daughter hugged each other. There was nowhere to hide. The giant wave was advancing towards them, sweeping everything in its wake, like thousands of transparent horses at full gallop. 
 
    “It’s the Gods! It’s a Summoning!” cried Solma, with the gale lashing her hair. Kyra, clinging tightly to her mother, could barely hear her in the midst of the deafening buzzing. 
 
    The giant wave which was sweeping the entire Senoca lands fell upon them. Kyra watched it in all its power and magnificence, rearing enormous before her eyes, a single instant before it reached her. 
 
    “Damned Gods!” she cried defiantly. 
 
    And the great wave of energy struck them. 
 
    Kyra was thrown backwards, hit the ground several paces away and lay there on the bare earth. She began to tremble uncontrollably, as if she had been submerged in a glacial river on a winter morning. She felt a freezing pain in her entire body. 
 
    “Mother!” she cried and reached out with her left hand to where Solma was convulsing on the ground three paces from her. 
 
    “Mother! Are you all right?! 
 
    Solma turned her head and looked at her. Her eyes opened wide. In them was a look of visceral fear. 
 
    This scared Kyra. What could have terrified her mother so much? 
 
    “The… Ring…” muttered Solma, trying to point with a trembling hand. 
 
    Kyra looked down at her Ring. 
 
    It was shining with an evil golden gleam. 
 
    And then she knew. 
 
    She had been Selected. 
 
    Unable to stop trembling, she covered her Ring with her right hand, trying to overcome the tremors. 
 
    Why me? Damn it, why me? she kept thinking, unable to make sense of the fact that she had been selected by the Gods. Those who are summoned are seldom seen again, she thought, feeling more and more worried. I could escape, but they’d send the Enforcers and the Hunters after me… but I can’t let them take me, at least not without trying to escape.  
 
    A shadow fell over her. 
 
    “What you’re thinking of trying won’t help you,” she heard a shrieking, metallic voice say. It hurt her ears. 
 
    Kyra turned her head towards the shadow and saw him. 
 
    The Eye-of-the-God. 
 
    He carried a disc in the palm of his hand. It gave out a golden gleam, like the one from her own Ring. 
 
    “What do you want?” Kyra said. There were cramps of fear in her stomach. 
 
    “Take your eyes off me and show the respect you owe me, slave,” shrieked the Enforcer of the Gods. 
 
    Three Executors surrounded her. Their huge shadows fell over her. 
 
    She looked away, then glanced back out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    “Let me be,” she said, unable to restrain herself. 
 
    The helmet of the Eye emitted a metallic sound, and the two halves of the diamond opened sideways, revealing what gave the sinister Enforcer his name: the Eye of the God. 
 
    An enormous golden iris appeared on the front of the helmet, made up of thousands of speckles surrounding a sky-blue pupil on an eternal black background. Around the great Eye she noticed thousands of tiny scattered ochre dots. It was said that whoever looked upon it never doubted they were under the scrutiny of the Gods themselves. That eye made Kyra feel uncontrollable revulsion and terror. 
 
    The Eye lit up. Issuing from it, a beam of white light swept over her twice from top to toe before it went out again. 
 
    Kyra clenched her teeth and fists hard. What was this nightmarish being doing to her? 
 
    The helmet emitted the metallic sound again, and both triangular halves closed, hiding the great Eye. 
 
    “She has been Selected. Take her away,” he ordered the Executors. 
 
    “No, leave her! You can’t take her away! She hasn’t done anything!” Solma cried desperately from the ground. 
 
    “How dare you interfere with the will of the Gods! Make the slave shut up!” 
 
    Two of the Executors turned. They hit Solma brutally until she lost consciousness. 
 
    “Nooooo! Beasts!” Kyra got to her feet. She was beside herself, her body still trembling but possessed by rage. She reached for the dagger at her belt and tried to stab the Eye-of-the-Gods in the neck. 
 
    An iron hand closed on her arm. Kyra turned her head and saw the helmet of an Executor. The opening between the two sections of the helmet lit up, and Kyra saw red, bloodshot eyes. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” said a voice so deep it seemed to be coming from an underground cavern. 
 
    Kyra shook off the intimidation and tried to free her arm. A second Executor hit her with his spear in the stomach, leaving her breathless. Kyra bent over as they disarmed her. She was left slumped on her knees. 
 
    She looked at her mother, who was lying unconscious and injured. Rage and frustration burned inside her. 
 
    “It’s time for you to fulfill your destiny,” said the Eye-of-the-Gods, and placed the disc on her forehead. 
 
    Night bore her away. 
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    “No! No! No!” Ikai cried, shaking his head violently, then he woke up. 
 
    He opened his eyes in bewilderment, perspiration on his brow and his hair soaking wet. He stared at the rustic mud wall, trying to clear his mind. He did not know where he was or what had happened, but he felt as though a giant hand were squeezing his chest. Could he be waking from a nightmare? Or was he still deep in one? He tried to raise himself in the cot, and a terrible pain seared the whole of his side as far as his chest. He gave a howl while his mind tried to bear the suffering. He lay back on the rough canvas, he hurt so much he could hardly think. 
 
    “Stay still, don’t move,” a familiar voice said. 
 
    “What happened?” Ikai asked, dazed, looking for the origin of the voice. 
 
    “Don’t move, or the stitches will burst and the wounds will open. They’re not scarred over yet.” 
 
    Ikai managed to locate the man who had spoken from the entrance of the hut. He recognized Master Hunter Sejof. 
 
    “Where are we, Master?” 
 
    “Easy, boy, you’re badly wounded.” 
 
    Ikai looked down at the bandages which covered his chest almost entirely. They were greenish and smelt awful. He had to turn his head, feeling sick. 
 
    “We’re in Fisma; it was the nearest village with a trustworthy healer. You were losing blood, and we had to bring you here urgently. To be honest, I didn’t think you’d make it. I’ve seen many wounds but what this bear did to you… you don’t survive something like that…” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “You’ve been here midway between life and death for four weeks.” 
 
    “That long?” 
 
    “You can thank the Moon god that you survived.” 
 
    An old woman wearing a plain grey woolen tunic came into the hut, carrying a clay bowl. 
 
    “This is Isam, the healer. She’s saved you. Don’t ask me how, because I really can’t understand it. You ought to be dead…” 
 
    The woman’s face was full of wrinkles. From among them there appeared a mischievous smile. 
 
    “The boy deserves the credit. I’ve only taken care of the wounds so they wouldn’t get infected, but if he’s survived it’s because of his own spirit. There’s a lot of strength inside him.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ve done something more than that…” Sejof said, crossing his arms over his chest with a smile. 
 
    The old woman came close to Ikai and offered him the bowl. 
 
    “Finish it all. It tastes horrible, I admit, but it’ll help your body get back some vitality.” 
 
    “Thanks…” Ikai said, looking into the old woman’s eyes, where he found the light of wisdom which years and a life of study bring. He swallowed with difficulty, for his throat was as parched as a desert. He gagged at the taste, but drank it to the bitter end. 
 
    “I’ve done all I could,” the healer said, turning to Sejof. “You know your coin is always welcome in this house, and the protection of the powerful Hunters is a blessing for this poor old woman,” she finished with another smile. 
 
    “Your services are always excellent, my old friend, but this time I must say you’ve outdone yourself,” Sejof replied with a wink. 
 
    The healer took the bowl and put her hand on Ikai’s forehead. Then she opened his left eye and examined it carefully. 
 
    “You’ve got no fever left now, the infection has gone. The poultices have done their work. You’re not to take the bandages off for one week, do you understand me, young Hunter?” 
 
    “But they smell rotten…” 
 
    “And they’ll smell even worse, but they avoid infection and help the flesh form a scar.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. 
 
    “I won’t touch them.” 
 
    “Good. And now, if the great Hunters will excuse me, I have more sick people to attend to.” The old woman went to a shelf of elm-wood and picked up a pottery container, covered with linen and tied with strips of leather. Ikai wondered what was in it. Then he saw the other jars and the human skull on the shelf and thought he would rather not know. 
 
    “Th… thank you,” he said, and bowed. 
 
    The healer turned. “Remember me, young Hunter, remember Isam the healer.” 
 
    “I’ll remember you, Isam the healer.” 
 
    The old woman nodded at him, and left the hut. 
 
    “She’s odd, a bit eccentric, but the best healer I know. Not even the best surgeons and apothecaries of the great city with all their medicines and knowledge taken from the Enforcers of the Gods are as good when it comes to healing serious wounds.” 
 
    “I remember now… the beast…” 
 
    “That’s right, boy, you almost didn’t make it. That monster of a bear nearly minced you up.” 
 
    “Bear…?” 
 
    “It had the head and fur of a bear, but I couldn’t see it very well. The beast had its back to us.” 
 
    “It might have looked like a bear, but it was really something else… a strange beast…” 
 
    Sejof put his hand on his chin. 
 
    “It’s true that out there, beyond the limit of what the Gods allow, strange animals roam… it’s not the first time we’ve seen them.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. 
 
    “It wasn’t a bear… not as we know them on this side… it was some kind of freak, Master. I can assure you…” 
 
    Sejof sighed deeply. 
 
    “It could have been, Ikai, I don’t know. What I do know is that it killed four of your fellow Hunters and almost killed you. And they were all experienced men. That wasn’t the work of a mountain bear… I can assure you of that.” 
 
    Ikai tried to raise himself again, very slowly, aching all over, until he managed to sit up on the cot. 
 
    “And the carnage in the gully…” 
 
    Sejof nodded, looking worried, which was unusual in him. 
 
    “There’s no point going over this business any more. Whatever lies beyond the Boundary mustn’t be disturbed. Unfortunately, this time we came across something we shouldn’t have and we paid dearly for it, very dearly…” he said, shaking his head as he looked out of the small window. 
 
    Ismes and Yestas came into the hut. They were armed and carried their hunting bags. 
 
    “The sloth’s woken up at last!” Ismes joked, and came up to the cot to greet Ikai. 
 
    Ikai smiled at his friend and acknowledged the gesture. 
 
    Yestas laughed and saluted with an elaborate bow. 
 
    “Has the great hunter had a good enough rest?” he said teasingly. 
 
    Ikai pretended to yawn. 
 
    “I think I’ll rest another three or four weeks.” 
 
    The three of them laughed, and even Sejof smiled, something he rarely did. 
 
    “We’re really glad you feel better,” Ismes told him. “We brought you at a stiff march, and it was pure luck you didn’t die on us before we reached the village.”  
 
    “I owe you my life, I won’t forget,” Ikai said, looking into the eyes of both his friends. 
 
    “You would have done the same for us,” replied Yestas. 
 
    Ikai nodded. “Without a moment’s thought. Hunter Brothers we are” 
 
    Sejof interrupted them. “It’s time to leave. I have to go back to the capital. The Regent wants an explanation of what happened. He’s sent his damned Proxy and he’s been pestering me for days. If I don’t go back right now I fear our necks may be in danger. The Regent is a man of very limited patience, and all too eager when it comes to shedding blood,” he added in a barely audible whisper. 
 
    Ikai nodded. “I understand. Be on your way, don’t worry about me. I’m all right.” 
 
    “I need to get the latest news about what’s going on in the capital and find more recruits to train.” A shadow passed across the Master Hunter’s face. “We’ve lost a third of the hunting party.” He shook his head and glanced toward the door. “Luckily we haven’t been called during these weeks, but I have a feeling we will be soon.” 
 
    Ikai finished saying goodbye to his companions and watched them leave. He would miss them; they were like family for him, brothers. The Hunters formed a pack of wolves, with the Master the alpha male. 
 
    Sejof stopped at the door and turned to Ikai. 
 
    “Before you join me again, you’d better go to your farm.” 
 
    Ikai tensed at once. “Has anything bad happened? Is it my mother? My sister?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Ikai, but I’ve heard rumors… you’d better go and see for yourself what’s up. If any Proxy should question you, you’re free of service until your wounds heal.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Master,” Ikai said, bowing his head as an expression of the respect he felt. 
 
    “One last warning: keep away from the Eyes-of-the-Gods. The orders of the Gods and their servants must be fulfilled to the letter, or you’ll pay with your life and that of your family. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Yes, master. I won’t confront them. I’ll comply with whatever they ask.” 
 
    Sejof nodded. 
 
    “I’ve left you your pay and an advance on that basket, under a new set of armor. Your old one was useless after that. Good luck, Ikai!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later, leaning on an elm staff he had fashioned for himself, Ikai came to familiar lands. The bow and quiver he carried on his back pulled on the still fresh wounds with every step, his whole body hurt, but he could not discard them; they were part of his equipment as a Hunter, and all he possessed. From a low hilltop he looked out at the endless plain which stretched as far as the tributaries of the great river Zibai, divided into countless rectangles of tilled soil, each one with a tiny building, as humble as the people who dwelt in them. The fields of his county. He was home at last. He went down by the old road to Issoli, his village, but decided to go around it to the farm, since he had no desire to meet the Proxy and have to explain things. 
 
    When he reached his family’s fields, Ikai could make out the small farmhouse where he had lived all his life. He noticed that the vegetable garden was unkempt and weeds grew everywhere among the sparse winter greenery. Some of the vegetables were even rotting. That alarmed him. His mother would never allow good food to go bad, never. 
 
    Something’s not right, he thought, and hurried to the door. Through the two small windows with the worn cloth which served for curtains he could see no light, even though it was almost dark by now. 
 
    Ikai opened the door hurriedly and called to the reigning darkness: 
 
    “Mother! Kyra!” 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    “Mother! Kyra!” he called again anxiously. He dropped the bow and his bag by the door and rushed to the back rooms, with a sense of something ominous eating at his stomach. 
 
    He found no one. The house was deserted. He went through the kitchen and his room in search of anything that might indicate what could have happened, but found no answers. He went out and called again, feeling more and more worried: 
 
    “Mother! Kyra! Where are you?” 
 
    The silent breath of the wind was his only reply. He ran to the back of the house, to the oak tree, Kyra’s favorite spot, but she was not there either. Acid worry crept up his throat. Where were they? It was getting dark. They should be home by now, and the fire lit. 
 
    Suddenly he heard a voice. “Ikai? Is that you?” 
 
    Ikai traced the voice to its source and saw a boy in the shadows by the fence. 
 
    “Yes, it’s me, Ikai,” he replied, and walked towards the boy. 
 
    “Thanks to Girlai, our Father Moon, it’s you. I thought it might be some thief… come quickly.” 
 
    Ikai went up to the boy. 
 
    “Volte, I didn’t recognize you,” he said to the youngest of the Arkens, their neighbors. “What do you know about my mother and sister? Where are they?” 
 
    “You’d better come with me, Ikai. Come quickly, to my house,” the boy said, looking around warily. 
 
    Ikai followed him, and they hurried to the Arkens’ house. In pain, he tried hard to keep up with the boy’s quick steps. 
 
    They reached the farmhouse, very similar to their own, if a little bigger and with a small stable at the back. They went in quickly. Inside the shared living-room by the fire were Telmas, Volte’s older brother, and their father Colem. Both men eyed them fearfully, but when they recognized the boys they relaxed. 
 
    “Ikai… welcome,” said Colem, the patriarch. 
 
    Ikai returned the greeting warmly. He looked at him directly and asked: 
 
    “My mother, my sister?” 
 
    Colem nodded and motioned him to follow. The man went to the back room. He opened the door and they went in. Solma was lying on the bed. With her was Colem’s wife Ulma, tending to her. 
 
    “She was injured,” Colem began to explain. 
 
    Ikai rushed to hug his mother, who recognized him with eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “Ikai, my son.” 
 
    “Mother, what happened? Are you badly hurt?”  
 
    Solma began to cry, and Ikai noticed the marks on her face and neck. She was very much battered, with ugly bruises. He knelt beside her and examined her gently. 
 
    “She got a heavy beating, her whole body is like that…” Ulma said sadly, moving aside to leave him more space. “We did all we could, but she’s still very weak. She’s been like this for weeks, without the strength to get up.” 
 
    “Who did this to her?” Ikai asked furiously. 
 
    “The Executors…” Colem said. There was fear in his voice. 
 
    “Executors? Here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Ulma looked at Colem and for a moment there was a deadly silence. 
 
    “They’ve taken her,” muttered Solma amid sobs, “they’ve taken my baby,” and she burst into tears. 
 
    Ikai’s stomach gave such a lurch that he thought it would come up through his mouth. 
 
    Ulma put her hand on his shoulder and whispered in his ear: 
 
    “Your sister was Selected.” 
 
    Ikai looked into her eyes. Trying to calm the wild sea of rage and frustration within him, he listened to her. Ulma told him in detail all that had happened during the Summoning. 
 
    Ikai’s heart began to beat like a galloping horse. 
 
    “The Eye-of-the-God took her. Your brave mother tried to stop it and the Executors gave her a beating. I don’t know how she survived, we thought she must be dead. But every day she would say the same thing over and over: ‘Ikai will come back, he’ll find her.’ She’s been waiting for you day after day, refusing to die.” 
 
    Ikai looked at his mother’s sweet face, and his eyes filled with tears. He wanted to kill those monsters and tear out their hearts with his own hands, but he knew that confronting an Executor meant death. The rage and impotence he felt were so strong he thought white foam would come out of his mouth. He breathed deeply, trying to calm down, trying to think. He decided to calm down and think. 
 
    A few moments went by with all eyes fixed on him. At last he got up. 
 
    “First of all,” he said with deep feeling, “I want to thank you for taking such good care of my mother. You’ve saved her life.” 
 
    “She would’ve done the same for us, we know her well, a whole life struggling side by side to survive in these harsh and ungrateful days,” Ulma said, smiling at Solma and stroking her forehead tenderly. “Your mother helped me bring these two boys into this sad world. I could never let her die.” 
 
    “It’s worthy of you,” Ikai said, lowering his head, overcome with emotion. “I know very well you have barely enough to put in your stomachs, and even so you’ve shared it with her. I don’t have enough words to express how grateful I am. But I do have something you need: coin, and with it I’ll try to compensate you for all you’ve done, although you deserve far more than I have for all your kindness and friendship.” 
 
    “It’s not necessary…” Colem began. 
 
    “You’re a proud man, Colem, and that’s good,” Ikai interrupted him, “but pride doesn’t fill empty stomachs.” He took his bag with his pay and tossed a coin to Volte, who was watching from the door. 
 
    “Go find the healer of Issoli. Give her this coin and tell her there are more. And get her to hurry.” 
 
    Volte nodded and ran out. 
 
    “The rest is for your family, Colem,” Ikai said, and gave him the pouch of coins. 
 
    Colem looked at Ulma, who nodded. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’d like to speak to my mother alone.” 
 
    “Of course, Ikai,” Colem said. He and his wife left the room, closing the door behind them. 
 
    Ikai knelt by his mother and held her hands tenderly. 
 
    “Mother…” he said, trying to hold back his tears. 
 
    “They’ve taken her away, Ikai, they’ve taken your sister away,” she said between sobs. 
 
    “You have to rest and get better, Mother. You have to get your strength back and get well again.” 
 
    “Listen to me carefully, son, you must go in search of your sister, you must find her and bring her back.” 
 
    Ikai sighed. What her mother wanted was impossible, and he knew it. Once the Gods took someone, that person was never seen again. Those who had tried what his mother was asking him to do ended up dead. Death came at the hands of the Regent and his Proxies, or at the hands of the Enforcers of the Gods. 
 
    “Mother…” 
 
    “Ikai, it’s your duty, you must save your sister. It’s your responsibility!” 
 
    Ikai looked into his mother’s eyes. In them he saw the strength and determination of that incomparable woman: qualities he wished for himself. But he could not stay there and let his sister suffer the evil destiny which undoubtedly awaited her at the hands of the Gods. He did not even want to imagine what they might do to her. No, he would not allow it, he would go to her rescue. She was his little sister and there was nothing on the face of the earth that he loved more.  
 
    “Family comes first, Ikai!” 
 
    “I know, Mother, you’ve taught me that.” 
 
    “It’s always been that way, and so it will always be. Your blood is the most important thing, the thing you must fight for with all your heart, the thing that makes this insufferable existence worth living. Without your blood, without your family, you’re nothing. A speck of dust the wind will blow away, nothing more.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. He understood perfectly; his mother had taught him this since he was a little boy, even more so after they had taken his father away. 
 
    “Ikai, give me your word, swear you won’t rest until you find her and bring her back. We can’t lose her the way we lost your father.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. “I promise you, Mother.” 
 
    “Don’t rest until you’ve brought her back. Do whatever you have to.” 
 
    “I will, Mother, I give you my word.” 
 
    “Talk to Proxy Ambuk, beg him to intercede.” 
 
    Ikai nodded, although he knew well that no Proxy would move a finger for them, risking his precious skin before the ire of the Enforcers of the Gods. 
 
    “I’ll leave at dawn.” 
 
    Solma smiled at her son, and all the tension dissolved from her face. She relaxed and fell into a deep sleep. 
 
    Ikai looked at her with his heart full of pride. She was a true fighter; she would survive. He looked out of the little window over the bed and saw the stars shining brightly. The coming day would bring good weather: The day when he would set off in search of Kyra. 
 
    He stared at the Ring on his arm and nodded. 
 
    I’m coming for you, little sister, I won’t abandon you. Not ever. Hold fast, I’m coming for you. Be strong and survive. 
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    Complete darkness enveloped her. Kyra tried to make out anything around her that would allow her to know where she was, but she could see nothing. There was no source of light. She touched the floor she was lying on; cold and damp crept up her arm, a shiver ran all the way up to the nape of her neck. She tried to penetrate the blackness which imprisoned her, but to no avail. A feeling of helplessness and anxiety came over her. 
 
    Where am I? What happened? 
 
    She crawled around looking for a way out, a light, anything which would allow her to tell where she was. But she hit her head against a wall. The pain made her remember, and disconnected blurred images surged up in her mind as if she were waking up from a nightmare. She remembered the Summoning, the Eye-of-the-God and what had happened. She realized she was shivering, and it was not just from the cold. 
 
    Suddenly she heard a muffled sound to her right, quite close. Her heart skipped a beat. She turned her head, trying to identify the origin of the sound. She could not tell whether it was human or animal, but hoped with all her heart it was the former. Again she tried to probe the darkness… nothing. It was impossible to see a thing. 
 
    The sound turned into a moan... definitely human. Kyra took a deep breath and let out a long sigh, getting rid of some of the fear which had its hold on her. She recovered some of her courage. If it was not a wild beast she could defend herself; her brother had taught her how. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she asked firmly, surprised that her voice sounded so self-assured. The moaning stopped, and there was a moment of tense silence. Kyra clenched her fists and supported herself on one knee, waiting, ready to strike. 
 
    “You’d better speak, or else you’ll be sorry.” 
 
    “No, please… my name is Yosane…” a frightened female voice said. 
 
    “If you try anything I swear you’ll regret it,” Kyra said forcefully. 
 
    A sob was the only reply to her threat. “Please… don’t hurt me…” Yosane said, and started to cry. 
 
    When she heard the sobs, Kyra relaxed and let down her guard. “My name is Kyra, don’t be afraid, I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Where are we? I… I don’t remember what happened,” Yosane said, with anxiety. 
 
    “I don’t know… it must be some sort of dungeon… What’s the last thing you remember?” 
 
    “The Summoning, the Executors… and… and… the Eye-of-the-God. Then nothing… I think I woke up here…” 
 
    “That’s what I remember too.” 
 
    “Then you’ve been chosen as well?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes.” Kyra felt rage begin to stir up the acid in her stomach. 
 
    “Then we’re both in the same boat…” 
 
    “The same misfortune,” Kyra said, wrinkling her nose. “Try and come closer to me, I’m up against a wall.” 
 
    “I can’t see a thing…” 
 
    “Don’t fret, follow my voice.” 
 
    “All right,” Yosane said a little more firmly, and began to crawl across the floor. 
 
    Kyra stretched out her hand in the dark. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid, come towards my voice.” 
 
    “I’m trying to.” 
 
    Kyra guided her hand towards the sound of Yosane’s body dragging on the floor, and soon she found her. 
 
    “This way,” she said, touching the girl’s head. 
 
    The two girls met. For a moment distrust and fear overcame them and they remained silent, each fearing some threat from the other. But after the initial moment of uncertainty they came closer in the dark. They snuggled against each other, pressed back against the wall. The silence became heavier, a silence of sadness, distress and forewarning. Despair engulfed them, and they hugged close in the gloomy darkness. 
 
    They did not move for hours, waiting for something to happen. But nothing did. Discouragement and uncertainty grew with the passing of time; they seemed to be floating in the air they breathed, like a ghost of dark wings waiting for the right moment to bear them to the underworld. 
 
    Yosane gave a broken sigh. “Why us…?” 
 
    “Who knows… the Golden Gods are whimsical and pitiless…” Kyra replied with a shrug. “They’re used to summoning whoever they please, for reasons only they know.” 
 
    “But they usually summon men…” 
 
    “Sure, to send them to forced labor.” 
 
    “This was different…” 
 
    “Why do you think so?” 
 
    Yosane breathed in deeply. 
 
    “I was in the great square of the capital, Osaen, when the Summoning came. I saw the giant Sacred Monolith of the Gods shimmering at the top of the square. The four sides of the polished black surface began to shine and I got scared, very scared. Then the humming began and the tremors, for a moment there I thought the monolith was going to collapse, that the whole hundred and twenty feet would fall on the crowd, crushing hundreds of people. But luckily it didn’t. First there was this blinding flash and then a deafening boom, and that produced the giant wave of energy of the Summoning. It spread out in all directions, like the ripples a pebble makes in the water of a lake.” 
 
    “So the Summoning was generated by this giant monolith?” 
 
    “Yes, it was the monolith, I swear, I saw it with my own eyes.” 
 
    “Go on, what happened next?” 
 
    “It swept through the whole square, the whole city, and it hit me so hard it threw me backwards on to the ground. Then the Eyes-of-the-Gods arrived with their Executors. There were hundreds of people in the square, all of them lying helpless on the ground. For a long time they were searching among the people and finally they reached me. My Ring was shining brightly…” 
 
    “Yes, mine too. Did you see whether anyone else’s was shining as well?” 
 
    “No, only mine. When I saw it shining brightly like that I was scared and looked around, but mine was the only one… Then this being arrived… the Eye-of-the-God, the front of his helmet split in two and I saw the Eye appear, I nearly fainted with fear… then everything went black.” 
 
    “It’s not the first time that women have been called.” Kyra said. “But why us I have no idea.”  
 
    “We must have something different. They’ve chosen us for something, for some specific purpose, this isn’t by chance. Just think, out of all the people in that square I was the only one selected, and there were lots of other people there… Why didn’t they summon other women?” 
 
    Kyra pondered on that for a moment. She had not thought about it, in fact it had not even occurred to her. “You like to think about things, don’t you? Now you’ve made me wonder… Perhaps you’re right, but that doesn’t change our situation.” 
 
    “But, why do you think we’re here?” Yosane asked, sounding more curious now. 
 
    “I don’t know why we’re here, but I fear it’s not for anything good…” 
 
    “Yes… I suspect that too. If they’d chosen all the girls in that square, I would’ve guessed it was to do forced labor or service. But if they only chose a few… that means there’s some very specific reason behind it. We’ve been chosen among so many for something specific, and it’s because of something we have in common.” 
 
    “You certainly like to think,” Kyra said with a giggle, surprised by her companion’s intelligence. 
 
    “Sorry, I can’t help it. I’m always going over things in my mind.” 
 
    “That’s a good quality, in my opinion. And one I don’t have myself…” Kyra said with a cheerful laugh. “I’m more about acting on impulse, or at least that’s what my brother Ikai says. To be honest, I have quite a temper, and sometimes it gets me into trouble.” 
 
    “I’m pretty much the opposite… very quiet, prone to thinking things over a good deal before I do anything. It’s very hard for me to make up my mind to act. I hardly ever do… I’m quite shy… and I scare easily…” 
 
    “Well, then we’re a good pair of opposites, the two of us. This goes against your theory that we’ve been chosen for something we have in common.” 
 
    “Maybe… or maybe what we share is not a character trait, but something else.” 
 
    “You’ve lost me, Yosane,” Kyra said, and gave her a friendly shove with her shoulder. “I think you’d better keep searching, and I’ll take care of defending us.” 
 
    “What do you think they’ll do to us?” 
 
    “Nothing good, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t… abuse us, would they?” Yosane asked, fear showing clearly in her voice. 
 
    “You’d better be prepared for the worst. But if anybody dares lay their hand on me, they’ll regret it. And if they try the same on you, I’ll defend you. My brother taught me to fight, and I will.” 
 
    “I’ve heard rumors in the capital… when they take pretty girls away they’re never seen again… they talk of sex-slaves… and worse…” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s in store for us, and that might be our fate, but I’m not staying around to find out.” 
 
    Kyra had also heard those rumors, and others that spoke of sacrifices of maids to the Gods. Unfortunately, there’s no smoke without fire… so she decided to act. She stood up and began to feel the wall. 
 
    “Let’s look for a way out,” she said to her companion. 
 
    For an entire day they tried to find some crack to escape through. The dungeon had neither doors or windows, but was of solid rock, and to her surprise it was spherical. They had felt every inch of the room in search of a possible way out, and Yosane had marked the exact dimensions of the dungeon on the wall with a piece of stone. But they had not succeeded in finding a possible exit. 
 
    Kyra could not explain how they had been put in there, but there did not seem to be any opening. At one end they found a kind of drinking trough made of stone, with water in it. Beside it, in another stone trough, they found dried meat and black bread. Yosane had suggested rationing the food and water so that they could hold out for as many days as possible. She had to admit she would never have thought of that herself; she would have eaten all the food to keep up her strength in case she needed to face danger. A little further right there was a bronze bowl with a heavy lid, which they used as a latrine. 
 
    For some reason their captors kept them alive, albeit totally isolated. By the third day they were as blind as moles in that enclosed darkness. Discouragement wore away Kyra’s spirit, and the relentless blackness weighed on her heart like lead. They had been abandoned to their fate in that strange, cold, gloomy chamber. 
 
    Two more days passed, and discouragement gnawed at what remained of her fighting soul. Kyra tried to shake off that feeling of defeatism. Their situation might be disheartening, but whatever happened she had to survive, and survive she would. She would fight to her last breath, she would not let herself be beaten by the Enforcers of the Gods even if they kept her locked up there for the rest of her days. Only one thing cheered her up: chatting with the bright Yosane, who seemed to have an answer for almost any question. 
 
    “Tell me, Yosane, where are you from? What’s your job? Something tells me you’re not a plain peasant girl from the Sixth County like me.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong about being a peasant… you shouldn’t be ashamed of it, we all produce for the Gods, one way or another.” 
 
    “Some ways are more dignified than others, and some lives are more comfortable …” 
 
    “You’re right here… I won’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Give me your hand.” 
 
    Yosane stretched out her arm, and Kyra ran her fingers over the engraving on her Ring. 
 
    “The Fox. You’re a Craftswoman.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “What kind? Your hands are soft, you’re not a smith or carpenter. No, you don’t work with your hands but your head, am I right?” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right. I’m a Builder. Like my father and my grandfather and their father and grandfather too before them. We build for the Regent in the capital.” 
 
    Kyra grunted under her breath. 
 
    “I was starting to like you, till now… if your family builds for the Regent in the capital, his family and yours must be related. It’s an important job, and Sesmok only assigns important jobs to his kinsfolk.” 
 
    Alarmed, Yosane hurried to deny this. “No, honestly, it’s not like that at all. My family has a good reputation, our buildings speak for themselves. We’ve been working in the Second and Third Counties for generations. One day my father was called to the capital, by the Proxy Jaisme, one of the Regent’s cousins, who’d been told good things about my family’s work. He interviewed my father, and since then we’ve been working in Osaen for Sesmok. At the moment my father’s building a new extension to the east wing of the Regent’s palace.” 
 
    “I see…” Kyra said quietly, and Yosane’s relieved sigh reached her ears. 
 
    “So you know how to read and write, not like me. Because I’m a peasant I’m condemned to be illiterate and half-witted.” 
 
    “Yes, I know how to read and write, plus some other more advanced concepts, like geometry. In construction you need to understand a lot of mathematical concepts so that the buildings aren’t just beautiful, they don’t fall down under their own weight or as a result of a storm.” 
 
    “And do you like it?” 
 
    “All my life, ever since I was a little girl, I’ve lived among manuscripts, drawings and calculations, listening to my father and his colleagues argue about a thousand and one theories. I have to admit I love it as much as my father Sistas does. He’s a man to be respected, with exceptional intelligence and knowledge. There’s nothing I’d like more than to go on learning the trade, design new buildings like you’ve never seen before, buildings to put the Regent’s palace to shame. But there’s another area which appeals to me even more: building great riverboats. It fascinates me. I’d love to be able to design and build great cargo barges that would sail up and down the river Zibai. I’ve been studying the subject a lot with a friend of my father’s, and it honestly has me in its spell. Do you know it’s possible to carry enormous blocks of granite in giant barges that won’t sink under the weight of the cargo? It’s amazing! Simply amazing!” 
 
    “Oh, I can see you love your profession,” Kyra said with a laugh. “Me, on the other hand, I hate anything to do with working the fields from sunrise to sunset. There’s nothing I hate more. Well, yes there is, the Enforcers of the Gods. Do you have any brothers and sisters?” 
 
    “No, I’m an only child. I live with my father and my mother Alea, in the Crafts quarter in Osaen.” 
 
    “I’d never met anybody who was educated before. Well educated, I mean. There’s a smith in our village, but his knowledge isn’t very advanced — in fact he can barely read. In the Sixth County we’re almost all farmers, there’s only one small town: Tisota, the capital, and the rest are just small villages devoted to farming. And we’re a long way away from Osaen. Is it true what they say about the Sacred Monolith? They say it was erected by the Gods themselves, using their Power.” 
 
    “There are theories about that, and two are the commonest. Nobody knows which of them is true, but if you like I’ll tell you which one I think is the most likely.” 
 
    “Yes, please, do.” 
 
    “A thousand years ago the great monolith was put up where it is today. The monolith itself contains Power, and it’s made of a material we know nothing about. That means it’s not the work of men, or the Enforcers, because they don’t have the Gods’ Power either. It was built by the Golden Ones themselves. I have no doubt about that. As to who raised it and put it where it now stands, there are two schools of thought. One says it was the Gods themselves, using their immense Power, who came down from their Eternal City and raised the monolith. The other says it was their Enforcers, using thousands of slaves, who raised it. My father and I both think it was the second one.” 
 
    “Did they know how to do that a thousand years ago?” 
 
    “If they didn’t know how, the Gods transmitted the knowledge through the Eyes-of-the-Gods. It’s happened with other materials, like steel. Copper wasn’t strong enough for the Gods’ needs, but that was all we knew. The Gods taught us to make steel, to forge it, not out of the goodness of their hearts but because they needed it for their great city. Before the arrival of the Gods we were a people with a very rudimentary technology, very primitive. We knew the wheel, copper, pottery, simple adobe houses and the building of small fishing boats and seafaring vessels with just one sail. During these thousand years of slavery, the Gods have been giving us more and more morsels of technology which we’ve used to produce goods and build cities. The Gods don’t only enjoy a Power capable of destroying everything on the ground, their technology is very advanced.” 
 
    “I’m well aware that everything they do is for their own good. Just as I know that anyone who can’t produce what they want is executed.” 
 
    “What do you think it’s for?” 
 
    “The great Monolith?” 
 
    “Yes, I often wonder, apart from the Summoning, of course.” 
 
    “That’s another interesting question… there are a great many theories which we have no way of checking. In my humble opinion I think it’s a tool of the Gods with something of their Power in it, and I’m not sure how, but I believe it’s connected with the Boundary.” 
 
    The two girls chatted a while in the darkness. Hours went by and sleep overcame them. 
 
    On the sixth day of their imprisonment, once she had eaten her day’s ratio Kyra felt melancholic. She began to think about her mother, wondering how she might be faring — she had left her badly wounded, and without Ikai to help her she feared the worst. To get rid of the anxiety in her chest, she began to sing one of the songs they always hummed while they worked the fields. It was an ancient song which Solma had taught her, and which she in turn had learnt from her mother. 
 
    Yosane came closer and listened until Kyra finished the song. 
 
    “That’s a beautiful song, full of tradition.” 
 
    “Thank you. It’s about Oxatsi, Mother Sea and how she misses the Senoca, her people, who were taken from her one day and who she’s waiting for with open arms. My grandmother used to say it’s as ancient as the time we’ve been imprisoned within the Boundary. It’s a song of hope for our people, who once lived by the sea and off the sea, and now can only dream of being able to do so again.” 
 
    “I love the tradition of our people, the myths and legends about Oxatsi, about what our nation was before it was enslaved by the Gods, about how we lived off the sea and for the sea. I think in part, that’s why I’m fascinated by ships. It’s hard to believe that once we were a nation of fishermen who sailed the endless ocean, exploring new and distant lands in fragile vessels with just a single sail.” 
 
    “Do you follow the ancient traditions?” 
 
    “Do you mean the old beliefs or the tattoos?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “I still believe in our heritage as a people, I don’t believe the falsehoods the High Priest Torkem and his clergymen try to get us to believe,” Yosane said in a very low voice, as if she were afraid they might overhear her. “As for the tattoos… I know it’s traditional, that the point of them is to remind us of who we were, the things we knew… so they don’t fade from our people’s memory as time goes by. I know it’s very laudable, brave even, as it doesn’t please the Regent and his kind… but I’m terrified of having one done.” 
 
    “Terrified?” 
 
    “Of the pain…” 
 
    Kyra laughed, holding her stomach. “I honestly don’t know how someone as learned and intelligent as you can be so scared and fearful. A kick in the shin is more painful!” 
 
    “I know, I know, don’t tease me. I know I’m a coward for not following our people’s tradition, for not passing on our cultural heritage to the next generations on my own skin, but my fear’s too strong and I just can’t. I want to but I don’t dare. And there’s nothing I’d like more than to overcome this fear that paralyzes me, I just freeze and go to pieces at the thought…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.” 
 
    Yosane sighed deeply. “I guess you must have a tattoo of some sort…” 
 
    “Yes, on my right leg I have a stingray flying out of the sea towards the sun. When I see the damned Ring on my left arm, I look at the stingray leaping free and it gives me hope, it cheers me up. Besides, they say certain varieties of stingrays do really sting their enemies, like lightning in a storm. They seem wonderful to me. Can you imagine being able to do that to an Enforcer? I’d give anything to …” 
 
    “Kyra…” Yosane warned her in a low voice, “you shouldn’t say those things, they’re punishable with death… and in any case only the Gods can do things like that through their Power.” 
 
    Kyra remained silent. She knew Yosane was right. She remembered the fateful incident, what had happened and how the Enforcers had taken her father… Because of her own fault… Now she had to live with that weight forever, for the rest of her life. And it was a tormenting weight which oppressed her heart and brought tears of sorrow and rage to her eyes. She held her tears and passed her arm across her eyes. 
 
    “You’re right, it’s just that I hate them bitterly,” she said in a whisper. “They took my father…” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Kyra…” 
 
    “Thank you… it was because of me… it’s something I have to live with.” 
 
    “Don’t torment yourself. If they took him, it’s not your fault. Be clear on that. It’s them who enslave us, it’s them who take away our loved ones. Don’t torment yourself.” 
 
    “Thank you…” 
 
    “Keep your hopes up, he must be alive somewhere, working in the quarries or in the Eternal City where the Gods live. Always think that he’s alive, don’t let despair get the better of you. You’re strong, you have a fighting spirit, don’t give up, you’ll see him again someday.” 
 
    Yosane’s words calmed the anguish Kyra was feeling. 
 
    “You’re a good person, Yosane. I think we’re going to be good friends.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so,” she replied with a laugh. 
 
    The two girls hugged in the dark and a strong link was forged between them, one born of fear and need, one of unbreakable friendship.  
 
    Suddenly there came a metallic sound above their heads. 
 
    They gave a start and stood up at once. This was something new. 
 
    Kyra closed her fists and clenched her teeth. 
 
    “They’re coming, get ready. Time to fight.” 
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    It was midmorning, and Ikai was limping along the narrow streets of his village. The wounds in his side punished him mercilessly every time he made a prolonged effort or sudden movement, but the pangs of acute pain were not going to dissuade him; he would bear the suffering. He knew what he had to do, and he was aware of the great risk he was about to face. He had been thinking about it all night and along the whole length of the dusty road from the farm, weighing up the possible outcomes of what he was about to do, as he always did before an important decision. Before any decision, since Ikai was anything but impulsive and rarely let himself be carried away in the heat of the moment. As his sister used to say: It’s as if you didn’t have blood in your veins. But for the first time in a long time, after analyzing the situation carefully and coming to a logical conclusion, he was not going to follow what his mind told him to do. He was preparing to go against what he knew was the most sensible course of action. 
 
    He had to save his sister. At any cost. Even at that of his own life. He had promised his mother, and he would be true to his word. And although he was well aware that his mission was little short of impossible and that he would most likely die in the attempt, he could not avoid facing it, because it was all about his little sister and whether or not he had made a promise to his mother, Ikai would not rest until he had her back. He walked determinedly, looking straight ahead, with a single thought in his mind: saving Kyra. 
 
    The villagers backed away when he passed. They all knew him, his family, his farm. He had grown up in that community and had spent his time in the village since he was a young boy. His family was well-respected, but Ikai had been feared and hated since the day when he had accepted the profession he now followed. He was a Hunter, and his end was to serve the Regent and the Gods by hunting men for them. Ikai justified this to his unforgiving conscience by shielding himself behind the idea that he hunted criminals and fugitives, but he knew at first hand this was not always the case. Very often it was some wretched peasant who had tried to escape from a cruel end marked out by the Gods. That was what had happened to his sister. If Kyra fled, they would send a party of Hunters after her. The mere thought made his stomach turn. He felt a terrible shame at being who he was, and it crushed him as if a whole mountain had fallen on his shoulders. 
 
    He arrived at the village square and his head cleared. He gazed at the fountain on one side, beside the drinking trough. As was the tradition with his people, most of the façades were painted in indigo blue, while the roofs were chalk white, giving the impression that the landscape was a sea of houses. We are the People of the Sea, and although the Gods have denied it to us, we remember in our own way so future generations will not forget. 
 
    Ikai had always been amazed by his people’s surprising capacity to cling to the hope of old times, of better times, when they were free and lived off the sea. Now they lived in the extreme poverty of slavery, but even so all the houses sported spotless blue façades, while the dark and cheerless truth of an oppressed people hid inside the humble abodes. He stared at that sea of stone against a sky filled with white clouds which was the village and smiled. We’re the Senoca, the People of the Sea, and so we’ll always be. 
 
    Something caught his attention out of the corner of his right eye. On the wall of the smithy was a red spot, as of blood. Puzzled, he came closer to the wall. When he looked more closely he found it was not blood but a hand painted in red. Someone had smeared his hand with red paint and then pressed it against the wall so as to leave a print. Ikai breathed out heavily. He had seen that mark before in several villages in other counties, but never in his own. He did not know what it meant, but he felt a chill. 
 
    He went on towards the square. He recognized the Proxy’s house immediately. It was a huge tower which filled the whole of the north side of the square. It was robustly built, much bigger than the rest of the buildings of the village. He walked up to the reinforced door of the building, which was flanked by two guards, a man and a woman, both in leather armor and carrying spear and shield. When they saw him approach they called on him to halt. He watched them; they were nervous, distrustfully checking the weapons he carried. He stopped in front of them and showed them the golden Ring. The guards recognized the symbol of the eagle and solemnly saluted him. 
 
    “Greetings, Hunter,” the woman said. 
 
    “Greetings, Guard,” replied Ikai politely. He recognized her; she had spent some time stationed in the village and by the expression on her face she had recognized him as well. In any case, in the pyramid of power of the kingdom the Hunters ranked above guards and soldiers of the Regent, which meant that they would be respectful and helpful. 
 
    “Do you wish to see the Proxy?” asked the other, a man with a thick black beard whom Ikai did not know. 
 
    Ikai nodded. 
 
    “Today isn’t a day for admitting the people, Proxy Ambuk isn’t accepting anybody… but you being a Hunter… It’s all right, wait here, I’ll see whether our lord will be prepared to receive you,” the woman said, and disappeared into the building. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ambuk was enjoying the cool fresh air, wrapped in his woolen cloak. The garden behind the house was open, and only a tall hedge protected him from the winter wind. But this garden, once filled with flowers, color and life, had been the favorite place of his beloved wife Olga, and Ambuk tried, with little success, to preserve it. He knelt before the two graves and laid some wild flowers on them which he had picked from the field which opened out to the east. 
 
    “I do what I can, but you know I’ve never been much good at this,” he said, addressing his wife’s grave. “I know it looks dreadful at the moment, but come spring I’ll try to make it blossom again and fill it with color and life. I have a new servant, from the south, and he seems to know quite a lot about flowers and their care. Yes, this year we might have a garden worthy of the name.” 
 
    A gust of wind ruffled his white hair, and Ambuk rearranged it as best he could. He put his hand on the second grave and tears came to his eyes. 
 
    “Take good care of your mother, Matis, my son, wherever you may be. Don’t let anything bad happen to her. Take care of her always. I know you will.” 
 
    He dried his tears with the sleeve of his silk tunic and stood up. He took a deep breath, trying to quell the great sorrow he felt. Several years had gone by since that fateful day, but for Ambuk it was as if it had happened that same morning. In his memory it remained indelible, like the anguish and pain which never left him. 
 
    He looked up at the sky and cried: 
 
    “Why this injustice? Why my family?” 
 
    He had asked himself the same thing countless times, although he knew the answers which he refused to accept. The Gods were tyrannical egomaniacs and knew neither forgiveness or pity. What had happened to his family was no different to what had happened to many others, where blood had been cruelly and unjustly shed by divine order. His misfortune was nothing more than another drop in a sea of pain, in the ocean of suffering of a whole people. 
 
    He recalled the day they had come to take Matis away. He recalled how Olga had thrown herself on the Eye-of-the-God, begging for him not to be taken away. He recalled the fateful spear of the Executor taking his wife’s life. He recalled his son charging at the assassin in his mother’s defense. He recalled the bloodshot eyes of the Executor who killed his son. By the will of the Gods. For having dared to touch one of their servants. For having resisted the divine will. 
 
    Everything had happened so fast… in the blink of an eye. Ambuk had no time to react, he could only reach out with his arm in an attempt to stop all that madness and cry out in despair while his astonished eyes watched those terrible events unfold. Yes, he remembered it well, and no matter how much he might want to forget, he never would. At that time the Proxy was his uncle Kulban, from whom he inherited the titles some years later. His uncle had tried to mediate to prevent Matis from being taken, but to no avail. The Eye did not listen to reasons. The Gods wanted the boy, and that was all there was to it. Who and why were irrelevant to the Enforcer of the Gods. He had a mission, and he had come to carry it out or else blood would be shed. And blood was shed. 
 
    He still found it hard to believe that the Eye-of-the-God had respected Kulban’s life or his own, since when the warrior servants of the Gods wielded weapons and these ended up soaked in blood, nothing was left alive. 
 
    Ambuk looked at the graves and took his leave with a faint smile. 
 
    “I’ll come back tomorrow. Today I’ll go on trying to shield my people from trouble at the hands of the Golden, for you, in your memory.” 
 
    Filled with melancholy, he went inside the building; he needed a glass of wine to warm his body, and to tend to village matters. 
 
    One of his guards was waiting for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The guard returned and Ikai looked at her expectantly. 
 
    “Follow me, my Lord Proxy Ambuk will receive you now,” she said, and they walked in. 
 
    Ikai looked at the building with analytical eyes. He knew it, although it had been a while since he had set foot in it. The Hunters’ duties required them to work with Proxies fairly often, and he had accompanied Master Sejof on occasion to see Proxy Ambuk. He found him in the open inner courtyard, enjoying the late afternoon sunshine. He was propped against soft cushions on a bench with his eyes closed, protected from the cool with a woolen blanket. A servant came with a jar of wine and filled the glass he was holding absentmindedly in one hand. Four armed guards watched the room. 
 
    “The Hunter who wished to see you, my lord,” the guard announced. 
 
    Ambuk opened his eyes to look at Ikai with a frown. The Proxy was a slender man with short snow-white hair. His eyes were small and blue, and his gaze seemed to hint at a deep sorrow. His appearance was neat, as suited a man of his social position, and he was over fifty. He was a distant relative of the Regent, like most Proxies, since the Regent himself chose them among his kin or among those he sealed alliances with, mainly important families of either merchant or military lineage. 
 
    “A Hunter, you say?” he asked hesitantly as he studied him. 
 
    Ikai bowed and showed him the symbol of his Ring with due respect. 
 
    “It’s all right, thank you, you may leave,” he said, dismissing the guard with a slight wave. 
 
    Ikai took a deep breath, trying to calm his nerves. 
 
    “I know you…” Ambuk said, his eyes opening wide in recognition. “I’ve seen you before, you belong to… Sejof’s group, if I’m not mistaken…” 
 
    “You’re not mistaken, my lord. Sejof is my Master Hunter.” 
 
    “I see my memory still works. I’m reaching an age in which one is not so sure about things,” he said with a friendly smile. 
 
    A little more at ease, Ikai let his shoulders relax. 
 
    “What’s your name, Hunter?” 
 
    “My name is Ikai.” 
 
    “Hmm… your face seems familiar… not only because of your profession… you’re from this county, are you not?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord, my farm is not far from here. It belongs to this village, to your jurisdiction.” 
 
    “I see. Then that’s why your face seems so familiar.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. 
 
    “Your eyes… they’re… very striking…” 
 
    Ikai lowered his glance in annoyance. He did not like people remarking on his strange eyes. It made him different, something of a misfit. He had spent his whole childhood being teased for it, and children’s cruelty had no limits. But it had also helped him form an armor of solid rock around his feelings. 
 
    “Forgive me, it wasn’t my intention to offend you, I simply meant to say they’re very unusual. One is emerald and the other a pale blue, almost grey. I’ve seen these eyes before, in another man.” 
 
    Ikai looked up in surprise. 
 
    “What’s your father’s name?” 
 
    “Siul…” 
 
    “I thought as much; it would have been a strange coincidence to have two men with the same peculiar eyes unless they were related.” 
 
    “Do you know my father?” 
 
    “Yes, we used to be friends, in another time, a better time now long gone, when my family was still alive. The truth is that you look very much like him: tall and strong, with hair the color of chestnuts and those eyes… strange… Yes, you look very much like him, there’s no doubt about it. Have you inherited his character too?” 
 
    “Character? I don’t know what you mean, sir…” 
 
    “His temperament.” 
 
    “I don’t know… I have quite a peaceful nature. From what I know, so did my father.” 
 
    “Hah! That’s a good one… Who told you that?” 
 
    Ikai blushed. 
 
    “Oh, it was your mother Solma, was it?” 
 
    Surprised, Ikai nodded. The Proxy knew his parents by name. That was remarkable. 
 
    “Let me assure you that your father was also peaceful, but under that restraint, there was always a volcano ready to erupt. Although he controlled himself very well. I rarely saw him lose his temper.” 
 
    “Did you know him well?” 
 
    “Very well. We were friends in our youth: inseparable, in fact. It was long before I became Proxy. Great friends, until a woman came between us and ruined our friendship. She nearly destroyed it, since youthful love is lived with insufferable intensity, my young Hunter.” 
 
    Ikai’s eyes opened wide in surprise. 
 
    “We were both courting your mother. In her day Solma was a real beauty, she had no rival in the village and she had a temper that couldn’t be tamed. I tried to woo her with gifts, compliments and gallantry. Instead she chose your father, who barely dared say a word to her. The mystery of love… I’ll never understand it. It hurt me so much that we quarreled. And of course I lost… just as I lost your mother. I nearly lost Siul’s friendship as well. But over time my pride healed, reason came back to my mind and we went back to being friends. A little later I met my beloved wife, and I’m grateful to Solma for not choosing me because the joy I knew with my wife was endless.” 
 
    Ikai looked at him, so surprised he could not utter a word. 
 
    Ambuk smiled, and his eyes, lost in memories, clouded for a moment. But the gleam of intelligence came back into them, and he looked closely at Ikai. 
 
    “Today I’m a little melancholic. You’ll have to forgive me.” 
 
    “You honor me, sir.” 
 
    Ambuk smiled. 
 
    “It’s a little unorthodox for a Hunter to come before me, a Proxy, without his Master… I guess the reason for your visit must have nothing to do with the duties of the Hunters. Is it something personal, perhaps?” 
 
    “It is, my lord. You’re a wise man.” 
 
    Ambuk gave a short laugh. 
 
    “Not at all, my young Hunter. I’m simply an observant man who’s lived and witnessed much at the service of the people, the Regent and the Gods. I’m listening…” 
 
    Ikai breathed deeply, summoned up his courage and spoke. 
 
    “I’m here before my lord to ask for his help, since it’s needed for someone under his protection.” 
 
    “You’re asking me to help someone from the village, someone I have responsibility for?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Go ahead, explain yourself,” Ambuk said, leaving his glass on the table and giving Ikai all his attention. 
 
    “It’s my sister… Kyra… she was Selected… and we haven’t heard anything more of her. I can assure you, my lord, that Kyra is a good and humble farmer who works the fields from sunrise to sunset alongside our mother. We’ve fulfilled our quota, she hasn’t done anything to offend the Regent or the Gods. There’s no reason why she should have been taken. I beg your grace that she should be returned to us, we need her at the farm.” 
 
    When he heard the request, Ambuk’s face darkened. The smile vanished from his face, and a stern mask replaced his look of friendliness. He stood up and stretched his back. 
 
    Ikai watched him, not knowing what to expect. He knew Ambuk was a fair man; his honesty was well known throughout the county. He was one of the few proxies who enjoyed a good reputation. In most villages big enough to be governed by one, the Proxies acted like nobles, living in luxury at the people’s expense. They satisfied the requirements of the Regent by exploiting their domains, knowing that Sesmok would not intervene if the tax demands were met and there were no riots on the part of the rabble. Ikai had seen it first-hand thanks to his profession, which took him constantly around the six counties in search of criminals and fugitives.  
 
    The few occasions when the Proxies felt their own necks threatened were when the Enforcers of the Gods demanded something of them. For a poor farmer, to come across an Eye-of-the-Gods or his Executors was the worst of all nightmares, but it was equally so for a Proxy. The Eyes put an end to the life of a Proxy at the slightest fault, without hesitation, without mercy. After all, they were nothing more than chief slaves who ruled over working slaves. However much they might serve the Golden Gods, when all was said and done they were slaves. And for the Gods and their Enforcers, the life of a slave was not worth the air he breathed. 
 
    “I understand she was chosen by the Gods…” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    Ambuk nodded and began to pace with his hands at his back, his elegant blue and white silk tunic shimmering with every step. He closed his eyes and appeared to be meditating carefully on the subject. Ikai had faith in this man. That was why Ikai had gone to him. He had thought it out, he knew that going to a Proxy entailed a grave risk, but he was sure Ambuk would help him. 
 
    The Proxy stopped his pacing and looked up at the sky. After this he looked at Ikai and smiled faintly. 
 
    A distant hope crept into Ikai’s heart. 
 
    “I understand your worry, Ikai. It’s worthy of you as a brother. The fact that you’ve come to me, a Proxy of the Regent’s, with this request, does you honor, since as a Hunter you know better than many the laws and the mortal consequences of interfering with their enforcement. Although I want to help you, young Ikai, in this my hands are tied. The Law of the Gods is definite and there are no exceptions. Mere mortals can’t understand the designs of the Golden, still less doubt them or try to alter them. Your sister was Summoned and you know the law; whoever is summoned must submit to the will of our masters or suffer their anger. And the Gods’ anger is limitless and implacable. If she was chosen” ‒ Ambuk opened his arms and shrugged in a gesture of impotence ‒ “I would truly like to help you, but there’s nothing I can do for you. Your sister must accept her destiny; the punishment for interfering is death. You know that very well.” 
 
    “I know the punishment for opposing the Gods’ designs. That’s not what I’m asking, my lord. Couldn’t you intercede for her before the Regent?” 
 
    “The Regent?” Ambuk half-closed his eyes. “Like the rest of us he serves the Gods, he won’t meddle in their wishes. He never does. For no one, least of all for an unknown and insignificant peasant. Forgive my bluntness, but it’s better that you should understand.” 
 
    “Why does he fear for his life? He’s the Regent,” Ikai said in a voice which came out higher than he had intended. 
 
    Ambuk made a calming gesture with his hands. 
 
    “Of course the Regent fears the Gods. For them Sesmok is no more than another man, one with a relevant post, but serving the will of the Golden. The same as me, the same as you. The least resistance on his part might risk his life, and that he will never do, for anybody.” 
 
    “All right then, if the Regent refuses to help his people, couldn’t you address the Eyes-of-the-Gods? Intercede for Kyra before them?” 
 
    “Before the Enforcers of the Gods? It wouldn’t be any use, and it would be madness. They don’t respond to reason or logic. They’re on this earth to carry out their masters’ orders. They never contradict a divine design, never argue an order, they simply carry them out. That’s their purpose, their reason for being, and they don’t care about anything else. They’re creatures without feelings, cold, calculating; they live for and by the Gods. I don’t even believe they have any humanity at all, or if they once did, they lost it a long, long time ago. No, Ikai, the Eyes-of-the-Gods don’t listen to reasons. There’s no doubt that they’d kill me, then carry on with their tasks without looking back. Not even the Regent himself dares to argue with them. When the Eyes demand, the Regent complies, we comply.” 
 
    “But there has to be something that can be done!” Ikai cried, seeing hope vanish to be replaced by an anger he found hard to contain. 
 
    “I’m very much afraid there’s nothing we can do for your sister…” 
 
    “There’s nothing, or you don’t wish to do anything not to risk your neck?” 
 
    At the sound of the accusation and the tone of it, the four guards in the room tensed. 
 
    Ikai looked at them defiantly, and reached for the pommel of his sword. 
 
    “Be easy… young Hunter… there’s no need to shed blood…” 
 
    Ikai weighed up the situation. There were four guards in the room, but soon enough the two from the door would join them, and there were probably two more at least at the back of the house. If facing four guards was risky enough, facing eight was crazy. No, this was not time to lose his life, not like this, without reaching his goal. He took his hand away from his sword and relaxed his shoulders. 
 
    “You’re right, Proxy Ambuk. There’s no need for bloodshed. I came in search of help, as you are the law in this part of the county. If you can’t help me, I understand. I’ll go on my way.” 
 
    “And where will you go?” 
 
    “I’ll search for help somewhere else.” 
 
    “Nobody can help you, and the sooner you understand that the more chance you have of staying alive. Listen to my advice: don’t go for help to your Master Hunter or the Regent, because they’ll refuse you and your life will be in serious danger. If you make trouble for them, they’ll go for your life because it’s their own which is at risk. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Yes, I understand.” 
 
    “And, by all that’s precious, don’t you ever go to an Eye or you’ll be dead.” 
 
    “You don’t leave me many options…” 
 
    “Go back to your farm, or else take up your duties as a Hunter and forget all this business.” 
 
    “That I can’t do. I must find my sister.” 
 
    “Then I foretell a bad end for you. You’ll die, and soon.” 
 
    Ikai swallowed. Ambuk’s words had taken their toll on him, as he knew that was what would happen. 
 
    “Can you at least tell me where she’s been taken?” 
 
    Ambuk sighed deeply. He thought for a moment with his eyes closed, looked at his guards and with a sign ordered them to leave the room. 
 
    “Are you sure, my lord?” one of them asked, nodding towards Ikai. 
 
    Ambuk nodded. 
 
    “The young Hunter won’t cause us any trouble, am I right?” 
 
    Ikai looked him in the eye. 
 
    “I won’t cause any trouble, I swear.” 
 
    “Leave us alone, all of you,” Ambuk said, looking at his two servants so they too would leave the room. 
 
    “Now we’re alone we can talk more freely. Understand that I’m not doing this for you, I’m doing it for Siul, your father, my good friend, and for Solma, an exceptional woman. But I must warn you that what I’m about to tell you might very well cost you your life. The secrets of the Regents and of the Gods must remain secret. Whoever reveals or discovers them risks losing his head.” 
 
    Ikai understood, but he had to go on. 
 
    “I understand I’m risking my life by asking where a slave shouldn’t. I accept that. If I must die, so be it. Go on, please.” 
 
    “All right. One more thing, Ikai. I need your word that everything I’m about to tell you will go to the grave with you. My name must never be mentioned.” 
 
    “You have my word of honor. I won’t betray you,” Ikai swore solemnly. 
 
    “Good, come with me,” Ambuk said, and they went to the back of the building, to the open garden. 
 
    “Here we’ll be safe from indiscreet ears. Walk with me.” 
 
    Ambuk put his hands behind his back, looked into Ikai’s eyes as if reading his soul, and nodded. 
 
    “I believe you have a good heart, and for that and because of your father I’m going to tell you this. But by telling you I’m condemning you, since knowing it is treason, and treason means death.” 
 
    “I’ve made my choice.” 
 
    “Very well. Knowing where your sister is being taken is hard to guess. But in general, when the Enforcers take someone, they begin by locking them up in the Dungeons of Oblivion located in the capital. They prepare them for the journey…” 
 
    Ikai looked at him in surprise; he knew nothing of this place, and he knew the capital like the back of his hand. 
 
    “In the northern part of the city, beyond the Regent’s Palace, in one of the forbidden quadrants, there’s a complex of underground caves whose existence is kept secret. In these enormous caves, where the sun never enters, the Eyes-of-the-Gods ordered a labyrinth of dungeons to be built, to keep whoever they needed imprisoned for whatever time might be necessary. Many people have been sent there. What the Eyes do with the prisoners is something nobody knows, but the enclosure is walled and the two entrances heavily guarded by Executors. It’s one of the shameful things the Regent keeps from his people. Don’t ask me how this information reached me, but you can take it as solid.” 
 
    Ikai was looking at the Proxy attentively, drinking up every fragment of information. 
 
    “Do you believe Kyra might be there?” 
 
    “It’s very likely that she is there, or has been. That’s all I can say to you.” 
 
    “Thank you for trusting me. I’ll search for her there.” 
 
    “It’s extremely dangerous, Ikai. If they discover you they’ll kill you on the spot.” 
 
    Ikai looked at him and reflected… 
 
    “Thank you,” he said at last. 
 
    “And if you find her, what will you do? You can’t fight the Eyes and the Executors on your own. Besides, they have the support of the Regent and his Guard. It’s madness, Ikai, let it go, the path you’re taking leads to death. They already have your sister, you’ll only manage to get yourself killed.” 
 
    Ikai looked up at the sky. He inhaled deeply, then let out his breath again. 
 
    “I can’t. I must save her. If I must die, I will.” 
 
    “Let it be so,” Ambuk said, looking at his beloved departed family. “Can I help you in any other way?” 
 
    “The capital is a long distance away…” 
 
    Ambuk understood. 
 
    “I’ll have a horse made ready for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, I won’t forget this.” 
 
    “On the contrary… Do just that…” 
 
    Ikai nodded, understanding. 
 
    “May the Mother Sea take pity on you, Hunter.” 
 
    Ikai wished it so with all his soul. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The metallic sound became stronger. 
 
    Someone was coming for them. 
 
    Kyra looked towards the ceiling, although she had never been able either to see it or reach it. It was too high. Once she had tried standing on Yosane’s shoulders in an attempt to reach it, but in vain. 
 
    “Above? Are you sure?” she whispered. 
 
    “I think so,” Yosane replied. 
 
    They heard a new sound, but this time it was a different one, rock sliding on rock. A rectangular opening was revealed in the ceiling, and suddenly an intense radiance filled the chamber, completely blinding the two prisoners. They covered their eyes with their arms and turned their backs on the light, trying to escape the piercing brightness which burnt their eyes. 
 
    A metal platform descended slowly from the opening, and a dull buzz filled the room. 
 
    Fearing for her life, Kyra tried to glimpse what was going on, but the light was too strong and completely blinded her. They moved away instinctively, seeking shelter against the wall, as far away as possible. 
 
    A deep metallic voice barked an order. 
 
    “Stop, don’t move!” 
 
    Kyra, her heart in her mouth, put her hand over her eyes to protect them and tried to open the right one a little. All she could see before the light blinded her and forced her to close it again were two huge bodies with sinister helmets. 
 
    “Damn! Executors!” 
 
    “Oh no! What do they want?” Yosane cried in total panic. 
 
    Kyra turned to the warrior servants. Still blinded, she raised her fists to confront them. 
 
    Heavy footsteps echoed on the floor, followed by a cavernous laugh which spat disdain. 
 
    “Stupid slave!” 
 
    Kyra threw a blind punch with her right fist, which hit nothing. She felt a violent slap on her face. She hit her head against the wall and fell to one side with a stifled moan. 
 
    “Come on, you’ve been summoned!” came the deep grunting voice, echoing against the walls. 
 
    Kyra tried to stand and defend herself, but a powerful hand pulled her by the hair forcefully and dragged her along the floor to the platform. Yosane’s screams as the same happened to her made Kyra’s blood boil, but in her dizziness and blindness there was little she could do. 
 
    The platform began to rise. 
 
    Kyra half-opened one eye and saw two heavy boots over ochre-colored flesh and muscle. Once again the brightness hit her and she was forced to close her eyes. 
 
    The platform reached the surface and the Executors dragged them remorselessly by the hair. 
 
    “Stay put!” one of the Enforcers barked, and they were left lying there on the ground. 
 
    Yosane sobbed beside her.  
 
    “Stay strong, don’t let these brutes see your fear.” 
 
    Yosane muttered a muffled yes, and once again silence surrounded them. But this time there was no darkness; they were in a spherical chamber whose floor and ceiling were silver, with a faint golden light coming from runes on the black walls. They stayed there on the floor until their eyes had adjusted to the light and they were able to open them. There was no escape, but nor was there any sign of an Enforcer either, which made Kyra feel a little better, though not much. A round fountain with a powerful stream of water which rose to the ceiling dominated this new chamber. On a pedestal they saw clothing and footwear. 
 
    They got to their feet and looked at each other. For a moment a shy smile of relief passed between them. They had shared captivity in the dark for days without seeing each other once, and now at last they were able to take a good look. 
 
    “You’re not the way I’d imagined,” Kyra said with a smile. 
 
    Yosane was short, with dark, very straight hair. Her small grey eyes shone with intelligence in a round face. She was small, with fine snow-white skin, even though now it was covered with grime. The tunic she was wearing was nearly unrecognizable with dirt, but it was of good quality, as were her shoes. It was obvious she was not a peasant girl like Kyra. 
 
    “But you are, just a bit, with that curly hair and those fiery eyes,” replied Yosane with a shy smile. 
 
    Kyra nodded. “How old are you…?” 
 
    “I turned seventeen this Spring,” Yosane said. “And you?” 
 
    “Seventeen too, this Summer. I had the impression you were younger.” 
 
    “I look younger because of my height, but I’m seventeen.” Yosane’s eyes flashed. “That might be significant.” 
 
    Kyra shrugged. “I leave the riddles to you, you have a better head on your shoulders than me.” She turned and surveyed their surroundings uneasily. Suddenly part of the rock wall came down and disappeared into the floor with a loud noise. A passage was revealed. 
 
    An Eye-of-the-God appeared in the darkness. Three armed Executors followed him. 
 
    Kyra’s blood froze, and for an instant she forgot to breathe. 
 
    The Enforcers of the Gods walked towards them. 
 
    Yosane stood behind Kyra, her hands shaking. Kyra straightened up, trying to hide her fear. 
 
    The Eye stood in front of her, a single step away. His helmet was closed, both halves of the great silver diamond hiding the horrifying Eye which Kyra had no desire to see. She tried to see her own reflection in the two silver halves, but they reflected nothing back. The servant pointed at the fountain, then the pedestal. 
 
    “Clean up and get yourselves dressed, quickly.” The voice was so shrill that it did not sound human. It hurt the ears. 
 
    Kyra hesitated. 
 
    “Now!” the Eye ordered, and the high-pitched shriek of his voice made the two girls move back a step. 
 
    Kyra wanted to confront the servant. She clenched her fists and tensed. 
 
    Yosane pulled her arm towards the bench. 
 
    “Come on, Kyra,” she urged. 
 
    Kyra went on staring at the Eye-of-the-God defiantly. She would not show him fear. Nor would she show him submission. 
 
    “Lower your gaze at once and bow your head, or else take leave of your life,” the Eye threatened. 
 
    Yosane pulled on her arm: “Please, Kyra, come on…” 
 
    There was a moment of dangerous tension. The Eye began to turn towards his Executors and Kyra, in a moment of sanity, decided to heed Yosane instead of letting her temper get the better of her. She bowed her head. Rage rose within her chest, seeking to burst out at her mouth. 
 
    Then came the strident voice of the Eye: “That’s better. Show respect to your betters. Clean up and get dressed.” 
 
    The two prisoners went over to the pedestal, where they found aromatic herbs to wash with. Reluctantly, they went to the fountain and turned to gaze at their captors. 
 
    The Eye watched them. “Be quick!” he ordered, then turned on his heels and left the chamber. The three Executors remained watching, like statues, their sinister presence filling the chamber. 
 
    Kyra and Yosane washed as quickly as they could. Although they felt the situation was humiliating, the pressure of fear and the chance to clean themselves and change clothes made them leave their modesty to one side. They stank horribly. They put on the clean white tunics, richly made, ornamented with opulent silver embroidery. The footwear was also of excellent quality. Kyra had never worn anything so luxurious, and suddenly she felt strange. Why were they being allowed to wash and being given those clothes? She could not understand it.  
 
    She looked at the Executors. They were like stone statues. She considered the sinister helmets: the two silver triangles, one above the dark slit of the eyes and the other below, which curved and elongated at the ends, like the blade of a curved dagger. If she could manage to break off the two pieces she would have two knives to defend herself with… One of the Executors turned his head towards her. The black slit turned red and two bloodthirsty eyes stared at her. A chill ran down her spine as if someone had put an icy hand at the nape of her neck. She looked away. 
 
    A while went by and nothing happened. They relaxed. While they were waiting, Yosane began to draw on the floor with her wet finger. 
 
    “What are you drawing?” Kyra asked, intrigued. 
 
    “Oh, nothing, really…” 
 
    “Could you draw my home, the Sixth County?” 
 
    “I can do better than that. I can draw the capital and the six counties.” 
 
    Kyra nodded repeatedly in excitement. For somebody illiterate like her, to be shown something like that seemed a wonder. 
 
    Yosane wetted her finger in the fountain and drew a small circle on the dustiest part of the floor. It had been a long time since someone had been in that chamber. 
 
    “This is the capital, and in its center —” she marked it with a dot — “is the great Sacred Monolith.” 
 
    Kyra looked on, spellbound. 
 
    Yosane wetted her finger again and drew a large circle which contained the earlier one. 
 
    “This is the Boundary.” 
 
    Kyra’s eyes opened wide. 
 
    “Ooooh, I see…” 
 
    Yosane divided the right half of the large circle into three equal parts. 
 
    “The first, second and third counties, the richest.” 
 
    “And the great river Zibai?” Kyra asked. 
 
    Yosane drew a line which crossed the three counties. 
 
    Kyra smiled. 
 
    “Go on, go on…” she urged. 
 
    The finger dipped in the water again and drew the remaining three counties in the left half of the circle. 
 
    “The fourth, fifth, and then yours, Kyra, the sixth: the poorest, because the great Zibai doesn’t bathe them, only its lesser tributaries.” 
 
    Kyra had never seen a map or anything like it before, nor had anybody ever shown her either the way the counties were divided or their shape. That drawing on the dusty floor seemed unbelievable to her. 
 
    “It’s… it’s… like a cartwheel…” 
 
    “That’s right. It’s impressively simple and clear, a brilliant design in every way.” 
 
    “Are all the counties the same size?” 
 
    “Yes, the area they make up, the land, it’s the same for all of them.” 
 
    “And from the capital to the Boundary, is there the same distance everywhere?” Kyra asked, measuring with her index and little fingers from the monolith to the outer rims of the Boundary. 
 
    “Yes, it’s a perfect circle. It’s been measured on several occasions. Among the builders this design is well known. Outside the guild it’s kept secret. The Enforcers don’t want it to be known among the peasants. In my opinion it’s because it’s much more difficult for people to try to escape or hide if they don’t know which direction to go in. Most of the people who flee do it without any knowledge, without any direction, and that’s why it’s easy to catch and execute them.” 
 
    “I think what you’re saying makes a lot of sense. The more ignorant we are, the less we can resist.” 
 
    “That’s right, and that’s why the majority of the people are illiterate, and the Gods, through their Enforcers, make sure it stays that way.” 
 
    Kyra stared at the drawing with her mouth open. 
 
    “It’s unbelievable. I never thought it would be like this.” 
 
    “Neither you nor most of the people who live in it. It’s a very well-thought-out design, the work of the Gods, an enormous prison, very well laid out and built. Now you’re one of the few who know.” 
 
    Kyra smiled and thanked Oxatsi, Mother Sea, for having provided her with such an intelligent and good-hearted friend. Behind them they heard footsteps, and Yosane hurriedly erased the drawing. 
 
    “Get moving!” The Eye had returned. 
 
    Kyra took Yosane’s hand. 
 
    “Stay close to me,” she whispered. 
 
    The Executors led them through a labyrinth of narrow tunnels. Kyra had no idea where they were; she was completely disoriented. Without a word the Executors led them though the somber underground level, one leading the way and the other two following the girls closely, prodding them with their spears if they lagged. The Eye brought up the rear. They went up a flight of stone stairs at the mouth of one of the tunnels and came out on to the surface, inside a walled courtyard. They crossed a great metal door guarded by Executors and found themselves in the streets of the city. 
 
    All of a sudden, summoning horns echoed to the sky. Kyra was startled. What on earth was happening? She looked around uncertainly, and gestured inquiringly at her friend. Yosane shrugged, her eyes fearful. They went on. Kyra thought about trying to escape before they got to wherever they were being taken, but it would be folly. She would have to fight three warriors of brutal strength, armed and alert. However much she might want to, and in her guts she did, it would be an act of madness which could only end badly. No, better wait for some real chance to escape. The horns sounded once again over the city, echoing in streets and on roofs. 
 
    They turned a corner, and a large square appeared before their eyes. 
 
    “It’s the Great Square, we’re in the capital!” said Yosane. 
 
    The square was crowded with people. Kyra stopped in surprise. It was rectangular and completely flat, with a shining white granite floor. It could hold several thousand people, and it was full. Tall, well-kept buildings surrounded it, adorned with blue banners. On the north side a hundred marble steps ascended from the square to a platform. And there she saw it. The mysterious object she had heard so much about. 
 
    The Sacred Monolith. The artifact of the Gods. 
 
    It was much bigger that Kyra might have imagined, totally black, spectacularly tall — more than a hundred and twenty feet tall and fifteen wide — and perfectly rectangular. Its spotless dark surface shone in the faint winter sun. It rose, dominating the square, the whole city. Such a remarkable arcane aura issued from it that Kyra felt goose-bumps. She was speechless. Behind the monolith she saw an enormous palace with great golden columns, of sublime architectural beauty, which filled the whole north side of the square. There was no doubt that this was Regent Sesmok’s palace. 
 
    The northern part of the city was higher up, on a plateau. Kyra shaded her eyes with her hand and looked towards the south. She could make out the main avenue in the distance. It was tremendously wide, decorated with stone statues representing proud warriors and pretty maidens carrying musical instruments and amphorae. The streets and the buildings of the great city seemed well-tended, built of good granite and even finished with decorative details in marble and colored ceramics; their beauty was something which Kyra had not anticipated, used as she was to the simplicity of poverty. She looked down at the floor she was walking on and saw that even the slabs under her feet were made of good stone. 
 
    She scanned the south eastern part of the square and saw fountains and gardens on both sides of the great avenue, as well as grand houses with great porticoes and beautiful round columns. Kyra stared at them all, open-mouthed. They were far more impressive than she had imagined. 
 
    “That’s the Merchants’ Quarter,” Yosane whispered at her side, following her gaze. 
 
    Kyra nodded. 
 
    “At the end, to the south, is the Craftsmen’s Quarter, near the wall. That’s where my home is.” 
 
    Looking in that direction, Kyra noticed that the houses in the lower part of the city, along the wall, were much plainer, and there were hardly any grand houses. The class division was evident in the great city. The rich merchants had built their palaces in the center of town, on both sides of the great avenue. 
 
    She looked again at the crowded square. What was going on? Why were they there? One of the Executors pushed her with his spear, forcing her to move forward. She went on uneasily; that giant artifact of the Golden made her deeply nervous. In front of it on a platform two people were waiting, dressed in rich silks. 
 
    “Regent Sesmok and High Priest Torkem,” whispered Yosane, nodding in their direction. 
 
    Behind them several Eyes-of-the-Gods waited, arms crossed behind. And to one side, a sinister sight: Three young women were hanging by their arms from a wooden structure. Their feet did not reach the ground. They looked unconscious, or dead. 
 
    Yosane gave a cry of anguish when she saw them. Kyra noticed that one of them was moaning with pain, and another glanced at her momentarily before she fainted. They were alive, though barely. Kyra and Yosane were led by the Executors until they were facing the unfortunate victims. Kyra stared at the body of one of the girls; her entire left side was blackened, as if burnt to charcoal. She stole a glance to the other two hanging beside her, and both showed the same signs. She looked away in fear and disgust. 
 
    Two Executors came to stand beside them. With their spears they indicated to Kyra and Yosane that they should look at the crowd which had gathered. The two girls exchanged uncertain looks, but did as they were told. At their feet, the thousands of people who filled the great square and its surroundings waited in silence. It seemed that the whole capital had come to witness this sinister spectacle. 
 
    “I have summoned you here today, my beloved people—” a powerful voice thundered. 
 
    “It’s Regent Sesmok,” whispered Yosane nervously, while Sesmok continued: 
 
    “—so that you can witness with your own eyes how useless and foolish it is to try and deceive the Gods.” 
 
    The crowd remained silent. Kyra watched him. He was a hard man: thin, middle-aged, with his head shaven. His nose was aquiline, and his eyes were tiny, black and deeply-sunken, eyes that were filled with danger. 
 
    “These young women you see here hanging in shackles tried to trick the Gods. They tried to hide, to outwit the Divine Summons. They were Selected, and in their stupidity and ignorance they did not attend the Summons, but chose to hide. And that is the reason why they are hanging here now, suffering their well-deserved punishment, nobody can escape the wishes of the Gods. Nobody.” 
 
    Kyra began to understand. She looked to her left and saw a group of Hunters. It was not Ikai’s group; it was led by a very tall, muscular and weathered Master Hunter with hair as white as snow. She guessed they had been hunting, chasing after those poor girls, who after being chosen, and probably driven by fear, had tried to escape or hide before being found by the Enforcers. Kyra knew it was not possible to escape; Ikai had told her so. The Boundary could not be crossed, not with those cursed Rings which imprisoned them. But there were rumors, unsure and whispered in secret, about some who had managed it. 
 
    She looked at the group of Hunters and guessed that those unfortunate girls had gone into hiding. But the Hunters always found their prey; that she knew for certain. Better them than the Executors… she thought bitterly. But when she looked at those blackened bodies she knew they had passed through the merciless hands of the Enforcers of the Gods. That was not the work of the Hunters. 
 
    “Look at them carefully. That is what awaits those who do not obey the law of the Golden. Nobody can hide, nobody can escape. I, your Regent, assure you of this. The law of the Gods, and under that the laws of the Regent, must always be obeyed, or else pay the consequences: consequences steeped in pain and suffering. High Priest Torkem…” 
 
    The religious leader stepped forward. He was a round man, with a large double chin and flat nose. He was bald except for a lock of white hair decorating the top of his head. Kyra’s stomach turned. Torkem raised his tearful brown eyes to the crowd and prayed to the Golden Gods: a prayer in the form of a lugubrious chant of submission. The crowd knelt, paying homage to the Gods, as was fitting. Kyra wanted to resist instead of joining in that act of submission, but the Executor’s spear pressed menacingly against her shoulder. She gave in, looking defiantly at the Executor. The slit on his helmet lit up and the blood-red eye met her gaze. 
 
    Kyra looked away, clenching her jaw. 
 
    “By the grace of the Gods, our people subsist and prosper,” the High Priest proclaimed. “We are on this earth to serve our lords, to do their divine will. That is our glorious duty. That is the true path we must follow. Whatever the Gods ask of us, that we must always do, since their word is law, and their will our duty.” 
 
    The High Priest gestured, and all bent to touch their foreheads to the ground, in a sign of total submission to the grace of the Gods. 
 
    “In their divine goodness they allow us to go on living. But our masters do not forget, nor do they forgive, when our corrupt hearts, blinded by power, dare to confront them and their benevolent designs. No, they do not forget, nor do they forgive this, their chosen people, for not accepting them a thousand years ago. Even so, the Golden, in their infinite divine kindness, allow us to go on living under their protective wings. Dear people, faithfully must we serve the Gods, since without their grace we would perish.” 
 
    Kyra felt sick at this message, which the clergy drummed into them again and again from childhood onwards. A message of servitude and slavery, a message she would never accept no matter how much this fat pompous priest proclaimed it to the four winds. 
 
    Torkem went over to the unfortunate girls and pointed at them with a clear expression of reproach, shaking his head visibly. 
 
    “Here you can see one more proof of their greatness and benevolence. Those who did not answer their summons, those who believed they could mock the wishes of the Golden, hang now for their sins, with their bodies marked by the sin committed.” 
 
    Torkem walked down to where Kyra and Yosane were standing. Pointing at them, he said with a broad smile: 
 
    “On the other hand those who did answer the summons as was their duty, those who were fortunate enough to be chosen by our Gods, as you can all see with your own eyes, are perfectly well,” he said, waving his hand toward Kyra and Yosane. 
 
    Kyra wanted to protest. She opened her mouth, her eyes burning with rage, but Torkem noticed. Swiftly, the cunning cleric moved to her side and held her tightly. 
 
    “If you say a single word I’ll have your tongue cut out and shoved down your throat. Then I’ll find your family and do the same to them,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    Kyra was reduced to silence. 
 
    Torkem smiled at her broadly, then turned to the audience again. 
 
    “Our duty, the reason for our existence, is to serve the Gods. We are their people, and by their kindness we exist. We serve our Golden masters today and forever.” He raised his arms toward the Great Monolith and finished with another prayer, looking at the Eyes all the time as though seeking their approval. 
 
    Regent Sesmok straightened. “Return now to your tasks. Do not forget what you have seen here today. Remember that the benevolence of the Gods is not infinite, and their implacable justice will be felt. You will all leave now.” 
 
    The crowd began to disperse slowly, in silence. 
 
    Kyra gave Torkem a look of hatred, but he completely ignored her as if she did not exist, then went to join Regent Sesmok. 
 
    “Let them hang one more day,” Sesmok told Torkem. “I want everybody to witness what happens to those who don’t follow the Summons. But make sure they stay alive, they mustn’t die.” 
 
    “It shall be done,” Torkem said with a bow. “And these two?” 
 
    Sesmok shrugged. “They belong to the Gods, the Eyes will deal with them. They’re not our problem.” The two men turned on their heels and left. 
 
    Yosane went up to Kyra unnoticed, with the two Executors hovering over them. 
 
    “What do you think they’ll do to us now?” 
 
    “They’ve used us as a fake example to fool the people. Now our true destiny awaits us.” 
 
    “What?” Yosane asked. Her face was agonized. 
 
    “Let’s go!” the Executor ordered, and prodded Kyra with his spear. 
 
    Kyra made a fist to Yosane, to encourage her to be strong. They led them to the three Eyes at the top of the stairs. Behind them loomed the giant Monolith. 
 
    The Eye-of-the-God in the middle took a step forward. 
 
    “On your knees, slaves,” he ordered with a shriek. 
 
    The two girls knelt. Kyra risked a glance. The helmet emitted a sound and the silver diamond split into its two triangles, which opened to reveal the great Eye. 
 
    A beam of light ran along Yosane’s body, then along Kyra’s. She felt such revulsion that she closed her eyes, 
 
    Something cold touched her forehead. 
 
    And the night took her. 
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    A muffled cry reached Ikai from the West. He pulled on the reins of his mount, and the obedient horse slowed down from its gallop. Puzzled, he turned in the saddle. The movement jerked his side painfully, warning him to be careful. He bent over, cringing, and swore under his breath. His wounds were still tender. 
 
    A new scream, higher pitched, was heard in the forest. Ikai scrutinized the trees but could see nothing. Night was falling and there was barely any light now. He hesitated, then went into the poplar wood, leading his horse warily. All his senses were alert. He took an arrow from his quiver and nocked his bow. He went on, guided by the brightness of a camp fire, until he reached a clearing. He stopped and looked on in silence. Two men were entertaining themselves by beating an old man they had tied to a tree. Two others were searching the bloodied bodies of two men. Ikai studied them carefully. They were Pariahs: outlaws. They had assaulted these poor people and would leave no-one alive. Ikai knew that kind of men well, since his job was to hunt them down. Extremely dangerous men, since death pursued them night and day for the rest of their usually short lives. They had broken the laws of the Gods and were therefore condemned to death. They survived in hiding, always on the run, killing for food or coin. They lived in the most absolute desperation, and Ikai knew that the most dangerous man is the one who has nothing to lose. 
 
    He half-closed his eyes and analyzed the situation: intervene and try to save that poor man or not? It was a decision which put his life at risk and would delay him in his real purpose. He’s just an old man, he won’t live much longer anyway… I have a mission to carry out. I don’t even want to think what Kyra might be going through, he said to himself, considering the situation. He was about to turn away when he heard a new moan of pain from the poor man. Damn it! Damned conscience! he muttered and went into the clearing. 
 
    “Let him be!” he ordered in an authoritarian voice. 
 
    The four outlaws turned at once. One of them, big and muscular, with a long black beard, brandished a curved sword at Ikai. 
 
    “Go on your way and you’ll stay alive,” he said with an ironic grin. 
 
    “Look at me well, Pariah.” 
 
    “He’s a Hunter!” said a small man with a mocking expression who was wielding two knives. 
 
    They all looked around nervously, looking for new threats, but saw none. 
 
    The big man with the beard looked at Ikai in annoyance. 
 
    “A Hunter, alone? That’s a strange thing to see. Are you lost?” 
 
    “Leave that man alone and go on your way.” 
 
    A tall man with tangled hair and hooked nose unsheathed a sword. His partner, bald and thick-set, his face marked with a scar, did the same. 
 
    “You’re a Hunter, you’ll go after us and kill us one by one,” said the man with the mocking expression. 
 
    “Today I’m not here to hunt. Let him be and clear out. I won’t say that again.” 
 
    The big man laughed heartily. “Even if I believed you, that horse you’re riding is worth more than the life of all of us, including yours. On the black market they’d pay a lot for it and for your equipment too… You have to understand, I can’t let you leave. Nothing personal.” 
 
    Ikai took a deep breath. 
 
    “Kill him!” the leader cried at the top of his voice. 
 
    Unfortunately Ikai had already anticipated a reply like that. It was the most logical one. He let fly an arrow the instant the order came to an end. He caught the nearest outlaw right in the chest, the little man with the mocking look. The arrow sank into his flesh with a dull sound. The Pariah looked down at his torso, his face a show of incredulity. He took a step to one side and fell to the ground dead. 
 
    Ikai’s mind weighed up the next threat. The tallest outlaw was coming at him at a run on his left and the bald, daring one on the right. Ikai calculated the time he had left, and acted. He shot the tall man who was coming swiftly at him, sword in hand. The arrow pierced his right eye, killing him instantly. His sword fell and his body slumped. 
 
    A cry of rage reached him from his right. He had no time to nock his bow again. He dropped it. The outlaw’s sword glinted in the night, searching for his side. Ikai let his body fall on the other side of his horse. He got off an instant before being struck. He put his hands out and rolled into the fall, unable to prevent a groan of pain as his injured side was twisted. 
 
    “Come here, you damned Hunter!” the man cried in frustration. 
 
    Ikai got to his feet and put his hand behind him. The outlaw, eyes filled with hate, attacked at a run. He was met by a whiplash blow from Ikai’s arm. The small throwing dagger whistled past and sank to its hilt in the man’s neck. The Pariah reached Ikai without even realizing he was already dead. He struck with his sword, but Ikai moved aside with ease and avoided the blow. The outlaw tried to breathe, but could not. He fell to the ground with his hands at his throat, drowning in his own blood. 
 
    “You bastard!” the leader thundered. “I’ll send you to see those disgusting Gods you serve!” 
 
    The giant launched into a run. Ikai waited. He took a deep breath to keep calm, unsheathed his sword and breathed out. The outlaw reached him and struck with such force that he would have cloven the shield and arm of even the best-prepared warrior. But Ikai did not block the blow; he had already foreseen the brutish man’s enormous strength. He stepped aside skillfully, and the sword hissed as it cut the air a hand-span away from his neck. With calculated coolness Ikai launched a vertical stroke which took the outlaw in the arm. Blood began to flow from the cut. 
 
    He gave Ikai a glare of pure hatred. “It won’t be some dirty Hunter, a cursed servant of those Gods who kills me!” 
 
    Filled with fury, he hit out again with all the strength of his huge shoulders, as if he were going to fell a tree with a single blow. Ikai waited coolly till the last moment and leapt like a cat to avoid the sword, which grazed his stomach. He countered and gave the outlaw a second deep cut in the leg. 
 
    The giant cursed at the top of his voice, clutching his wounded leg. “I’ve got nothing to lose!” he said furiously. “I’m a Pariah and I know it. There’s no future for me. I chose to escape rather than be sent to the quarries, that’s my sin.” 
 
    “That was your own choice, just as it was your choice to confront me when you could have chosen otherwise.” 
 
    “What rights do those tyrannical, ruthless Gods have to decide my destiny, or any man’s? Who gives them the right to establish the Quotas? Why must I work in the quarry for them? They’ve got no right. I don’t have to obey them. I don’t!” 
 
    “You don’t discuss the law of the Gods, you carry it out,” Ikai replied as he had been trained to. 
 
    With eyes aware of the end which was awaiting him, the giant raised his sword with both hands for a final blow. Ikai looked at him straight in the eye and shook his head. He did not wish to kill him. The Pariah returned the glance, deep and honest, an echo of the man he had once been and would never be again. 
 
    “I won’t let you turn me in so that the Eyes-of-the-Gods can torture me to death in front of the people as a public example. No, I’d rather die here.” 
 
    The sword came down toward Ikai’s head. The Hunter raised his own quickly and parried the giant’s blow. His steel went straight through the outlaw’s heart. The giant fell to his knees. When his eyes turned to Ikai, they were moist. 
 
    “It wasn’t me, it was the Gods…” 
 
    Ikai felt sorry for the man, for one moment. Then he saw the dead bodies of the innocent men. 
 
    “The Gods were cruel with you, true, but you chose this path.” 
 
    The giant fell back, dead. 
 
    Ikai went across to the old man and cut the ties that bound him to the tree. The old man collapsed into his arms. With the utmost care Ikai laid him on the ground. 
 
    “Thank you… thank you, Hunter…” he stammered. 
 
    His face was purple and both eyes were swollen; one of them he could not even open. He was bleeding from nose and mouth, but the worst was his torso. He had been tortured with ugly cuts which would become infected if they were not stitched, and he would either die from that or else bleed to death slowly. Thinking about it, Ikai found it hard to believe that the man had survived such harsh treatment at his age. 
 
    “You are a tough old man…” Ikai said as he checked his wounds. 
 
    “I have… I have a lot to live for…” 
 
    Ikai looked at him in puzzlement. He must be in his seventies… His face was like parchment, his hair and beard as white as snow, and under his torn tunic he was no more than skin and bone. A lot to live for? He should have been dead already, since very few reached that sort of age. The harshness of life, or the Gods, finished them off much earlier. Very few reached fifty. But something caught Ikai’s attention. The man’s one open eye, an intense blue, gleamed with intelligence. For a moment he seemed to glimpse the old man studying him, bringing some unknown wisdom to bear. 
 
    “This is going to hurt…” 
 
    The old man nodded at Ikai, closing his eyes. 
 
    Ikai placed his fingers over the old man’s nose and with a dry snap put it back in place. 
 
    The old man cried out in pain. After a moment of intense agony, he threw his head back. 
 
    “Very good. I’m going to get a curved needle and some thread I have in my bag. We’d better close those ugly cuts.” 
 
    “Thank you… Hunter… this old man will be able to fight one more day…” 
 
    Ikai looked at him again. His clothes were of good quality and his hair and beard were well trimmed. There was no dirt under his nails. He looked at the man’s Golden Ring and saw the symbol of the Horse; he was a Merchant, and judging by his attire a prosperous one… 
 
    “You’re a strange one, old man.” 
 
    “My name is… Gedrel, I’m a Merchant… to the Gods…” 
 
    “To the Gods?” 
 
    “Yes… to men… I’m something… very different…” 
 
    Ikai looked at him, not understanding. One could not be something else. The Gods allowed a single trade, that of your family or the one they gave you. It could only be changed at the requirement of the Gods and their dreaded Quotas. But even so, one went on to have a new trade assigned by the Eyes-of-the-Gods and controlled by the Proxies. No one could be more than one thing. The Gods forbade anything else. One man, one profession, one job, that was the law. Anyone who did not do his job or could not work was condemned to death. A man who did not produce had no value in the eyes of the Gods. 
 
    “We can only be one thing, the law says so.” 
 
    “The law of the Gods… not that of men, young Hunter…” 
 
    “Ikai, my name is Ikai, and you shouldn’t talk like that, you’re courting death.” 
 
    The old man smiled. “You think so?” 
 
    Ikai shook his head. “I’d better tend to your wounds, Gedrel. I’m afraid you’re rambling.” 
 
    “An… unexpected… pleasure… Ikai…” 
 
    “It was chance. I heard the screams.” 
 
    “Maybe… maybe not…” he said, his face contorted with pain. 
 
    Ikai shrugged and went for his things. This old man was certainly odd. He worked on the wounds skillfully and as gently as he could. It was not the first time he had had to sew someone’s wounds. Being a Hunter entailed certain risks. He thought about his dead comrades and wished they could be in some better place, where men did not live to serve the wishes of Gods. He was annoyed by the thought. He should not think like that, it was more like something Kyra would think; he had a better head on his shoulders. Things were what they were, and that kind of thought only drove a man to the grave. 
 
    Gedrel lost consciousness. Ikai applied the disinfectant moss to the wounds and finished the treatment. He remained looking at the old man’s kind face. His breathing was weak, almost imperceptible: he might never open his eyes again… But at least he was resting without pain and the mask of agony had left his face. The moon rode high and beautiful in a clear starry sky, and a glint on his Ring made him think about the old man’s strange words. 
 
    Ikai remembered clearly the fateful day when his Golden Ring had been imposed on him. He was seven. Until that day he had enjoyed a freedom he would never experience again. He had been happy, he had been allowed to play with Kyra on the farm, with other children in the village, without duties, without servitude. And he had savored that short freedom, enjoying every unworried day, unaware that it would be so brief. The moment came for the Gods to claim their divine right, and Ikai was presented at the Ritual of Trades. He remembered the square filled with people and the black smoke of the torches rising towards the full moon. He advanced toward the platform, holding on to his father’s hand. Siul bent over to look into his eyes. Ikai remembered his father’s eyes, because they were identical to his own. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” he said with a wink, his face kind and loving. 
 
    “I’m not, Father.” Ikai was not afraid, not with him. 
 
    “That’s my boy. Never let fear get the better of you, use it and fight back.” 
 
    Ikai pondered those words and nodded. Behind came his mother and Kyra. His sister’s nose was dirty, and she was looking sullenly at the crowd. 
 
    Solma came up to Ikai. “Do as you are told, don’t complain and don’t say anything.” The gravity in his mother’s voice made him pay attention to her. He nodded twice. Suddenly a white flash, followed by a deafening buzzing, burst out in the square. Ikai was momentarily dazzled. He protected his eyes with his arm. The buzzing became so intense that his ears hurt. He opened his mouth and moved his jaw, trying to ease them. He looked around searching for the origin of that unpleasant sound. It came from the Rings. They were all emitting a buzzing which seemed to be growing in intensity, as if they were intended to torture the mind. He looked at his parents’ faces; their eyes were half-closed, their faces were bleak and their shoulders sagged. They too were suffering under the terrible sound. 
 
    Kyra shook her head in protest. “Stop it, my ears hurt!” 
 
    “Be quiet, children, cover your ears with your hands, it’ll soon be over,” their father assured them. 
 
    Ikai and Kyra did so, and after a short while the buzzing stopped. 
 
    “It’s time,” Solma said, and they walked to the eastern side of the square, following the crowd. 
 
    Then Ikai understood where they were going: to the Temple of the Golden Gods. The imposing building presided over the square with its arcane air. It was spherical in shape, and completely golden. On its façade strange runes had been carved. Only the Eyes-of-the-Gods knew their meaning and function. It was a forbidden building, which only the Enforcers of the Gods could have access to. In each of the six counties was a similar temple whose function was to house the Eyes and host the ceremonies the Gods required of their enslaved people. 
 
    The blinding flash came again and Ikai covered his ears. The insufferable buzzing echoed anew. All approached the temple entrance. The great round doors remained sealed. In front of them an altar had been erected between two great braziers which lit up the night. They walked toward the summoning. From the western part of the square he saw Proxy Kulban appear at a stately walk, looking solemn. Beside him came a Priest. Kulban wore a rich dress robe of intense blue, and the Priest the same in deep purple. They were followed by a dozen of the Proxy’s armed guards. They took up their positions before the doors of the temple and knelt down. 
 
    All those present knelt down as well, their faces sad, their shoulders sagging. The doors opened. From the shadows appeared an Eye-of-the-God, followed by his Executors. The crowd fell silent at once. For the third time the flash coming from the Rings filled the night and the infernal buzzing returned to torture their ears. And the ceremony began. When the buzzing stopped, the Proxy and the Priest stood up and faced the kneeling crowd. Behind them, expectantly, stood the sinister Eye, with his henchmen of death. Proxy Kulban turned to the people. 
 
    “The first night of the Full Moon of Spring is the night of the year chosen by our Gods for the Ritual of Trades. Every year, at midnight, all those families with members of the age denoted who have no occupation must come to the capital of the county and the Golden Temple. This is the law of the Gods and thus must be obeyed.”  
 
    The crowd listened without a sound. Ikai glanced at his mother, and her face seemed to be filled with sadness. He watched his father, who was looking stern and biting his lip. In his eyes he thought he saw… rage… 
 
    “To ensure the divine law is fulfilled, I as Proxy, here tonight bear witness,” Kulban went on. The Priest took a step forward and prayed to the Golden Gods, thanking them for their greatness, benevolence and mercy. To Ikai it seemed that he heard a muffled murmur of disapproval. 
 
    “The children who are now seven years of age must now be presented by their families to be Ringed,” he said. 
 
    When Ikai heard this, he finally realized what it was all about. He looked up at his father, who nodded in somber resignation. Ikai understood. 
 
    “Come forward, present your young ones in order that the Gods may accept them and assign them a job in their service,” the Priest said, and went on with his harangue. He thanked the Gods for their mercy and benevolence, showing them the submission of the people, praying for a year of good harvests, with neither plagues or illnesses for the people who faithfully served their masters. 
 
    Ikai, led by his father, walked up to the altar between the two great braziers. The Eye stood behind the altar. His helmet gave a metallic sound, and the two triangular silver halves parted to reveal an enormous golden Eye on a deep black background. The iris was made up of thousands of tiny flecks of ochre and gold, and the pupil was sky-blue. The Eye looked at Ikai with that irrationally large orb, which seemed to read his soul, and his blood froze. In that moment he felt fear, a fear that behind that divine eye there was no humanity. His father put his hand on his shoulder, and Ikai grew calmer. Four huge Executors came to stand beside them. The Eye pointed to the altar. He carried a golden volume in his left hand and a strange silver gauntlet, with incrustations and golden runes, on his right. It was massive, metallic and rectangular in shape, and appeared very heavy and sturdy. 
 
    Two of the Executors held Ikai’s arms. The boy looked at his father, who glanced at the two other Executors who had come to stand beside him. They were armed with spears and were huge, with wide shoulders, more than a head taller than Siul. Ikai who had always seen his father as the strongest man in the world, realized at that moment that this was not the case. His father sighed and nodded. Ikai felt nervous. He did not know what was happening, but he was scared. The Executors laid him down on the altar. As they did so, Ikai noticed that the surface was hollow, with the shape of a boy carved inside it. He was dipped in some thick substance, with the exception of his arms which were supported higher up and remained visible. The two Executors held him, one to each arm, and Ikai’s heart began to pound. 
 
    “Name?” Proxy Kulban asked. 
 
    “Ikai,” replied his father. 
 
    “Family occupation?” 
 
    “Farmer.” 
 
    The Proxy looked at the Eye. The sinister servant of the Gods noted something down in his book and nodded. 
 
    “Farmer is your Trade, and farmer will be the Trade of your son, by family,” Kulban pronounced. 
 
    The Eye-of-the-God left the volume on the altar. He picked up a completely smooth, polished black ring. It looked as if it had been forged from a piece of night itself. The Eye bent over Ikai and placed the ring on his left wrist. He closed the silver gauntlet over it and intoned a droning, jarring chant. A bright golden flash came out of the thick metallic glove, and Ikai felt a burning heat on his arm. The flash lasted a brief moment and the heat turned to fire. Ikai closed his eyes and clenched his jaw, trying to bear the suffering with dignity. But the pain grew stronger. He began to scream, but one of the Executors stuffed a cloth in his mouth, muffling the sound. Ikai tried to kick. The pain was insufferable, but it was impossible to free himself because of the two Executors who held him firmly against the altar with the strength of ten men. 
 
    His father made a move to go to his aid, but powerful arms held his shoulders. In an instant the tip of the Executor’s spear was at his throat. Ikai thought the pain would amputate his arm, but a moment later it disappeared completely. The pressure of the Executors on his body disappeared too. He opened his eyes and saw the Eye had taken a step back, as had the Executors. He looked at his left wrist and saw the four-finger-wide Ring, now golden, and in its center an Ox, the symbol of the farmers. Under the ring the flesh of his wrist, forearm and hand was blackened, like a branch charred by fire. 
 
    “Ikai, through the Ritual of Trades, you are now a Farmer for the rest of your days,” Proxy Kulban proclaimed. The Priest began to give thanks to the Gods with his arms outstretched towards the temple. 
 
    “Come, son,” Siul said. 
 
    Ikai leapt from the altar as if he had been lying on a bed of nettles. His father took him away while the next unfortunate, Gilma, the Baker’s son, approached the altar with his father to undergo the same ritual. 
 
    “Did I do well, Father?” 
 
    Siul smiled with sadness in his eyes. “Yes, my son, you did very well.” 
 
    “Then, why are you sad? Aren’t I a Farmer like you?” 
 
    “Yes, my son, but now you too are a slave, like me.” 
 
    At the time he did not understand the meaning of his father’s words. It was later on when he came to realize their importance fully. But the sadness in his father’s voice as he spoke those words was etched on his brain as though by fire, like the damned Ring. Ikai had been a Farmer a great part of his youth, until one day the Gods demanded a bigger Quota of Hunters in the Sixth County, and he was recruited by Sejof. Instead of a Farmer, he was now a Hunter. He looked at the Ring on his arm with the symbol of the Eagle and shook his head. The Gods chose the destiny of men; thus it was and thus it had been for more than a thousand years. 
 
    What Gedrel, that crazy old man, had said was nonsense. Ikai looked at the old man and came back to reality. It did not seem as if he would wake up again. The punishment had been too harsh. But he surprised him once more. 
 
    “Help me… to stand… please…” the old man asked him when he woke, as if he had been listening to him. 
 
    Ikai shook his head. This old man’s inner strength was amazing. He gave him a hand, and with a great effort Gedrel stood up. 
 
    The old man’s eyes fell on the scene of death around them. 
 
    “You fought well… very well…” 
 
    “I’m a Hunter, I’ve been trained for this.” 
 
    The old man looked at him intensely out of his good eye, as if trying to read his soul. 
 
    “There are Hunters and Hunters… what I’ve witnessed here today was something more than training and skill. You’ve killed four men with calculated coolness…” He looked at him again, more carefully, and nodded. “I’d say you were never even nervous… am I wrong?” 
 
    Ikai did not care for the old man’s scrutiny. “They attacked me and I defended myself. I was trained to fight and they weren’t. I’m alive and they’re dead. There’s nothing more to be said.” 
 
    “If you say so, young Hunter… but in the form… in the way of it I seemed to read something more… an extraordinary coolness and calculation…” 
 
    “If you’re suggesting that I’m a cold-blooded, calculating murderer, I can assure you you’re wrong.” 
 
    “Don’t get angry, my young savior, I didn’t mean to offend you. I think you’re a young man with a sharp calculating mind, to whom I owe my life and to whom I’m immensely grateful.” 
 
    “There’s no need to thank me. I’m a Hunter and they were Pariahs. It was my duty, my obligation.” 
 
    The old man nodded, but did not seem entirely convinced. “Take me… to my… nephews…” he pleaded. 
 
    Ikai helped him. He held him around the waist, passing the thin arm over his shoulder. The old man leaned on him and they made their way slowly on. Gedrel said his farewells to the fallen men with a strange prayer to various gods Ikai had never heard of. 
 
    “Will you bury them… so they won’t be eaten by the forest vermin?” 
 
    Ikai shook his head. “I’m sorry, I can’t do that. I must leave, I can’t waste any more time. I’ve been too long as it is.” 
 
    “I see… urgent business…” 
 
    Ikai nodded, expecting to be met with a look of reproach or disapproval, but there was only that same glint of intelligence. 
 
    “What about me, could you take me with you?” 
 
    Ikai looked around. “And your mounts?” 
 
    Gedrel made an odd grimace which Ikai interpreted as one of sarcasm. “We’re a humble family of merchants… we barely make ends meet… I have no mount.” 
 
    Ikai swore to himself. If he left him there the probability was that he would not survive. He was too far from the nearest village. 
 
    “I can’t ask more of you than you’ve done already…” 
 
    Ikai weighed up the alternatives. He knew the best and most rational option would be to leave the old man there, since he meant nothing to him and he had already helped him enough. Kyra was in danger, at the hands of the Enforcers of the Gods. He had to go on. But if he left the old man there he would die. He heaved a sigh. “Come on, you can ride with me,” he said reluctantly. “We’ll find help along the way somewhere.” 
 
    “Thank you, my son. Someday our paths will cross again and it’ll be the other way around. I’ll remember it.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that day never comes,” Ikai said with a half-smile. 
 
    It’s more likely that one day my eyes will see the sea than that this poor old man will save me, he thought. He spurred his horse and went on towards the capital, to the Dungeons of Oblivion. 
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    Kyra opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling of the room. It was round and silver, like a great mirror, but she could not see her reflection in it. She was lying on the floor, also silver, and she could feel the cold on her skin through the white robe she was wearing. She did not know where she was. She tried to remember what had happened and a terrible headache hit her repeatedly like the hammer on the anvil at a smithy. She put her hands to her head but could not assuage the throbbing. 
 
    To her right she saw Yosane lying unconscious. Kyra got to her feet. She felt faint and dizzy, but refused to yield to weakness, she went across to her friend and fell on her knees beside her. 
 
    “Wake up, Yosane, wake up,” she called. Half closing her eyes, she tried to pierce the gloom which surrounded them, searching for any indication of danger. Everything was semi-darkness and silence. On the floor she could make out more bodies, motionless. Her friend did not stir and Kyra started to feel anxious. She grabbed her by the shoulders and began to shake her. 
 
    “Come on, wake up, don’t do this to me!” 
 
    Yosane groaned, mumbled incoherently and opened her eyes. 
 
    Kyra sighed loudly in relief. “Are you all right? For a moment I thought…” 
 
    “I think so, yes,” Yosane said, trying to focus. “My head… where… what is this place…? How did we get here?” 
 
    “The damned Eye-of-the-God! That’s how we got here,” Kyra grumbled. She was trying to remember with her eyes closed. “I seem to remember something… they brought us into his presence and… and… I don’t remember anything else. Damn!” 
 
    Yosane got to her feet with difficulty. “Look Kyra, we’re not alone!” 
 
    “Yes, I saw them when I was on my way to you.” 
 
    Lying on the floor were a dozen young women, some still unconscious, others trying to stand. They were all dressed alike: a long white robe with silver embroidery on neckline and sleeves, and a strange rune on the front. 
 
    Kyra looked at Yosane and then at herself. “They’ve dressed us all the same!” 
 
    Yes… it looks… we look…” 
 
    “Say it, come on, say it,” Kyra pressed her. 
 
    “We… we look like… maids to be sacrificed… in some sort of… ritual… to some God…” 
 
    “Exactly!” Kyra clenched her fists in anger. “Well, they’re not sacrificing me! I swear I won’t be sacrificed in the name of anybody! I’ll fight, I’ll tear their guts out!” 
 
    Yosane shook her head. Her shoulders drooped. “Calm down, please, Kyra,” she said heavily. “Let’s help them.” 
 
    The two girls helped the closest prisoners. Soon they all began to wake up and show signs of life. All had the same symptoms: dizziness, disorientation, strong headaches. Kyra counted twelve girls including herself, all of her own age, an odd coincidence. Surrounded by a growing murmur, a mixture of sobbing, unanswered questions and fear, Kyra noticed that there were three girls who had not managed to wake up. She went to them and discovered that the left side of their bodies was blackened. They were the three unfortunate girls from the punishment in the square, the ones who had been captured after fleeing the Summoning. 
 
    “Are they dead?” Yosane asked. There was fear in her eyes. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Kyra said. She examined one of them. “Their breathing is very faint. I don’t understand much about this, but I think they’re alive, barely. And that charcoal color doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can help,” one of the girls said as she came up to them. 
 
    “If you think you can, go ahead,” Kyra said, motioning with her hand. 
 
    The young woman nodded. Kyra watched her as she went by; she was somewhat shorter than herself. Bulging blue eyes in a very pale face full of freckles smiled at her as she passed. Kyra returned the smiling gaze. The girl crouched beside the nearest of the three unfortunate girls. She pushed away the black, very curly hair which fell to the girl’s shoulders and put her ear to her chest, which barely showed any rise and fall of breathing. 
 
    While the girl examined the other two, Kyra turned her attention on the chamber they were in, in search of some possible way out. 
 
    “The floor’s made of silver…” Yosane said. She was looking at it in puzzlement. 
 
    “So’s the ceiling,” Kyra said, pointing upwards, “and the chamber’s round. Look at those strange runes carved on the floor so that they make a circle all around. They give out a soft golden light which shines up to the ceiling… odd… But I can’t see any way out, the walls are black as a starless night and they make a perfect circle. So how did we get in, then?” 
 
    Yosane looked closely at Kyra, following her gaze. “Are you looking for some way out?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kyra replied concentrating. “Survive and escape. Always remember that.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll be able to escape…” Yosane said fearfully, looking at the dark walls around them. 
 
    “Then we’ll concentrate on surviving until we can,” Kyra said with complete conviction, as if it were impossible that they should not succeed. 
 
    “I wish I had your conviction… and your courage…” 
 
    Kyra looked her in the eye and took her shoulders. “Survive and escape. That’s our life now, and that’s the law we have to follow. Don’t think about anything else. Nothing else matters. Otherwise you’ll die.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can live by that rule, I’m not like you…” 
 
    “You’ll be able to, believe me. And if not, I’ll get behind you and push.” 
 
    Yosane smiled, a shy, grateful smile. 
 
    “Besides, Ikai will come for me. I’m absolutely sure of it. And he’s an excellent Hunter, he’ll find our trail no matter where they take us, no matter where they lock us up. He won’t stop till he finds me. So I’ll survive, there’s hope, we’ll escape, one way or another.” 
 
    Yosane nodded, a tiny spark of hope shining in her grey eyes. 
 
    “They’re alive, but if they don’t get attention I doubt they’ll last another day,” the young woman announced, looking at Kyra and Yosane. 
 
    “How do you know… and what’s your name?” Kyra asked. 
 
    “My name is Idana. And I know because I’m an Apothecary, like my father, my father’s father and his father before him. It’s my family’s trade. I’ve been learning it from my father ever since I was a child. That’s how we make our living, serving the Gods. I can recognize many types of wounds and illnesses, and treat them.” 
 
    Kyra’s eyes looked for the Ring on the young woman’s wrist. She saw the symbol of the Fox. 
 
    “Can you do anything for them?” Yosane asked. 
 
    “Without the ingredients to prepare an ointment to help fight and alleviate that dreadful burn, and without medicinal herbs against infection, I’m afraid not,” she replied, showing her empty hands. 
 
    Kyra scanned the room with a glance, looking for some kind of container, something that might hold an ointment or a potion. But the cold chamber was empty, there was nothing in it at all. Only themselves. The sobbing, mumbling and conversations were growing in intensity among the prisoners, and this was beginning to irritate Kyra. She could not think with all the noise, and she needed to get out of there. What would Ikai do in this situation? He always thinks of something, he has a cool, calculating mind. He’s very smart. What would he do? What? Think!” The noise around her became unbearable. 
 
    “Shut up! By all the damned Gods, shut up!” she shouted. The shout came out stronger than she had intended. Instantly, they all fell silent. There was not a sound. They barely allowed themselves to breathe. They looked at Kyra in fear and confusion. Yosane realized what was happening and intervened. 
 
    “Easy, girls, nothing’s wrong. Let’s be quiet for a while… please… Try to calm down and lower your voices… please,” she pleaded, making soothing gestures with her hands. 
 
    But there was one girl who did not seem scared. She was tending to another, a very strong girl who had not yet recovered. She fixed her gaze on Kyra as if her eyes were two arrows of pure rage. Kyra noticed this, but brushed it aside and ignored her. We must find a way out, perhaps there’s a hidden spring. Something that opens a door in those walls, she thought, and began to walk towards the closest wall. When she reached the circle formed by the unusual golden runes carved on the floor, she hesitated. Survive and Escape, she breathed to herself. 
 
    She took a step across the circle. A golden flash leapt from floor to ceiling. Something hit Kyra forcefully. She fell backwards. 
 
    “Kyra!” Yosane cried, and ran to help her. 
 
    Kyra shook her head and stared at the barrier which rose from floor to ceiling, forming a wide circle, surrounding them all. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Yosane asked anxiously. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m fine… don’t worry. That thing came out from the circle on the floor, and it hit me when I tried to cross it.” 
 
    Idana came up to them and studied the phenomenon for a moment. “It seems to be a barrier. It looks translucent, although most likely it’s solid. It reminds me of... it’s like the Boundary. Very curious. I believe it’s there to stop us from crossing it…” 
 
    Kyra got to her feet. “Nothing’s going to stop me escaping,” she said with a frown. There was stubbornness in her voice. She went back to the barrier. 
 
    “Kyra, no!” Yosane cried. She reached out her arm to try and stop her. But she did not succeed. A tremendous shock ran through Kyra’s body when she tried to cross the barrier. She was thrown backwards as if she had been hit by lightning in a strong summer storm. Darkness swallowed her. 
 
    The world of dreams abducted her and took her on shadowy wings to an event which was distant but etched deeply in her memory. A face appeared before her amid the confused mist of dreams. She could not make it out, although it was vaguely familiar. She thought of her brother Ikai, but no, it was not him, though there was a likeness. It was Malte. When she recognized her childhood friend, a feeling of happiness enveloped her. 
 
    “Wake up, sleepyhead, they’re waiting for us in the village,” he said, looking in through the small window of Kyra’s room and showing his ivory teeth in that charming smile of his. It was nighttime and the stars were shining behind the boy’s curly, copper-colored hair. 
 
    “Cover your eyes while I change,” Kyra said, looking at his handsome black eyes. 
 
    “Why, is there anything to see?” Malte said, joking. 
 
    Kyra poked her tongue at him and swore to herself. Malte laughed and looked at the moon. 
 
    “Shhh, you’ll wake my mother!” 
 
    “All right, and where’s Ikai?” 
 
    “He left a few days ago, he’s on a Hunt…” 
 
    “I see… hurry up, I don’t want to be seen here.” 
 
    “Who’s going to see you? It’s nighttime and yours is the darkest, brownest skin of anyone I know. You certainly don’t look as though you’re from these parts…” 
 
    “Seeing that nobody’s been able to cross the Boundary in a thousand years, I’d say your theory is quite wrong,” he whispered. 
 
    Kyra finished dressing. “Nobody that we know of…” Kyra corrected him. 
 
    Malte nodded. “I won’t argue with you. Since you turned sixteen a week ago, your wisdom has gone through the roof.” 
 
    “You can tease all you like, but being eighteen doesn’t make you any smarter, just older.” 
 
    Malte laughed again and had to cover his mouth with his hands. 
 
    “If you wake up Solma we’ll have a problem!” 
 
    He nodded vigorously and said no more. 
 
    The two friends went out in haste to the village. Both wore dark robes and black cloaks, with hoods to hide their faces, like two fugitives in the night. Kyra had known Malte since they were little. He was the son of the poultry man and his father’s farm was close by, after the little brook and the bare hill. There had never been anything romantic between them, although they spent all the free time they had together. Not that Malte was not attractive; Kyra knew he was, and lots of the village girls chased after him. The reason was something very different: they had much more important things to think about than lovers’ games. They gambled with their lives. 
 
    When they reached the edge of the village, they made sure they were not being followed and turned east, to the meeting-point. That night the meeting would take place in Ulbes’ barn on the outskirts, near the forest. Each meeting took place in a different location, once every four weeks. Absolute precaution was necessary; Proxy Ambuk’s Guards were on the watch, the Hunters were always on patrol and besides, the most terrible of all, the Enforcers of the Gods, would kill all without a word if they found them. Meetings were forbidden, they went against the law. 
 
    When they arrived they waited a moment, hidden among the dry grass, before approaching the barn. Malte went first to check there was no danger, and after a moment beckoned her to follow. Milton the miller was on watch duty. They greeted him and went inside. A dozen people were waiting around a candle inside a pot. They were all dressed in the same way: their heads and faces covered with dark hoods, in some cases even scarves, to avoid recognition. The dim light from the candle barely illuminated the unbroken darkness of the barn. 
 
    The meeting began. As usual, they brought each other up to date with the latest news about the Enforcers, the Proxy and the Guard. Tolsen the merchant, who had just come back from the capital, told them about Regent Sesmok and the fallacies of the High Priest Torkem. As in most of those secret meetings, they spoke vehemently against the slavery of the people, the hunger the Enforcers forced them to suffer in order to keep them subservient. They railed against the corruption and tyranny of the Regent, the High Priest and the Proxies, who did not serve the people but the Eyes-of-the-Gods, and whose sole objective was to keep the population oppressed while they lived in luxury. 
 
    Kyra knew all those raw, uncomfortable topics well, having heard them many times: painful things which she debated passionately and felt intimately, because of the injustice and the pain they caused to thousands and thousands. To the whole Senoca people. 
 
    “We must spread the message among the people,” said Elstor. “Little by little, so that those who believe there’s no hope for their children can know there actually is. I’ve seen the Bloody Hand in several places in the village. People are beginning to wonder what it means; we have to approach them, whisper a message of courage in their ears, a message of union. We have to light the spark of rebellion against the system, against the Golden Gods who have enslaved us for a thousand years.” 
 
    “We have to make the flame catch among our own people,” Malte said passionately, clenching his fist. 
 
    Kyra watched him spellbound. She knew the blood was hot in her friend’s veins. 
 
    “Today there are few of us, no more than a dozen in our village. But that doesn’t matter if we manage to plant the seed of hope. Tomorrow it’ll grow and there’ll soon be a hundred of us, then a thousand, and one day we’ll all be one. And we’ll rise to be free!” 
 
    “Yes!” Kyra cried, carried away by her feelings. 
 
    “No!” came a strident voice behind her. “That will never happen.” 
 
    Kyra turned. Her heart almost leapt out of her mouth. An Eye-of-the-Gods was at the door of the barn. With him was an Executor. In his hand, Milton’s decapitated head. And everything was suddenly chaos. 
 
    “Flee!” Elstor yelled, and put out the candle. Desperate screams filled the barn, and darkness enveloped them. 
 
    Kyra had no idea what to do. The Eye and the Executors were guarding the entrance, but she could see nothing in the dark. Perhaps she could slip between them without being seen. 
 
    “Up!” said an urgent voice, and she recognized Malte’s. 
 
    The two of them went blindly towards the ladder. Malte bumped into a beam and grunted in pain. “It has to be here,” he said, sounding annoyed. They felt around and found it at last. 
 
    “Up, fast!” he urged her. 
 
    They climbed the wooden ladder as fast as they could in the darkness. They reached the upper level, which was full of hay. Kyra crawled to the great opening in the side wall and a trace of light fell on her. Screams of death and agony could be heard from the lower floor. 
 
    “Come on, climb down!” Malte urged her, and gave her the rope they used to pull up the bales of hay from outside. Without stopping to think, Kyra slid down, she misjudged the distance and hit the ground hard. She got up and saw Malte sliding down. 
 
    “Now, run to the river! Run!” Malte urged her. 
 
    Kyra turned and began to run with all the speed her legs were capable of. She knew the terrain and the farm well. Even in the dim light available she ran and leapt, avoiding obstacles in her desperation to escape the Executors and reach the river. Suddenly she heard a grunt behind her. She looked back. It was Malte. He had fallen. He was on the ground, on his side, a little way back. Kyra had not realized she had run so far ahead. She thought he had been right behind her. She was about to call out to him to hurry him up, but then she saw them: two Executors were approaching Malte, who was still lying on the ground. Kyra did not understand what was going on. Why did he not run? She threw herself in the tall grass to hide. Her heart was beating madly. 
 
    Come on, Malte, run! You’ve got to escape! But for some reason Malte was not moving. A terrible anguish overcame her, and she found it impossible to breathe. One of the Executors reached Malte and lifted him from the ground. And Kyra understood: he had a spear through his back. Kyra covered her mouth with her hands so as not to scream. No, Malte, no! 
 
    The Executor took a silver knife in the shape of a half-moon from his belt. The bloodthirsty eyes in his sinister helmet visor turned towards it. Tears of despair welled up in Kyra’s eyes. Malte, still alive and proud, spat at the Executor. The knife slit the young man’s throat. 
 
    Nooooooooooo! Kyra thought she would go mad with rage and pain. She closed her eyes and sank her face in the earth, choking off an outburst of uncontrollable sobbing. Her heart broke as if two horses had pulled it in opposite directions. She felt as though her soul was being torn out and an unbearable sorrow was gnawing at her. Lying flat on the grass, she heard the Executors walk away. She felt so miserable she thought she would die there and then. 
 
    And the darkness swallowed her up again, banishing the dreadful memory, enveloping her in the mist of dreams. 
 
    “Malte!” she called as she opened her eyes. 
 
    “Malte? Who’s that?” Yosane asked, turning eyes sunken with worry on her. 
 
    “Where am I?” Kyra asked in confusion. 
 
    “We’re prisoners. You tried to cross the barrier and you passed out from a violent shock.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend you to try that again,” Idana said as she examined her. “That shock nearly killed you.” 
 
    “I’m fine… I was dreaming… remembering… Help me up.” 
 
    Idana offered her hand and Kyra raised herself. She heaved a deep sigh. I’m so sorry, Malte. It hurts so much… One day your dream will come true, I know it. You won’t be here to see, and most likely I won’t either, but one day we’ll be one and free. I promise you. I’ll never stop trying.  
 
    She went up to the barrier in a fury. “Bloody, bloody pigs!” she yelled at the top of her voice. 
 
    Another of the prisoners got up and came towards her threateningly. “Be quiet and stay still! You’ll get us all killed, you fool!”  
 
    Kyra looked at her through half-closed eyes. It was the one who had given her that black look before. Her hair was fair as the sun and her skin lightly tanned; her blue-grey eyes shone angrily. Kyra thought she was really pretty, which in their situation might not be such a good thing. 
 
    “You can do whatever you want, pretty girl, I’ll do whatever I have to do. I’m not staying locked up in here waiting to see what those beasts have in store for me.” 
 
    “What are they going to do with us?” another girl asked. Her hair was chestnut and the symbol on her Ring identified her as a Farmer. 
 
    “What do you think?” Kyra replied. “Look at you.” She pointed to her robe. The girl looked down at her new clothes, then sobbed and shrank into a ball. 
 
    “Don’t scare them, you don’t know why we were chosen by the Gods,” the blonde said, wagging an accusing finger at Kyra. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Kyra asked, trying to maintain a neutral tone even though she was barely able to contain her rage. 
 
    “My name is Lian, so remember that, Farmer,” she said condescendingly. 
 
    Kyra clenched her fists. “Let me tell you this, Lian, in case you don’t already know, when the Gods summon someone, it’s not for anything good…” 
 
    “And how do you know?” Lian said defiantly. 
 
    “I know that you never hear anything about them again…” 
 
    “That doesn’t necessarily mean that anything bad happens to them. High Priest Torkem told us we’d been chosen for a great end: to serve the Gods in their glory. A great purpose awaits us.” 
 
    “And you believe that string of lies?” 
 
    “Why should I believe you instead of the High Priest?” 
 
    “Because you’re supposed to think for yourself…” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m stupid?” 
 
    “Are you asking me?” 
 
    “I think I’ll have to teach you a little lesson in humility.” 
 
    “You?” Kyra laughed. “Whenever you want.” 
 
    “No, not me,” the blonde said. “Urda!” she called. 
 
    Another girl stood up slowly, and Kyra understood. She was huge; she looked as though she had swallowed another girl. She came up to them slowly with long steps, like a giant, and stood in front of Kyra. She was a head taller and twice as big, with dark brown eyes and a frowning gaze. She looked more like a man than a woman, and to underline this she wore her fair hair closely cropped. But Kyra did not cower. Her brother had taught her to fight. She could defend herself, even against this behemoth. 
 
    “Let me introduce you to my dear friend Urda. They put us together the first day. We spent a week of isolation. In that time we got to know each other and she’s really charming. In fact we’ve become very good friends. Haven’t we, Urda?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, in a voice so deep it seemed to come from a cavern. 
 
    “And the funniest thing is that Urda and I are from the Third County —now isn’t that interesting? Well, there’s more: Urda belongs to the Guard of Urasis, the capital of the county. And guess who’s the daughter of the Proxy of Urasis?” 
 
    Kyra looked at her in disbelief. 
 
    “Exactly, yours truly. Isn’t life full of coincidences?” 
 
    Kyra half-closed her eyes. If she was with the Guard she would have been trained to fight… 
 
    “So I’m going to ask you one more time, you moron form the Sixth County, are you calling me stupid?” 
 
    Kyra looked at her full of a seething fury; she knew very well what was at stake there. All these women had been captive for days and knew that death was waiting in the wings. This was no simple spat but a fight for power. If I back down, she’ll be the leader of the group. They’ll all follow her wishes. I can’t afford that. To escape I have to be the one at the head of these girls, or else my chances will be nil. I can’t back down, there’s too much at stake. 
 
    She tightened her fists and looked at the other girl defiantly. Then she swung a right punch to her eye. Lian collapsed like a felled tree amid cries of disbelief. 
 
    “You’re going to regret that,” Urda threatened her. 
 
    Without waiting to be attacked, Kyra threw herself at Urda. She hit right and left with all her strength at the soldier’s massive body. But Urda stood up to the blows. There was more than fat under that robe. Kyra hit her again and met a backstroke of Urda’s, which she avoided by a hair’s-breadth. 
 
    “You know how to fight?” Urda said in surprise. “But you’re just a Farmer.” 
 
    “I’m not just any Farmer,” Kyra said and punched Urda’s stomach with two potent short hooks. One of them seemed to have some effect, as the soldier girl bent double and seemed to be having difficulty breathing. Kyra saw her chance and attacked. Urda took an unexpected step forward and caught her in a bear hug. 
 
    Oh no! Kyra moaned as her arms were pressed against her sides in Urda’s embrace so she was unable to free them. The soldier lifted her off the ground, and she found herself kicking the big girl’s body as she hung there like a puppet. She thumped her in the stomach with her knees, but her blows were barely hard enough and the brute was as strong as an ox. Kyra felt Urda crushing her with tremendous force. She could not breathe and the pain was killing her. She was going to break her spine! 
 
    “Give up and I’ll let you go,” Urda said grimly. 
 
    “I never give up,” Kyra said furiously through her teeth. 
 
    “Then I’ll snap you in two.” 
 
    Kyra felt that she was lost, but then she remembered something her brother had taught her. She threw her head back and with all her might brought her forehead down against the bridge of Urda’s nose. There was a loud crack. She let go of Kyra and clapped her hands to her nose. She was bleeding visibly, sniffing loudly and her eyes were streaming with tears. 
 
    “You broke it!” she grunted, first in surprise, then in rage. Blind with fury, she launched herself at Kyra and shoved her hard. Kyra tried to step aside, but there was no time. She was thrown backwards and struck the barrier with her back. A golden shock ran through her. The pain exploded throughout her body and she fell to the ground. 
 
    “Noooo, Kyra!” she heard Yosane shout. 
 
    Kyra tried to stay conscious. In front of her, on the black surface of the wall, she saw a golden circle begin to flash. The circle grew larger. It flashed three times, emitting an intense golden brilliance, and the rock in it vanished. An Eye-of-the-God entered the chamber, followed by two Executors. 
 
    “The door…” Kyra stammered. “I knew there was one somewhere…” and she smiled. 
 
    The Eye pointed at Kyra. “Bring her to me,” he ordered the Executors. 
 
    The Executors came in across the barrier. Amid scared whispers the prisoners moved away, all except Yosane and Idana, who stayed beside Kyra. The two Executors stared at her. She stared back at them with something like a smile of amusement; her mind was rambling. 
 
    “How do they cross?” she asked, more to herself than to the Executors. 
 
    “Be quiet, slave!” one of them said in a cavernous voice. 
 
    “Leave her!” Yosane said, trying to defend her friend. 
 
    A tremendous kick sent her rolling to the center of the chamber. 
 
    “Bastards…” Kyra managed to mutter, and fainted. 
 
    The Executors seized her legs and dragged her away. 
 
    They disappeared through the secret door. 
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    Ikai arrived at a gallop at the gates of the great walled city. Osaen, the capital of the Senoca nation, welcomed him stoically and Ikai felt that same unease in the pit of his stomach he always felt when he looked at it. The previous morning he had left Gedrel with a healer in the village of Holsea and now he had finally been able to reach his destination. 
 
    The Regent’s Guard stopped him at the gate. When they saw the Hunter symbol they let him in at once. He knew the city well, or at least the areas which were not forbidden. He led his mount to the eastern side of the great city. Sejof had taken him there to train him when he was twelve, and now it was where he lived. He went back to the farm whenever he could to see his mother and sister, but unfortunately it was not very often. 
 
    He rode as fast as the crowd allowed him through the cobbled streets of the residential area. He crossed the Merchants’ Quarter with difficulty because of the number of merchants and customers desperately trying to make a living. The law of the Gods was the same for everyone, whether merchants or peasants: produce or die. Once he left them behind he reached the Craftsmen’s Quarter, where he skillfully avoided stalls, master craftsmen, textile workshops, smithies and endless businesses devoted solely to the production of goods for the rulers and the Gods. Finally his destination appeared ahead: the Hunters’ Quarter. 
 
    He spurred his horse and galloped into it, knowing that there the Hunters would avoid him easily. The Quarter was large, and housed all the Hunters of the Kingdom. They were divided into six different groups, each responsible for the wellbeing of one of the counties of the nation. They were led by the Lord Hunter Osvan, who controlled them with an iron hand. All owed absolute obeisance to the Regent Sesmok, even though many of the orders Osvan received came directly from the Enforcers of the Gods. 
 
    Ikai stopped his horse in front of the great landing of the Hunters of the Sixth County and jumped down. In the courtyard, several of his comrades were training. When they saw him arrive so urgently they stared at him in surprise, but Ikai did not stop to greet them and ran into the great wooden building, looking for Sejof. He found him beside the fireplace, tending his weapons. 
 
    Ikai greeted him with a curt gesture. “Master.” 
 
    “Ikai, what a surprise! I’m glad to see you back and in one piece,” Sejof said. He left the sword and whetstone on the table, came to Ikai and put his weathered hands on the young man’s shoulders. “I gave you leave, why have you returned so soon? Your wounds can’t be healed yet, surely.” 
 
    “Master, something has happened and I need your help.” 
 
    Sejof saw how serious the matter was in Ikai’s eyes, and frowned. “Tell me what’s happened.” 
 
    Ikai told him the full story of what had happened to his mother and sister. The Master Hunter took a moment to digest the bad news. “I’m really sorry. I had heard a rumor, but I was hoping it wasn’t true.” 
 
    “I must find my sister, Master.” 
 
    Sejof shook his head. “You and I are Hunters, Ikai. We know the law of the Gods and their repercussions better than many. If a person is summoned by the Gods, that person must answer the call. If they flee, they send us to hunt them. If they give in, they’re taken by the Eyes. That’s the law, and there’s nothing that can be done about it. You know that as well as I do.” 
 
    “I need to find out what’s happened to her. Where have they taken her? Why?” Ikai sighed heavily. “What’s in store for her?” 
 
    “Those questions will only lead you to death. Listen to me well, boy, you must understand that your sister is gone, even though your heart breaks in the process. Accept it, or it’ll cost you your life.” 
 
    “I can’t. She’s my sister.” 
 
    “Nobody has ever managed to bring back a loved one, and anyone who’s tried has died in the attempt. It doesn’t matter whether you’re a poor peasant, a rich merchant, a powerful Proxy or the Regent himself. There’s nothing we can do, we’re all slaves in the eyes of the Gods, and anyone who goes against their desire is condemned to death. Either he’ll die fleeing from us or he’ll die at the hands of the Executors.” 
 
    “I don’t care about the Regent or the Enforcers of the Gods, I have to rescue Kyra and I will!” 
 
    “Be quiet, you fool!” The master cried, looking around him. “What you’re saying is crazy, and if anyone hears you it’ll cost you your life.” 
 
    “She’s my own blood. I won’t abandon her to her fate.” 
 
    Sejof seized Ikai’s shoulders and looked at him firmly in the eye, holding him fast. “You must forget about her. The Gods have her, and as far as you’re concerned that’s as if she were dead. If you don’t let her go and keep asking questions it’ll mean your end. Your days are numbered.” 
 
    “If I must die, let it be. But I won’t abandon my sister.” 
 
    “Fool!” 
 
    “Are you afraid of helping me, Master?” 
 
    Sejof took a step back. “Don’t be stupid, of course I’m afraid. Just for having this conversation they could cut both our heads off. But no, I don’t fear Regent Sesmok and his Guard. What I fear is what the Eyes and their bloody Executors might do to my family. Yes, Ikai, I fear for my own, and you’d do well to fear for your own life, and your mother’s.” 
 
    Ismes and Yestas walked into the room, and the welcoming smiles on their faces vanished when they realized something was wrong. Sejof looked at them for a moment. “Come over here!” he ordered. “Talk to him, make him come to his senses.” His finger jabbed at Ikai’s chest. The two young Hunters looked at their Master in confusion. “Don’t let him leave the precinct, I want him watched. It’s an order!” he cried, and left in a fury. 
 
    Dawn found Ikai lying on his cot, awake. He had barely slept. He got up and put on his Hunter’s gear. He glanced around him at the stone walls he knew so well and the beds where his comrades were sleeping, with the trunks where they kept their scanty belongings at the foot of them. The smell of breakfast which the cook was already preparing, as on every other morning, reached him: that dreadful grub which tasted awful but which satisfied body and spirit. He smiled. He had spent lots of time there, learning, training, surviving… He had never wished for that particular trade; he had accepted it because he needed to help his family survive, needed it for his mother who was ill. The job was dangerous, and most of the time it was despicable. But the pay was good and it allowed him to buy the medicine Solma needed. Even so, little by little he had formed a link of camaraderie and respect, of brotherhood, with his fellow Hunters: with Ismes, who slept on the cot next to his, with Yestas, who snored like a saw two beds away, and even with Master Sejof, whom he respected deeply. And now, if he were to continue in his endeavor, he would lose it all. He had not thought of that until he saw Sejof’s reaction, but now he was sure. He found this deeply upsetting. I don’t want to cross the Master or my comrades, still less put them in danger because of me. 
 
    He sheathed his sword and put the throwing dagger at the back of his leather belt. He was not proud of what he did as a Hunter, in fact he hated it, but he knew he had to swallow his pride and live with the shame. He had gotten used to feeling it, as he had with the fear and contempt the villagers showed him. It only hurt when Kyra reproached him. And then it hurt as much as if he were being burnt with a hot iron. But it had been his own choice and he did not regret it. He glanced to one side at those men he had shared so much with and felt a pang of sadness. But there was nothing he could do, because deep down he knew he was going ahead, whatever the consequences. 
 
    He sighed. Ambuk had already warned him not to tell Sejof, but he had to try, since the Master had been like a father to him. It was a risk, but I thought the Master would help me somehow. I was so sure, but I was wrong, completely wrong. He shook his head, feeling hurt. He finished gathering his belongings together and put them in the bag, which he then slung over his shoulder. He went out into the courtyard and breathed in the morning air. It was cool, and it had the effect of clearing his mind. He stretched his muscles. Looking up at the sky, he made his decision: he would go on with his mission. 
 
    “We can’t let you leave.” 
 
    Ikai turned to find Ismes and Yestas, dressed and armed. 
 
    “Last night we talked until the small hours of the morning, friends. You know the situation, I can’t stay.” 
 
    “We know it and we’re sorry, we really are. But you must think it over, you have to stay,” Yestas said. 
 
    “I can’t, my friends.” 
 
    “You know we’d help you if we could,” Ismes said, “but orders are orders.” 
 
    “You won’t try to stop me by force?” Ikai said with disbelief. 
 
    The two young men tensed, and their hands went to their swords. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” came Sejof’s authoritarian voice. The Master Hunter came to stand in front of Ikai. “Have you thought about your decision?” he asked, his dark eyes fixed on Ikai’s. 
 
    “Yes, Master. I’m going after her.” 
 
    Saddened, Sejof let his head fall. “If you leave now I won’t be able to protect you. Because you’re refusing your duty, you won’t be a Hunter any more. You’ll be a Pariah. Do you understand that, Ikai? Do you understand what that means, and the consequences?” 
 
    Ikai swallowed. “I understand, Master.” 
 
    “And even so, you want to leave?” 
 
    “Yes, Master. My decision is firm.” 
 
    Sejof sighed long and deeply. “All right. I’ll give you three days before I report your absence. It’s as much as I can do. I can’t risk more.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master. I’m really grateful,” Ikai said, bowing his head in respect. 
 
    “May Oxatsi, Mother Sea, protect you! Pray and ask for her blessing so that our paths may never cross, because if they do…” 
 
    Ikai nodded, understanding the unspoken message, and turned to his comrades one last time. They raised their hands in farewell, their faces marked with deep concern. He left, leaving behind the life he had known, to become a Pariah, an outlaw. To become what he had been hunting until that very day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the night as an ally, enveloped in the shadows, Ikai moved stealthily with his back to a high rock wall. He wore dark clothes covered with a black woolen cloak, with a hood of the same color. He was in the section of the city furthest to the north, beyond the Regent’s palace and the rich buildings beside it. On the other side of the wall the forbidden quarter began. No one, with the exception of the Eyes-of-the-Gods and the Executors, had access to that part of the city, not even Sesmok himself. But the district was closely watched by the Regent’s Guard, as if some crazy fool would dare to disobey the law of the Gods. 
 
    But that was precisely what Ikai was on the point of doing. He remembered what Proxy Ambuk had told him about the Dungeons of Oblivion. There must be an entrance nearby. He went on carefully, trying not to be found out, like a stealthy thief in the night. He felt out of his own element; he was used to following a trail, not to staying hidden. Much to his chagrin, this was going to be his life from now on. He had three days and he had to take advantage of them, because after this they would be after him. He shook his head and frowned. Let them come! I won’t make it easy for them. 
 
    He hunched his shoulders, bowed his head and walked close to the wall. He turned at the first corner and saw them. His heart nearly burst; he stood still, silently watching the two Executors on guard in front of the tall metal gate. He stepped back, slowly, and let the wall hide him. It was the entrance to the complex, the point he was looking for. He retreated a few steps more to be sure they could not hear him and began to unravel a rope he had been carrying coiled around his body. He crouched and tied the hook to one end. He calculated the distance it needed to clear the wall. Then he looked to his left, where the Guard was moving away with measured steps. He had exactly a hundred paces of time: he had studied the patrol routine and calculated the best moment to try his risky move. If one of them turned now, he would be found. But Ikai knew it was a calculated risk he had to take. 
 
    He breathed in the cool night air and very carefully launched the hook with the rope. The noise of metal scraping the stone sounded like thunder in the quiet of the night, although it could not have been heard more than a few steps away. Ikai looked both ways restlessly, expecting to see the Executors appear or one of the Guards to turn back. But nobody had heard. He yanked the rope a couple of times to check that it was firmly anchored and took a deep breath. The moment has come, there’s no way back. On, for Kyra. He summoned up his courage and began to climb. 
 
    He went down the other side and moved into the shadows of the forbidden quarter. He tried to make out anything distinctive which might indicate the entrance to the dungeons. He went on, hiding among hedges and trees, and realized that he was in a large garden. He could not see much, for only the faint light of the moon in a cloudy sky illuminated the area. Using his training as a Hunter and his years of experience following trails through fields and forests, he went on until he reached a group of buildings which appeared to be huge warehouses. 
 
    Like a predator camouflaged from its prey he waited, lying among the shadows, until the two Executors on duty passed. He sighed with relief when he realized he had not been found out. He stood up, checked one of the windows of the first building and saw that he could force it open with his dagger. With the stealth of a snake he crawled inside. He inspected the surroundings and saw with surprise that it was really an enormous store filled with barrels and bundles. With extreme care he risked going on to the second building, avoiding another couple of Executors doing their round. He found a warehouse filled with sacks. He bent over one of them and opened it with his dagger: grain. He checked the next with the same result. The whole warehouse was filled with grain. The people were dying of hunger and accumulated here were all the wheat, oats, and cereal which had been taken from them. Bastards! 
 
    A sound. At his back. He turned, dagger at the ready. A pair of eyes shone in the dark. He had been discovered. He tensed, ready to fight. He would die in the act of killing. He was greeted by a meow. Ikai sighed with relief. It was a cat. Wherever there was cereal, there were mice, and where there were mice, there would be cats… He recovered from his fright and went out by the window. He checked another five giant buildings like the one he had just left, wondering what goods would be stored there. Everything obtained with the sweat and blood of the people. The bastards! 
 
    And suddenly he saw light. He moved closer, very slowly. Several torches and oil lamps illuminated a large square surrounded by buildings whose façades looked as though they were pure gold, marked with strange runes. In the middle of the square he saw four Eyes-of-the-Gods in their silver tunics hemmed with gold. They were standing beside a silver sphere covered with the strange symbol-language of the Gods, leaning on a black marble stand. 
 
    Ikai threw himself on the ground and watched from behind a clump of bushes. They seemed to be arguing about something. Suddenly a fifth Eye came out of a round building at the far end, like the temple but far bigger. Behind him walked half a dozen Executors forming a row. Two Executors brought up the rear, dragging one man between them. 
 
    The Enforcers of the Gods left the man they were dragging in the middle of the five Eyes, who were standing in a circle. The man remained on his knees, and his wailing filled the night. He was pleading amid sobs that they would not hurt him anymore. By his appearance and the blood on his face, it was obvious that he had been tortured. The Eyes-of-the-Gods began a sinister chant, which froze the blood in Ikai’s veins. One of them made a gesture with his hand, and the poor unfortunate was put into the sphere while the others raised their arms to the sky. The sphere began to rotate on the stand with a long deep buzzing. The prisoner began to convulse violently and the five waited for a moment, as if expecting something to happen, until the poor wretch died with a horrifying scream. 
 
    The Eyes turned and went into one of the buildings. The Executors left the area in pairs, in different directions. Ikai had to roll and crawl along the ground to avoid being discovered. His years as a Hunter served him well; he anticipated the Enforcers’ movements by listening to the slightest sound, and his stealth kept him hidden. When the last Executors left, taking the body to the main entrance of the complex, an idea began to form in his mind. 
 
    Where there’s one prisoner, there’ll be more. And as he thought that he crawled to the building they had taken the poor man out of, glancing from side to side and hoping he would not be seen. All his senses were alert. He reached the entrance and saw that it had no door, only a circular opening in the wall. But it was guarded by an Executor. 
 
    I can’t confront him, he’d call for help after he’d pulled my head off. What can I do to distract him? Think… think… Ikai closed his eyes and concentrated. He needed an idea, a good idea, or he would never manage to get inside. An all of a sudden one came to his mind. It’ll work, it has to work, he thought, and retraced his steps back into the shadows of the night the way he had come. It did not take him long to return. 
 
    “Come on, don’t fail me,” he whispered, and freed what he was carrying under his cloak. At the same time he kept an eye on the Executor in front of the entrance. Let’s see if what they say about them is true. Ikai watched closely. A shadow passed in front of the Executor. 
 
    “Damned cat!” brayed the Enforcer. Immediately he tried to hit the cat. The animal leapt toward the sphere and the Executor went after it with the intention of skewering it with his spear. Ikai took advantage of the situation, and with the swiftness and stealth of a fox he ran into the building. It’s true, they hate animals. That would explain why the Enforcers don’t ride. They always use chariots. He smiled and looked for a door. He did not find one, but what he found in its stead was a trap door in the floor in the middle of the room. Without thinking twice, he went down it. Under his feet he found stone steps carved out of the rock itself. He went on down carefully while his eyes adjusted themselves to the darkness. A faint golden light seemed to issue from strange runes carved along the wall on his right. He was going deeper into an underground cave. An icy shiver ran down his back. He went on along the narrow corridor, crouching, trying not to make the slightest noise. There would certainly be guards down there. 
 
    A little further down he glimpsed light, and his spirits rose. He reached it and found himself in a round room. The floor was silver. Surprised, Ikai bent over to touch it with his hand, since it looked like pure molten silver. A golden circle of strange symbols ran around it. He looked up at the ceiling, and not more than nine feet above he saw an identical surface. It looked like a mirror reflecting the floor, except for the fact that he did not appear in it. Three tunnels set off from here in different directions. 
 
    He stood contemplating them thoughtfully, deciding which one to follow. He took a moment to calculate the options the way he liked to, and at last decided on the furthest to the right. If he had calculated correctly, it pointed north and he guessed the dungeons would be in the deepest, furthest part: to the north. He unsheathed his sword with his right hand and his throwing dagger with his left. Kyra’s here, very close. I’m going to find her. He went on into the tunnel with determination. He walked for some time; the corridors grew longer and gloomier. A dark silence hung over that place, which seemed to conceal some lurking danger. Ikai’s hands were sweating. He crossed another round room whose floor and ceiling were silver, and once again chose the tunnel to the far right. I hope I’m not making the wrong choices, or else I’ll end up at the bottom of an abyss.  
 
    He was getting ready to enter the tunnel when he heard a sound nearby. He tensed. It was coming from the tunnel to his left. Someone was coming. This convinced him. He went into the right hand tunnel, walking fast and looking back every few steps to check whether he was being followed. At the end of an interminable corridor he saw light and stopped so he would not reveal himself. He permitted himself a single brief glance. He was left speechless. These were the dungeons. The room was very similar to the ones he had left behind, round and with silver floor and dome. But in this one, forming a perfect circle, were a dozen strange black spheres. They had bars at the front and were solid at the back. Inside each one there was… a person. 
 
    Ikai was getting over the shock, trying to make sense of this place, when he heard a noise behind him. It was faint, like the swishing of a cloak and muffled footsteps. Someone was coming. He had to move, and he could only go forward. He glanced at the dungeon again. The threatening shadow of a rhomboid head was projected on the wall. Ikai nearly dropped his dagger, startled. With eyes wide as saucers he saw an Executor coming into the room. At once he flattened himself against the tunnel wall. The Executor could not see him among the shadows. The sound at his back was coming closer. I can’t stay here. They’re going to discover me!  
 
    He heard a despairing moan and risked a lightning glance. The Executor had opened one of the spherical cages. He yanked a prisoner out and dragged him by the ankle as if he were no more than a puppet. Ikai watched in astonishment. The strength of those hulks was limitless. He had heard stories… and more and more he was beginning to believe them. He looked back, but could see nobody in the faint light of the tunnel behind him. And yet he could hear fresh reverberations of that sound. Someone was coming. He had no choice; he had to risk it. And he walked out into the revealing light of the chamber. 
 
    He crouched behind one of the cages. His heart was racing. The back of the Executor, covered by the long red cape, was still in full view. For a single moment Ikai stopped breathing, fearing he would be heard. The Enforcer of the Gods disappeared into the darkness of the tunnel on the other side of the dungeon. Ikai exhaled with relief. But it was a short-lived consolation, as he knew he only had a moment before the next danger appeared behind him. I must take advantage of the few moments I have left and find Kyra. 
 
     He left his hiding-place and faced the front of the sphere. Between the convex bars he saw a young man, somewhat older than he was himself. He was shaking, huddled in a fetal position, and ugly bruises marked both his legs. His color was not good. 
 
    “Listen,” Ikai called out in a whisper. 
 
    But the man did not want to look. Fear had him in its thrall. 
 
    “Come on, look at me, I’m not one of them.” 
 
    The man shook his head and crouched further against the back of the sphere. Ikai swore to himself. He went to the next sphere and tried again. There was the same result. 
 
    “Hell!” he said under his breath. His time was up. He was on the point of being discovered. He swept the spheres with a glance in search of someone who might help him. All refused to look at him and hid further inside, possessed by terror. All except one. A woman met his gaze. Ikai went quickly over to her. She must have been about forty, and her face and neck were marked by torture. 
 
    “Kyra, do you know a girl called Kyra?” he asked, clutching the bars. 
 
    The woman looked at him with sunken eyes and shook her head. 
 
    “She’s seventeen, her hair and eyes are like fire. Her spirit’s a volcano.” 
 
    He got the same negative reply. Ikai tried to open the bars of the sphere, pulling with all his might, but was unable to. 
 
    “You… won’t be… able…”  
 
    Ikai tried again, but had to give up. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go very far… anyway…” she said, gesturing at her withered legs. 
 
    “I’m looking for my sister, she was Summoned with others. Haven’t you seen them?” 
 
    The woman swallowed and nodded. “Yes… They were in the deepest blocks.” 
 
    “They were?” 
 
    “Yes, they’ve been taken away... They passed by here on their way out.” 
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    The woman nodded again and lowered her eyes. 
 
    “When was that?” 
 
    “A little while ago… I couldn’t say how long… it’s hard to tell time here…” 
 
    “Do you know where they’ve been taken?” 
 
    The woman looked at Ikai. In her eyes was a dark well of sadness. 
 
    “I don’t know where they took them. Out of here, I think…” 
 
    “Out of here? How do you know?” 
 
    “They took them in the same direction you’ve come from, that’s where the way out is, that I do know… Down the other end, down that tunnel, the dungeon blocks continue,” she said, pointing towards where the Executor had gone. “The deeper they are, the worse the punishment. Nobody ever comes back from the deepest dungeons…” 
 
    “Were they… were they all right when they came past?” 
 
    “They were better than us… that’s for sure…” 
 
    Ikai examined her. She was covered in bruises and sores. She had been severely beaten, and her legs had taken the worst punishment. He clenched his fists on the bars and tugged, in the grip of a terrible rage and impotence. 
 
    “How can I help you?” he asked her when his strength was exhausted. 
 
    “Get out of here alive… and don’t forget what you’ve seen… there are many of us in here… suffering, every day, waiting for the end in a long agony that never ceases… many…” 
 
    Ikai stroked her face, smeared with dried blood, and smiled kindly at her. Then he took both her hands and kissed them lightly. 
 
    “I won’t forget you and I promise I’ll tell, you have my word.” 
 
    The woman smiled at him. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Ikai, my name is Ikai.” 
 
    “Go now, Ikai, and tell our people that you met Mada in the Dungeons of Oblivion, and that there are many like her down here, suffering a terrible fate, forgotten by all.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. A sound reached his trained ear. He looked towards the mouth of the tunnel. A figure wrapped in a black hooded cloak was watching him. In his hand was a short bow. 
 
    “Damnation!” 
 
    Ikai turned into the tunnel on his right and began to run. 
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    Kyra writhed and kicked with all her might, but it was useless. She could not break free. She was on a hard surface, tied down by her waist, feet and hands. She stopped trying to get free and tried instead to see what was around her. Nothing. There was total darkness. She sniffed like a dog and a familiar smell came to her nostrils: sulfur. There are Enforcers here. 
 
    She calmed down and waited, listening carefully, but there was not even the sound of the monsters breathing. Suddenly she heard footsteps, and there was light. Kyra strained her neck to look around. She was in a triangular chamber with black alabaster walls, and in each corner was an Executor on guard, armed with a spear. In the center of each wall a torch was hanging, lighting up the hall with a dancing flame. In the center of the chamber beside her she saw the three horribly burnt girls. Kyra stretched her neck to see them better. They were not moving. They must already be dead. They were held down like her, lying on slabs of polished red marble. Kyra’s instinct screamed at her desperately: Sacrificial altars! 
 
    She twisted her neck and saw the same red marble under her own arm. She started cursing to herself. They’re going to sacrifice me! With a soft buzz, a round door opened at the end of the chamber, moving to the top of the wall and disappearing into it. Kyra’s mouth dropped, but before she could guess how an enormous golden door could possibly rise by itself, an Eye-of-the-Gods emerged through it from the darkness. When she saw him Kyra felt an icy chill, as if an icicle were sliding down her back. 
 
    The Eye came up to her and stood beside her without making any noticeable sound. The sinister helmet bent over Kyra’s face. Fear clamped her stomach, but her terror allowed her to find strength. 
 
    “Let me go! Let me go!” she shouted furiously, struggling against her own fear. 
 
    The Enforcer of the Gods stared at her for a moment, erect and defiant. He took a ceremonial dagger from his belt, with strange runes carved on its sharp edge. Terror made Kyra lose her voice. I’m going to die! she thought, and she was so sure of it that she was unable to scream. 
 
    The bony hand of the Enforcer held Kyra’s forehead firmly, pushing her head down against the cold marble. She tried to struggle, but it was useless. She stared at the brownish ochre of the horrible creature’s skin, the swollen black veins, the smell of sulfur coming from him, and her stomach turned. The dagger passed before her eyes, and on contact with a beam of light from one of the torches it gave out a flash which dazzled her. She closed her eyes. He’s going to cut my throat! Terror weighed on her chest so heavily that she could not breathe. 
 
    The intense pain of a deep cut on her forearm clouded her mind. Kyra opened her eyes wide and glanced down at the unexpected source of pain. Just above the Ring was a bleeding cut. Kyra tried to get free again, using all her anger, twisting her body under the ligatures. The Eye held her neck with one hand and pressed hard. Air stopped reaching her lungs. He was strangling her! She tried to breathe through her nose, but the air was not coming in. And she stopped struggling. 
 
    After a moment, the Enforcer released the pressure and she was able to breathe again. 
 
    “Stay still, slave!” he ordered in that strident voice which hurt her ears. 
 
    Kyra did not move another muscle; slowly she filled her lungs with the precious air and focused on a single thing: survival. The Eye brought out a crystal disc, the size of an apple, and placed it over the blood flowing from her wound. It was flat and perfectly circular. Inside, in its very center, was a tiny nugget of gold. Kyra eyed the strange object fearfully. On contact with her blood the disc emitted a long golden flash which spread across the walls of the chamber. Kyra’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “Surprising… very surprising,” murmured the Enforcer. He raised the strange disc and studied it carefully. 
 
    He placed it back over the wound, and something truly unusual and worrying began to happen before her astonished eyes: the disc began to show an infinity of intricate veins around the golden pebble, which slowly turned red as it absorbed blood from the cut. The blood flowed from Kyra’s body into the interior of the disc, filling and coloring the thousands of crystalline veins. 
 
    What the hell…! What’s this? It’s drinking my blood! She was so frightened and confused that she could not respond in any way. The Enforcer removed the disc, which by now had turned completely red. Kyra felt weak and a little dizzy. She thought it might be because of the amount of blood she had lost, but it had not been very much. She had lost blood before, from cuts and falls, much more than now. No, there was something more that had been extracted from her body… her own energy? This left her baffled. What was going on? What did this monster want from her? What had he done to her? 
 
    The Eye ignored her completely. He turned round and carefully stowed the disc away in his wide black sash. Slowly he went up to the first of the three women on the marble altars and placed his hands on either side of her head. He pressed hard. There was a tiny, almost metallic sound, like two swords clashing in combat. The Eye took away his hands and stepped back from the altar. 
 
    Kyra eyed him in puzzlement. What was he doing? A whitish light began to issue from the altar. After a few moments the altar began to change color until at last it had turned completely silver. It now shed a silver light of absolute purity, so that it hurt to look at it. It bathed the girl’s body, as if it were passing straight through flesh and bone. While the light still bathed the first girl, the Eye went up to the other two and repeated the process. Kyra did not understand what was happening, but her instinct told her the three girls were being purged in some way, for some macabre purpose. Why do it if they’re already dead? The silver light stopped radiating at last. Kyra blinked hard to accustom her eyes to the brightness. 
 
    “Noooooooo!” came a scream. 
 
    Kyra turned to her right and saw the girl beside her: eyes wide as saucers, mouth hanging loose. Kyra’s heart was beating furiously. The girl had woken up. She was not dead! But not only that—her blackened left side was normal again. Kyra stared in astonishment. There came a second scream, then a third. The two other prisoners were waking up. The Eye went up to them and examined them carefully. He brought out a book bound in silver and seemed to note down something in it with his bony index finger. When he was satisfied he left the chamber in silence. Kyra watched him go, then looked at the three girls, who seemed to be waking from a gruesome nightmare. What on earth had happened there? What had the henchman of the Gods done with them? What were they wanted for? Her gaze lingered on the three Executors guarding the chamber like stone custodians, and she knew she would get no answers that day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Idana was asleep beside Yosane when the Executors burst into the prison-chamber. She woke up, anxiety clamping her chest. She stood up and looked at Yosane. The girl’s face gaped in surprise and fear. Idana spread her arms and Yosane sought the warmth of her hug. 
 
    “What will they do to us?” Yosane asked. She was eying the Enforcers fearfully. 
 
    Idana felt the girl trembling like a leaf in her arms and tried to encourage her. “I don’t know, keep strong.” 
 
    “And Kyra?” she asked, looking around. 
 
    “They haven’t brought her back… it’s been almost three days…” 
 
    The Executors crossed the barrier which kept them captive and came in for them. All were taken amid shoves and blows. Idana felt as though they were cattle being taken to slaughter. The labyrinth of tunnels and underground chambers they were made to stagger through was so vast it was impossible to know which direction they were going in. The light of day blinded Idana as soon as she set foot on the long grass and left behind the hatch which closed the exit chamber. She covered her eyes and for a moment felt stunned. Everything around her was dazzlingly bright, and she could feel the soft grass under her feet. The rustic scent of the fields suddenly filled her nostrils, and she was deafened by a horse’s neigh very close by. Her senses were hit, sharply and unexpectedly. For a long time they had known only shadows and darkness, damp and rancid smells, cold, hard floors, and the cruel silence of suppressed crying. 
 
    Idana waited for her senses to grow accustomed to her new environment and at last dared open her eyes. What she saw left her both surprised and stunned. Before her lay a wide plain covered with grass and wild plants, with a forest of elm trees to the left and a dirt path to the right. Half a dozen carts, pulled by heavy horses, formed a line on the path. The carts were large and sturdy, and the back of each consisted of a rectangular cage with black bars. Sitting at the front of each cart and holding the reins were two Executors. Idana stared at them, and her spirits wilted like a wild flower without water. At the head of the line of carts was a different one, smaller, lower and semi-circular, with an open back. It was golden, and an Eye-of-the-Gods was standing on it. A hand clutched Idana’s arm. 
 
    “It’s a slave caravan!” Yosane said under her breath. 
 
    “To the carts!” came the strident voice of the Eye. 
 
    A murmur of mingled fear and sobbing rose in the clearing. The prisoners eyed each other fearfully, their hopes dashed by the prospect before them. 
 
    “Come on, quickly!” the Eye shouted impatiently. 
 
    The Executors around them started to push them towards one of the carts, using their spears without any restraint. Idana felt a blow on her back and began to stumble. Yosane hastened to her side and took her hand, and Idana smiled gratefully at her. When she saw the fear in her friend’s eyes she realized how scared she was herself. Idana was deeply grateful for Yosane’s support, since no matter how scared she might be, it helped her to dispel her own growing fears. They were herded on to the last cart, and Idana made herself as comfortable as she could against the bars. Yosane sat down next to her in silence, and they all waited. Idana had no idea what gave her that impression, but she sensed that the atmosphere was getting tenser. 
 
    “Look!” Yosane cried suddenly, her voice excited.  
 
    Idana followed her pointing finger and saw three girls coming through the hatch. They were the wounded girls, the ones she had examined, and yet they appeared to be fully recovered now. She was flabbergasted. They were walking toward the last cart, guided by an Eye. 
 
    “Kyra!” Yosane shouted, waving her hand through the bars. 
 
    Idana saw Kyra come out, escorted by two Executors. She looked well and was walking very erect, looking defiant. She saw them and nodded. A tiny smile appeared on her face and she winked at them. One of the Executors saw it and hit her. 
 
    “Don’t hit her, please!” Yosane begged. 
 
    In response they hit Kyra again. Yosane fell silent. A tear slid down her cheek and her hands tugged impotently at the bars. Kyra was put on the last cart with the other three girls. 
 
    “You’d better not say another word,” came Lian’s voice from the cart in front. Her domineering voice and blonde hair were unmistakable. Beside her was Urda, together with two other girls who now followed her everywhere, alert to everything she said, as if they were her servants. Yosane stared at her. 
 
    “That one’s going to get us into a mess, and we won’t get out of it alive,” Lian commented. 
 
    “Let her be,” Yosane defended her. 
 
    “Tell your friend not to try anything or I swear Urda will pull her head off.” 
 
    “Mind your own business!” Idana said. 
 
    Lian waved a finger threateningly at her. “That’s what I’m doing, apothecary. Keep her quiet as a lamb.”  
 
    “Quiet, all of you!” the Eye ordered them. There was silence immediately. The Executors checked the locks of the cages. 
 
    “All ready,” said the Eye at the end of the group. 
 
    “Let’s go!” replied the Eye in the leading cart, and spurred the horses. The golden cart set off, and behind them the prison-carts. The caravan was on its way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They went on for days, crossing plains and forests, following a vaguely visible path amid the vegetation. Yosane had confirmed this to her. 
 
    “We’re going north-east all the time,” she had said on the second day. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Yosane pointed upwards. “By the sun, but mostly by the stars. My father taught me to read the night sky and find my way by the stars. I’m not very brave, or determined, I know” —she glanced down— “but I have a quick mind and a good memory. My father even says it’s excellent, but I don’t believe it. He’s my father after all and I’m his only child, so what else would he say…?” 
 
    Idana had smiled and stroked her arm to cheer her up a little, because it was a terrible situation to be in whether your heart was brave or not. She watched her clever companion, swaying at her side with the movement of the cart. She had already noticed that the girl was bright. Idana had always wanted to have a sister, someone she could lean on, someone to share joys and sorrows with. Watching Yosane, she felt the same feeling again. Idana was an only child; her home had not been blessed with a large family and on top of that she had lost her mother at an early age.  
 
    She remembered it well; it had been a few days before her tenth birthday, so that the date for her was forever a day of mourning. The terrible sadness it had left her with, the feeling of loss and impotence, her poor father’s grief: all these had left a mark burned on her heart forever. The poor woman had been sick for three seasons, fighting to survive, fighting not to have to abandon her and her father. She had fought to the end of her strength, every day, against the fever which was slowly consuming her. Her father, an honest, dedicated apothecary, had pawned everything he had to pay the surgeons, and nearly lost it all. But they had not been able to do anything more than prolong the agony, until at last the fever took her. Idana had been by her side up to the last moment.  
 
    She could still feel the touch of her withered hand at the moment of her final farewell. Idana had cried inconsolably for days. She understood that her father’s medicines had not been able to cure her, for many people were dying of the same illness in the city and it was spreading throughout the county. What she could not understand was why the surgeons had not been able to cure her. That was their job; they were not limited like her own father, who was a simple apothecary. Surgeons studied the body, they knew about illnesses and how to treat them. Why had they not been able to stop this plague that had taken so many lives? If she had been a surgeon herself, if she had had the chance, she would have saved them. Since that fateful day all she wanted was to become a surgeon, so that she might be able to save lives, like that of her poor mother. 
 
    “Idana… you’re very quiet, what are you thinking about?” Yosane asked her. 
 
    “I was thinking about my mother… about how she died when I was a little girl and there was nothing we could do to save her. I was thinking I would give my soul for the chance to become a surgeon… to get hold of the knowledge to save helpless people.” 
 
    Yosane gazed at her thoughtfully. “I understand. Only the most privileged families have access to that position…” 
 
    Idana nodded and swallowed with difficulty. 
 
    “An apothecary is a very good profession. Well respected. It’s really you who heal people, not the surgeons. They only look after the wealthy. You’re doing good and healing people.” 
 
    “Thank you, Yosane. But a surgeon’s knowledge is much more advanced, and it lets them heal wounds and illnesses that an apothecary can only dream of curing. Many’s the time my father has had to give up in the face of problems a surgeon would have been able to deal with.” 
 
    “And how many more has he helped when a surgeon would have thought it beneath him? Hundreds? Thousands in the course of his life, I’m sure. You should think about all the good you actually do instead of what you might be able to do, in my humble opinion…” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right. I’m happy to be able to help others, to be following my father’s wishes, because he always wanted me to learn his trade. Happy to have spent all these years beside him, because he’s a good, compassionate man. We’ve been together, loving and supporting each other. I couldn’t be happier in that sense. I know it’s a respectable profession, and we’ve never gone hungry, because people always need treatment. But when my mother died a little seed was planted inside me, deep down, and it’s grown with time, a desire that will never come true: becoming a great surgeon and being able to cure what neither an apothecary nor an experienced surgeon can.” 
 
    “That’s a very laudable wish. Maybe one day it will come true.” 
 
    Idana smiled resignedly. “Look where we are…” 
 
    Yosane lowered her eyes. “We’ll survive…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On the morning of the twentieth day the caravan stopped. Idana got to her feet in puzzlement. They had barely stopped since the beginning of the journey, and never during the day. They only rested at night. Those damned Enforcers treated them as if they were wild animals, throwing them dried meat and dry bread without breaking the journey. The water was rationed and given to them at dawn and sunset, before they set off and when they stopped. They spent the whole day caged, never knowing when they would be let out to stretch their legs, since that happened very seldom. 
 
    They were made to get down from the carts. Idana was surprised. What was going on? This was not normal. She looked around, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. They were in the middle of a plain, and a little way ahead was a forest of huge beech trees and thick vegetation. 
 
    Suddenly one of the girls ran towards the forest. It was one of the three with Kyra. 
 
    “Stupid slave!” cried the Eye-of-the-God in his penetrating voice. 
 
    The young girl was running with all her might, her legs flying over the grass. Idana looked at the Executors, but none of them made any move to go after her. How strange… Idana’s eye caught a reflection. In front of the girl, on the ground. Idana could make out a golden line, almost transparent. With each stride of the fugitive it was turning more solid. Idana realized what it was. She had to try to help her.  
 
    “Stop! It’s the Boundary! Stop!” she shouted. But it was too late. In full flight the girl glanced at her arm, where her Ring was vibrating wildly in warning, but ignored it and did not stop. With a terrible impact she hit the translucent barrier. There came a thunderclap, as if the sky had cracked in two, and the girl fell to the ground, swallowed up in an intense golden flash. Amid cries of surprise and muffled shouts of fear, the prisoners covered their eyes to hide from the dazzling light. Idana half-closed her eyes to look at the poor girl on the ground. She looked dead. But perhaps she had only fainted. She started to walk towards her; to see if there was something she could do for her. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going, slave?” the Eye grunted. The Executor immediately came to stand in front of Idana, blocking her way. 
 
    “I was just… going to help her…” she muttered, realizing she was the center of all attention.  
 
    “We’ll take care of that stupid girl,” the Eye said with utter disdain. “She’s our slave.” 
 
    The Executor hit Idana in the chest with his spear, forcing her to step back. She was left sore and found it difficult to breathe. 
 
    “All kneel before the Boundary!” the Eye-of-the-God ordered. 
 
    They were placed in a row, on their knees, in the same order as in the carts. In front of them they could see the Boundary marked on the ground in intense gold. It was the forbidden limit established by the Gods. Nobody could cross it or else they would die, as the law laid down. She stared at the body of the unfortunate girl on the grass. An Eye was examining her. 
 
    The Rings were buzzing insistently, making their arms tremble uncontrollably. What are they going to do with us? Idana wondered. She was finding it hard to swallow, her mouth was so dry. She sighed, trying to calm her nerves, but the trembling was making her steadily worse. On her right Yosane was trying to stop her arm trembling, staring at the golden line with eyes full of anxiety. Idana turned her head to her left and saw Kyra further down the line. Idana raised her eyebrows in enquiry, but Kyra shrugged and shook her head. What will happen to us? The Executors came to stand behind them, in silence. 
 
    “Raise the arm with the Ring on it and look ahead!” the Eye ordered. 
 
    The prisoners started to do so. Some, like Yosane, could barely manage. 
 
    “Come on! Raise your arms! I won’t say it again, you useless slaves!” 
 
    The arms rose. The Executors held them fast. The Eye-of-the-Gods began to walk along the line. Idana tried to see what he was doing. 
 
    “Look straight ahead!” 
 
    Frightened, she obeyed. The Eye came to stand beside her. There was a flash and something cold, frozen, ran down her raised arm, as if an ice snake were slithering along it. What’s this? She heard Yosane moaning beside her and felt her fear. 
 
    The Eye moved away. The fear and tension grew with each breath. 
 
    “Let them cross over!” he ordered shrilly. 
 
    Idana’s heart skipped a beat. Cross over? No! She felt the sole of the Executor’s boot on her back, and a tremendous shove. She lurched forward and crossed the Boundary. She hit the ground with her face. She was overcome by convulsions. A terrible pain tore at every point of her body, bringing with it uncontrollable spasms. Her mind could bear it no longer and she lost consciousness, stretched out in the long damp grass. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyra awoke in agony. Her whole body ached. She tried to stand but was unable to. Her mind could not take in all the suffering her battered body was communicating. But she was alive, sore but alive. She had survived. She looked around in alarm. It was night-time, and she realized she was inside a strange building, circular and open, in the midst of a dense forest of tall beeches. She could hear a stream not far away, but for some reason the usual sounds of a forest at night were absent. A gloomy silence reigned. She had no idea how long it had been, but she felt as though she had been in the realm of dreams for a long time. Her companions were lying on the ground beside her, most of them still affected. They had been taken there while they were still unconscious. Where are we? What is this place? Kyra wondered blankly. 
 
    The building was both beautiful and odd. The floor was the color of silver, surrounded by a black marble wall more than fifteen feet high which formed a complete circumference. On the façade Kyra could make out innumerable indecipherable inscriptions and runes. She looked up at the sky, where countless stars shed a faint light. The Executors were standing guard along the wall, imperturbable. In the center of the building a rectangular monolith, black as an abyss, smooth as steel, rose tall and defiant toward the moon, it was more than sixty feet high. In front of the monolith Kyra saw something she had never thought to see: the Eye-of-the-Gods kneeling before a figure. Kyra’s eyes opened wide as saucers as she stared in disbelief. An Eye kneeling! This was unheard-of! The figure was dressed in a white hooded cloak so that Kyra could not see its face, although she could make out golden eyes, which took her breath away. What on earth is this being? Yosane and Idana awoke at that moment, and Kyra went to their side without taking her eyes away from what was going on in the center. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Idana asked. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s anything good,” Kyra said. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Yosane asked. 
 
    Kyra pointed at the Eye and the figure he was kneeling in front of. 
 
    “This place looks like some sort of temple,” concluded Yosane, who was studying the walls with interest. 
 
    “And who’s that, then? A High Priest?” Kyra asked. 
 
    Yosane shrugged. Suddenly the Eye stood up and faced them. Fear washed over them, the way a wave washes over a ship in a storm. 
 
    “On your feet, all of you!” 
 
    The prisoners obeyed, some helping the others. Kyra counted twelve prisoners including herself. To her surprise she saw the girl who had run into the barrier get up as well. She could barely stand, but she was alive; they had not let her die. This was odd. Why had the Eye taken so much trouble over a mere slave girl? It did not make sense. They would never bother without some major reason; as far as they were concerned the girls were no more than worthless worms. How weird…  
 
    “It’s time to set off on the journey,” said the sinister figure who commanded the temple. The Executors took a step forward. The figure began a strange chant, and the inscriptions on the walls began to glimmer. 
 
    Kyra felt her nerves running wild. The floor started to tremble amid the golden flashes which were issuing from the walls. She looked down at the floor in terror. It was changing shape, turning liquid, like molten silver. 
 
    “It can’t be!” she cried. 
 
    The floor turned into a silver lake. 
 
    And engulfed them. 
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    Ikai ran through the gloomy tunnel as though a pack of rabid dogs were chasing him. He glanced back but could not make out whether he was really being followed; he had the feeling that he was, and his feelings rarely betrayed him. The hooded guard has discovered me, he thought, and cursed silently. What other horrors were awaiting him down there? Better not stay to find out, and instead get out of that place of suffering as soon as possible. Kyra isn’t here, and my life is in greater danger every moment I stay.  
 
    He arrived at another of the strange dungeons and took a quick look inside. It was like the one he had left behind: circular, with floor and dome in silver, but bigger. There were twice as many spherical cages forming a circle in the middle of the chamber. The deeper into this labyrinth I go, the bigger the chambers and the more prisoners there are in them. I don’t like this at all. He shivered and shrugged. The chamber did not appear to be guarded. He debated whether to keep going or wait. But he could not wait, as the hooded one would appear behind him any moment. He took a deep breath and walked into the light of the chamber-dungeon. 
 
    In the tunnel on his right there appeared a shadow. Ikai withdrew like a flash and hid in the darkness of the tunnel. He waited, his heart pounding. He breathed deeply, trying to calm his heart, which was racing. He listened carefully, trying to identify what was going on. He heard a metallic sound: one of the spherical cages was opening. He heard the whimpering of one of the prisoners. A grunt, almost bestial, put an end to it. Soon after he caught the sound of the prisoner’s body being dragged along the ground. They were taking him away. Ikai did not even want to imagine the terrible fate of that poor man. 
 
    He waited a moment, without risking a glance, while he reflected. What did the Enforcers of the Gods do with their prisoners? They were just simple peasants, workers, and in very bad condition, so why were they needed? It could hardly be to produce anything… The place was not a mine, or a smithy, or anything of the kind. What went on down there? Ikai had no answers, but a feeling as cheerless as a bottomless well came over him. Something very sinister was going on there. I have to get out right away. 
 
    He kept going, bent double, and went into the chamber. He saw the poor wretches in their spherical cages. Nobody said anything; they were so terrified that they averted their eyes from Ikai’s. They did not want him to be there. He wondered which way to go. He was aware that he had to go back, retrace his steps. He stared at the three tunnel mouths that led out of the chamber. The first one, behind him, was the one he had come in from, and the one he wanted to take to get back. But that hooded figure armed with its bow might appear at any moment. He could not go to the right as that was the direction in which something had taken the prisoner. Those two options were out, so he chose the only one left, the one he did not want to follow because it led him away from the exit. He took it and walked on warily in the half-light. The passage opened into a triangular hall, which surprised him. Up to now everything in that complex had been round or spherical. The floor of the chamber was black, not silver. But what really surprised Ikai was the rectangular monolith with polished marble surfaces which rose in the center of the chamber. It was as black as a starless night and nine feet tall. 
 
    It buzzed like a swarm of bees. 
 
    Ikai walked slowly up to it and eyed it closely. It seemed to have a life of its own. The rectangular shape and the polished surfaces were pure perfection, with not a single flaw. It was too perfect to be man-made. For some reason it seemed to invite touching. Ikai reached out his arm and warily moved his hand towards it. He hesitated. Should he touch it or not? He looked around. There was no danger, and so he made his decision. He touched the surface with the palm of his hand. It was warm. A white flash came out of the monolith, illuminating the chamber. Ikai reached for his weapons and looked in every direction. Fear was clutching his body. The floor began to change color, gradually turning translucent. Ikai stared at it in awe. 
 
    Power of the Gods! 
 
    Suddenly he could see the lower level, as if ceiling and walls had turned crystalline. But not only what was below his feet: the whole level below. A labyrinth of chamber-dungeons was revealed, connected by tunnels and filled with spherical cages one level below the one he was in. A knot formed in his stomach. The light went on descending and showed him the next level: this too was filled with dungeons. To his regret, the light went on descending, Ikai counted five underground levels before the light stopped and came back up again. Each level showed the same horror: an endless sequence of dungeons filled with cell-spheres. 
 
    Ikai was appalled. Anxiety clutched his chest with an iron grip. He sighed deeply and stared at the monolith. It had to be some kind of transport to the other sub-levels. The Dungeons of Oblivion are immense. They must have thousands of people down there. But what do the Gods need them for? What for? He shook his head; he was deeply upset, and a sour unease had taken hold of him. Unfortunately only the Gods had answers to those questions. He moved away from the monolith, and the chamber went back to normal. 
 
    The sound of dragging footsteps reached Ikai’s trained ears. They were coming from the tunnel, very close. He crouched behind the monolith and let the shadow of the strange artifact hide him. With luck he could stay out of sight of whoever was approaching. He kept totally silent, hardly daring to breathe, hands and back pressed against the warm marble surface, trying to melt into it. 
 
    The footsteps came closer. They were coming into the hall. Making use of his experienced senses, his hearing strained, he tried to perceive the scent of a threat. It’s someone big, an Executor… no… the Executors move more slowly and heavily. This walk is dragged out… But the smell is typical of the Enforcers of the Gods: something like sulfur… He lowered his head and half-closed his eyes. He crouched even lower against the surface at his back and stayed still, making his body into a stone statue, his breathing suspended and his heartbeats diminished. 
 
    The steps moved up to the monolith and stopped on the other side. 
 
    Come on, come on, keep going, Ikai prayed, closing his eyes. 
 
    A deathly silence settled on the hall, and time seemed to stand still. Ikai’s heartbeats sounded to him like war drums which might be audible leagues away. He listened tensely, trying not to breathe: two steps sounded to the left, towards the way out. Instinctively he glanced in the opposite direction, planning to escape by the tunnel he had come in. He held his breath as he made out a silhouette in the tunnel amid the shadows. 
 
    He was trapped! Ikai swallowed. Behind the monolith there came another step. A strange rhythmic breathing, almost a hiss, reached him, and a shadow jutted out to his left. It slid along the floor and grew menacingly on his own body. The shadow took shape in the form of the silhouette of a strong man, until at last it was clear on the floor. It suggested the outline of a sinister head. Ikai was petrified. 
 
    “I cannot see you, but I can smell your slave’s stink,” came a hissing voice. 
 
    Ikai gripped his weapons tightly. 
 
    “Come out from behind there and show yourself to me, you worm.” 
 
    They had found him out! There was no escaping now. He breathed deeply, then spun around as he got to his feet and faced that threatening voice. His blood froze in his veins. No, it was certainly not an Executor. It was something different. Something he had never seen before. Something no-one had ever seen before. It was terrifying. Ikai half-closed his eyes to study it better. What was it? It was not as tall or broad-shouldered as an Executor, although more so than himself. But it seemed more slippery than the warrior Enforcers. The monster’s skin was the characteristic ochre-tan of the Enforcers of the Gods, and the same dark veins ran under it. The head was covered by a strange helmet, similar yet different to that of the Executors. It was brown at the back, and the front was covered by hundreds of tiny metallic scales, intensely green. But what struck fear into Ikai’s heart were the eyes: yellow, reptilian, with a long, narrow black iris. He felt he was looking into the eyes of an enormous snake. Instead of a mouth there was only a round hole. He began to tremble. 
 
    The monster was dressed in a golden-green robe. On the front and back he wore a cuirass of green scales engraved in gold. His cape bore strange symbols embroidered in an olive color. Short greaves and brownish-green gauntlets protected the limbs. The hands held a coiled whip and an ominous-looking curved machete. 
 
    “You are no prisoner!” he hissed furiously under his helmet. 
 
    Ikai felt his skin crawl. In his mouth was the bitter taste of fear, but he did not flinch. He had to escape. He could not fight against an Enforcer; it would be suicide. The sentinel let the tip of the whip fall to the floor. 
 
    “No, I’m a Hunter,” Ikai replied. He kept his voice firm and showed his Ring. Perhaps his position might confuse his captor. 
 
    “A Hunter? And what are you doing here? No slave is allowed in here, neither Hunter nor Regent. These are the domains of the Oppressors. Down here we are the sentinels. This underworld belongs to us. You belong to us, slave.” 
 
    Ikai was silent in the face of the Oppressor’s sinister presence, trying to figure a way out. 
 
    “This quadrant, these dungeons, are forbidden to the slaves. Only the Enforcers of the Gods may set foot in here.” 
 
    Ikai nodded and flexed his legs in anticipation. The situation was desperate. The Oppressor circled around Ikai, dragging his whip on the floor with sinuous movements. “And tell me, slave, what is the punishment for those who disobey the law of the Gods?”  
 
    Ikai followed him with his gaze, very alert. This sentinel was making him very nervous. 
 
    “Death,” he replied dryly. 
 
    The Oppressor stopped. “Exactly, slave, death,” he said, and emphasized the last word with his sinister voice. 
 
    Ikai gathered his courage together and defiantly showed his weapons. 
 
    “How dare you? How dare you draw arms against an Enforcer of the Gods? Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    “I’m not going to let you torture me, like you do the thousands you’ve got locked up in here.” 
 
    “They know what is good for them. No slave has ever beaten an Enforcer of the Gods. We are superior, little man; we are much stronger, more agile and better fighters. You will never beat me, not in a thousand years.” 
 
    “That may be so, but I’ll fight all the same.” 
 
    “Stupid worm. I was going to kill you swiftly, but now you will suffer this affront in blood. Before I cut out your tongue I will make you spit out the reason why you are here and how you managed to get in. Then I will tear off your skin, strip by strip, and when you scream for mercy I will eat your heart while it is still beating.” 
 
    The Oppressor’s arm launched a whiplash. Ikai barely saw it coming. He felt a searing pain in his arm, but did not drop his sword. He glanced at it in a single heartbeat and saw blood. The whip lashed again and Ikai leapt to one side. The leather lash hit the floor, brushing his leg as it passed. He regained his balance and launched a stroke at the sentinel’s neck, but his machete parried it with unbelievable speed. Ikai counterattacked with his dagger, seeking his enemy’s armpit, but the Oppressor blocked it with his arm and delivered a tremendous kick which caught Ikai in the stomach and threw him hard against the monolith. He lost his weapons and was left lying on the floor. His side hurt terribly and he could barely breathe. 
 
    “Stupid slave. You are nothing but a weak dying race. I am going to enjoy gutting you.” 
 
    Ikai tried to stand, but was unable to rise further than his knees. The whip lashed, hard. A terrible pain in the neck caught Ikai by surprise. Now he could no longer breathe. He peered down at his throat and saw the end of the whip firmly coiled around his neck. The Oppressor was pulling hard, strangling him. Desperately he tried to unwind it with his hands, but it was impossible. The Oppressor laughed with fierce disdain. Ikai felt with his hand for his sword while he struggled, but met only the cold floor. With an enormous effort he half-turned his head against the pressure of the whip. He thought his head was about to be torn off. His hand fell short of his sword by a matter of inches. Out of the corner of his eye he sensed a slight movement at the entrance to the tunnel. The hooded figure which had been chasing him loomed out the shadows. All hope of survival was buried under a mountain of despair. Now there were two enemies. He was finished, he was going to die. 
 
    The Oppressor turned his attention from Ikai to the hooded figure. 
 
    “By the Gods! What is happening here?” 
 
    There was a slight hiss, followed by a dull bump. 
 
    “Damned treacherous slaves!” cried the Oppressor. An arrow was buried in his neck. 
 
    Ikai was left gasping. 
 
    The Sentinel shook his arm hard, ignoring the arrow and freeing the end of the whip from Ikai’s neck. The boy fell to one side. As he hit the ground he filled his lungs with the air he had been denied. There came another hiss. The arrow hit the cuirass but failed to pierce it. The hooded figure nocked another arrow, but it was too late. The whip lashed and caught the weapon, and with a powerful tug the hooded figure was disarmed. The Oppressor moved forward like a viper and hit the hooded figure so hard it flew back against the wall behind. The figure hit the rock of the chamber hard and fell to the floor. 
 
    Ikai took advantage of the opportunity. Picking up his weapons from the floor he threw himself on to the Oppressor’s back, but was hit hard by the back of the creature’s arm and was sent rolling to one side. He got to his knees with his weapons at the ready, and the sentinel turned to face him. 
 
    “You will pay dearly. I will eat both your hearts!” 
 
    He took a step towards Ikai, but the hooded figure launched itself at his feet and buried its knife in the back of his left thigh. The Oppressor grunted and kicked away the hooded figure. Ikai raised his right hand. He concentrated, measuring the distance, and waited. The Oppressor turned towards him. With all his strength, Ikai drove his arm forward. The sentinel took a step back. The dagger had caught him in the neck, an inch above the arrow. Ikai watched without being able to breathe, sure he would fall this time; the wounds were lethal, he would not be able to stay on his feet. But he did not fall. He advanced towards Ikai, who stared at him in astonishment. He raised his whip. Ikai rolled on the floor to meet it. The lash exploded in his ears, but this time the tip did not touch him. With a quick, powerful thrust he pierced the sentinel’s right leg. With both legs wounded, he fell to his knees, dropped his weapons and put his hands to his neck. He was drowning in his own blood. 
 
    Ikai stepped back, panting, and watched him die amid spasms. “He didn’t look human… he should have died with the first arrow…” he muttered as he stared at the body. He knelt beside it, intrigued. What was this Oppressor? He tried to take off the unusual helmet. He pulled hard, but could not dislodge it. It seemed to have been shaped over the head itself, without clasps to allow it to be taken off. 
 
    “You won’t be able to, it’s never been done,” a voice said in a barely intelligible grunt behind him. 
 
    Ikai spun around and saw the hooded, dark-clad figure lying against the wall. 
 
    “It’s the same material as the rings and it works like them,” the figure said with a moan as it tried to get up. “It’s impossible to take it off. 
 
    Ikai went hastily across to it and offered it his hand. 
 
    “I don’t need your help, you idiot,” a woman’s voice grunted under the hood. 
 
    Ikai was paralyzed by surprise. “Idiot?” he managed to say at last. “Who are you, and why do you insult me?” 
 
    “Who I am is none of your concern,” she said with a cry of pain, “and you’re an idiot because you almost got both of us killed.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you to butt in…” 
 
    “Well, if I hadn’t, the Oppressor would’ve killed you and raised the alarm, and I’d have been doomed. I didn’t butt in for your sake, make no mistake about that.” 
 
    Ikai remained firm. “Well, maybe… maybe not. Anyway, thanks for your help.” 
 
    “I don’t want your gratitude, you bloody idiot. When the other guardians find the body it’ll be impossible to get back into this place. They’ll be twice as careful both in the dungeons and outside. I’ve been working for a long time to get into the dungeons without being detected. Every day a little further into this labyrinth of dungeons, always with absolute caution so as not to be detected and be able to return. And you’ve ruined it all in just one night! The work of months!” 
 
    Ikai did not know what to say. “I… I’m sorry…” he mumbled. 
 
    “And with all the risks I’ve taken!” 
 
    The young woman shook her head disdainfully. The hood fell back and her face was revealed to Ikai’s curious eyes. She was young, near his own age, with almond eyes black as night which shone with intense determination. Her hair was jet black, worn in a ponytail. She was not exactly pretty, not in the classic sense. Her features were pale and sharp, her nose small and pointed, and her lips were definitely provocative. But this young woman radiated unusual fierceness and strength, something which definitely impressed Ikai. 
 
    “Haven’t you ever seen a woman before? Stop glaring at me with those crazy eyes of yours and help me up.” 
 
    Ikai blushed and immediately helped her to her feet. She was not too tall, but her body was sinewy and agile, Ikai guessed she was used to physical effort. He glanced aside at her left arm, trying to find out what symbol she wore on the Ring on her arm. Unfortunately it was hidden by the sleeve of her dark tunic. 
 
    “My name is Ikai…” 
 
    She turned her head and looked at him intensely for a moment. Ikai prepared for another scornful comment. 
 
    “Mine’s Albana,” she replied obligingly, her eyes fixed on Ikai’s. “There’s no time for introductions, Hunter. We’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
    Ikai sighed and nodded. He put his arm around her waist to support her. 
 
    “Can you walk?” he asked her. 
 
    “I think so. My ribs hurt like crazy but I don’t think they’re fractured.” 
 
    “Half your face is bruised and your left eye’s swelling up.” 
 
    “Well, your neck doesn’t look very good either. Give me my bow and let’s get out of here before they discover us. They’ll soon change the guard, and they’ll notice if one of them is missing. If we don’t get out of the Quadrant before they find out and raise the alarm, we’re dead.”  
 
    She looked down at the body of the dead Oppressor. “I would’ve killed him, but good work with that dagger.” 
 
    “In the thousand years our people have lived as slaves, very few have managed to kill one of the Enforcers of the Gods. You can count them on the fingers of one hand.” Ikai said 
 
    “You mean you don’t believe me? I would’ve killed him. You have no idea who I am or what I’m capable of.” 
 
    Ikai was shocked by her comments. Who was she? And most important, what was she doing there? Albana seemed to read his thoughts. She put her finger to her lips. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said. “No time for questions now.” 
 
    They made their way along the tunnels in search of the way out. Ikai soon realized Albana knew the passages and guard posts like the back of her hand. She pointed out where to go, when to move on and when to wait so as not to coincide with the guards patrolling the dungeons. Ikai tried to keep his sense of direction, but Albana followed a different route from the one he had taken and he was soon completely lost. Finally they reached a dark room where two tunnels ended. At the back a stone staircase led to the surface. Half-way up an Oppressor was on guard, making sure nobody came in or went out. They withdrew from the mouth of the tunnel and hid in the shadows. 
 
    “Wait here,” Albana whispered in his ear, so faintly it was as if she had merely sowed the idea in his mind. She disappeared back into the tunnel. Ikai waited in silence. He had the feeling that any moment the Oppressor would come into the tunnel and find him. Suddenly he heard a jingling sound, as if something metallic had rolled across the floor. It came from his right, from the other tunnel. He listened hard and heard the footsteps of the sentinel coming down the stairs. His stomach lurched. Suppose the guard was coming towards him? He reached for his sword.  
 
    Suddenly Albana appeared behind him, startling him. She passed him, holding her side. She went on to the mouth of the tunnel and stopped for an instant to look inside the room. The guard was not at his post. She beckoned to Ikai, and they both crossed the hall at a run. They reached the outside at last, behind one of the enormous storage buildings. 
 
    “Good trick,” Ikai said. 
 
    “They’re like bloodhounds, if they hear anything they go sniffing. Luckily, they’re not very clever” 
 
    “And now what? How do we leave the Quadrant? There are Executors on the watch out there.” 
 
    Albana grinned roguishly and pointed to the top of the building. 
 
    “That way?”  
 
    “Yes, that way. There are no guards on the roofs, only in the gardens and buildings. The Enforcers of the Gods don’t like heights. Don’t ask me why.” 
 
    Ikai nodded and sighed. Why had he not thought of that way himself? 
 
    “And how do we get up there?” he asked. It was quite a height. 
 
    Albana moved on at a crouch along the wall until they reached the middle. 
 
    “Here,” she said. 
 
    Ikai made out a black rope, and understood. They climbed up to the roof, and Albana guided him from building to building until they reached an elevated water tank very close to the outer wall. From the tank they dropped onto the wall. Ikai found it difficult to jump and keep his balance, but Albana moved like a black cat, even handicapped by her wounds. With a final sigh Ikai slid down to the street, outside the forbidden quarter. He offered his partner in flight a smile of relief at having escaped, and in gratitude for her help. In fact the girl was really intriguing. The mystery which surrounded her, together with her courage and strength, seemed very appealing… Their eyes met. Yes, certainly attractive… he could not help thinking. 
 
    Albana was eying him with amusement. Suddenly she tensed. Her glance pierced Ikai. 
 
    “Sorry, can’t let myself get caught,” she said, and hid her face under her hood. 
 
    Ikai looked at her blankly. Without warning she launched a powerful kick at Ikai’s groin. He doubled up sideways in a sea of pain, and fell to the ground holding his crotch. 
 
    “There’s too much at stake,” Albana said, and ran down the street. 
 
    Behind him Ikai heard running footsteps. 
 
    “Stop! Stop in the name of the Regent’s Guard!” came a commanding voice. 
 
    Ikai twisted his body and saw a dozen soldiers running towards him. He cursed to himself; they must have seen the two of them climbing down the wall. 
 
    Betrayal. She left me to them to save herself. He was filled with pain and fury, but he could not get up. 
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    When the pain finally left her body and the dizziness receded, Kyra inhaled the cool breeze deeply in an attempt to recover. What on earth had happened? She remembered how the floor had turned into molten silver and swallowed them all. But she was alive! She felt her arms and legs to make sure she was still in one piece. 
 
    She took a cautious look at her surroundings. She was in another building, practically identical to the one which had swallowed them. The unusual floor was once again solid, made of silver, and around it was the same high black marble wall forming a perfect circumference. The runes engraved on it still radiated a faint golden light. But it was not the same temple. Kyra looked up above the wall and could not see the forest which had surrounded them before. Where there had been tops of leafy beeches was now clear sky. Where it had been night scattered with bright stars, now only a few white clouds adorned an immaculate canvas of blue. 
 
    All the same, a threatening shadow loomed over the whole building. Kyra turned in search of the sun and in so doing, saw behind her something which amazed her. A colossal black monolith reared up into the infinite sky, blocking the presence of the sun. It was as black as a bottomless well and devoured the light around it, creating a sense of emptiness, of being surrounded by a translucent aura. Its shape, completely rectangular with its four ridges rising to the sky, was pure perfection. The four sides, polished to a masterly finish, shone with a strange splendor. It was very like the monolith in Osaen, but far larger. Kyra gazed at it in awe. The size of this strange object was unimaginable, so immense the mind had trouble taking it in… A base of white marble supported it, and this alone was taller than the temple itself. 
 
    No, they were definitely not in the same temple, and nor was it the same time. When she realized this, Kyra felt the chill breeze of fear run through her. She shivered. She turned around to find the other girls; the warmth of their company would help her get rid of this horrible feeling. Yosane and Idana were beside her, pale as snow, unable to utter a word, staring, like her, at the monolith. 
 
    “On your feet, all of you!” a strident voice cried. 
 
    Kyra followed the sound and saw the Eye-of-the-God. In a semi-circle behind him his Executors waited. 
 
    “Swine!” she said to herself, rage burning in her stomach. 
 
    They had also been swallowed; all the same, they did not seem to have suffered the rigor of the passage as the girls had. Narrowing her eyes, she searched among the Enforcers of the Gods until she found the High Priest in his white robe with his head covered by the hood. He’s got something to do with this journey of ours, I’m sure of it. The twelve slaves hastened to get to their feet, some of them showing clear signs of not yet having fully recovered. One of them, pale as snow, threw up and spattered Lian’s foot. The pampered blonde leapt back, cursing and insulting the poor girl. With cries of disgust she ordered Urda to move this peasant away from her. Urda moved forward, then stopped when she saw the girl fall dizzily to her knees.  
 
    The Executors surrounded them, spears ready. The High Priest placed his hands on the dark marble of the wall and the runes flashed. Kyra watched in alarm. When he took his hands away, amid a strange buzzing as though this were some enormous beehive in full swarm, a third of the wall descended and disappeared into the floor. Kyra and Yosane exchanged puzzled glances, tinged with fear. 
 
    They were led outside the temple. As they walked towards the base of the huge monolith Kyra was dumbfounded. Everything around her, wherever she turned her gaze, was blue, absolutely blue. For a moment she thought the sky might have fallen to earth and raised her eyes to check. When she saw it was still there, reigning in splendor with the majestic sun smiling down on her, her heart went faster and she was afraid. So what was that infinite blue mass all around them? She breathed deeply and tried to think. It looked like water, like the lakes in the First County, only much bluer and wider, as if it had no end. An enchanting blue bathed the horizon in the distance. 
 
    “What…?” was all she managed to say before words failed her. 
 
    Idana’s gaze was lost on the horizon. “It’s… I think it… it must be…” 
 
    “The only thing it can be… is the sea…” Yosane said. Her eyes were wide as saucers. 
 
    The sea! 
 
    With the word, a hundred memories, ideas and past conversations surged up in Kyra’s mind. Without thinking, she looked at her tattoos. Nobody had ever seen the sea, not since they had been enslaved by the Gods a thousand years before. But the Senoca traditions, their legends and folklore, spoke of its existence and were passed down from grandparents to parents to children so they would never forget where they came from and where they were to return. Kyra had heard descriptions of it… a host of them… and they all paled in comparison to the immense beauty in front of her eyes at that moment. She watched that infinite wonder of nature, the place her people came from. A calm sea, a blue ocean as beautiful as it was infinite. 
 
    “What beauty!” Idana said. 
 
    Yosane put her hands to her face. “It’s simply unbelievable!” 
 
    Kyra moved forward as though in a trance, unable to believe or to assimilate the grandeur and beauty of what surrounded her. She was not the only one; behind her Lian and Urda were also moving forward with their eyes lost in the immensity of the ocean. Soon all twelve were staring at Mother Sea. 
 
    “It’s the sea… the sea…!” the prisoners began to murmur amid cries of surprise and recognition as they started to make sense of their environment. Soon all the voices were silent and their young eyes devoured the beautiful landscape. Before the greatness of what they saw and what it meant for them, the twelve fell to their knees and spread their arms in a prayer to Mother Oxatsi that she would take them with her. 
 
    “Keep moving, stupid creatures!” came the Eye’s strident shout. 
 
    The Executors used their spears to strike and shove the prisoners. The girls resisted, not wishing to part from their protective mother. But the Executors were relentless and the prisoners were forced to go on. 
 
    Yosane waved her hand around her in a full circle. “We’re on an island. It’s bigger than the one in the middle of the great river when it crosses the Second County, but it’s an island, that’s absolutely certain.” 
 
    Kyra looked around, without losing sight of the Executors and their spears. It was true, they were on an island. There was little vegetation on it and it was rocky and arid. It was not excessively big, because three of its four corners could be seen from where they were. There were white birds in the sky, but for some reason they did not come near the great monolith. The girls were led to it, and the Eye-of-the-Gods went into the base through a round door and disappeared inside. 
 
    They waited restlessly, surrounded by the Executors, who watched them impassively. The girls looked all round fearfully, trying to understand where they were and why, and above all what was going to happen to them. But they had found Oxatsi, Mother Sea, and that gave them courage, courage that would help them survive. 
 
    Yosane bent over and twisted her head. She pointed to her right. 
 
    “Look! Slaves!” she whispered. 
 
    On the other side of the monolith was a long line of men with their hands tied at their back, joined by ropes around their necks. They all wore long lemon-yellow robes which stood out in the distance. They were escorted by Executors on both sides, and two Eyes led their column. The prisoners were sturdy men, broad-shouldered and strong-legged. 
 
    “Who are these poor wretches? Where are they taking them?” Idana wondered. There was concern in her voice. 
 
    “They’re strong,” murmured Kyra. “They’re probably taking them to do forced labor, to the mines, from what I’ve heard…” 
 
    “Do you recognize them?” interrupted Yosane. “Do you know what county they come from?” 
 
    “No… I couldn’t tell you…” 
 
    Yosane looked at Idana, who shrugged. “Nor me,” she muttered. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s because of those really striking clothes they wear,” Idana said. “It hurts the eyes.”  
 
    “Perhaps,” said Yosane, not fully convinced. 
 
    They followed the men with their gaze as they went towards the sea down a set of steps carved out of the rock. And then all of a sudden they disappeared as if they had been swallowed by that infinite sea which surrounded them. Kyra craned her neck, but from the plateau where they stood she could see no further. 
 
    “Mother Sea has swallowed them!” 
 
    “Look behind,” Yosane said. 
 
     Idana and Kyra turned and took a surreptitious look. Behind the great Monolith they saw a large building of one floor. In front of it a great number of men in brown robes were piling boxes beside several carts while others loaded them. An Eye seemed to be taking notes of everything being loaded and a dozen Executors stood stoically on guard. 
 
    “Supplies of some sort…” Idana ventured. 
 
    “They’re loading them to take them somewhere, but where?” Kyra said, looking toward the far end. “There’s nothing here except rocks and dry bushes.”  
 
    “Yes, that’s strange,” Yosane said. 
 
    The Eye-of-the-God reappeared. “Start moving, slaves!” he ordered. 
 
    They walked to the edge, where the plateau ended, and before their eyes, as if out of nowhere, there appeared a bay in the shape of a half moon. In its very center was a substantial merchant port. Several ships could be seen, great cargo vessels, most of them at anchor and some already setting off towards the open sea, heavily loaded. 
 
    “The port is… enormous…” Yosane whispered. “There must be close to a hundred ships.” 
 
    Kyra shaded her eyes from the sun, which was now bathing her with fire and life. 
 
    “And what on earth are all those ships doing here?” 
 
    Yosane narrowed her eyes and stared at the ships. 
 
    “They look like twin-sailed triremes. The biggest ones have their holds arranged for cargo. They use the wind to sail, but if they’re too heavily loaded —which seems to be the case here— or the capricious breath of the Gods doesn’t fill the sails, they use the oarsmen. From the dimensions of those ships I’d guess they must carry about sixty in each galley, maybe more. At least that’s how they sail along the great river, and I should think it’s the same with these. Trade between the main cities and the capital, as well as the transport of goods, Proxies and Enforcers depends on those triremes. If they’re using them here it’ll be for the same reasons.” 
 
    Kyra smiled, with a touch of sarcasm. “Is there anything you don’t know?” she commented. 
 
    Yosane blushed. “Oh, a lot…” she said shyly, and looked away. 
 
    The Enforcers quickened the pace, and the group went down the stairs to the pier. The activity on the docks was frantic, with numbers of slaves loading the ships with all kinds of materials and containers. From amphorae to enormous crates, as well as cattle, victuals and a multitude of slaves. In front of each ship an Eye was posted, who made a note of everything that was loaded onto each ship. Seeing the steady bustle and all the movement of goods and people, Kyra felt the urge to slip away and board one of those triremes to escape. For a single crazy moment she even considered it seriously, but she realized it would be suicide to try. All along the pier there were Executors on guard, and several patrols were on foot. Besides, she had no idea where these ships were going. It was not a brilliant plan, but then she was not really one for making plans, much less brilliant ones. She shook her head unhappily and went on. At least Ikai would be glad she had not tried anything rush. 
 
    The group of slaves in yellow robes was led up onto one of the ships, and as they went past Kyra could see they were being chained to the oar-benches. 
 
    “Yellow robes, oarsmen,” she told Yosane with a wink. Yosane smiled shyly back. 
 
    They went along the whole pier on the eastern side until they were nearly at the end. An Eye-of-the-Gods awaited them. Beside the Enforcer of the Gods a ship with a single sail was moored, swaying with the movement of the waves. It was lighter and more ornamented than the rough cargo triremes. The Eye in charge of the group walked ahead to speak with the other Eye in a low voice. The latter approached the group and briskly studied each of the prisoners, taking notes incessantly in a silver book with his bony ochre finger. Kyra had no idea what he was writing, but she felt as if she were being measured before being put in a box. Cursed bastards! She wished with all her heart she could grab the book from his hands and kill him with it. She clenched her fists as rage consumed her. 
 
    The Eye barked a sudden order. “On board, slaves!”  
 
    The Executors came to harass them immediately, and with fear in their hearts the prisoners obeyed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They sailed for hours, heading deeper into a measureless blue ocean. Yosane gazed at it in puzzlement while her timid spirit struggled to summon up courage, since the beauty of that sea imbued her with cheer and hope. They had been placed at the prow, and half a dozen Executors formed a line to deny them access to the rest of the ship. At the stern, two Eyes-of-the-Gods were talking with a strange Enforcer who appeared to be the Captain. He was dressed like the Eyes, but his helmet was different: bluer. Yosane had never seen anything of the kind. She avoided looking at the Captain and shook her shoulders to get rid of the shiver which ran down her back every time she caught a glimpse of him. 
 
    Kyra and Idana were in front of her, standing at the foremost point of the bow. They seemed to be enjoying the journey. This was not the case with Lian and some of the other prisoners, who were soon seasick from the movement of the ship and had spent half the day throwing up over the gunwale. Urda on the other hand was sitting still in the center of the deck with her arms folded. The wind was blowing strongly, the billowing sail pushed the ship whose high prow cut the waves. Yosane tried to guess where they might be heading. If her calculations were correct, they had been traveling north ever since leaving the island. As she did not know where they had started from — they had appeared on the island without any point of reference — any guess as to where they were was totally useless. Still, at least she had one point of reference, and if they found another she could begin to calculate their position. 
 
    The breeze brushed her face, and Yosane gazed at the peerless beauty of that blue sea. For one moment an absolute sense of peace filled her, and all the fears which usually tormented her spirit were swept away from her heart. For several long wonderful moments she enjoyed a peace she had not known in weeks. Since the ill-fated day when her Ring had shone on her arm and her world had been turned upside down. She opened herself to Mother Sea, and her soul filled with a longed-for joy. 
 
    “Hellish bloody sea!” she heard Lian complain between bouts of gagging with her head hanging over the gunwale. She looked at the girl. She was beautiful, privileged, vain, yes, but also brave in her own selfish way. Yosane did not want to envy her but deep down, she did. In spite of all her drawbacks, she was brave. And that quality, so scarce in men in that time of slavery and submission, was what Yosane valued the most, because she lacked it herself. Shame overcame her and she shrank into herself. She knew it was not her fault, she told herself over and over again, but it did not help. 
 
    “Look, mist!” she heard Idana call out. 
 
    Yosane went over to her two friends and gazed at the horizon ahead of them. A heavy white mist rose over the sea like a ghostly presence, floating above the waves. 
 
    “Isn’t it weird?” Kyra said. 
 
    Yosane gazed at the clear evening sky, where not a cloud disturbed the blue. The breeze was warm and the sea had turned calm. 
 
    “Very weird, there shouldn’t be a mist in these conditions…” 
 
    Kyra nodded and looked ahead. The ship was moving fast toward the wall of mist, which rose ten feet above the surface and prevented them from seeing further. Yosane looked aside at the Captain and the Eyes, but their course stayed the same. 
 
    “We’re going into it!” she warned Kyra and Idana. “Hold on!” 
 
    In the blink of an eye the ship entered the mist and they were swallowed by a damp, whitish cloak. They could see nothing around them, not even on the ship itself. Yosane held out her arm, searching for Idana’s. They touched and held hands. The wind dropped completely and a gloomy silence enveloped them. Suddenly there came a loud noise of wood on wood. Yosane froze as a new sound reached her ears, that of water being beaten. 
 
    “Oars!” she said excitedly. “They’ve taken out the oars!” 
 
    The sound developed a rhythm, the oars plunged into the water propelling the ship and came out of the water with a methodical cadence. Yosane calmed down a little, but not being able to see what was around her made her heart race. In the midst of that thick gloomy mist, to the rhythm of the drum, on a sea as still as a mirror, she felt as if they were entering the realm of the dead. She had a sick feeling in her stomach, a horrible presentiment. Suddenly the mist vanished. Yosane looked back in surprise and realized that they had left it behind; they had gone through it and beyond. 
 
    “By my brother’s blood!” she heard Kyra cry. 
 
    Yosane turned and was overwhelmed by what she saw. She had to rub her eyes to be sure it was true. 
 
    “But… but… how can it be?” Idana asked. 
 
    Yosane stared at the giant waterfall rising ahead of them in the middle of the sea. It was sixty feet high and its width filled the horizon. An endless stream of water fell along its entire length, hurling itself on the sea, breaking against the waves with foam as white as snow. The sound of the water constantly breaking against the sea reached them like a furious murmur. The ship headed straight towards it. 
 
    “It’s going to swallow us!” Idana cried. 
 
    Kyra stood up, ready to jump overboard. 
 
    Yosane glanced at the Captain and the Eyes-of-the-Gods, who remained unperturbed. 
 
    “Back!” one of the Eyes ordered. 
 
    Kyra hesitated for a moment, then stepped back. Idana did the same. The Executors came forward. Seizing all the girls who were by the forward gunwale, they threw them back to the center. 
 
    They don’t want us to fall into the sea, Yosane wondered. How odd! It looks as though they want us alive. I wonder why, or rather what for.  
 
    The ship headed rapidly toward the great wall of water before them. Yosane felt the beginnings of panic, and Kyra threw her a questioning glance. A silver flash of great intensity filled the sky. They turned to see the Captain holding a small disc on the palm of his hand. The disc sent out two more potent flashes, then the Captain closed his hand over it. At once there came a violent buzzing, as if the sea bottom was shaking. But it was not the sea, it was the waterfall. A small part of it now began to sink into the sea, creating a passage for the ship. 
 
    Yosane looked on in awe. This was no work of men. It would have been impossible to build something like that, still less to operate it that way. The ship went through the giant waterfall along the open passage and held its course along what now looked like a great channel. Behind them the submerged part emerged from the water and closed once again. There was no way out. 
 
    Kyra looked in every direction in turn. “What the hell? We’re in a channel!” 
 
    As they advanced Yosane realized that the waterfall was really a great wall, decorated so as to look like an endless waterfall. This surprised her immensely, but not as much as what she saw next. 
 
    “By Oxatsi!” Idana muttered. 
 
    Yosane’s eyes were sending images to her brain which she was finding hard to make sense of. Before her eyes, on both sides of the channel, a beautiful city rose in splendor. Immense palaces with enormous lakes, ornamented with countless fountains and cultivated gardens came into sight as they moved on. The palaces were blue mingled with white — splendid, worthy of Gods. Each palace had one or more lakes in the form of gardens, and the gardens were extravagantly-shaped with fountains and small waterfalls at different heights. Where there should have been streets and avenues were rivers and channels. An uncountable number of small boats were moving along them, but from the distance their occupants could not be seen. 
 
    Unbelievable, was all Yosane could think. 
 
    “What is this place?” Kyra asked. 
 
    Yosane shaded her eyes with her hand. In the distance, where the channel ended, in the very center, she made out an imposing island. Even from where they were it looked like a colossal mountain with a single peak, floating over the water. Looking closer, the whole surface proved to be teeming with exuberant palaces and monuments, from the base to the elevated peak, where a giant monolith rose in search of the sun. And then she knew where they were. 
 
    “We’re in the Eternal City, the home of the Golden Gods!” 
 
    Kyra and Idana turned to her in amazement. An absolute and somber silence came over the other girls, hushing exclamations and speculations alike. If they were in the Eternal City, then there was no hope for any of them, since nobody had ever returned from that accursed place. Nobody. Ever. 
 
    The ship continued on its way along the channel. The silence on the deck was now that of a graveyard, broken only by the cadence of the oars. A broad new channel opened on both sides. Yosane’s attention was immediately caught. Elaborate granite and white marble bridges, with many massive arches, crossed the new channel towards the center, to the great island, following the direction the ship was taking.  
 
    They were entering a complex spider’s-web of channels and buildings. She needed to understand, it would come in useful later on. Survive and escape, as Kyra said, and to escape they needed to understand where they were. Besides, that was something she was very good at. That was why she was a builder, like all her family. She could contribute knowledge, but she needed an elevated perspective. She gazed at the elaborate figurehead at the bow. She thought about it several times, searching inside herself for the courage she could never find. I have to help! I need to contribute! She summoned up her weak courage and with some difficulty climbed onto the figurehead, which rose six feet above the deck in the shape of an eagle’s head. Idana saw her, and with her face a mask of fear helped her steady herself. Yosane held on as best she could, then with the aid of the sail ropes, stood up on top of the eagle’s head. 
 
    Idana gave a muffled cry. “Get down, you’ll kill yourself!” she said in a low voice so that the Executors would not hear her. But they seemed distracted, looking at the city around them. Lian and Urda noticed what was going on and stood up to watch their companion’s daring. Yosane studied everything she could see from her elevated position. She filled her lungs and exhaled slowly, turning her head from left to right and back again in a sweeping survey that allowed her to see everything within reach of her eyes. 
 
    “Get down now!” Idana urged her, deeply worried. 
 
    Yosane glanced back at Idana. When she saw how high she had climbed and how unprotected she was, she came back to her senses. Fear gripped her at once. She held on to the rope with all her strength and began to shake uncontrollably. 
 
    “By Girlai!” Kyra cried. Before she had finished saying the words she was already climbing up the spur with the agility of a panther. 
 
    Lian went up to one of the Executors and pointed in the direction of the two girls. The Executor spun around. 
 
    “Get down from there, slaves!” they heard behind them. At the same time two Executors came towards the girls. 
 
    “Give me your hand, Yosane,” Kyra said. 
 
    But Yosane was so scared she could barely breathe. She was not going to let go of that rope for anything in the world. Kyra swore and climbed up to her. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go down,” she said soothingly, and offered her hand with a smile. 
 
    The presence of her fearless friend calmed Yosane. She let Kyra help her and finally came down with difficulty. As soon as they were on deck the two Executors lunged on them. They were struck, ruthlessly. The two friends ended up lying on the deck, beaten. 
 
    “I hope it was worth it,” Kyra said. There was blood on the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “I think… I think so,” Yosane replied, as Idana tried to help Kyra. 
 
    They rested a while, still lying on the deck, as the ship advanced inexorably towards the great island in the center. The closer they came the more magnificent it looked, both in size and architectural beauty. 
 
    Lian and Urda came up to them. “Stop making so much trouble,” Lian said reproachfully. “You’ll get us all killed!” 
 
    “Leave them alone,” said Idana. 
 
    “I’m going to break that little nose of yours,” Kyra threatened with a grunt of pain from the deck. 
 
    Urda stepped forward. “Don’t even dream of it.” 
 
    “I think I have it,” Yosane said. All the girls turned to her. “The city has been built over water, it’s made of five concentric rings, and the innermost is that huge island-mountain. Separating each of the five rings there are channels which seem to act as borderlines. To join the center and the rings they’ve built huge bridges with more than a thousand arches, amazingly complex and beautiful, which reach as far as the outer waterfall.” 
 
    Urda scratched her head. “I don’t understand…” 
 
    Yosane eyed her and smiled gently. “Give me that ring on your finger” she said, pointing to the soldier’s hand. 
 
    Urda hesitated briefly, then took the ring off and gave it to Yosane. 
 
    “Now you, Lian.” 
 
    She shook her head and folded her arms. “In your dreams. My ring is worth more than you are.” 
 
    “Here, have mine,” offered Idana, “and let’s have peace.” 
 
    Yosane took it and placed it on the palm of her hand. With the other she felt on the floor until she found a pebble. She placed the pebble in the center of Idana’s ring and showed it to Urda. 
 
    “The pebble is the big island,” she said. She waved it in front of her, where the great mountain was looming closer. “Idana’s ring is the first circle. Between them is water. See?” Urda nodded. “Now I take your ring, which is bigger, and I put it round Idana’s. This would be the second ring. Between your ring and Idana’s there’s water. And there are two more rings. Do you understand now?” 
 
    “Yes, now I understand.” 
 
    Yosane smiled and returned the rings. 
 
    “Well, that’s pretty stupid,” Lian barked. “How does that help us?”  
 
    Kyra clenched her fist. “If you don’t keep your mouth shut, I’ll shut it myself.”  
 
    Yosane looked ahead. “It helps us understand where we are. If you don’t know the labyrinth, you’re not likely to find the way out.” 
 
    “Humph! Stupid riddles!” 
 
    Kyra came to stand beside Yosane. They stared at the magnificent island they were arriving at. Idana came to stand next to them. 
 
    “Tell me, Yosane what do you think is waiting for us ahead?” Kyra asked as she stared at the great monolith on the island’s summit. 
 
    Yosane heaved a deep sigh. “There ahead of us the Gods are waiting. May Oxatsi, Mother Sea, take pity on our poor souls.” 
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    The dungeons beneath the barracks of the Regent’s Guard were almost as hospitable as the Dungeons of Oblivion. Ikai let his body slide and lay face down on the hay which covered the cold stone floor. He felt as if he had been thrown off a wild horse, his body ached terribly, particularly his side. He spat blood and wiped his split lip. Through the bars of the cell he glimpsed the two wardens. They were as big as mountain bears and as ugly as wild boar. They had beaten him with a vengeance and he could barely breathe, much less move. But he had not told them anything, not a single word. 
 
    He kept going over the one thing which tortured him more than the physical pain: Why did Albana betray me? This question gnawed like acid at his guts. 
 
    “On your feet, prisoner!” one of the wardens brayed. 
 
    But he had no strength left to stand. 
 
    “I said on your feet!” the warden shouted again. He banged the bars with a wooden club. 
 
    All Ikai could do was open one eye. Between the hay and the bars he made out a familiar face. It was Istas, the Commander of the Guard, who was watching him sternly, his arms folded over the cuirass which covered his chest. 
 
    “I told you I wanted him in good condition, you donkeys!” the Commander said. 
 
    “He’s alive, my lord…” said the more massive of the two wardens. 
 
    “Has he talked?” 
 
    “No, sir…” 
 
    Istas shoved the one closest to him. “You incompetents! Take him out of there!” 
 
    The two wardens hastened to open the cell. 
 
    “I’ll come back at noon. Give him something to drink and some food. Burn his rags. I want him cleaned up and presentable. If he dies I’ll make eunuchs of you with my own hands. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes sir, absolutely, sir,” the two giants gabbled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was shining at its highest among a scattering of clouds with an almost divine purity when Ikai was brought out of the barracks and made to get on a cart pulled by two heavy working horses. Ikai thanked the heavens that they were not forcing him to walk, as he could barely stand. The gates of the walled-in precinct opened and they left the military quadrant behind them. 
 
    Six Guards escorted him, led by a Captain. He counted four women and three men under the helmets, armor and blue capes. It did not surprise him. The scarcity of men was growing as a result of the Quotas, forcing the Guard to recruit massively among the women. From what Ikai had seen, once they were well trained many of them were as skilled with weapons as the men, and in most cases more intelligent too. He could make out their sex by the shape of the bodies, since the plumed helmets they wore hid their faces so that nothing could be seen but their eyes. The Commander of the Guard brought up the rear, behind the cart. 
 
    “Istas, where are they taking me?” 
 
    The officer glared at him angrily. “As far as you’re concerned I’m Commander.” Istas showed him the Ring engraved with a Lion, which showed that he belonged to the military caste. 
 
    “We’ve known each other a long time, Istas…” 
 
    “Yes, a long time, but then you were a Hunter and I was an Officer of the Guard. We’ve worked together and shared a lot, that’s true, both working for the same goal: we both served the Regent. I don’t know what’s driven you to this betrayal, or whether you’ve completely lost your mind, although it comes to the same thing. You’ve brought dishonor on yourself, you’ve broken the law, and for that you’ll have to pay; with your life. You’re not a Hunter any longer, you’re an outlaw, a pariah, and I’m the Commander of the Guard.” 
 
    “I see that,” Ikai replied. He was watching the people move back quickly as the group passed by, shunning the procession. There was fear in their gaze. 
 
    “Let me give you a piece of advice for the sake of the good times gone by: confess and beg for mercy, otherwise you’ll suffer a horrible death.” 
 
    “Thanks, Istas. I appreciate your kindness.” 
 
    “I really don’t understand what’s happened to you, Ikai. You must be out of your mind. You and I both serve the Regent. We enforce the laws of the Gods. We chase, capture and execute those who break them. If we don’t do this, the Gods themselves will come down from their Eternal City, bringing death with them. They’ll put an end to us, you know that.” 
 
    Ikai was silent. He knew that up to a point all this was true. Seeing an old woman avert her eyes from him and move her granddaughter away as they passed, Ikai remembered painful conversations with his sister in the past. Conversations which had filled him with remorse. Kyra saw things in black and white, only good and evil in people; for her there were no shades of gray. But the world Ikai was trying to make his way through was all gray, although it was a shade which went on darkening until it was almost black. And he was aware of this. All these thoughts became more definite as he continued his conversation with Istas. 
 
    “That’s what we say to justify our actions…” 
 
    “I’m not justifying anything. I’ve nothing to justify. I serve the Regent and follow the law of the Gods. Thanks to men like us, our nation survives.” 
 
    “Survives, yes…” 
 
    “There’s nothing more to say. I’ve chosen my path and you’ve chosen yours. Once there was comradeship between us, but that’s over.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. He could understand Istas, because he had been justifying his own actions with the same arguments. But how could he justify Kyra’s kidnapping and disappearance? Or his mother’s pain and suffering? No, there was nothing justifiable about that. 
 
    It did not take them long to cross the great central square. Ikai, as he always did, stared at the immense Monolith of the Gods rising to the clouds. That powerful arcane artifact had intrigued him ever since the first day he had set foot in the big city. He had no idea what it was for, but it was an instrument of the Gods and a very powerful one which awoke a great respect in him. Nobody ever went near the giant artifact of Power, not because it was forbidden but because it provoked great fear. They left the enigmatic construction behind and arrived at the Regent’s majestic palace. The retinue stopped at the entrance, in front of the Guard of Honor. 
 
    The great palace was huge, occupying a whole quadrant. Endless stairs, white as chalk, led up to a great arcade with twenty round columns. Both the columns and the façade had been painted gold in honor of the Gods. The blue of the Senoca, the People of the Sea, had been completely eradicated. The Regent, like the Priests, vied incessantly to please the Gods in every possible way. As for the people, that was a different story. 
 
    Two of the Guards helped Ikai to get down from the cart. 
 
    “Captain Liriana,” Istas called. 
 
    The Captain presented herself hastily. “Commander.” 
 
    Ikai noticed that the Captain glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. She had very large turquoise eyes which could not pass unnoticed. All the more when it was all he could see of her under her helmet and armor. Although another detail caught his attention: the Captain’s legs were heavily worked and nicely outlined, which surprised and pleased him. Her right leg was tattooed on the outside with the characteristic sky blue of their people, representing the waves of Mother Sea from ankle to thigh. 
 
    “Have the escort wait here,” Istas ordered. 
 
    The young woman gave her superior a brief salute. “At your command, sir.” 
 
    “Can you walk?” Istas asked, and saw Ikai nod. 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” the Commander said, and led the way. 
 
    They walked into the building and Ikai was faced with spotless walls. They walked along the long corridor and immediately four Guards of Honor got behind him. After going through several enormous areas, luxurious and filled with ornaments, they reached a double door, strongly guarded. Istas presented himself to the Guards and after a moment they were allowed to enter. 
 
    They went into a big hall, which took Ikai’s breath away. It was gigantic and magnificent. In the center was a thermal bathtub whose vapors rose to the ceiling and impregnated the silk curtains which surrounded it. Paintings and tapestries in lively colors hung from walls and ceiling; exquisite carpets covered the white marble floors. Silver trays filled with exotic fruits were laid on tables, and a group of half-naked women were dancing around the water. 
 
    At the sight of all that luxury and waste Ikai felt a burning rage catch fire inside him like a funerary pyre. Luckily he was too weak to do anything about it, so he called upon his sang froid and calculating mind and tried to breathe deeply, letting out his breath slowly. He quieted the rage which was consuming him and focused on what was important: the people there. 
 
    Straight away he recognized the powerful and very dangerous Regent Sesmok, the man responsible for the destiny of each and every one of the Senoca, who was watching him from a great armchair with an elaborate round back. It looked to Ikai more like a throne than a mere armchair. The Regent’s expression was stern. He was a thin man, still short of fifty, with a gaunt face. His prominent aquiline nose stood out more than his small sunken eyes: eyes as black as his soul. 
 
    On his right, sitting on a comfortable sofa with pillows, was the High Priest Torkem. His gross body completely filled the sofa, even though it was big enough for two. He was eating fruit, and his wide cheeks were as red as the wine in the silver goblet he was holding in his chubby fingers. Sitting in front of the religious leader was the leader of the Hunters, Lord Hunter Osvan, who gave Ikai a fiery look which went through him like an arrow. 
 
    Istas presented himself with an elaborate bow. “The prisoner, sir, as you ordered.” 
 
    The Regent stood up. “Leave us, all of you,” he ordered, and the women and servants left the hall at once. Sesmok approached Ikai slowly with a graceful, well-balanced movement, like a cat stalking its helpless prey. Istas moved to one side with a bow and Sesmok came to stand in front of Ikai, staring into his eyes fixedly. Ikai had the feeling that the man was trying to read into his soul. 
 
    “I’m trying to understand your decision and I find it unbelievable, Hunter. It’s extremely difficult.” He tilted his head to one side, staring directly into Ikai’s eyes. “Lord Hunter Osvan” — he went on with a wave in the direction of the leader of the Hunters, who gave the trace of a nod — “tells me you’re one of the most talented young Hunters we have, very qualified and highly recommended by Master Sejof, an authority in the profession. How is it possible that a young Hunter, trained and intelligent, knowing the laws of the Gods, an implacable pursuer of infringers, could commit such an act, such an outrage?” 
 
    Ikai analyzed the tone, the cunning of the question, the manner of interrogation. He knew he was facing a very intelligent man. But also a very dangerous and ruthless one, as was well known among the Senoca. 
 
    “The Gods have taken away my sister,” Ikai replied bluntly. 
 
    Sesmok put his hands behind his back and took a few steps, nodding. 
 
    “I see… that would explain pain, suffering, but not what you’ve done. Confess now, tell me who helped you by giving you information about the forbidden quadrant. Tell me who your accomplice was, the one who managed to escape, and beg for mercy. Perhaps you’ll receive it…” 
 
    Ikai might be young, but he was not naive. His years as a Hunter had hardened him and taught him valuable lessons of life. He knew perfectly well that in this world neither Gods nor rulers would have mercy at all. I don’t owe anybody loyalty, not Proxy Ambuk or least of all that traitor Albana. But I’ll gain nothing by talking, absolutely nothing. I’m already doomed, and death’s waiting for me. Condemning others to the same end wouldn’t be honorable. He stared ahead and kept silent. 
 
    Sesmok raised one eyebrow and shook his head. “Don’t worry, we’ll catch your accomplice and whoever gave you privileged information. You know it very well, nobody manages to escape from my claws. Meditate on what you’ve done… you’ve ruined your career, your future and even the wellbeing of your family in a futile act which in any case was going to bring you nothing but death… and you knew it. You’re not the only one who has suffered this fate. Many have been separated from their loved ones and they resign themselves to the fact. After all, it’s the Gods’ chosen purpose… isn’t it so, High Priest Torkem?” 
 
    The religious leader sat up straighter on the sofa. “The Quotas are sacred,” he replied, “and the Summons, when they occur, are a blessing for those who are chosen, as they have been picked by the Gods themselves for their chosen purposes, which we mere mortals can never hope to understand. Their Divinities, in their eternal wisdom, require of us their mortal subjects that we obey and serve them, for such is our purpose on earth.” He glared at the young Hunter. 
 
    Ikai had had a bellyful of that same speech and others like it throughout his life. The Priests never ceased to instruct the enslaved people with the goal of extinguishing any flame of hope. The implications of what they preached made him sick. If Kyra had been there she would have made the brute swallow his sermon. But Ikai was not his sister and he stayed calm. He had to; the situation was critical. 
 
    Sesmok circled him, walking slowly and deliberately, studying him. “As I was saying, young Hunter, many suffer painful losses when required to by our Gods, but very few — in fact almost no-one— acts in response, still less breaks an explicit law.” He stared into Ikai’s eyes. “The people know the laws and follow them. If not, they know death awaits them. A death which I don’t enjoy having to order, but I must because it’s my duty as leader of the Senoca and responsible before the Gods.” He spread his arms wide, with a look of resignation. 
 
    “A heavy load for the shoulders of a great man,” High Priest Torkem said to him. 
 
    Sesmok waved his arm in a gesture of gratitude. “Yes, a great responsibility falls on me. If I fail to do what the Gods demand, if I oppose their designs, they will descend upon us and annihilate our nation. There will be nobody left alive. Nobody will be safe from their wrath. Of that you can be certain. If I fail in my duty, the genocide of a whole people will be on my shoulders.” He turned to Lord Hunter Osvan. “What figure was given in the last census of our flourishing people taken by the Eyes-of-the-Gods?” 
 
    Osvan cleared his throat. “A total of one hundred thousand in the six Counties, sir, plus twenty thousand here in the capital.” 
 
    “One hundred and twenty thousand people… neither more nor less… We, the Senoca, the People of the Sea. We prosper because we follow the laws, because we do what is asked of us. In exchange our nation grows, the Gods are benevolent towards us, they give us technology, they’ve given us the smithy, they’ve even taught us the secrets of steel. And let me assure you, they don’t need to, we’re not the center of the universe… there’s a lot you don’t know out there, young Hunter, things which it is not appropriate for you to know.” 
 
    This puzzled Ikai. What’s he hinting at? What’s out there? What secrets are they hiding from us?  
 
    “Do you understand, young Hunter,” he whispered softly in Ikai’s ear, “that our entire civilization will perish if I fail? As you can see, my responsibility is measureless, almost unbearable.” He gazed up at the lofty vaulting as he walked. “And as if this heavy load weren’t enough already I have to deal with the Eyes-of-the-Gods, the faithful Enforcers of the Gods, who inform their masters of everything that goes on. And let me tell you they are particularly obtuse. They don’t listen to excuses. For them it’s all either yes or no: you do what the Gods order or you don’t. I really believe they have no reasoning of their own, they only do their masters’ will. They make my life impossible, really impossible. That’s why I can’t allow myself so much as a single slip. A slip might lead us to annihilation. And you, Hunter” —he pointed an accusing finger— “are a damned slip, a very dangerous slip.” 
 
    Ikai swallowed and tried to stay calm. Lord Hunter Osvan rose to his feet and came over to Ikai in his turn. He was a tall, solidly-built man five fingers taller than Ikai himself. His hair was black and curly and his thick beard the same color. But most of all, he was strong, very strong. They called him the Black Bear. Ikai had heard many stories about him, none of them good. He was as bloodthirsty as the Regent, and enjoyed subjugating the population. He was capable of chopping off a poor man’s head for a mere glance, badly interpreted. 
 
    “Not only a slip,” roared Osvan, “a dishonor and a stain which will be extremely difficult to clean before the Eyes. Never before has a Hunter broken the law. You’ve brought dishonor to my house, to your Master, who will have to pay for this effrontery.” 
 
    “Master Sejof has nothing to do with this. It’s my doing, mine alone.” 
 
    The Lord Hunter reached for his sword. “I would gladly pierce your heart right now, you worm!” 
 
    Sesmok held him back. “Steady, I don’t want him to die… yet.” 
 
    Ikai knew then with brutal certainty, as if a mallet had hit him in the face, that he was going to die. There was no hope. 
 
    “Before that, I want the young Hunter to explain what happened in the forbidden quadrant. Because something did happen, something out of the ordinary…” 
 
    Ikai considered his answer and replied neutrally: “I went in to look for my sister.” 
 
    “Why did you go in there? Who told you where to look?” 
 
    “Nobody,” Ikai lied, his face a mask of impenetrability, “I went there because the Enforcers took her away and they’re said to dwell in that quadrant.” 
 
    “By the Holy Gods! He lies with outstanding ease,” said the High Priest Torkem. 
 
    Ikai shivered at the accusation, but hid it as best he could. Sesmok laughed: a cavernous, cynical laugh. 
 
    “Yes, my dear High Priest, he lies very well for one so young.” He put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Our dear religious leader is a man of exceptional qualities, not only for his pure oratory and his skill at convincing the masses, but because he is able to detect a lie in a man nine times out of ten.” 
 
    Ikai glanced aside at the High Priest, who gave him an accusing look. 
 
    “What happened inside? And you’d better begin to tell me the truth or else I’ll have you skinned in strips. And believe me, it’s a sight I’ll enjoy.” 
 
    Ikai breathed deeply and nodded. “I slipped into the forbidden quadrant. I avoided the Executors on guard and went into the dungeons.” 
 
    Osvan and Torkem exchanged a worried look. 
 
    “Did you reach the dungeons?” Sesmok asked in surprise. 
 
    Ikai nodded. 
 
    “And what happened down there?” 
 
    “I found some prisoners who told me my sister was no longer there. I left before I was discovered.” 
 
    Sesmok grabbed Ikai’s face with his hand and squeezed hard. In his eyes was the unmistakable gleam of rage. “You’re making me lose my patience, and that’s not good news for you at all. Stop lying, or I’ll cut out your guts and make you eat them.” He squeezed Ikai’s face so hard the boy thought he was going to crush it. He bore the furious attack stoically. Sesmok let go of his face and smiled sarcastically. “Very well, if you don’t want to tell me then I can do nothing for your sister… What was her name?” 
 
    Ikai straightened. “Kyra, her name is Kyra…” he replied. He knew it was a trap, yet he had no choice but to play along with it. 
 
    “Ah, Kyra, nice name. If you want me to help you, you’ll have to help me first. Tell me what really happened and I’ll see what I can do for your sister. And you’d better stop lying. I know something happened. Two Eyes-of-the-Gods demanded an audience with me this morning. They told me about an incident in the dungeons, an extremely serious incident. They’re looking for someone who went into the forbidden quadrant last night. They’ve threatened me… me! Why have they threatened me? Not just because you broke the law by entering their jurisdiction, no, it’s something more. What happened?” 
 
    Ikai weighed up his options. If he remained silent they would torture him until he either talked or died, and in his present state he would not last long. If he talked, perhaps he would learn something about Kyra’s whereabouts. The three men watched him expectantly, while the tension grew with every slow moment. 
 
    “Nothing else happened. It’s just as I’ve told you, my lord,” Ikai lied. If he talked, Sesmok would kill him, since he would be of no further use. Even if the High Priest gave him information about Kyra, he would not be able to do anything with it if he was dead. 
 
    “He’s lying!” Torkem said. 
 
    Osvan unsheathed his sword. “The damned rat!” he burst out. 
 
    Sesmok smiled. “The boy is smart,” he said cynically. “Unfortunately for you, I’m smarter. I don’t know what’s happened, but something has greatly upset the Enforcers. And I have to suppress this matter before it comes to public notice. It represents a risk I can’t allow myself. The Eyes want your head, but if I give it to them this business will drag me into it. You’re a Hunter in my service and you’ve broken the law of the Gods, and who knows what other sins you may have committed. No, I can’t let this matter smear me, I won’t put myself at risk.” 
 
    “He’ll talk with a bit of torture,” Torkem said. “Leave it to me. You know very well my skill at these tasks, my lord… I can guarantee he’ll talk.” 
 
    Sesmok gave Ikai a searching look. “All right, you have till dawn. If he hasn’t talked by then, kill him and throw him into the pit. I don’t want him to live, I won’t take any risks.” 
 
    Torkem rubbed his hands together. “Very well, my lord, it shall be done.”  
 
    Sesmok turned to Ikai. “It’s nothing personal, I hope you understand. It’s for the good of the people.” He gave a sarcastic smile, which pierced Ikai like a poisoned dagger. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hours later Ikai opened his eyes. He had fallen asleep, overcome by exhaustion, sinking into the depths of a dark abyss. He looked around restlessly. He was in a massive, gloomy hall, lit by two oil lamps. He remembered then that he had been dragged to the flamboyant Temple of the Gods of the capital, not far from the Regent’s palace. He was in one of the great chambers which made up the cellars of the sacred building. He tried to get up, but his feet and hands were strapped to a table. 
 
    The door of the room opened with a creak and the High Priest Torkem came in. With him was a man dressed in a purple robe: he was large, and his face was both stern and disagreeable. He looked like an enormous orangutan. Behind them he saw Istas, and with him Captain Liriana and five Escort Guards. When he saw them all Ikai felt fear creeping up his throat, as though a snake were seeking his neck to bite him and inject its poison. 
 
    Torkem came to stand by his side and smiled. “As I’m a good-hearted man, I’m going to give you one more chance to confess what really happened. The Regent wants to know what has enraged the Eyes so much, and one way or another you’re going to tell me.” 
 
    “Tell them what they wish to know, Ikai,” Istas advised him. “There’s no need for this.”  
 
    Ikai’s eyes turned to the Commander of the Guard. “What are your orders, Istas? Tell me they haven’t ordered you to kill me as soon as I talk.” 
 
    The Commander remained silent. 
 
    “How can you obey their orders? You know the truth about their evil and corruption. They’re no better than the Gods they serve. They don’t care about the people, they don’t care about you or me, they’re only defending their own interests, nothing more. Don’t you see how they live like kings while the people die of hunger? Don’t you see their palaces, their luxuries, the opulence and waste while thousands and thousands suffer? All under the excuse of serving the Gods, of ruling over us for our own good. It’s all a massive lie. They starve us, they take away our loved ones.” 
 
    Torkem struck him in the face. “Shut up, you fool!” he shouted. “The Commander of the Guard knows his duty perfectly well. And he’ll carry it out for the wellbeing of his family.” He glowered and pointed accusingly at the officer’s chest. 
 
    Istas lowered his eyes and did not say a word. 
 
    “This little angel is Orgel,” Torkem said, introducing his torturer with a grin of satisfaction. “Not just big and ugly, but efficient when it comes to gathering information from whoever it may be. Go ahead, delve deep. Let me know when he starts talking.” The High Priest turned to the door. As he passed Istas he whispered in his ear: 
 
    “If he doesn’t talk, cut his throat.” 
 
    The Commander of the Guard nodded in silence. 
 
    Orgel took out his butcher’s knife, slit Ikai’s tunic to expose his chest and smiled with evil glee as he cut along his right pectoral. Ikai grunted with pain and tried to twist free with all his strength, but Orgel crashed his enormous fist into his cheek. He felt as if he had been hit with a club. Orgel laughed and tried to cut him again, but Ikai twisted to one side. He received another tremendous hammer-punch. Dizziness overcame him. He tried not to lose consciousness, since he guessed that if he did he would never recover. Dizzy, with his vision blurred, he threw a glance at Istas begging for help. The Commander of the Guard went on watching the scene impassively. He would not help him. He was afraid. Like everybody else. 
 
    Ikai understood that he was lost. He was about to give up when a movement caught his eye. One of the Guards behind Istas had unsheathed his sword. A quick flash of lamplight on the moving steel revealed a deft stroke to the neck of a second Guard. Ikai could not understand the blurred sequence of events he was watching. It made no sense. His mind had to be wrong. 
 
    Istas turned and took a step back, unsheathing his sword as he did so. “Treason!” he shouted. The other three Guards drew their weapons. Orgel turned and faced the attack. 
 
    Istas pointed with his sword. “Liriana, watch out! Treason!” The Captain stepped forward and with a swift stroke killed another Guard. Istas was dumbfounded. “What? What the hell is this?” he cried in disbelief. 
 
    Liriana pointed her sword at him. “I can’t let you kill him, Istas. I need the Hunter.”  
 
    “Liriana! Stop! This is crazy!” Istas cried, unable to accept that someone would dare rise against the established regime, against him. 
 
    Liriana directed her sword at the two other Guards. She glanced at the one who had first shed blood. “I’m your Captain. Join me and you won’t die here today. Asgos is with me.”  
 
    The two Guards stared at her undecidedly. 
 
    “Don’t listen to her, she’s crazy! Nobody stands up to the Regent, nobody! This is high treason! You’ll all die and you’ll condemn your families as well with this act. Sesmok will put them to the knife, every one of them! Think about it, by all that’s most sacred!” 
 
    The two Guards looked at Liriana, then at Istas. They took their places beside the Commander. 
 
    Liriana sighed. “Let it be.” 
 
    Istas and the two Guards readied themselves. They flexed their bodies and brought their swords to bear. Facing them Liriana and Asgos stood at the ready, determination and courage reflected in their intense gaze. And all the time Orgel waited at the far end expectantly. A tense silence fell on the chamber. For a second nobody moved. And the next moment, steel flashed. 
 
    Liriana lunged like a panther at one of the Guards and with a feint followed by a straight thrust pierced his armor at the groin. Istas swore and launched a stroke at her head, while Asgos and the other Guard joined in a fierce combat. Liriana tried to dodge the stroke with amazing agility, but Istas’ sword cut her in the arm. She counter attacked with a sword-thrust at the Commander’s leg, forcing him to leap to one side to avoid the blow. Asgos took a cut in the shoulder, although he managed to kill his rival with a cut to the neck. But before he could recover, the torturer was on him. Istas was fighting with amazing skill, the result of years of training. Liriana younger but less experienced in swordsmanship, defended herself like a tigress. 
 
    Ikai wrenched with all his might at the bonds which held him tight. His dizziness had vanished. He had to get free to help them! 
 
    Asgos dodged Orgel’s vicious attack by skipping aside at the last moment, then ran to Ikai. 
 
    “Keep still!” he said, and raised his arm. The sword fell in a flash. Ikai closed his eyes and felt the blow on the bonds on his wrist. Asgos struck again and his arm was free. 
 
    “Look out!” cried Ikai as he saw Orgel throw himself on Asgos’ back. The Guard turned swiftly and mortally wounded Orgel with a powerful thrust. But the torturer, taking advantage of his momentum, stabbed him in the throat with a tremendous blow from his butcher’s knife. Asgos fell and died amid spasms. Orgel stumbled backwards, stopped and took another knife from his belt. With the eyes of one possessed, he came towards Ikai to kill him. 
 
    Ikai tugged at his bonds, but could not free his other hand. With his free one he felt desperately around him. Orgel stumbled to the table and bent over him, then raised his arm with the ominous knife in his hand. With a sharp, brutal blow, Ikai jabbed a pair of red-hot tweezers in his eye. With a grunt of surprise, the giant fell dead on top of him. 
 
    Liriana was retreating. Istas had cut her twice and she was losing blood. She counterattacked fiercely, but his technique was superior. With a feint and a master-twist of his wrist, he disarmed the young Captain. 
 
    “It’s time to die and pay for this treason!” he said and drew his arm back, ready to pierce her through. 
 
    “No!” Shouted Ikai. This was followed by a hollow blow. 
 
    Istas’s body arched. The butcher’s knife was stuck deep in his neck. 
 
    Ikai, standing beside the table with his arm still outstretched from the throw, watched him fall. 
 
    “You’ll die… all of you…” Istas gurgled. “Your families will die…” 
 
    “Maybe so, but not today.” Liriana said. 
 
    “I’m sorry…” murmured Ikai, but Istas had already set out on the journey with no return. 
 
    Liriana picked up her sword again. “Thank you. You’re very good with a throwing knife.” She turned her big turquoise eyes on Ikai’s. “We’d better get out of here before Torkem comes back,” she said. “We’re in danger, and I won’t be able to protect you.”  
 
    “Why?” Ikai asked in confusion. “Why risk yourselves for me? Asgos is dead… for me? Why? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “There’s no time for explanations. He didn’t die for you, he died for something much more important, for an ideal, a dream.” Liriana knelt by the body of the brave soldier and put her hand in the blood around his head. She closed her eyes and said a brief prayer. With her hand soaked in blood, she went to the wall and pressed her palm against the white surface. When she took it away the mark of a red hand was printed on the wall. Ikai remembered that image. 
 
    “Can you walk?” she asked. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Good. Grab your things and follow me, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Ikai hesitated for an instant. 
 
    “There’s a lot you don’t know. Come with me if you want to find out.” 
 
    “Where will we go? They’ll send the whole Guard after us.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about the Guard. What worries me is the Executors.” 
 
    She turned and left through the door. 
 
    Ikai took a deep breath. 
 
    There’s no way back. 
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    From the deck of the ship, lost in wonder, Kyra stared at the immensity of the city which rose magnificently till it was lost in the clouds. Beside her Idana and Yosane did not even blink. Their minds were trying in vain to take in the splendor, majesty and unbelievable architectural beauty in front of them. They had just docked at a pier full of ships and frantic activity. Kyra watched merchandise and slaves being unloaded. Executors and Eyes made their presence felt everywhere. 
 
    Idana’s gaze was lost among the endless buildings and monuments. “It looks… like crystal,” she said. “The whole city… all made of… glass…”  
 
    “It can’t be glass,” Yosane pointed out. “It wouldn’t hold the weight. It has to be some other kind of material we don’t know about, I can see white marble in a lot of the foundations.” 
 
    Kyra swept the city with a glance. She too had the impression of a wonderful city of crystal, for all the buildings and monuments were translucent and gleamed when the sun touched them. The streets of the harbor were of white marble and the houses were totally clear, like glass. She thought of throwing a stone at one of the buildings to see what happened, but the presence of the Executors behind her restrained her. 
 
    “It’s an optical effect,” Yosane said. She pointed to her right. “Look there, that huge warehouse in the middle of the harbor. You see how men and goods go into the building, but once they’re inside they disappear? The building looks transparent and yet it isn’t, we can’t see what’s inside. I don’t know what material or mineral it is, or how they manage to make the whole city look so transparent. It’s absolutely unbelievable and wonderful. You could say they’ve tried to make it look almost ethereal… If my father was here he’d die of joy.” 
 
    While she listened to the explanation, Kyra stared at that colossal mountain-city on the sea. Superb palaces and mansions, opulent monuments, fountains and statues, exotic gardens, all in exquisite taste, had been built around the mountain at different levels. She saw that the side of the mountain ended at the great circular harbor which seemed to enclose it completely at sea-level. At the top she could see the most magnificent of the palaces, which appeared to float over the mountain itself. From its center a Monolith seemed to rise, so huge Kyra could not even begin to gauge its height, since it seemed to disappear into the skies. It must have been several times bigger than the one they had seen on the island. 
 
    The architecture isn’t just beautiful, it’s very advanced,” Yosane said in ecstasy. “There are all sorts of elaborate spheres and ovals, which would be unthinkable in our own buildings. They’re simple and rectangular. How I’d love to learn the concepts behind buildings like that!” 
 
    “It looks unreal,” Idana said in puzzlement. “How do they stay up without falling?” 
 
    “Exactly! Even the bridges across the five rings are too elaborate and advanced for us to understand. It can only be the work of the Gods.” 
 
    “Perhaps the design is, but the work is all done by slaves,” Idana said. She pointed to her left, where hundreds of slaves were pulling a statue with ropes to raise it into place. “Look there, further on.” She pointed to a flat area where close to a thousand men were dragging and lifting huge blocks of that translucent material, building what looked as if it was going to be another palace. “There are slaves everywhere. Wherever I look I see nothing but slaves working on roads, buildings, ships. There are thousands of them.” She sighed deeply. 
 
    “This is where they bring them when they’re summoned, to work on their damned Eternal City,” Kyra said angrily. “Don’t be fooled by its beauty and its air of divine splendor. It’s the city of the Gods, and all that’s awaiting us here is pain and slavery, or something worse… much worse. Look at them, look how they suffer under the whip of the pitiless Enforcers of the Gods.” 
 
    In silence they watched the slaves. The whips of the Oppressors cracked in the air and the slaves pulled the enormous blocks with all their might as the whips found their battered backs. A heavy, sorrowful silence enveloped them. 
 
    Yosane was the first to break it. She was looking in the opposite direction. “That’s weird” she commented. Kyra and Idana turned to follow her gaze. “The buildings in the second ring, the closest to the mountain-city, aren’t glass. They’re solid, mostly deep reds and oranges. What’s more, it’s the middle of the day and there are hundreds of fires lit in both streets and buildings. They even seem to be decorative… If you look closely there are fountains and cataracts of… of what looks like lava…” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right, it’s weird,” Idana said. “Even more so if you compare it with the outermost ring, where all the buildings and structures were bluish and water was everywhere.” 
 
    Kyra shook her head. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. But I’m sure the city of the Gods is that mountain over there.” She pointed at the great peak. 
 
    “I wouldn’t like to contradict you, my friend…” Yosane began, and shrugged. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “But I think the city is really made up of the five rings. We’ve crossed it and right now we’re at the very center of the Eternal City, in its heart.” 
 
    “In the wolf’s den, more likely,” Kyra said dryly. “Stay alert, the worst is yet to come.” 
 
    An Eye-of-the-God came on board and the three were silent at once. He joined the two Eyes in charge of the ship and they fell into conversation. The three then took out their books and wrote in them. The new Eye wore the same sinister helmet as the other two, but his clothes were slightly more refined, with a silver sash at his waist. He came towards the group, and the Executors moved away at once. 
 
    “On your knees, slaves!” he ordered. 
 
    Under the impulse of fear they all obeyed. Kyra hesitated for a moment with her blood boiling, but she would gain nothing from a confrontation with the Eye and her body was aching from the beating she had received. She knelt. The Eye-of-the-God walked into the middle of the group of prisoners and took out a small disc from a hidden pocket. He stretched out his hand with the disc on his palm, then closed his hand over it and opened it once again. A flash of lightning issued from the disc and struck the Rings of half the girls, among them Lian and Urda. Instantly the flash ran through their bodies. They began to convulse uncontrollably and fell to the ground in a swoon. Idana cried out, fearful and helpless. Yosane threw a glance of pure terror at Kyra. The Eye stepped forward, avoiding the bodies on the ground, and stopped in front of Yosane, Idana and Kyra. 
 
    Kyra spat at his feet. “Someday you’ll pay for all this!” 
 
    A strident guffaw came from under the helmet. “I seriously doubt it, you stupid slave,” he replied, and slapped her face hard. 
 
    Kyra endured the blow and looked at him defiantly. “You’ll pay!” she said. 
 
    The Eye-of-the-God activated his disc and the discharge hit them, entering their bodies through the Rings. One by one they collapsed amid terrible convulsions. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyra had woken up with a volcano about to erupt in the middle of her chest. She was raging within. She pushed the bars of the imprisoning sphere with all her strength, ignoring the warnings from her bruised body. 
 
    “Swine! Bloody heartless vermin!” 
 
    “It’s useless, Kyra,” Yosane said from the next sphere. “You won’t be able to force it.” 
 
    But Kyra, blind with rage, only wanted to get out of there and pull the head off the first Eye who crossed her path. 
 
    “Stop struggling and making so much noise,” Lian protested from another sphere-cell. “If they come, you’ll only get us punished!”  
 
    Idana, imprisoned in a sphere in front of Kyra’s, put her arms through the bars. 
 
    “Hold back, Kyra, you’ll hurt yourself. Your body has already had enough punishment. Stop it, or else you’ll never manage to get out of here.” 
 
    Hearing her friend’s warning, Kyra thought again. She needed to be whole if she was going to escape from there. And she would, somehow. She would do it! She calmed down. 
 
    Hours went by. In the gloom of the chamber, tension and restlessness grew among the prisoners. The twelve were becoming increasingly aware that they were at the end of the road. 
 
    “What’s going to happen to us?” asked Lirune. She was one of the three girls who had been punished by the Enforcers. 
 
    “Where are we?” Jismen wanted to know. Her voice trembled with fear. 
 
    “What are they going to do to us?” they heard Mira ask. She was the youngest of all. 
 
    Kyra had no answer to give them. But the chamber gave her the creeps; very badly. It was round, and the sphere-cells were arranged so as to form a complete circle. One for each. The exact number. It was for them, it was the end of their journey. They had been waiting for them. She did not need Yosane’s frightened face to confirm it. She had come to that conclusion by herself. 
 
    A door opened, and the shadowy room was filled with light. An Eye entered the hall, followed by four Executors. The prisoners fell silent, stifling sobs and whimpers. The Eye pointed at Yosane’s sphere. Two of the Executors brought her out of it. 
 
    “No, please, leave her alone,” Idana begged. 
 
    The Eye pointed at Idana. “Shut up, slave!” he ordered. He turned to Yosane, who was shaking with pure terror. “Undress her!” he called. 
 
    The Executors tore Yosane’s clothes, then ripped them off her. 
 
    The prisoners cried out in horror. Yosane tried desperately to hold on to a piece of cloth and broke into sobs. 
 
    “Don’t touch her, you pigs!” Kyra shouted in outrage. 
 
    “Take her to the Lord, he awaits his tribute,” the Eye said to the Executors. 
 
    They seized Yosane’s arms and legs and carried her out, totally naked and sobbing desperately. 
 
    “Leave her! You gutless beasts! I’ll kill you all!” Kyra shouted. 
 
    The Eye turned to her and threatened her with a bony ochre finger. 
 
    “Shut up, peasant, or I’ll cut your tongue out!”  
 
    “Take me in her place,” Idana offered in desperation. 
 
    The Eye turned his eyes on her. “Don’t you worry, slave,” he said in his jarring voice. “Your turn will come.” He sounded almost jocose. 
 
    The Enforcers left the chamber, and the door closed behind them. Twilight fell on the girls once more. 
 
    “Noooooooo! Bastards!” Kyra shouted at the top of her lungs. 
 
    The weeping and whimpering began anew. 
 
    “I’ll kill them! I swear I’ll kill them all!” Kyra shouted. She struggled with the bars like one possessed until she was exhausted. 
 
    “What will they do with her?” Idana asked. No sooner had she spoken that she realized the obvious answer. She fell silent. 
 
    “What do you think they’re going to do with her?” Lian said. “They’re taking her naked as tribute to their lord…” 
 
    “Shut up, don’t say it!” Kyra cried. She needed to deny the evidence. 
 
    But Lian, in her arrogance, ignored her warning. “They’ll rape her. That’s what they’ve brought us here for, so their lords can have their fun with us as much as they want.” 
 
    “Shut up or I’ll kick your teeth in!” 
 
    “A dozen young slaves… What else do you think they’d want us for?” 
 
    “Lian…” Urda interrupted her. 
 
    Lian glared at her friend, folded her arms and said no more. 
 
    The sobbing of deep despair filled the chamber. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was not long before the Enforcer of the Gods came back. The door opened and everyone started nervously.  
 
    “You,” the Eye said to Kyra. “It’s your turn. Our Lord claims you.” 
 
    Kyra looked at him defiantly. She would not let him see her cry, nor the fear she felt. She was not going to give him that satisfaction. He would only see the hatred in her heart blazing out of her eyes. The Executors took her out of the cell and held her fast. Kyra made an attempt to resist when they laid their hands on her, but it was useless. They were too strong. Her clothes were torn off her in the middle of the room. Idana stifled a cry. 
 
    “Take me!” she offered again, arms outstretched. “Take me!” 
 
    But she was ignored. The Executors seized Kyra by her arms and legs and carried her out. Kyra did not know how long she was carried, since she could not control her rage. It overwhelmed her, clouding her reason. She was going to be raped! She would not allow it! She kicked and writhed all she could, but the four Executors had a firm grip on her wrists and ankles. 
 
    They went into another chamber and left her on the cold floor. She was about to stand up when the Eye used his disc. A terrible shock passed through her Ring and she fell amid convulsions. She was left lying, with no strength left whatsoever, in pure agony. But she did not faint. The Eye and the Executors moved a few steps away, and Kyra tried to swim on the sea of pain she was drowning in. Reflected light hurt her pupils and she looked away. It came from the walls of the hall: they were of shining silver, ornamented with gold. Unintelligible runes and mystical symbols decorated them up to the lofty dome, where the representation of the sun radiated an almost divine radiance. It bounced off the walls, which reflected it in all directions. Kyra covered her eyes with her forearm and fought to bear the pain. She clenched her fists tight, and for a long while she did not move. At last the pain faded and she breathed in deeply, filling her lungs so that she could exhale slowly and steadily. She felt a little better. 
 
    She stood up slowly and looked around. She froze. The Eye and the Executors were kneeling on the floor, arms and heads touching it, prostrate in absolute submission. And then she saw it. In front of her. Hovering in the air, at a crazy height, surrounded by a strange nebulous substance which seemed to emanate from its own body. A being as rare as it was unmistakable. 
 
    A Golden God! 
 
    Kyra closed her eyes tightly in utter amazement. She shook her head and opened them wide again. He was still there, floating in the air in front of her, watching her. It was impossible! The Gods were a myth; that was what she had always believed. They were no more than devilish figures invented by the oppressors to frighten the people into slavery. That was what she had always told herself, no matter how much the Proxies, High Priests, Regents, and Eyes preached. The Gods did not exist! Kyra rubbed her eyes and looked again at the strange being who was watching her silently from the heights. Kyra gave him her full attention, her eyes wide open, scrutinizing him from head to toe, not missing the least detail. 
 
    The God descended slowly, without any apparent effort, until he settled softly in front of her. He made no sound at all. She tried to swallow, but she could barely so much as breathe from the shock. The being looked human, but he was extremely slender, too slender for a man. He was very tall, a head taller than Ikai, who was quite tall himself. His arms and legs were graceful and sinewy at the same time. He was neither broad-shouldered nor muscular but he radiated strength and magnetism. 
 
    Kyra’s attention was caught by his head. He was clean-shaven, with no sign of facial (or body) hair. His eyes were large and almond-shaped, a bluish gray as clear as the combination of the sea and mist which had accompanied their arrival in that strange kingdom. His mouth was finely-drawn, with slightly prominent lips. The complexion of cheeks, chin and forehead was so delicate it gave the whole face an exquisite beauty which was almost other-worldly. Kyra had never seen anything so striking. Yet what left her completely speechless was not his beauty but his skin. 
 
    It was golden. All of it. 
 
     It was a dark shade, which shone like old gold. Kyra swallowed. She could not take her eyes off the God. She could not say how old he might be, for his face looked ageless. All the same, her impression was of someone around twenty-five, not much more, even though there was an aura of eternity about him. The feeling made her shiver; it was unnatural. He wore a long white robe with silver trimming and over it armor made of golden scales, which covered him from neck to thighs and shone intensely. His limbs were covered with greaves and gauntlets, also of gold. From his shoulders fell a white cloak, almost transparent. 
 
    Kyra was so lost in wonder that she did not realize her eyes were fixed on this being, half God, half warrior, both sublime and mystical. Suddenly Kyra felt as if something had bumped against her mind. Instinctively she drew her head back. But the blow had not been physical. An unknown force bumped against her mind once again, and the mental blow nearly made her lose her balance. 
 
     What the hell! she thought in confusion, trying not to fall. 
 
    A cold, distant voice echoed in her head. 
 
    Your name, slave. 
 
    Disconcerted, Kyra looked at the God and saw that his mouth was closed. The fine lips had not moved. He was not speaking, yet she could hear him. 
 
    “Are you… are you talking to me… in my head?” 
 
    The Eye-of-the-God glared at her from the floor. 
 
    “How dare you! Show respect, you filthy slave!”  
 
    The Golden God waved his hand. The Eye was immediately quiet. He kept his head down and his forehead on the floor. 
 
    Yes, slave, I am the one speaking to you. 
 
    “What are you… a God?” 
 
    For you and your race, I am, yes. 
 
    “What are you going to do with me?” she asked in an unsteady voice. 
 
    The spell had been broken. She was beginning to see this being for what he really was under that slender beauty and that gold and olive skin: a ruthless enslaver, rapist of helpless women. Fear crept up her stomach with fiery claws until it reached her throat. 
 
    You will soon find out.  
 
    She looked around desperately, without finding any trace of her friend. “And Yosane?” she asked. “What have you done with her? Where is she?”  
 
    I see you do not know your place, slave. Be quiet and do as you are told. Nothing else should concern you. 
 
    As she heard the veiled threat, Kyra looked down at her naked body in the middle of the chamber in the presence of that being and his minions, and realized how helpless and exposed she was. She covered her private parts with arms and hands and threw a defiant glare at the God who was interrogating her, entering her head without permission, playing with her mind. She felt humiliated, soiled and deeply vulnerable. Never before in her life had she felt this way. She could bear the whip, insults, blows, even agonizing pain, but this was worse. Much worse. 
 
    “She’d better be safe and unharmed.” 
 
    Do you dare threaten me, slave? This is something I have never before experienced.  
 
    “I’m not threatening. I’m just saying.” 
 
    You are in no position to demand anything. I asked for your name, slave.  
 
    Kyra said nothing, simply glaring with visceral hatred at the golden being. 
 
    I see you are not like the others. That pleases me.  
 
    Kyra saw that his mouth still had not moved, but something had changed in the expression on the golden face. It was the eyes. They had shone with something she did not like at all: the gleam of satisfaction. 
 
     No, no, no! she said to herself. Her fear had now turned into pure fury. 
 
    Kneel before your God and master. 
 
    Kyra could keep back her anger no longer, and exploded like a volcano. She made as if to kneel, but instead of bending her knee she leapt forward towards the God. The Eye and the Executors had no time to react. Kyra drove herself forward with all the strength of her legs and reached the God in the blink of an eye. She clenched her fist to hit that being, who was watching her without any expression on his golden face. 
 
    She reached the God and drew her arm back to hit, blinded by fury. At the same instant the God’s lips moved. A sound reached Kyra’s ears, something like a lugubrious chant. A flash of intense light, almost transparent, hit her eyes, and she now witnessed the scene as if time had stood still and everything was happening in slow motion. Kyra’s fist moved towards the golden face, then her eyes saw the source of the light. It was a crystalline disc the God was holding in his left hand. 
 
    What the hell is that? she thought. 
 
    But it was too late. An arcane mist surrounded the body of the God, forming a translucent sphere. As it did so, time began to run normally again and things speeded up. Kyra’s fist advanced towards her target, but instead it hit the sphere. Pain exploded in her mind and a heartbeat later, carried on by her own momentum, her whole body crashed against the protective sphere. The blow was brutal, and she bounced backwards. She lay there on the floor, writhing with pain. 
 
    What was that? What happened? I had him, what he just did is impossible! Her body, and her hand in particular, hurt so much she could hardly think. He’s used… some Power… Hell! 
 
    The Executors surrounded her immediately and their spears reached for her neck. But for some reason they stopped a finger’s-breadth from her throat. They did not kill her. On the floor, lying on her back with the spears at her throat, Kyra watched the Executors, who seemed to be stoically awaiting their order. She closed her eyes and swallowed hard, and the cold floor bit into her naked body. 
 
    My intuition was correct, you are very different from the others.  
 
    “Get out of my head, you pig!” 
 
    Nobody has ever tried anything like that before. Certainly surprising. You have guts, slave.  
 
    “Stop calling me slave! My name is Kyra and I swear you’ll remember this.” 
 
    Kyra… I will remember... be sure of that. 
 
    Suddenly the spears moved back and she was in the midst of the Executors. 
 
    “Prepare her,” the Eye ordered. 
 
    Iron hands seized her, digging into her flesh like the claws of a bird of prey, and lifted her off the floor brusquely. 
 
    “Let me go, you filthy brutes!” Kyra shouted. “I’ll kill you all! I swear I’ll kill you all!” 
 
    Two Executors carried her away, while she resisted violently. She felt the pain of the struggle, she was hurting herself in the futile attempt to resist, but she did not care. She would not let the being touch her. Never! She would sooner die first! 
 
    They took her to an adjoining chamber. A door opened, and Kyra found herself in a curious triangular room. The walls were an intense red and the floor black as night. In the middle was a silver sphere with runes engraved all over its surface. Beside the sphere two Eyes wearing red sashes over their tunics waited with open books in their hands. The scene gave Kyra the creeps, a chill ran down her spine. 
 
    What the hell is this? Kyra was even more confused. “What are you going to do to me?” she yelled. 
 
    But nobody answered. They put her in the sphere and closed the transparent hatch. For a moment nobody moved. Kyra became even more nervous. What were they waiting for? Then she saw it. The Golden God was slowly approaching the sphere from the entrance of the chamber. He seemed to be gliding above the floor. Kyra’s flesh prickled as she saw him approach. This being gave out an essence of great mystical power. She could feel it in every pore, that arcane power and the danger which came with it. For a moment she thought he could kill her just by wishing it. Perhaps that would be the case. For the first time in her life her fighting heart failed her: she found herself shrinking before the omnipotent presence of the God. 
 
    No, no, no, I’ll fight to my last breath, she thought, gathering courage from the depths of her soul. 
 
    Do not resist, it will be less painful. The mental blow surprised her, as she was inside the sphere and was not expecting it. She realized the God was so powerful he could probably transmit his thoughts over distance and through objects. This intimidated her even more, but she clenched her fists and prepared to go on fighting. 
 
    Survive and escape, she reminded herself. Ikai, where are you, my brother? I need you. Then she thought how far away, lost and hopeless she was, how powerful the enemies around her were, and she thought better of it. Don’t come, brother, only death awaits you here. Don’t come for me. 
 
    A substance began to envelop her inside the sphere. It was bluish, like ocean-tinted smoke. It enveloped her completely and for a moment she thought she would no longer be able to breathe, that she would drown. 
 
    “What are you going to do to me?” she yelled at the Golden God. 
 
    But he did not answer, only watched her with that air of superiority, of divine power. The substance filled the sphere, although she could still breathe. She began to feel strange, sleepy, relaxed, even though she knew she was in danger. The sphere gave off a series of golden flashes which filled the chamber. At that moment she heard a metallic sound and felt a sharp sting on the soles of her feet. 
 
    “Bastards!” she swore. But she was so tired and the substance was so welcoming and pleasant that she gave in to it. She lost awareness of where she was and what was going on. The sphere radiated again: silver rays this time. 
 
    Kyra, the slave. Be sure I shall remember your daring.  
 
    There was loathing in the glare Kyra turned on him. 
 
    The God smiled. 
 
    My name is Adamis, he said, drawing out the word. Remember later, for I am your God, and your life and that of all your companions is in my hands. 
 
    And Kyra fainted. 
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    Ikai crouched in the midst of the reeds, hiding in the shadows of the night, accompanied by the discordant croaking of frogs. The moon reigned overhead, high and beautiful, escorted by thousands of tiny brilliant stars, like a Goddess watching protectively over her sleeping people after a long day of toil. 
 
    A few paces behind him he could hear the singing murmur of the river. The sound of the stream always calmed him, he felt lulled to sleep by its intangible watery arms. It was no surprise; after all, he was one of the Senoca, the People of the Sea, or who had once been. Now all they had was the memory and the river. He touched his right leg and ran his hand over the blue tattoo there: a radiant sun above a calm sea. It was discreet in comparison to the more elaborate, extensive kind that some wore. But he liked it, and in any case he had never been one to call attention to himself. 
 
    Suddenly the frogs fell silent. Someone was coming. Slowly, muffling all sound, he drew his sword and dagger and readied himself. He listened hard and heard furtive footsteps on the damp surface to his right. He was sure they could not see him, since the reeds surrounded him in all directions, hiding his presence except towards the river. He turned slowly with the dagger in his right hand, ready to launch. The steps were louder now. The reeds parted. A soldier appeared in front of him, sword in hand. Ikai’s arm was ready to carry out the act, but his brain did not give the order. 
 
    “Wait!” he heard suddenly. The soldier stopped three paces away with his hand raised. Large turquoise eyes, wide open in horror, were staring at him from under the helmet. 
 
    Ikai recognized those eyes, and the voice. It was not a soldier, it was an officer: Liriana. Slowly he lowered his arm and nodded at her. The Captain gave a long, deep sigh. She came closer to him. 
 
    “You almost got me there!” she protested in a whisper. 
 
    Ikai watched the eyes come closer. They shone intensely. They were large and attractive. “You make a lot of noise,” Ikai scolded her. 
 
    “I’m an officer, not a bloody Hunter. Subtlety isn’t my strong point.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “The whole city is in a state of alert. The Regent wants our heads at any price. High Priest Torkem is haranguing the masses to encourage them to give us up. The Guard is searching for us house by house and the Executors are going over the outskirts and the nearby villages. We haven’t many options. We’re in a tight fix.” 
 
    “You said you could get help… that you had friends…” 
 
    Liriana nodded. “It’s not all lost. We’re still alive, aren’t we?” 
 
    “If we don’t move they’ll find us, believe me, you can bet on that,” said Ikai. He could see the lights of the capital behind the trees to the south. 
 
    “I’ve managed to arrange a meeting, and it wasn’t easy, they almost arrested me. Follow me.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Don’t ask so many questions. Just follow me.” 
 
    Liriana moved along the river towards the north among the reeds. The girl was certainly not used to stealth. What with her officer’s armor and her heavy tread Ikai had the feeling they would be detected a league away at least. Some clouds crossed the moon and the shadows closed in around them. He sighed in relief. They might be heard, but at least they would not be seen. They went on for more than an hour, with the water now reaching their knees. 
 
    “We’re there,” Liriana whispered. 
 
    Ikai looked up and saw a typical Senoca building: a flattened stone pyramid. One of its faces gave on to a small wooden pier. The building was painted black, and on the wall he could make out the representation of the sea, and death. The Last Gate, he thought in dismay, how appropriate… This was the ritual building where they celebrated the ceremony of the journey of no return to the ocean beyond. It was an ancient tradition of his people. A tradition kept up from a better time, when they were free… The dead man was placed in a simple boat, together with some of his belongings for the journey, and his family said their goodbyes in an intimate ceremony. From the mother sea we come, and to her immensity we return. For an instant the idea even appealed to him. To lie down in that simple vessel, relaxed, and let the current of the great river take him away, never to return. All his problems would end. But Kyra’s face appeared in his mind. I can’t give up and abandon her. I have to go on, no matter how difficult the situation might be.  
 
    He shook off this feeling of defeat and walked on to the building. It was not a good omen to be there, it was a funereal place, but it was certainly a good one to hide in, at least from the Guards. The Executors were another matter altogether. The door was always open, and they went in. Liriana guided him in the dark without any light. She seemed to know the place well. Ikai could barely make out anything in the blackness inside. He heard a creaking: wood being moved. 
 
    “Down below,” Liriana said, and disappeared. 
 
    Ikai moved forward and saw the trapdoor Liriana had gone down. He followed her and closed it over his head. They went down a flight of stone stairs, and he glimpsed a light ahead at the end of a corridor. 
 
    “Here we are,” Liriana announced. 
 
    The Captain opened a door at the end and light fell on them with dazzling brilliance. Ikai covered his eyes and put his hand to the pommel of his sword. 
 
    Liriana went into the room. “Come on in, she assured him. “There’s no danger.” 
 
    He waited a moment to let his eyes get used to the light, then took a quick glance inside. He saw a man sitting at a table in the center, with two men flanking him and two more at the far end of the room. They all wore simple robes and looked like peasants, but for some reason they wore hoods and their faces were hidden. He did not like this. Farmers were not in the habit of hiding their faces under hoods, least of all inside a place of worship, and he had the feeling that these men were something more than weathered sons of the soil. Slowly, he reached behind him for his throwing dagger. 
 
    Liriana made a sign to him from inside. “Come on, Ikai. They’re friends, I swear it.” 
 
    But he did not trust her. He was grateful to Liriana for saving his life, but he was not going to set foot in a room in a cellar full of hooded strangers. They might belong to the Guard… Was he walking headlong into a trap? His eyes went to Liriana. He wanted to trust her, but nobody could assure him that she had not been captured and had offered to turn him in to the Guard in exchange for her own life. The men might be trying to hide the fact, but he noticed they were armed: something forbidden, punishable with death. No, he did not like this situation one little bit. He calculated the distance to the way out in case he needed to run. 
 
    “Analyzing your choices, young Hunter?” came a voice from inside. 
 
    Ikai identified the origin of the voice. It was the man sitting at the table in the middle of the room. He could not see his face, but the voice was strangely familiar. 
 
    “Let’s give him a moment. Our young friend tends to calculate his movements very carefully.” 
 
    The words disconcerted him. Who was this character? Ikai raised his right arm. “Do you know me by any chance?”  
 
    “Ikai, no!” Liriana cried. The men inside all unsheathed knives and short copper swords. 
 
    “Lower your arm, Ikai,” the stranger said from his seat at the table. “I know you won’t throw that dagger until you’ve assessed all your options.” 
 
    Liriana motioned him to lower his weapon. “Calm down, Ikai…” 
 
    “Who are you? And I won’t ask again…” Ikai threatened in a voice that left no doubt. 
 
    “An old friend,” the man said. With slow movements he pushed his hood back, revealing a bruised old face, like parchment, beneath snow-white hair which fell to merge with his beard, also white as snow. 
 
    Ikai lowered his weapons at once. “Gedrel!” he said in utter surprise.  
 
    “It would have been funny if after saving this old man’s life from those outlaws, you were to kill him now,” Gedrel said with a laugh. 
 
    Ikai smiled and went into the hall. Gedrel’s face still looked badly bruised from the beating he had received when Ikai rescued him. The wounds made him appear more fragile than he already was. If when he met the old man Ikai had thought he must be around eighty, at that moment under the light of the oil lamp he looked more like a hundred, although he knew it was impossible. Nobody had lived that long for generations. One of the men left the room, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “Don’t worry, my nephew is going to check whether you’ve been followed.” 
 
    “Your nephew… like the ones who were with you when we met. And I suppose these men here are your kinsfolk too? You must have a really big family.” 
 
    Gedrel nodded and gave him a broad smile. “Nothing escapes that analytic mind of yours, does it? Let’s say I have a big extended family, yes.” He pointed at the people gathered together in the room and motioned him to a bench on the other side of the table, opposite him. “Sit down, drink a little wine with this crazy old man.”  
 
    “As you please,” Ikai said. He was trying to guess what was going on. He certainly knew that Gedrel was no crazy old man: on the contrary. He sat in front of him and they were served two cups from a wine-skin. 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to have some food…? I’m famished, and” —he glanced at the Captain— “I’m sure Liriana is too.” 
 
    “We’ve had no time to prepare. Liriana’s warning caught us by surprise. But we did bring a few supplies.” He turned and waved at one of the hooded men at the far end of the room. The man, tall and robust, brought a satchel to the table, where he laid out part of its contents. Ikai hastened to attack the dried meat and cheese he was offered, leaving table manners aside, while his stomach rumbled in gratitude. 
 
    Liriana took a seat on a chest to one side. She took off her helmet and put it on the floor between her legs. Until then Ikai had not been able to see her face, only her big turquoise eyes under the helmet. He studied her: she was young, his age or a year older perhaps, tall and strong, with a lithe, sinewy body. She put a piece of cheese in her mouth, and Ikai saw that her features were delicate, her nose fine and her mouth small. But what caught his attention was that she wore her fair hair cut really short. That was usual among the men of the Guard, less so among the women. The haircut was not flattering, but the delicacy of the face and her large eyes made her interesting, even attractive. Ikai could not put his finger on it, but there was something very appealing about her. 
 
    Liriana looked at him askance and caught him staring at her. Ikai went red and looked away, but she did not seem to notice and went on eating. Ikai turned back to the food and was particularly grateful for the wine. It had been a long time since he had had the privilege. A family of farmers like his own could not afford it. 
 
    “Eat in peace, young Hunter, and get your strength back,” Gedrel said. “You look awful, even worse than I do myself, and that’s not easy.” He smiled. “I’ve been told you had some trouble with our dear Regent Sesmok… how unfortunate…” 
 
    Ikai raised one eyebrow and tried to work out whether the old man was being sarcastic. 
 
    “As soon as you’ve finished eating, we’ll take care of those wounds,” Gedrel said. He glanced at Liriana. “I see some badly-bandaged cuts, and you have blood running down your arm, Ikai. Misos is an apothecary, he’ll take care of it.” He indicated one of the men, who had a leather bag at his feet. 
 
    “I appreciate it.” 
 
    “I guess your delicate situation has something to do with your sister…” 
 
    When he heard the subtlety in the old man’s tone and saw the flash of cunning in his eyes, Ikai understood that Liriana’s intervention, his rescue and flight, had not been a coincidence. 
 
    Ikai recalled their conversation in the forest clearing, “Gedrel, Merchant for the Gods,” he said, and pointed at the golden Ring on his left wrist. “For men… something very different,” he added, using the old man’s words.  
 
    Gedrel smiled. “You have a good memory, my young friend.” 
 
    “Who are you really, Gedrel?” 
 
    “That’s a difficult question to answer. Not because I want to avoid it, no, not that. You see… I’m different things to many people, very different from what the Gods want me to be: just one more merchant-slave. For some I’m hope, hope for a better world, for a better future for their children. For others I’m only an old dreamer, a poet from some epic tale who’s trying to woo the moon. For almost everybody I’m just a crazy old man with a grandiose dream, a dream of freedom…” 
 
    “You certainly know how to talk and not say anything,” Ikai said. He was trying to make the old man stop evading the real question. His reply was not appreciated in the hall, and the men tensed. Gedrel raised his hand to lower the tension. 
 
    He pointed at the men around them. “I’ll tell you who I am… for them. I’m the bearer of the seed. The one we have to sow in the hopeless hearts of men so that it can germinate one day and grow strong, looking for the sun, reaching the sky, gaining freedom.” 
 
    Ikai stared at the old man. He could guess there was much intelligence and wisdom in him. The pretense of being a crazy old man was just a well-rehearsed performance to fool an unwanted audience. He was beginning to see the old man in a new light. 
 
    “That’s a complicated answer…” 
 
    “Very well, my young Hunter, let’s talk like the friends we are. I’ll try to explain.” 
 
    “I’m not a Hunter any longer, Gedrel, I’m nothing… well, that’s not true, now I’m less than nothing. I’m a Pariah. I’m under sentence of death.” 
 
    Gedrel sighed deeply. “Sometimes the extreme difficulty of the path is the very thing which tests our mettle and forces us to do unthinkable actions, to overcome insurmountable obstacles.” 
 
    “My only desire is to get my sister back, and yes, the obstacles are gigantic…” 
 
    Gedrel’s eyes, deep as the sea, searched Ikai’s soul. “Will you give up, then?” he asked. 
 
    Ikai remembered with rending clarity his mother’s desperate plea and the promise he had made her the day he left the village. He shook his head. “I won’t give up, not now, not ever,” he said. “If I must die, so be it, but I won’t give up no matter how big the obstacles may be.” 
 
    Gedrel smiled. “Nor will we, no matter how impossible things seem. You see? We’re not so different, you and I.” 
 
    Ikai’s eyes noticed a bloodied hand on one of the walls. “What does it mean? Who are you really?” 
 
    “We’re the ones who refuse to live a life of slavery. We’re the ones who want their children and their children’s children never to know what it means to be born and die a slave. We’re the ones who are fighting so that one day they can live in freedom, without fear, masters of their own destiny.” 
 
    “I’ve heard rumors about you.” 
 
    “Not many, I hope. You used to be a Hunter.” 
 
    “No, not many, you needn’t worry about that. The Hunters don’t know of your existence, at least for now. The villagers don’t talk to the Hunters.” 
 
    “And for a reason,” Liriana put in. “You serve the Regent, and he serves the Eyes-of-the-Gods and their all-powerful Gods.”  
 
    Ikai nodded sadly. “I’m not proud of what I was and what I’ve had to do. I’m not sorry either. I had to do what I did for my family.” 
 
    Gedrel spread his arms wide, palms up. “Nobody’s judging you, Ikai.” 
 
    Ikai swallowed the bitter taste in his throat. “I’ve been judged every single day, with every single glance. I’m used to it. It was Kyra, my sister, who mentioned you.” 
 
    “This sister of yours, is she one of ours?” Gedrel asked with interest. He exchanged a quick glance with Liriana. 
 
    “I don’t really know. But come to think about it, perhaps someone she loved was. But he died.” The memory of Malte and the odd circumstances of his death came to his mind. 
 
    “I see,” Gedrel said, and glanced at Liriana and the others. “Many are the dangers my family and I face. The Enforcers of the Gods pursue us without pause.” 
 
    “Confronting the Gods is madness. They’ll kill you all without remorse. You and your families.” 
 
    “We know the risks. We’re all in this of our own free will, nobody is forcing us. We’ve been slaves for more than a thousand years, serving despotic gods, suffering every day of our lives until we die, living an existence filled with pain and sorrow, and what’s worse, empty of all hope. And men without hope in their hearts shrivel up and die, like a flower without water. One thousand years, Ikai. One thousand.” 
 
    Ikai remembered his mother’s suffering, his sister’s, his own. He understood Gedrel’s ideals, but to revolt was madness. Simply talking about it aloud was madness. They’re fools, they’ll all be killed. He shook his head and swore to himself. 
 
    “Have you forgotten who you are? Who we are?” Gedrel asked him in a fatherly tone. “We’re the people of the Sea, you’re a son of the sea—” he pointed to the tattoo on Ikai’s leg, then at the Ring on his left arm— “a Sea the Gods have denied us, shutting us inside the Boundary, denying us everything that’s ours by right. The Gods make us work the soil to produce what they need. We toil day and night to survive, so as not to end up downriver in a funerary boat, or worse still, in a pit. But out there, at the end of this river, is the sea that is denied to us. Our mother. We must go back to her, for she weeps for us with open arms. If you listen to the wind on a summer night, you’ll hear on its wings the crying of our mother for her lost children.” 
 
    “Nobody knows what’s beyond the Boundary,” Ikai said. 
 
    Gedrel smiled cynically. “That’s not entirely true, young friend. We can’t cross the limits, the Rings won’t let us, but that’s not true for you. You’ve crossed the Boundary, haven’t you, Hunter?” 
 
    Ikai shivered. How could the old man know that? The Hunters kept total silence about the missions they had to carry out. This man knew a lot more than it appeared. 
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
    “And what did you find out there? Outside this cursed circle which imprisons us?” 
 
    “Circle?” Ikai asked in surprise. 
 
    Liriana and Gedrel exchanged a look of complicity. The young Captain smiled. 
 
    “Yes, Ikai, the Boundary is the circumference of a circle. The central point is the great Sacred Monolith in the main square of the capital. The distance from the monolith to any point of the Boundary is equidistant. We’ve measured it.” 
 
    Ikai looked at her without understanding, and Liriana noticed this. “Can you read and write?” 
 
    “I come from a farmer family,” Ikai said, lowering his head. “It’s forbidden to us,” 
 
    “That explains it,” she said with a warm smile. “If you don’t know how to read or write, you won’t know basic geometry either. It’s a circumference because the distance from the Monolith, the center, to any point on the Boundary is always the same. To make it clear to you: the Boundary is a cartwheel and the monolith is the axle.” 
 
    Ikai understood. He felt troubled and ashamed. He had been taught to track, fight and kill. But nothing about any other subjects. 
 
    “You’ve seen things out there…?” Gedrel hinted, trying to loosen his tongue. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “What did you see? Other men?” 
 
    The question caught Ikai by surprise. 
 
    “Other men?” he repeated, puzzled. “No, beyond the Boundary there’s jungle and…” He swallowed, remembering his experience. “And… wild beasts. But there aren’t any men.” 
 
    “Are you sure of that, young Hunter?” Gedrel insisted, his voice still amiable. 
 
    “I am. If there were, those beasts would’ve torn them to pieces. Besides, what other men could there be? We’re the only men…” 
 
    Gedrel smiled, a deep, sincere smile. “Man always believes himself the center of the universe. It’s a flaw of our own existence. But if you think about it, there’s nothing to say that outside this one there isn’t another Boundary, with other poor wretches like us, enslaved by the Gods in the same way, believing as we do that they’re alone in the universe. The fact that we can’t leave and see what there is beyond the limits doesn’t mean there aren’t any others.” 
 
    Ikai considered Gedrel’s words. They made sense. The Priests have always preached that only the Gods, their servants and we people exist. To go against that belief is treason. But Gedrel was right, once again. That left him very confused. Was it possible that there were other people out there? And where were the damned Gods? Many disconcerting questions he had no answers for, and which left him baffled. 
 
    Liriana came up to him. “Whatever the case, we must go on. We must free our people from their slavery.” 
 
    “The ideal is noble, I grant you that, but you don’t have a chance. The Regent will finish you off, and if not him, it’ll be the Enforcers of the Gods. And may Mother Sea prevent the Gods from coming after you…” 
 
    Gedrel dismissed this with a wave of his hand. “The Gods? Have you ever seen one? No, nobody’s ever seen them, nobody remembers the last time a God set foot on our land, assuming they ever did. There’s not even any record of it. Do we even know what they look like? The Priests talk about them all the time, but who’s ever seen them? Nobody. Not ever.” 
 
    “We only see the Enforcers of the Gods, not their masters, and it’s always been like that,” Liriana said. “Let’s not forget that.”  
 
    “But someone creates and directs those monsters, the Enforcers” 
 
    Gedrel nodded. “True. But the Gods don’t worry me in the least right now, there are too few of us for them to notice the breath made by the flutter of our wings of hope, wherever they may be. But that same breath is turning into a wind which is bringing hope to hundreds of our people, and soon there’ll be thousands of them, and some day, not too far off, it will make our whole people rise. And they will rise as one, against the tyranny that’s crushing us.” 
 
    Ikai bowed his head. He did not want to argue with the old man. They were doomed and he knew it. They were fools with noble ideals, who would soon be caught and executed. 
 
    Gedrel leaned back in his chair and sighed. “I know what you’re thinking, and yes, that day will come. But what we’ve started can’t be stopped now. At this very moment that breath is reaching a poor peasant in his farm, and hope will spring in his heart. The same hope which will reach his family and be carried by the wind to their neighbor’s family. It can’t be stopped, Ikai. It’s started, and only victory or death will be able to stop it now.” 
 
    Ikai closed his eyes and wished with all his heart that those hapless people would think it again. 
 
    Liriana looked at him coldly. “We don’t expect you to understand. You’re not one of us. And until two days ago you were a Hunter, the enemy.” 
 
    “So what did you save me for, then?” he asked, trying to understand how he had got mixed up in that senseless madness. 
 
    “I made you a promise,” Gedrel replied with obvious sincerity, “that if one day our paths crossed again and the situation were reversed, I’d remember the favor you did me.”  
 
    “And I’m truly grateful. You saved my life when I thought I was lost…” 
 
    “… But…?” 
 
    “But… why? Why sacrifice the life of a faithful soldier for me? Why risk Liriana’s life? Why reveal her?” 
 
    “A promise is a promise,” Gedrel said. His eyes were fixed on Ikai’s. 
 
    The young man furrowed his brow. It made no sense. “There’s something else you’re not telling me, Gedrel. You wouldn’t risk your… family just for a debt that came out of a chance encounter.” 
 
    “Sometimes chance is nothing of the kind, my young friend, but destiny telling us which path to follow.” 
 
    He wants something of me, Ikai thought. Otherwise he wouldn’t have saved me. But what? All I have is my life… 
 
    “What does your destiny want of me, Gedrel?” he asked at last. 
 
    The old man laughed out loud. “You have a calculating mind, my young friend. You’re right, I do want something of you. Two things, to be precise.” 
 
    Ikai folded his arms. “The first…?” 
 
    “The first one is easy: information. As you guessed, it’s a question of time before the Regent sends Hunters after us. Time which is running out for us. For years our numbers have been small, our activities few and hidden. We’ve had some run-ins with the Enforcers of the Gods, but they think they’re so powerful and untouchable that in their servile heads the idea of revolt is inconceivable. Their small and limited minds will never manage to join the dots. Which, thank the heavens, has allowed us to go on. But the seed is germinating and the message is spreading among our brothers. In small villages groups of people like this one here gather secretly at nightfall and spread the message. Every day there are more of us, and what has begun cannot be stopped because what feeds it is one of the greatest forces in the universe: hope.” 
 
    Ikai shook his head. “Fools…” 
 
    Liriana straightened. “We are the sane ones,” she said. “The fool is the one who lives his entire life enslaved and dies without hope, without a soul, because he never even tried to be free for a single day of his miserable life.” 
 
    The words were so forceful that as he met those turquoise eyes which were now glaring at him, he was dismayed. 
 
    “Well said, my dear child,” Gedrel said with a broad smile. “You see, Ikai, our numbers are beginning to be visible, and rumors have reached the Palace. We’ve managed to keep them quiet, but they’ll soon reach the Regent. Hiding our activities from the incompetent Guards or the vain Enforcers of the Gods is one thing, but hiding from the Hunters is a different matter.” 
 
    “Haven’t you managed to infiltrate the Hunters?” Ikai asked. He looked aside at Liriana, who after all had infiltrated the Regent’s Guard. 
 
    “Unfortunately it hasn’t been possible. We tried, but without success. The Hunters, as you know very well, are personally recruited by the Master Hunters. It’s a closed society, and has been for hundreds of years. Nobody knows their secrets except the Master Hunters themselves.” 
 
    “And they’re loyal to the Regent,” said Ikai. 
 
    “More than loyal to the tyrant, I’d say they are well aware of the danger they and their families risk if they oppose the Gods, and they deliberately prefer not to.” 
 
    Ikai remembered Sejof’s words. “You’re not wrong there,” he said. 
 
    “That’s why I’ve been looking for a long time for a Hunter who could help us…” 
 
    “And then along I came…” 
 
    “You, who have nothing to lose as you’re already sentenced to die. You can reveal the secrets which are kept so jealously. That’s why when they were going to finish you off, Liriana intervened.” 
 
    Ikai looked at the Captain, who gave him a wink, softening it with a smile. 
 
    “How long had you been watching me?” 
 
    “Since you arrived in the city.” 
 
    Ikai sighed. “I can see you have plans and determination, quite apart from your grandiose ideas.” 
 
    Gedrel laughed gently. 
 
    “What do you want to know? You’ve saved my life, and I owe you.” 
 
    Gedrel acknowledged this with a gesture. “How can we hide from the Hunters? It’s said that when they search for someone they always find them, no matter where they hide, even if it’s underground. They’re said to be born man-hunters, that they never miss a trail and that no prey of theirs ever escapes. They say that if they catch you, they kill you. Is that true?” 
 
    “It’s true.” 
 
    “Is there no possibility of escaping them?” Liriana asked. “In the Guard we’ve heard those same rumors, and it’s true that whenever they set off on a hunt they bring their prey back. I’ve seen it many times. But they surely can’t be infallible. You can’t be” —she came up to Ikai and nudged him in the chest— “infallible.” 
 
    Their eyes met. Ikai could read the doubt in hers. He answered the accusation gently. “You have wide knowledge of many things, but you’re ignorant of the secrets of the Hunters.” 
 
    Liriana drew her head back and looked at him curiously. 
 
    “The candidates are selected personally by the Master Hunters for their innate qualities, and they’re rigorously trained to be exceptional man-hunters. The secret art of man-hunting is something which has been perfected over more than eight hundred years, turning men like me into exceptional trackers and fighters. I’ve been trained daily, for years, following a strict schedule of skills, until I became what I am. But Liriana is right, that makes me an exceptional bird of prey, but not someone infallible. What makes Hunters infallible is…” — they all looked at Ikai, and silence fell over the room — “is the Falcon Eye.” 
 
    Gedrel and Liriana stared hard at him. 
 
    “Falcon Eye? What’s that?” Gedrel asked. 
 
    “It’s an artifact of the Gods.” 
 
    Liriana frowned. “The artifacts of the Gods can only be used by their Enforcers, not by men.” 
 
    “That’s not entirely true. The artifacts are usually in the hands of the Eyes-of-the-Gods, but there’s at least one which is used by men. I can assure you of it, because I’ve seen my master use it many times.” 
 
    Liriana looked at Gedrel as though seeking support. Gedrel was looking thoughtful. “What you’re telling us is deeply important. Until now we’d always thought the artifacts were out of men’s reach. If they can be used, it gives us a new possibility…” 
 
    “We might use the artifacts against them!” Liriana said enthusiastically. 
 
    Ikai was not happy about this. Confronting the Gods with their own weapons was at the very least an insane idea. The desperation of the group was beginning to be apparent. 
 
    “Tell us about the Falcon Eye,” Gedrel said. 
 
    “All right. Every Master Hunter has one. He guards it with his life. It’s an Artifact of Power in the form of a disc. It’s small, crystalline, with a golden pip in its center. It sends out a golden beam of light to indicate the direction of the prey we have to chase. That’s why the Hunters never fail.” 
 
    “Can any man use it?” Liriana asked. “Could I use it?”  
 
    “That I don’t know. I’ve only seen Master Sejof, and for that he protects his hand with a special gauntlet, which is also of the Gods. I don’t really know much about the Artifact. They say it’s the Eyes-of-the-Gods who give them to the Masters. When a new Master Hunter is invested, he meets with the Eyes behind closed doors at a certain place for three days and nights, and returns with the Artifact. The Masters keep everything about the object absolutely secret. That’s all I know, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Gedrel nodded and sighed. “Does it have any other power you might have witnessed?” 
 
    “Yes, one more,” Ikai said. He glanced down at the Golden Ring on his left arm. “It allows the master to communicate with the Hunters over long distances.” 
 
    “How?” Liriana asked, her turquoise eyes shining with excitement. 
 
    “I don’t know how, but he projects thoughts and images to our minds, and he does it through the Rings.” 
 
    “Very interesting…” Gedrel mused. 
 
    “It’s all I know.” 
 
    Liriana frowned. “We must find how to hide from the Falcon Eye, or else they’ll hunt us down like sewer rats.”  
 
    “Easy, my child, all is not lost. We’ll find some way of fooling it,” Gedrel said soothingly. “Today we know more than we did yesterday. Young Ikai is being a great help.” 
 
    “I told you I’d help, and I always keep my word. You said you wanted two things of me, Gedrel. What’s the second?” 
 
    Gedrel’s face shadowed. “I want you to help Liriana cross the Boundary.” 
 
    Ikai was left at a loss for words. 
 
    “Fate has chosen that your paths will cross and be one from this point on.” 
 
    “Our paths?” Ikai muttered. “I don’t understand…”  
 
    “You can cross the Boundary, and knowing what a Hunter knows, you’ll find a way for Liriana to cross alive.” 
 
    “That’s not possible. As far as I know, only the Enforcers of the Gods and the Hunters can cross the Boundary. Nobody else.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find the way, because your destiny awaits you and Liriana has the key that will lead you to it.” 
 
    Ikai looked at Liriana, trying to make sense of what he was hearing. 
 
    “She will lead you to your sister,” Gedrel assured him. 
 
    Ikai tensed and turned to the old man. “Do you know where she is? Do you know?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. Accept the deal and I’ll tell you.” 
 
    Ikai weighed up his options. He did not know where the Enforcers of the Gods had taken Kyra. The Guard was after him, and soon they would send the Hunters to find him. He had no options. He could do nothing but accept the deal, he could not risk going out into the open in search of answers. 
 
    He gazed at Gedrel for a moment, wondering whether to trust the man or not. Finally he made up his mind. 
 
    “I accept. You have my word.” 
 
    Gedrel heaved a sigh and clasped his hands together. 
 
    “Your sister has been taken to the Eternal City.” 
 
    Ikai received the devastating news and felt his soul sink. His worst fear had come true. Kyra was in the city of the Gods. He could hardly believe it. If the idea of freeing her had been all-but-impossible before, now it was plain suicide. He felt as if a mountain had fallen on him and crushed him. 
 
    “We’ll leave at dawn,” Liriana said, and left the room without waiting for a reply. 
 
    Ikai watched her leave, full of determination. Suicide or not, Kyra was alive and that was what really mattered. He would rescue her. If he had to go to the dwelling of the Gods themselves in order to do so, then he would go. 
 
    Only death would stop him. 
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    Startled, Kyra woke up. She opened her eyes wide and pierced the strange glassy material in front of her with a look of wonder. She saw Yosane opposite her, staring at her from inside a vertical pod, her face contorted by terror. Kyra pushed the glass hard, but it did not move in the least. She was trapped. She half-closed her eyes and studied the sinister cell she was imprisoned in: it looked to her like a sarcophagus with a glass cover. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on?” she asked her friend, but the sound did not penetrate the pod. She tried to remember what had happened, but it was impossible. She was on her feet, locked up and without any recent memory. She looked down at her body and saw her naked skin covered in red. For a moment she thought it was blood and she was afraid. What have they done to me? She felt her arm and found that it was not blood. Something was wrong with her skin; she only hoped it would not be permanent. 
 
    Her feet felt cold. She saw they were submerged in some viscous substance, like oil, which reached to her ankles. The soles of her feet hurt terribly and she felt weak. The pod was filled with a whitish substance, like mist, which floated around her body. When she breathed she could see it coming in through her nostrils. What on earth are they doing to me? she thought uneasily. Luckily the substance did not seem harmful, but she felt invaded, outraged. She stopped breathing, but realized at once it was a stupid thing to do. She had no choice, she would have to breathe. 
 
    “Bastards! What are you doing to us?” she shouted, but once again the sound did not penetrate the pod. Pure wrath came over her, and she beat at the glass as hard as she could with both fists. She shouted and went on battering at it until the pain made her stop. Full of frustration, she knew she would not be able to break it. She looked behind her and saw that the back part of the pod was metal. She hit it with fists, elbows… but that too was useless. All she managed to do was hurt herself more. Finally she stopped, furious at her own fruitless attempts. She was exhausted. It seemed to be unbreakable, at least without a weapon. She would have given anything for a steel bar to hit the walls of the pod with. 
 
    I wonder why they’ve put us in here? What have they got in mind? 
 
    She leaned her face against the glass and tried to find out where they were. She looked for Idana and found her beside Yosane, two pods down to the right. Her eyes also showed fear, but when she saw Kyra’s eyes on her, she smiled wanly. Between her two friends she saw Lian and Urda. Lian’s face was as pale as if she had seen a ghost. The usual arrogance she sheltered behind was gone completely. Urda was glaring left and right, her thick brow furrowed; she looked genuinely worried. 
 
    Kyra counted six pods in all in front of her own, forming a semicircle, with two more on her right and left. She guessed there would be six on her side too, also forming a semicircle, although she could not see them properly: one for each of the prisoners. She estimated that there were about ten paces between her and her two friends. The chamber must be circular. Walls and floor were marble-white and shone spotlessly. 
 
    A sense of something ominous began to grow in her stomach, and no matter how hard she tried she could not get rid of it. Suddenly two Eyes-of-the-Gods walked into the chamber, one from each end, and came to stand in front of them in the middle of the room. Kyra tensed. Something was about to happen. The Eyes threw themselves on the floor and remained prone, in total submission. Kyra knew what this meant: The Golden God. 
 
    And as if on cue, the hated deity came into the chamber, moving as if hovering, without touching the ground. He stopped right in the middle, between the two semicircles of prisoners. 
 
    “Adamis…” She remembered his name, as if it came out of a deep nightmare. 
 
    Kyra could not take off her eyes of that graceful being with gold-colored skin, in shining scaled armor and with a long transparent cloak hanging from his slender shoulders. At a gesture of the God the Eyes got to their feet, brought out their silver books and went over every one of the pods, taking notes. When they had finished they stood to one side in silence with their heads bowed, like respectful statues. What the hell are they doing? Kyra thought, feeling more and more nervous. Her stomach lurched when she imagined the atrocities this being might have in store for them. 
 
    Suddenly somebody else came into the chamber. 
 
    Another God! 
 
    He walked with determination. His golden skin and slenderness were unmistakable. He was dressed like Adamis: a long white tunic with silver trimming and over it, solid armor of silver which covered him from neck to thighs. His limbs too were protected with greaves and gauntlets, also of silver. From his shoulders, protected by plates, hung an almost transparent cloak. At his waist were two short swords with simple pommels, no precious stones. After a ceremonious greeting, he came to stand behind Adamis, who seemed to have been waiting for him. 
 
    Kyra swallowed. The new God was very tall, a whole foot taller than Adamis. He was also much broader in the shoulders and more muscular. From his physique, Kyra guessed this must be some powerful warrior. His head was clean-shaven except for a long braid which fell from the nape of his neck down his back. He was much more athletic than Adamis, and the features of his face were not as beautiful and delicate; there was a hint of… brutality in them. Seeing them together Kyra guessed this must be a lord and a warrior, perhaps his bodyguard. Watching those two Gods before her gave her such an icy chill that she shivered. 
 
    And then something terrible as well as unbelievable happened. Wide-eyed with awe, she saw not one, not two, but eight Golden Gods walk into the room. They came forward: slender, their skin the color of old gold, powerful, divine, lords and masters of everything before their eyes. They walked with the assurance and arrogance which belonged to those who were owners of the world. If the vision of the first God had shocked Kyra, seeing that group together, with that aura of power which surrounded them, terrified her. For a long moment she could not breathe. When she recovered, her heart sank. She had always doubted that the Gods existed, and if they really did, she had never imagined there could be more than a few of them. She did not know how many, but unconsciously she had thought there could be no more than a handful. Yet here alone, gathered before her, were ten. And then the horrible truth hit her with the force of a wild bull charging. That enormous and magnificent city in the middle of the sea, with its five great rings: how many Gods dwelt in it? How many, by the heavens? 
 
    When they had arrived Kyra had just seen Enforcers of the Gods and slaves; perhaps that had encouraged her idea that the Gods could be counted on the fingers of one hand. But now she came to think about it, it was not logical. If there were so few of them, why should they need such a huge city? What was more, why did they make humans produce things so ceaselessly while at the same time they starved them? How many Gods could there be in that accursed city? A hundred, a thousand? Even more? Kyra had no idea, but the mere possibility of a thousand filled her with horror. 
 
    The Gods walked into the chamber in twos, forming pairs in a strange parade. Kyra noticed at once that in each case a lord was accompanied by his bodyguard. They seemed to be coming to present their respects to Adamis, who waited in the center of the chamber. The first two were dressed in intense red, decorated with brilliant orange. Their armor was also red, but a darker tone, as if dyed in blood. The cloaks which fell from their shoulders gave the impression of having caught fire and were spreading it through the air as they passed. 
 
    They came up to Adamis, greeted him with sober bows and stood to one side. Watching the scene, considering what had taken place before, Kyra guessed Adamis was the host and the group his guests. The second pair of Gods wore soft blues, with different hues intermingled. Their armor on the other hand was an intense indigo. As they moved, their cloaks seemed to sway like the waves of a calm sea. These were followed by two Gods dressed in brown and ochre. The cuirasses on their chests seemed to be of pure rock and their cloaks, an earthy brown, to have been made out of the side of a mountain. Finally the last pair, in shades of warm white, reached the center of the chamber and greeted their host. Their cloaks appeared so light and delicate that when a breath of air lifted them they did not fall back to touch the floor. 
 
    Kyra was spellbound, not missing a detail. So strange was the scene that she nearly forgot her fears. What was this weird reunion? Who were these Gods? 
 
    The God-Host waved his hand. The four God Lords saluted him, then began to inspect the pods containing the prisoners, while their bodyguards waited with stoical expressions. Adamis did not move. The God in bright red approached Kyra at once and stared inquisitively at her through the glass. His face, though its features were delicate, did not have Adamis’ beauty: on the contrary, it was a cruel face. It was the eyes… bloodthirsty… red… and those curved lips which were smiling at her ruthlessly. Kyra, conscious of her nakedness and the fact that she was being examined like a sacrificial animal, felt so humiliated that she would willingly have put a dagger through the bloodshot eyes of this abominable creature. 
 
    Red, that is interesting… the God projected against Kyra’s mind. He gave her a crooked smile. Kyra felt the mental blow as if she had been slapped. 
 
    “Swine!” she cried furiously. 
 
    The face of the God darkened. His eyes shone with pure hatred. How dare you, you insolent slave! You’ll soon learn your place! There was such a load of malice in the words that Kyra’s mind blackened and a terrible migraine assailed her. She threw her head back, overborne. The God smiled a satisfied and malevolent smile. Kyra spat in his face, although the crystal prevented it from reaching him. 
 
    The God’s eyes opened wide with rage. You shall pay for this insolence. I shall tear off your skin in strips! The mental message was so strong that Kyra’s head hit the back of the pod. 
 
    The God in blue came forward. Kyra put her hands on her head; the pain was so excruciating she thought she would burst. The two Gods exchanged glances. Although their lips did not move and there was no sound whatsoever, she knew they were talking. The sinister God who had threatened her turned to examine her companions. Kyra immediately feared for Yosane. Unfortunately she could do nothing for her while she was trapped there, and felt as weak and powerless as an imprisoned animal. 
 
    For some time the four Gods examined the girls minutely, one by one. They took their time, observing not only their naked bodies, which were now painted in different colors, but the strange symbols on the pods above their heads. For some reason the four showed a greater interest in Kyra, which could only be bad for her, very bad. Anxiety was beginning to take its toll on her, and she was finding it difficult to breathe. After watching their behavior, walking calmly among them, inspecting them as if they were cattle in a market, Kyra was certain that this reunion of Gods, this event, was some sort of auction or sale. Adamis had invited these four Gods to show them the merchandise his Enforcers had brought him, and now he was going to sell them, like animals. 
 
    Yes, it makes sense… it also explains why I haven’t been raped yet: I’m more valuable to those degenerate golden-skinned monsters if I’m unspoiled. They’ve prepared us and now they’re putting us on show for the sale. Yes, that’s what’s happening. She closed her eyes and sighed heavily. Even though that might be the brutal fate awaiting her, she would never stop fighting, she would never give up, in spite of everything. Kyra looked with loathing at the God-Host, who returned an unfathomable look with his blue-gray eyes. 
 
    Behave, you are gambling with your destiny, Adamis warned her. The mental blow was clear and painless. 
 
    The warning caught her unawares; she was not expecting it from the haughty God. What did he care if she, a slave, survived or not? Survive… the word made her think of her brother Ikai. Yes, she had to survive and escape, and so she would. But she could not trust this God. Why should she, in that situation? She was his prisoner, his slave, she was at his mercy. No, she would never trust him, never. She half-closed her eyes and gave Adamis a glance of complete distrust. The mental message reached her at once. 
 
    You do not trust me. It is natural. But believe me when I tell you that your fate is about to be decided. I do not have time for explanations. Hold your tongue and your temper before the Lords, or you will suffer. 
 
    Kyra shook her head slowly at him. And in reply something reached her which totally confounded her. In her mind she began to hear voices, distant at first, stronger after the first moment, growing louder. The voices clogged her mind, so that for an instant she believed she would lose her sanity. Closing her eyes hard she concentrated and managed to modulate and contain the voices. They began to make sense. She was listening to the conversation of the Gods. She could hear the mental voices of the four Lords, each different and unique. She shivered. 
 
    Adamis was staring at her. He must be relaying the conversation to her. Why? What did he want? Kyra thought for a moment, then she understood: he wanted her to trust him. He was allowing her to listen in on that private conversation, hoping to gain something of her trust in exchange. Kyra concentrated to avoid being overwhelmed as she had been before and listened inside her head, giving all her attention to it. In fact Adamis had surprised her with that move, and the best Kyra could do was to put all her senses into listening and try to find out what was going on. That way she might have a chance… 
 
    Respected Lords, Adamis said, bowing solemnly before the other four God-Lords, as is required by our law I here present to you the Selected Girls from the East. Before beginning the Ritual of Selection the representatives of the Five Royal Houses must inspect them and give their approval. This is required by the protocol to guarantee the equity and transparency of the ritual. 
 
    The four Lords returned the greeting, one by one, with brief but respectful bows. The Lord dressed in blue silk waved a hand at the pods. Twelve young girls. A scanty harvest, I must say.  
 
    Adamis nodded. The harvest can never be estimated beforehand. Twelve young girls is all that were available in the East. The fruits of the earth are not always those hoped-for, and the harvest is unpredictable. It is not possible to know how many will be born and will survive to reach the minimum qualities required. 
 
    In any case, said the Lord-God in brown, quantity is not the factor which most interests my house, the greatest purity of the fruits is what we seek.  
 
    Each noble house has its own priorities, Adamis said with a slight twist of his head, and it is nobody’s business to question them.  
 
    There is only one which my house desires, said the sinister Lord in the red. The rest do not reach the quality required by my house. 
 
    This harvest has provided us with one young girl of red quality, four of orange quality and seven yellow, Adamis explained. 
 
    Kyra looked down at her body, hoping the red had turned into another color, but no, it was red, and very intense. She swore to herself. Why me? Of all of them! Just my bloody luck! She lowered her eyelids and studied Yosane, whose body was painted a vivid orange. Next she eyed Idana, who was also orange. What the hell do these colors and qualities mean? What are they talking about? Why are we so different? We’re all about the same age and we come from the same land. What do they want with us, those inhuman pigs? To hell with them! Furious, she looked at the other slaves and noticed that Lian and Urda, like Yosane and Idana, were covered in orange. The rest shone with a sickly yellow. 
 
    On the House of Eret, of the First Ring, which I represent, Adamis was saying, his arms spread wide, falls the responsibility in rotation of the Selection this cycle. To each cycle a house: thus our law lays down, and thus must it be. The honor of the gathering and preparation of the Selected, I accept in the name of my House this time. In addition, the House of Eret must guarantee the integrity of the ritual and the absolute purity of the ceremony. Adamis glanced at the two Eyes-of-the-Gods, who began to take notes. I hereby give testimony of the presentation of twelve young women of the East, all selected for the ritual. With a motion of his hand he indicated the prisoners. The Golden watched them with intense almond eyes in different shades, and Kyra’s blood froze. 
 
    Have the Lords of the Five Houses had sufficient time for the pre-ritual inspection of the Selected? Adamis went on in his function as master of ceremonies. 
 
    The four Lords nodded, coldly ceremonial. 
 
    Adamis nodded in return. Let us begin. 
 
    The four Lords came to stand beside Adamis, forming a circle in the exact center of the room. They were standing on five perfect silver circles. The five together made up a central, wider one in gold, like five moons around one sun. The symmetry and perfection of the forms caught Kyra’s attention. Surely Yosane would have a theory about that unusual pattern. 
 
    Who presents himself in the name of the House of Aru, of the Fifth Ring, to speak in its name and defend its interests? Adamis asked. 
 
    I, Lord Saxti, heir to the crown of the House of Aru. The God murmured something unintelligible and showed the palms of his hands. A golden beam ran along his body and the circle under his feet lit up, emitting a strong silver light which shot up to the dome. For an instant the God was bathed in its radiance, then the light blinked and turned gold. 
 
    Adamis nodded. Your royal lineage has been verified. 
 
    Lord Saxti withdrew his hands and the light stopped. 
 
    Do we have your approval, Lord Saxti? Adamis asked. 
 
    You do, replied the God-Prince in blue, and made a gesture of acceptance. 
 
    The Eyes-of-the-Gods took notes and the Prince fell silent. 
 
    Who presents himself in the name of the House of Idnem, of the Fourth Ring, to speak in its name and defend its interests? Adamis repeated. 
 
    I, Lord Arrul, brother of the King of the House of Idnem. 
 
    As with his predecessor, he passed the test of lineage. 
 
    Do we have your approval, Lord Arrul? 
 
    You do, answered the God-Lord in brown and ochre. 
 
    Adamis nodded. He repeated his question and the test of lineage for the House of Aurez, of the Third Ring. Lord Ezia, second son of the king, came forward. 
 
    Do we have the approval of Lord Ezia? 
 
    You do, replied the God-Lord in white silk. 
 
    Lastly Adamis turned to the God-Lord in red silk and bloody armor. 
 
    Kyra could not see the bloodthirsty eyes of the God, but even so her mind recalled them and she shivered. 
 
    Do we have the approval of the House of Aureb, of the Second Ring, Lord Asu? 
 
    For an instant the Lord remained silent. Tension began to build between Adamis and Asu, a latent tension. The prolonged silence before the reply heightened that tension until it was almost palpable. 
 
    You do, Lord Asu said at last with haughty condescension. 
 
    Adamis eyed Asu for an instant, something which caught Kyra’s attention. She could swear she witnessed a flash of rage, but in those impassive golden faces it was impossible to make out any emotion. Adamis stared ahead and went on with the ceremony. Lord Asu’s lineage was proved. 
 
    Lastly, representing the House of Eret, of the First Ring, he said, raising his head, I hereby present myself, Adamis, son of King Teore and master of ceremonies, for this ritual.  
 
    The four Lords acknowledged Adamis with a deep bow. 
 
    The Five Royal Houses are here represented today, the ritual is legitimated. Adamis looked at the two Eyes, who nodded. He spread his arms wide. The young women have been prepared for the ritual and inspected by my Lords. I hereby initiate the Ritual of Selection. 
 
    The Lords bowed their heads and looked at the golden circle on the floor. Adamis waved his arm and murmured a few words. Before Kyra’s astonished eyes the earth opened. A golden sphere of a big size came out of it, rising gently upwards, until it hovered above the heads of the five Gods. At an order from Adamis the sphere began to rotate on itself, producing a buzzing so high-pitched it nearly perforated her eardrums. Kyra put her hands over her ears to protect them. 
 
    Suddenly a silver beam issued from the sphere and began to sweep across the pods one by one. When it reached hers, Kyra stepped back, fearing some harmful effect, but the long beam of light passed through her chest, then her head and went on to the next prisoner without causing her more than a shiver. She followed the movement of the beam with her eyes and watched it examine Yosane and Idana, who reacted as she had herself. When it had finished with the last of the twelve, the light vanished and the sphere stopped spinning, but the horrible buzz continued to trouble her ears. 
 
    Adamis placed his hands on the sphere. The moment of the Selection has come, my Lords, he said. The five Gods placed their hands on the sphere. Kyra wondered what they could be doing, and an uneasy feeling came over her. Acid from her stomach rose to her mouth and she had to force it back down. 
 
    The sphere bathed the five with its silver light, then finally stopped buzzing. The sphere spun on itself, and the five withdrew their hands. The beam of light focused on Lord Saxti. The God turned around and the light went from him to… Idana! Lord Saxti nodded. The beam focused on another of the twelve prisoners, and the Lord nodded again respectfully. The beam of light vanished. 
 
    Kyra understood that the sphere had assigned Idana and the other girl to that God, and what was worse, she herself had not been chosen. Would they be separated? Yes, for sure they would. What would become of Idana? Her eyes turned to her. She seemed resigned; she accepted it. Would she survive? Idana was all kindness and giving, but that would not be much help there, rather the opposite. With a sea of lava in her stomach, Kyra tried to stay calm and avoid jumping to rash conclusions.  
 
    The sphere repeated the process with Lord Arrul and Lord Ezia. Three of the girls were assigned to the first, among them Urda. Kyra saw resilience in her eyes. She was not afraid, she would accept her destiny and do her best to survive. Lian was assigned to Lord Ezia, together with three others. Lian had not recovered her natural color; she seemed overwhelmed by what had happened. She was so pale and her eyes were so sunken that she looked as if she would faint at any moment. 
 
    Lord Asu was then chosen by the sphere. Kyra breathed deeply. No, no, no, not me, by the Mother Sea, not me! she wished with all her heart. Lord Asu turned and looked at her. Kyra felt as if an arrow were piercing her chest. She clenched her fists hard and tried to calm her nerves. She would not let him see her tremble. Lord Asu smiled with that twisted satyr’s grin. Kyra knew at that instant with absolute certainty that the God wished to possess her, in body and spirit. 
 
    The beam turned from Lord Asu towards Kyra. Time seemed to stop while the silver light came closer to her. She stopped breathing. Her heart was galloping wildly. The light passed in front of her pod and selected another of the girls beside her. Kyra gasped in relief and felt immensely sorry for the other girl. Then the light moved again, and Kyra feared it would come back to her. But to her astonishment, it selected Yosane! Kyra felt as if she had been stabbed. Her friend was trembling like a fawn in the intense light of the beam. Her eyes were wide with terror. 
 
    Not Yosane! She won’t survive! Yosane! 
 
    The light vanished. 
 
    No! Lord Asu exclaimed with fire in his eyes. 
 
    The ritual is sacred, it must not be altered, Adamis reminded him neutrally. 
 
    Lord Asu gave Adamis a piercing look. He pointed at Kyra.  
 
    I want her! he said. There was clear rage in his voice. 
 
    That prerogative is not yours, my Lord. Nor is it of any of the Five Houses. The ceremony must not be altered. 
 
    She is mine! he cried furiously. 
 
    The balance of powers between the Houses is at stake, Adamis warned him. The penalty for such an effrontery is death, Lord Asu.  
 
    Lord Asu glared at the other three Lords, who were watching him carefully. The bodyguards reached for their weapons. Tension began to fill the hall. Nobody moved; the looks in their eyes cut like the sharpest steel. 
 
    Finish the ceremony! Lord Asu conceded at last. 
 
    The sphere illuminated Adamis in silver, and he turned slowly. The beam of light shot from the God straight to Kyra. The silver light reached her, but instead of feeling anxiety or fear, she felt tremendous relief. She breathed out hard. She had been on the brink of falling into the hands of Lord Asu, and in comparison Adamis seemed a much better option, a thousand times better. The beam of light vanished for good, since Kyra was the last to be Selected. The sphere spun on itself again, descended slowly between the five Lords and disappeared the same way it had come. 
 
    Adamis spread his arms wide. The Ritual of Selection has been performed impartially, equitably and in accordance with the law of the Five High Kings. The Lords must accept the selection, as the Sphere of Power has made the choice for each Royal House. Without waiting for a reply he folded his arms and saluted the Lords. Let each House acquire what is its own by right and ritual. 
 
    Lord Saxti went to Idana. Good quality, this female. Not excellent, but good. My House is pleased. The other one I was assigned is of low quality, but they will be well employed. We must not underestimate the fruits of the earth. He turned to Adamis. Let them be made ready. 
 
    Lord Adamis, when will you have them ready for us to take to our houses? Lord Arrul asked. 
 
    They are being purified as we speak. The process will be complete this evening. If you wish, you may enjoy the amenities of my house while you wait.  
 
    Thank you, Lord Adamis, but that will not be necessary. I shall send someone from my house for them. The obligations of my position are many, and although I would gladly enjoy your hospitality, unfortunately I must return to my ring to take care of them. But I very much appreciate your invitation. 
 
    Adamis nodded and bowed. 
 
    If the offer is extended to all Lords, Lord Ezia said, I would gladly accept your generous hospitality until the slaves are ready, Lord Adamis. 
 
    Of course, Lord Ezia. You honor me. 
 
    Lord Asu stepped forward to stand in front of Adamis. 
 
    As host and master of ceremonies for this cycle, I am sure you will see no impediment in an exchange with one of your distinguished guests, he said, spreading his arms wide as his macabre smile came alive. 
 
    All eyes turned to the Lord in red at once. 
 
    No! Kyra thought. What’s he planning, this twisted pig?  
 
    Adamis looked Lord Asu in the eye, but said nothing. 
 
    My two selected for yours, he said in a wheedling tone. It is a fair trade, two for one. An orange female and a yellow one for your red one. Will you honor me by granting me this small favor? My House would be indebted to yours… 
 
    The three Lords tensed, as if this proposal were in some way dangerous. But Adamis remained calm. It would be a pleasure for me to be able to grant you this wish, Lord Asu, still more so knowing that the powerful house of the Second Ring would be indebted to mine. But I must refuse your proposition, since it would go against the equity of the ritual. This ceremony is sacred for the Five Houses as it guarantees the continuation of the delicate balance of forces between them. Should the Selection be impaired by an exchange, the balance would be broken and would lead to severe repercussions. 
 
    It is no more than an exchange, two slaves for one, Lord Asu said in a rasping voice, trying to brush aside the importance of the matter. 
 
    You know very well it is more than that. And even if I accepted your proposal, the other Houses would refuse flatly. He glanced at the three other Lords, who nodded at once in confirmation. The law establishes that the result of the Selection is sacred and cannot be altered in any way. 
 
    I want her! Lord Asu burst out. She dared to insult me. You must give her to me. No slave may show disrespect to us and not receive her due. The effrontery must be paid with blood. Give her to me, it is my right to apply the punishment. The Lords will not be opposed to her receiving what she deserves. Lord Saxti witnessed the insult. 
 
    Adamis turned to Lord Saxti, who nodded in confirmation. 
 
    Kyra’s stomach tied itself in a knot. 
 
    You wish to punish a slave? Really? Or is it to obtain for yourself the best selection of the ritual? 
 
    How dare you! yelled Lord Asu. 
 
    Lord Asu’s bodyguard unsheathed his sword. Almost at once Adamis’ bodyguard followed his example and brought out his short swords. An instant later the other three bodyguards did the same. With blinding speed, in the blink of an eye, they moved to stand beside their masters, protecting them with their big bodies. 
 
    A protective sphere of pure fire surrounded Lord Asu and his bodyguard. The other Gods also raised their own protective spheres.  
 
    Adamis did not flinch. If you shed blood in this sacred chamber, in this, my home, nothing will save you, not even your Lord Father the King. You will be beheaded. That is the law. I recommend that you calm down and think again. 
 
    Lord Asu’s eyes shone with the intensity of an erupting volcano. Kyra thought he would kill Adamis there and then. But she was wrong. The God withdrew the barrier of flames and half-closed his eyes in hatred. 
 
    You will pay for this, Adamis. I swear, on my house and my honor! he said venomously. Nobody insults me and goes unpunished! Lord or slave! Keep her, but be sure you will pay, very dearly! 
 
    Adamis nodded and said nothing more. Slowly he pointed to the door. The Selected will be made ready and delivered to my Lords as soon as possible. 
 
    Lord Asu threw one last glance at Kyra, filled with visceral hatred. She received a brutal mental blow. You will remember me, you filthy slave! Kyra’s head hit the metal behind her and a terrible pain ran through her. Lord Asu left without saluting his host, with his bodyguard close behind. 
 
    The remaining Lords lowered their protections and after paying their friendly respects to Adamis they left the chamber, followed by their protectors. When the last of them had left, Adamis exchanged a look of relief with his bodyguard. 
 
    The next time I will not be able to save you, he said to Kyra. If you wish to survive, slave, you must learn your place.  
 
    Kyra wanted to reply, but realized she had lost communication with Adamis, or rather that the God-Lord had cut it off. The two Gods, Lord and Bodyguard, left the chamber. 
 
    The room was left in half-darkness. Kyra looked down at her red body, then at Yosane and Idana’s orange ones. She sighed with deep anxiety. They were being separated. They were being taking to different Houses. What for? What did they want to do with them? The more she thought about it —the separation, the Gods, their naked bodies covered in strange colors— the more anxious she felt. She tried to summon up her courage, and for the first time since she could remember she found it impossible. 
 
    Fear took hold of her. 
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    They were rowing in synchrony, and the small boat was moving at a steady pace on the quiet water. Liriana half-turned, and Ikai was met by those turquoise eyes which seemed to melt into the immensity of the river, as if they belonged to it. He found it hard to stop staring at them. 
 
    “We can’t be far,” he said, sounding worried. 
 
    What with the days of journeying downriver and the fast pace they had kept up, he had estimated that they must be very close. And he was not wrong. Behind some trees to the east, they could see a rocky formation. Over thousands of years the winds, with their eternal caress, had carved what was now the shape of a giant horse which appeared to be drinking from the river. Ikai found himself marveling at this natural sculpture. And in three thousand years, when men and Gods have disappeared from the face of the earth, you’ll still be here, won’t you? he thought uneasily. 
 
    Liriana turned around. 
 
    “We’re there,” Ikai said, pointing to the great rocky formation. 
 
    The young woman nodded, and they headed towards the western shore. He knew that route well, since many poor souls tried to escape downriver in the hope that the Boundary had no effect on the waters of the vast river. Unfortunately they were wrong. Most died by drowning when they hit the barrier of the Gods and fell off their boats. A few reached the shore and were captured by the Hunters, or decapitated in situ by the Executors. The corpses were left floating against the barrier, forming a macabre dam. 
 
    Ikai shrugged involuntarily. It was a dreadful image, and one that was engraved with fire on his memory. He had witnessed it too many times. What had always caught his attention was that the boats which the fugitives used for the flight went on downriver, intact. The Boundary only affected men, although animals did not come near it as they could instinctively feel the dangerous barrier and hence ran away from it. The twisted mind of the Gods which had thought of that sinister prison for the Senoca was beyond Ikai’s understanding. 
 
    They grounded the boat in a hidden nook, then picked up the two satchels with their supplies, slung their short bows over their shoulders and went into the forest like the outlaws they were now. Night was falling. 
 
    “Follow me in silence,” Ikai told her. “Step where I step. We’re risking our lives now, so be very careful.”  
 
    Liriana nodded. They went on for a couple of hours more, following the shore until they saw a solid round building by the river. The walls were made of rock painted gold, and the roofs were of silver-varnished wood. In front of the building a long, wide wooden pier ran into the great river. Several boats were moored there, swaying with the current. The two fugitives hid behind a fallen birch tree and watched in silence. 
 
    “That’s not one of the outposts of the Guard,” Liriana whispered. 
 
    “No, but it is one that belongs to the Enforcers of the Gods. They use it to check the passage of authorized vessels. There’s always an Eye and a dozen Executors posted here.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Liriana asked in another whisper. “How are we going to avoid them and cross?”  
 
    “There’s not much choice. We have to cross the Boundary, and although I can do it at any point, you can’t.” He indicated the Captain’s Ring with the Lion engraving. 
 
    She fixed her turquoise eyes on him. “You made a deal with Gedrel. You help me cross the Boundary and I’ll help you get to the Eternal City.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you’re looking for there. Why do you want to go to the city of the Gods? There’s nothing for you there except slavery, death, or something even worse…” 
 
    “I have my reasons, just as you do. You’re not the only one who’s had loved ones taken from him. In any case, it’s not your business. You go through with your part of the deal, Hunter.” 
 
    Ikai did not like her tone. His concern for the young woman was genuine, not simply a trick to get rid of her. 
 
    “Are you sure you know where the Eternal City is?” 
 
    “You get me across and I’ll take you to it. Don’t worry, I’ll do my part.” 
 
    Ikai shook his head. He did not like the deal one bit, there was no guarantee. On the other hand, he had no choice. He had to reach Kyra before something irreparable happened to her, and Liriana was the only viable option at that moment. Nobody he had ever met knew the location of the divine city. It was a secret the Enforcers of the Gods kept very well. In fact nobody who had ever been there had come back to tell the tale. And when he thought about it he realized how critical Kyra’s situation was, and that he would never see her again if he did not get to her and rescue her. He felt an icy chill running down his back. He shivered and noticed the gooseflesh on his arms. 
 
    He pointed at the two Executors on watch duty under the light of a couple of torches. “Are you sure you want to go on? It’s desperately risky. I have no choice, I just have to rescue my sister. You can still turn around and save your life.” 
 
    Liriana glared at him, her eyes as piercing as darts. “You have your reasons and I have mine. The decision is made.” 
 
    “We have very few chances of getting across… the plan is crazy…” 
 
    “Is there any other point we could cross which would be less watched?” 
 
    Ikai shook his head. “Not that I know of. In all the time I’ve been with the Hunters I’ve only seen three spots where you can cross the Boundary, and the other two are much better guarded because they’re on land.” 
 
    “Then let’s go on,” Liriana said with conviction. 
 
    He sighed. “All right, then. Not a sound. Make sure your bow’s well strapped to your back, put your quiver in the satchel and tie it well. We’re going to get wet.” 
 
    Liriana understood. She nodded and made sure her gear was tightly strapped to her back. Very slowly Ikai dragged himself to the edge and went into the water. The river welcomed them with a wet and freezing embrace. He shook his body vigorously under the water to fight against the cold. He loved water, even though at that temperature it was torture. He was an excellent swimmer and had trained intensively with the Hunters. He glanced at his companion behind him. She should be just as good, as it was also part of training for the Guard. 
 
    They swam in silence, hidden by the night. He looked up at the sky. It was going to rain; the sky was densely cloudy. That played in their favor. They moved toward the pier without being seen. When he reached the outer end of the pier his Ring emitted a stinging buzz and his arm started to tremble. They were very near the Boundary. He plunged his arm in the water and the buzzing stopped. Liriana reached him, and her own Ring began to buzz alarmingly. Ikai seized her arm and pulled it under the water. They heard steps above their heads, on the pier. 
 
    They discovered us! he thought in alarm. 
 
    He hid as well as he could under the boards, with Liriana at his side, and they waited. His arm was now trembling uncontrollably; they were very close to the barrier. The steps became more numerous. At least half a dozen people were right above their heads. They’re searching for us! 
 
    Liriana looked at him, her eyes wide with fear. He put his finger to his lips. A flash hit the surface of the river. Ikai narrowed his eyes and searched with the water up to his nose. A transport ship was coming down the middle of the river. It was big, a cargo ship, and judging by how deeply-sunk the hull was, it carried something heavy. As it came close to the pier, he made out two rectangular sails and three rows of oars which drove the ship to the rhythm of a drum which now echoed in his ears. At the prow he saw an Eye-of-the-Gods, escorted by Executors. At once he filled his lungs with air, gave Liriana an urgent look and went under water. She did the same a moment later. 
 
    The ship went on with no indication that it was going to stop. It was heading downriver to cross the Boundary. This was exactly what Ikai was waiting for. Barely submerged, he watched the scene, holding his breath. The Eye on board the ship opened the book in his hands and began to send silver flashes towards the pier. Above his head Ikai saw the flashes being answered by others of the same intensity and color. The light coming from the ship met that from the pier and some kind of communication took place. 
 
    Suddenly a tremendous buzz assailed his ears. Everything around him began to tremble, as if an earthquake were beginning. The pier, the water, the river itself, seemed to writhe with convulsions. He had to resurface to breathe, and tried to control his body as it was shaken violently by the tremors. Liriana surfaced beside him with the water sliding down her ashen face. 
 
    There came a loud blast of golden light in the middle of the river, at the level of the pier. Ikai and Liriana turned towards the blinding light. A huge circle became visible, rising to the sky in the center of the river. Ikai dived and watched the lower part of the great golden circle, which cut the waters like a divine disc. The ship headed for the center of the phenomenon. Ikai surfaced, shook his head to get the water out of his face and hair, and whispered: 
 
    “They’ve opened a way through in the barrier. It’s now or never.” 
 
    He took a deep breath, motioning to Liriana to do the same. She understood and filled her lungs with the night air. He slipped under and with all the strength of his arms and legs swam towards the golden circle. Liriana followed him closely. He looked to his right and saw the hull of the big ship with the oars going in and out of the water. They were crossing the opening in the barrier. 
 
    We must hurry, or it’ll close before we make it. 
 
    He swam underwater with all the skill of an experienced Hunter. He reached the lower rim of the golden opening and checked that his Ring did not tremble. He hesitated. Crossing under water was extremely risky. If he lost consciousness he would drown. The ship moved forward beside him and pushed him to one side. 
 
    There’s no choice, it’s almost finished crossing. It’ll have to be now, or else the passage will close and we’ll lose our chance. Damn, we have to risk it! 
 
    He waited for Liriana to catch up with him, then looked her in the eye and grabbed her left wrist. He gazed at her for an instant: she floated gently in the deep, barely visible, part of her face and body bathed in that luminescence. Her life was now in his hands. It’ll work, it has to work! he said to encourage himself. He waited no more. He stretched out his left arm until it crossed the golden circle. He narrowed his eyes and waited anxiously to be hit by the noxious effects of the barrier. 
 
    Nothing happened. He stretched out Liriana’s arm now and waited an instant. Nothing. Free passage! he said joyfully to himself. He was about to cross when he noticed a long dark wake approaching them from the other side of the barrier. He hesitated. What on earth was this? Two huge golden eyes above a mouth with a viper-like tongue and two formidable fangs appeared before him. His blood froze at the sight of the long scaly silver body. 
 
    It was a water snake! A gigantic one! Fear overcame him so suddenly that he nearly opened his mouth to shout, and drown in the process. Then he remembered that animals did not go near the barrier, they drew back from it. He was wrong. That beast, which looked like something out of some drunken sailor’s nightmare, crossed the open passage and went straight for them. He realized with horror that it was the work of the Gods, that the water monster was there to keep watch. For a fraction of a moment he pondered what to do, then he acted. He pushed his body forward to attract the attention of the beast with powerful kicks, and Liriana followed him. Just before crossing the barrier he turned and went back. The snake attacked him. It closed its jaws and grazed his boot as he swam with all his might in the opposite direction. Liriana, with the momentum she had gained, crossed to the other side. She tried to turn back, but the barrier snapped shut behind her. 
 
    Ikai looked back and saw the ship and Liriana on the other side of the barrier. He knew it had closed. The beast, faster than he was himself, drew level with him and tried to coil itself around him. He reacted, brought out his dagger and stabbed the scaly body. The monster let go. It turned to face him, threatening him with its fangs. He had no air left in his lungs. If he emerged to breathe he would be discovered by the Executors. If he fought against the monster he would perish. And then he remembered his father’s advice: when all seems lost, do the unthinkable. And so he did. He swerved, avoiding the fangs which grazed his arm, then with his last strength and his lungs about to burst, headed straight for the barrier. The water snake followed him, trying to sink its fangs into his body. 
 
    Protect me, Oxatsi, dear Mother Sea.  
 
    He struck the barrier. Pain and convulsions hit him with the force of a tornado. 
 
    Water filled his lungs. 
 
    And he fainted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ikai woke up to feel someone beating on his chest. 
 
    “Come on! Come back to me!” 
 
    He recognized Lirana’s voice, but had no idea where he was or what had happened. A violent fit of gagging overcame him, and he vomited water. 
 
    “Breathe! Come on!” 
 
    He twisted onto his side and threw up all the water in his lungs and stomach in a series of violent heaves. 
 
    “Thanks to Girlai, our Father Moon!” 
 
    The image of the great water-snake came back to his mind, and the shock forced him to sit up. 
 
    “Easy, we’re safe,” Liriana reassured him. 
 
    He noticed they were among trees, not far from the river. “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “You nearly drowned. You really scared me, but you saved us both from that horrible beast. I thought you wouldn’t make it. I’m thankful beyond words.” 
 
    “I managed to get across…” 
 
    “Yes, your Ring flashed and then you started convulsing as you were crossing, and you fainted. I had to bring you out. You were going down, and almost dragged both of us. It’s a miracle that we’re safe. I thought we were both going to drown, but I managed to push you up and we floated. The beast didn’t manage to cross, it got caught on the other side.” 
 
    “Thanks…” 
 
    “No, thank you and that head of yours. The trick worked. You think fast and well.” 
 
    Ikai tried to smile. His lungs and stomach ached terribly. 
 
    Liriana looked out toward the outpost of the Enforcers of the Gods. 
 
    “They haven’t seen us, but we’d better get going.” 
 
    We managed to cross. Ikai could hardly believe it. It was true that luck smiles on those who dare, or perhaps on fools, because what they had done had definitely been foolish. But they had done it. They went on for a few hours, putting distance between them and the outpost. Ikai did not feel they were being followed. Even so, he made use of his knowledge and took all kind of precautions, hiding the trail they left behind as much as he could. They camped in the woods, not far from the river. 
 
    “Thank you again,” Liriana said as she handed him a slice of cheese. 
 
    He smiled. “There’s nothing to be thankful for. A deal is a deal. I gave you my word, and I always keep it.” 
 
    “It was an excellent plan, except for the encounter with that nightmarish beast,” she said. She tilted her head and studied him carefully. He became aware of the scrutiny. 
 
    “A lucky improvisation, more like. We’ve been very lucky, that’s all.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Luck didn’t have much to do with all this. You had it all planned in that head of yours and in the end you improvised, daringly and coolly. Gedrel had already seen that in you.” 
 
    He shrugged. In his view, all he had done was opt for the most rational choice. Nothing more. They ate in silence, eyeing each other. Two fugitives measuring the partner their flight had imposed on them. 
 
    Liriana rubbed her hands together. The cool of the night was beginning to take its toll on their bodies. “It’s a shame we can’t light a fire,” she said. 
 
    “It’s not safe. They might see us.” 
 
    “The Enforces of the Gods? I don’t think they’re looking for us.” 
 
    Ikai cast a glance around. “No, not them. Out here, on the other side of the Boundary, there are very dangerous… creatures…” 
 
    Unconsciously he put his hand to his side. It had healed, but it was still sore. 
 
    “Creatures? You mean beasts like that giant water snake?” 
 
    Ikai sighed. “Yes, and worse.” 
 
    “Worse? I don’t follow, what’s out here? What are we up against?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you, then you’ll understand.” 
 
    Liriana put her satchel to one side to give him all her attention. He told her what had happened when he was wounded by the creature during the hunting mission, and showed her the wounds it had given him. He deliberately omitted the fugitives who had somehow managed to cross. He did not trust her well enough to reveal such crucial and dangerous information. 
 
    “It’s a frightening thing to happen,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Let’s hope we don’t have to re-live it,” he said with a sigh. “But we must be ready to fight, it’s very dangerous being out here. The beasts aren’t used to humans, and they attack without warning. And I’m very much afraid there are some pretty strange things lurking about…” 
 
    “I’ll be ready, you’ve already scared me enough,” she said with a shy smile. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to alarm you needlessly, but you have to understand that this side has nothing to do with what we’ve left behind. This is wild nature in all its glory, and some of the beasts of the woods and moors haven’t seen humans in more than a thousand years. I even believe some of these creatures have never been seen before, and it wouldn’t surprise me if the Gods had something to do with it all.” 
 
    “You really think so?” 
 
    “What attacked me wasn’t natural… nor was that water snake…” 
 
    “Then we’d better take all the precautions we can,” Liriana offered, and unsheathed her sword and dagger. “I’ll take the first watch.” 
 
    Ikai agreed, and they rested. Dawn came with a cool breeze, and they were soon ready to continue their march. He searched the area and found wild berries and edible plants for breakfast, which their stomachs were grateful for. 
 
    “Where to?” he asked Liriana as he let a few blades of grass fall through his fingers to determine the direction of the wind. 
 
    Her turquoise gaze scanned the waters. “We go downriver,” she said. 
 
    He found her vagueness unsettling. “Where are we heading for?” he asked.  
 
    “You’ll see when we get there,” she said without a glance at him in that curt, military tone he disliked so much. 
 
    Without waiting for a reply she set off. She stopped for a moment to look back at him. “It’s several days’ journey, so you’d better make up your mind. We don’t have time to argue.” 
 
    Ikai sighed deeply. At that particular moment he was glad he did not have his sister’s temperament. They went on following the river for days, like two explorers trying to find the mouth of that enormous blue snake. With each day of the journey the coolness between Hunter and Captain subsided, like a camp fire during the night, turning into embers by dawn. Ikai, making use of his skills as a Hunter, was in charge of finding food and scanning the area to make sure they did not stumble on any danger. Liriana set up camp, prepared the food and insisted on doing double watches to compensate for her poor skills in the field, something she had been forced to admit between gritted teeth. 
 
    The first days of their journey were quiet, until they came upon half a dozen gray wolves. Those wolves, much more aggressive and savage than any Ikai had ever encountered before, turned on them and attacked. They managed to repel them by climbing up an elm tree and shooting arrows from above. They managed to make the wolves run away after wounding a couple of them, but he was left with an unease in the pit of his stomach. Normal wolves would not have attacked them like that. Further ahead they saw a black bear in the distance, not close enough to pose any danger, but even so they hid immediately. The bear was huge, and he had another very bad feeling. Luckily they were upwind of it, and the beast did not discover them. No other incidents had followed. 
 
    On the other hand, Ikai was delighted with the unusual richness of the fauna and flora around them. He was fascinated. The wonderful landscape was covered with vivid growth: foliage, tree-trunks, ground, even rocks were lined with intense lush green. The wild fragrances were as exotic as they were vibrant. All his senses were overwhelmed by new and exciting sensations which bewitched him. Every day he found plants, berries and vegetation he had never before seen. Birds of lively colors and enormous size crossed the sky, and he could do nothing but gaze open-mouthed at that beauty. Most of the time he was not even carrying his bow at the ready, instead gazing around him, spellbound. Even Liriana, who was not such an avid lover of nature, was astonished at the exotic beauty they were encountering. He would have given anything to be able to stay and study that wonderful habitat, but he could not. They had to go on. 
 
    It was nightfall when he returned to the camp. They had reached a placid lake in the center of which was a small island with a huge white boulder. The boulder looked like a standing man. The place was certainly picturesque. They had glimpsed it the previous day when they reached the top of the plateau, and Liriana had insisted it would be a great place to camp. Ikai preferred somewhere more sheltered and easily protected to spend the night, but she had been adamant and he had finally agreed. 
 
    “What did you catch today?” she asked with a welcoming smile. 
 
    “Don’t fret, I didn’t fish,” he replied with a trace of amusement. He knew now that she hated fish. Something really odd for one of the Senoca, as fish was considered a scarce delicacy, the food of Oxatsi Mother Sea, even though they could only enjoy the freshwater variety. He raised his hand to show her four hares he had caught with string traps. 
 
    “To the West, behind the woods, there’s a wide open plain covered with scrub,” he explained with a shrug and a smile. “Perfect for catching these little ones, they’re fast but they’re also curious.”  
 
    “I’d have preferred partridges…” she said with a smile, and her eyes shone with that bewitching turquoise. 
 
    One look from Liriana and he relaxed completely, lowering his guard as if all worries had vanished, as if he were bathing in a warm pool of celestial water. That worried him; he could not afford to lower his guard. He blinked hard. 
 
    “I saw some birds that might have been edible, but I didn’t dare catch them I have no idea what they are, but they were very big. A lot of the fauna is huge…” 
 
    Liriana shrugged. “It’s the first time I’ve been out here, and to me this whole landscape is incredible.  
 
    “I’ve been out here several times on hunting missions, but we never went far from the Boundary, not more than a couple of days…” 
 
    “Here, give me those,” Liriana said, reaching out for the catch. “I’ll prepare them for the way. One good thing they teach you in the Guard, apart from killing, is to ration and preserve the food.” She gave him a wink. 
 
    “Thank goodness they teach you something halfway useful in the Guard…” 
 
    The water-skin flew over the fire and hit him on the head. He laughed, picked it up and took a swig at it, feeling cheerful. While Liriana used her knife on the prey at her feet Ikai could not help but note her legs again. Strong and well-shaped. For some reason he found them very sensuous. He did not have much experience with women, and what little he had had not turned out well. He remembered with a pang of sadness how all the girls in the village had shunned him the moment they found out he was going to be a Hunter. It was natural. He recalled that awful day. For a moment he had dreamed she would understand, that she would accept his reasons and not turn her back on him. But he had been wrong. With the sun falling on her golden hair, Miria had looked back at him with those eyes as blue as the sky, and rejected him. The girl Ikai had been in love with since they were children, the only woman his heart yearned for, had turned her back on him as if he were a leper, as if who he really was, his soul, had changed. He had not changed, he was the one who had loved her every single day up to that ill-fated one. But Miria no longer saw Ikai the farmer; she saw a Hunter, a man repudiated by all, the enemy. And that was why she had rejected him. That day something inside him had broken, bringing with it a pain which did not cease for a long time. It almost consumed him when Kyra told him that Miria was marrying the smith’s son. But one learns to live with pain and he overcame it, persevered and won. He had healed and it no longer hurt… almost. 
 
    “Haven’t you ever seen nice legs before, Hunter?” 
 
    Ikai noticed in horror that he had been staring at Liriana’s legs while he was lost in thought. 
 
    “No… I was… sorry… lost in my own thoughts…” he tried to explain, red spreading across his cheeks. 
 
    Liriana smiled in amusement. “Easy, you’ll choke. Don’t worry, I’m used to men looking at me. I belong to the Guard, remember? I know I have pretty legs… for some. For most they’re too muscular, from what they’ve told me. You seem to be the first type.” She gave him a roguish smile. 
 
    “I… no…” he choked. “I mean, of course they’re pretty, but I wasn’t…” he mumbled. 
 
    “Easy, I understand. Take a breath,” she said with a laugh. 
 
    Ikai managed to recover a little from the uncomfortable situation. Red as a tomato, he tried to sort things out. 
 
    “I swear I wasn’t looking at you that way…” 
 
    “No? Don’t you like my legs? Are you saying I’m not a sensual woman, that I’m not good to look at? Is it my haircut? That’s it, right? Too masculine for your taste?” Her tone seemed very serious now, and her eyes were fixed on him. 
 
    Ikai was nonplussed. He had no idea what to do or say. His cheeks were burning, his head felt as though it was about to burst and he feared that anything he said would make things worse. 
 
    A tense silence fell between them. 
 
    Liriana broke it, laughing whole-heartedly. She held her stomach as she doubled up with glee. Ikai stared at her and realized the Captain had played him as if he were a little boy. He felt horribly ashamed, but he could not help laughing too. The two young fugitives laughed, letting the pleasant feeling it gave their spirits spread throughout their bodies. 
 
    They ate in silence, exchanging furtive glances as they enjoyed the meat, which they accompanied with some strong cheese left over from their supplies. 
 
    She held up the leg of a hare. “Oh, I’d give anything for a good wine to go with this,” she said.  
 
    “Are you from a good family?” Ikai asked 
 
    “You say that because of what I said about the wine? No, I’m not used to enjoying it. I’m the daughter of a woodsman. My father still works in the forest, it’s either that or die. The Eyes are particularly keen when it comes to the amounts of wood they require from woodsmen. I don’t know what they want so much wood for, but they make them cut trees down non-stop. The fever took my mother when I was five… she was a beautiful woman, from what I’ve been told.” 
 
    “I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to…” 
 
    Liriana shook her head. “Don’t worry, it was a long time ago… I was happy working in the mountains with my father. Unfortunately I was called up for a Quota of the Guard. They recruited me for my skill with the axe and my physical strength. When you spend your whole life felling trees, you acquire certain abilities…” She showed Ikai her strong, clearly marked biceps, which made his eyes almost pop out of their sockets. “And, of course, your favorites,” she added, showing him her leg muscles. 
 
    Ikai smiled and shrugged by way of apologizing. An owl hooted and they both tried to locate it in the night. 
 
    “I thought you might be some relative of Gedrel’s.” 
 
    Liriana’s face lit up at the mention of the old man’s name. “I wish I was, he’s a great man. His leadership and wisdom are invaluable for all of us. There’s nobody I admire more. Don’t get me wrong, I love my own father very much. He’s a good man, hard-working and loving, but he hasn’t got the spirit required to bring our people out of the slavery it’s suffered over a thousand years. For that you need a very special man, a rarity among common men. Gedrel will guide us to freedom. It’ll be a tough journey, very tough, but I’m convinced he’ll triumph. We’ll get back the freedom they stole from us.” 
 
    “That’s a dangerous view…” 
 
    “I know you don’t share it, but look around you, what do you see?” 
 
    Ikai looked around him for a long moment. He sighed. 
 
    “You see and feel it just like me: we’re surrounded by freedom. Absolute freedom! Fill your lungs with the night air, with this aroma of freedom. This whole exotic landscape oozes freedom.” 
 
    “You’re a dreamer…” 
 
    Liriana spread her arms wide. “And why not dream, Ikai? Why not wish we could all live out here, free of the Gods, breathing and enjoying this freedom through every pore of our bodies? Why not, Ikai?” 
 
    He wanted to reply, but he kept quiet. He knew the Gods would not allow it, ever. “Tell me, why are you headed for the Eternal City? Shouldn’t you be with Gedrel, helping him make this dream come true?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Going to the dwelling of the Gods?” 
 
    “Yes. There’s a lot you don’t know, Ikai. You’re not the only one who’s been robbed of a loved one. Someone who’s crucial to the lives of many.” 
 
    Ikai gazed at her. Her turquoise eyes were drowned in deep sorrow. Seeing the pain and realizing he would not get any more information, he changed the subject and asked her something he had been puzzling over for a while. Every time he asked her about it, she evaded the question. 
 
    “How long till we reach our destination?” 
 
    An honest smile of acknowledgement was what she gave him in return. He frowned in surprise. He had expected a negative reaction to the question. She waved her hand at the island in the middle of the lake. 
 
    “We’re there? But… there’s nothing! Only a big white boulder with the shape of a man.” 
 
    “Travel downriver until you reach the white man standing on the lake.” 
 
    Ikai stared at the island and the big white boulder, visible even in the middle of the night under the light of the stars. And then he realized. “Now I get it. It’s a mark, a meeting point. Not the final destination. Who are we going to meet with here?” 
 
    Liriana nodded and smiled. “I have to admit, you’re smart.” 
 
    At that moment the owl took flight. Ikai turned his head towards the trees where the flapping had come from. His heart stopped. The reason for the owl’s sudden flight emerged from the underbrush: a giant white tiger was watching them with its enormous cat eyes. It took him an instant to react; the beast was too big. He thought at first that his eyes were deceiving him with the light of the fire. It was impossible, it was ten paces away from the camp and it was as big as a working horse. He half-closed his eyes, unable to believe what he was seeing. 
 
    “By the seas! It’s huge!” Liriana cried. 
 
    And he reacted. He rolled over and grabbed his bow. Liriana stood up and unsheathed sword and dagger. 
 
    Defiantly, the great beast roared, showing enormous fangs. 
 
    Trying not to let fear overpower him, Ikai nocked an arrow. The animal took a step forward, its white-furred body shining in the night. It had ice-blue eyes, and in the firelight he could see the black stripes which marked its white skin. But what frightened him most was the gleam of those enormous cat eyes: it was not natural but strangely golden. 
 
    “Take cover behind the fire!” he said to Liriana as he too drew back. 
 
    The beast took another lazy step towards the fire and the flames illuminated it in all its splendor. It was massive. Its head alone was as big as a cartwheel. Ikai raised his bow and aimed through the flames. He had the uncomfortable feeling that the beast had come out to hunt, and they were its prey. He glanced at Liriana, who was wielding her weapons nervously. 
 
    The great beast took one more step, then with amazing speed for such a huge animal it attacked. Ikai reacted and let fly an arrow. The tiger leapt over the fire and lunged at them. He rolled to the left and saw Liriana roll in the opposite direction. The beast roared and clawed at his head. The claws brushed his hair as he threw himself to one side to avoid them. Liriana went to his help and drove her sword into the beast’s rump with a powerful thrust. The great tiger roared and leapt to one side, then faced Liriana and launched itself at her in a powerful leap. It knocked her down with a terrible blow. 
 
    In desperation he shouted like a madman to attract the beast’s attention before it put an end to Liriana. The enormous head turned and stared at him, showing its fangs, challenging him. Under its body lay Liriana. The tiger roared with a sudden whimper, as if hurt. A black arrow was standing out from its back. Ikai, dumbfounded, looked at Liriana on the ground. It could not have been her, and there was no one in sight in the clearing. He had no idea where the arrow had come from, but he seized his chance. He grabbed a burning branch and waved it, screaming like one possessed, trying to scare the beast. Another arrow pierced the snow-white skin of the tiger. The animal felt the wound and withdrew in confusion. It turned its head in all directions, but like Ikai, could not find the aggressor. It began to claw in Ikai’s direction while it roared in confusion, ears flattened against its head and eyes glaring with fury. He grabbed another burning branch from the fire and exchanged it for his sword. 
 
    The tiger decided to attack. It jumped towards him, and he met it with fire. The huge fangs searched for his face, but he stood his ground and plunged the fiery branch into the beast’s mouth an instant before it bore down on him. He went flying over the ground amid a sea of sparks and felt a lacerating pain in his chest. He drove one knee down and got out his throwing knife. 
 
    The beast watched him from two paces away. It was about to finish him when another arrow hit it, in the same spot as the others. It roared at the night sky, a sound so terrifying and loud it silenced any other sound on the plain. The great white tiger, badly wounded, roared for a last time, as if it were letting him know things were not over yet, withdrew into the thick undergrowth and disappeared. 
 
    Ikai fell to one side, badly hurt. Liriana tried to stand up, but failed. 
 
    A dark mist which mingled with the night shadows approached slowly. Ikai watched the unusual spectacle of black mist merging with the night. Immediately he sensed danger and looked for his dagger. A figure emerged from the blackness, as if appearing from the shadows of night itself, and came up to them, bow in hand. Ikai made out the stranger more clearly, five paces away. He tried to defend himself, but his chest was in agony. He grasped his throwing dagger and waited until he had him at arm’s reach, even though he doubted he could throw. 
 
    “You can drop the knife,” a hoarse voice said. 
 
    He stared at the stranger, who was wrapped in a black hooded cloak. “And why should I… do that?” he managed to articulate.  
 
    “Because it’s me you’ve come to find,” said the stranger, and pushed back the hood to reveal her face. 
 
    “Albana! Thank the seas!” Liriana cried. 
 
    Ikai looked at the young woman’s intense black almond-shaped eyes, the jet-black hair, the face which radiated fierceness, and he remembered her betrayal of him in the Dungeons of Oblivion. 
 
    “You, damn you!” he muttered. 
 
    “You can thank me later, Hunter. Come on, get up! Let’s get away before it comes back!” 
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    The convoy advanced along the great bridge which gave access to the Fifth Ring of the Eternal City. The viaduct was an architectural structure both enormous and regal, ornamented with countless details sculpted on its white granite. From the open cart drawn by chargers, Idana was gazing at the turquoise waters which separated the fourth and fifth rings flowing beneath her. She looked ahead and noticed the guards standing at the end of the bridge. They guarded the entrance to the outer ring, with behind it the high wall which separated them from the immensity of the ocean. 
 
    Idana sighed in resignation. That’s where we arrived, crossing the great waterfall… I have a nasty feeling we’ll never manage to get out of here. Not alive, she thought, remembering the journey which had brought them to the city of the Gods. 
 
    Those guards were huge, bigger and stronger than the Executors. They had the same brownish ochre skin, with thick black veins marking their bodies. But what caught Idana’s attention most was the helmets they wore: similar to those of the Executors, but with a visor made up of two facing sharp-edged half-moons, one in front of each eye. It was as if their eyes were protected by the blades of two curved, vertical daggers. The guards were armed with short white spears and protected by round shields, huge and slightly oval, which covered practically their entire bodies. On the shields was an engraving of rough waves against a background of the sea. They wore sky-blue tunics which reached to their thighs, and over it their upper bodies were protected by rigid cuirasses of indigo-blue decorated with strange runes in black. Matching gauntlets and grieves protected forearms and legs. Dark blue capes hung from their shoulders but did not reach the floor. 
 
    Ugh… I get the shivers just looking at them. They’re dreadful, and that brutal power they radiate is terrible. She felt fear, like a claw digging into her neck. She tried to see their eyes and could only make out golden dots, one in each of the half-moons. She shivered with apprehension and lowered her head. 
 
    The Eye-of-the-God who led the convoy, standing in a light carriage pulled by two black chargers, reached the guards. He stopped and saluted. 
 
    “Custodians, I request entry to the Fifth Ring,” he said in his creaking voice. “Your Lord Saxti, heir to the crown of the House of Aru, is waiting for us.”  
 
    The two Custodians exchanged brief looks, then nodded. The Eye turned and gave the order to continue. He shook the reins and the horses set off again and entered the Ring. Idana met the frightened eyes of Kata, the other Selected from the Summoning. With a great effort Idana smiled at her, trying to convey some support, wishing to spare her the fear she herself was feeling at that moment. But the four Executors with them in the cart and the other two at the back of the group in another light carriage did not make the task easy. 
 
    “Cheer up. It’s all going to be all right.” 
 
    “Where are they taking us? Where are the others?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” Idana glanced down at the white tunic she was wearing. It came down to her knees. In the center of her chest was embroidered a strange golden rune, which looked ominous. 
 
    “Why have we been dressed like this?” Kata asked. 
 
    “It’s better than the paint,” said Idana with a smile. 
 
    “Yes, that’s true. I was painted yellow. What about you?” 
 
    “Orange. I wonder what it means…” 
 
    “Me too…” Kata hugged her shoulders and shivered. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ve survived till now. Let’s go on like this. If they want something from us, let me do the talking. I’ll try to keep anything bad from happening to you, I promise.” 
 
    Kata nodded nervously. Idana noticed, and understood her unease. As they advanced along a wide avenue, Idana began to notice some odd details. The first and most remarkable was that this avenue was one of the few made of stone, in that ring. Most of the routes inside the Ring were channels and water lanes, busy with innumerable small vessels. Carriages were the exception there, as boats seemed to be the usual form of transportation. The second thing which caught her attention was that the marble-white ground was damp, as if it had rained only a moment before. Idana glanced up at the sun, radiant above their heads, then back down at the floor. 
 
    How strange, it hasn’t rained, but the sun doesn’t seem to dry the dampness, she wondered as she noticed the fine layer of water covering the causeway. Something else even more curious began to make its presence felt. She touched her arm and saw it was wet. Dew, a constant dew, hardly noticeable. She touched her forehead and it too was wet. It’s light and warm, that’s why we don’t notice it. Strange and fascinating. If she had not been so scared that her stomach hurt, she would have enjoyed those discoveries. But the fear she felt for her own life and Kata’s did not allow her to find much enjoyment in all this.  
 
    Kata was staring around with pure incredulity on her face. They were surrounded by immense palaces with façades of sky-blue marble and granite, each more impressive and regal than the one before, as if this were a competition to be the most ostentatious. Hieratic Custodians guarded the entrances to these mansions, which were built out of great round columns which rose to unthinkable heights. Idana had to cover her eyes from the sun to make out the pyramidal roofs of those immense buildings. She saw an enormous palace with water falling from its roof to bathe all its walls. The entrance had been designed to be a waterfall which fell from an amazing height, covering the whole width of the building. Beautiful and crazy! 
 
    If the buildings left the onlooker breathless, their gardens rivaled them in splendor. Each palace was surrounded by gardens, with lakes and fountains of incredible beauty. The lake they were passing suggested infinite calm and was an enchanting blue, surrounded by many-colored flowers which Idana had never seen before. In the garden of the next palace was a triangle made up of three fabulous fountains carved in granite, and behind them a waterfall of crystal-clear water fed by a stream surrounding the whole property. 
 
    Kata stared open-mouthed at a colossal mansion built in the middle of an island in a huge lake, with a dock, right there on the other side of the avenue. The buildings and gardens the Gods had built were absolutely unbelievable, surreal. And joining them all there ran countless channels and water lanes. 
 
    “They must be the homes of the Gods,” Kata said. 
 
    The people Idana saw were Custodians, Eyes-of-the-Gods, but mostly slaves. They carried loads or worked unceasingly tending gardens and waterways. She did not see any Golden God. 
 
    “Yes, they must be, they don’t seem to walk the streets…” 
 
    They passed before a palace under construction and Idana’s spirits sank. Hundreds of slaves were working under the Oppressors’ whips, dragging great blocks of granite and loads of wood. They were all dressed the same way: very dark brown, almost black tunics and long deep blue headscarves which fell to their shoulders, tied with a leather strip. Idana could not make out their faces, but the sound of the whips and the moaning of the slaves reached her perfectly clearly. 
 
    “There are our men,” Kata said with a nod of her head towards them. “This is what they took them for.” 
 
    “There, and in everything they need to build this crazy splendor…” Idana said bleakly, looking at the great blocks of granite and marble. She knew they came from quarries and that many more of their men served in them. 
 
    The Eye picked up speed. Soon they found themselves in front of the biggest palace of all: an immense, regal castle with twelve interminable towers rising to the sky. Its walls, sky-blue mottled with white, seemed to weep a torrent of crystal tears which flowed smoothly to the base. Idana was left open-mouthed. The sovereign fortress was completely surrounded by water, floating on a turquoise sea. It seemed an image from some idyllic dream, except for her presentiment that forced labor, rape, torture or death awaited them there —if not all of those things. She sighed, braced herself and held the other girl’s hands. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’ll all be fine.” 
 
    “Do you really think so?” Kata asked. There was a hopeful prayer in her eyes. 
 
    “Yes, I believe it,” Idana lied, forcing a cheerful smile. She was trying to protect the poor girl, since there was nothing else she could do. 
 
    From the water slowly emerged a bridge which joined the avenue to the palace gate. Both prisoners watched, spellbound. The convoy crossed the bridge and entered the castle until they reached a great round uncovered courtyard. Here they stopped. The Eye in charge of the procession conferred with another Eye who came out to greet them. A dozen Custodians accompanied him. They were taken down from the cart and delivered. The Eye and the Executors who had taken them there turned on their heels and left immediately. 
 
    Idana looked around the courtyard. On one side were slaves tending to the horses, and further down more slaves were sweeping floors and cleaning walls with forced energy. 
 
    To work here cleaning like a slave for the rest of my days isn’t such a horrible end after all, she thought when she saw them. She was trying not to think of worse alternatives. 
 
    “Follow me in silence,” the Eye said in that squeaking unpleasant voice, and led the way. 
 
    Idana soon lost her sense of direction, as the castle was a true labyrinth of chambers, ante-chambers, endless corridors and different levels of spiral staircases. She was aware of a strong presence of Custodians on guard in all the corridors and rooms. Safety seemed to worry the Golden Gods who lived there. The dampness was very obvious inside; the walls seemed to be sweating, and as they went on they seemed to be walking on a thin layer of water. 
 
    Suddenly a door opened on Idana’s left and the Eye stopped at once. The four Custodians with them straightened. A Golden God in all his splendor came out of the room. The God only wore a silver kilt, leaving the rest of his body bare. Idana was astonished, not only at the sight of the God but for what her eyes glimpsed in the chamber behind him. She had to blink hard and focus on what was going on inside the luxurious room. In the center was a great round bathtub with white vapor coming from it. In it half a dozen Gods were soaking, revealing their golden skins and slender bodies. With them were over twenty beautiful slave girls… naked. Idana swallowed hard and went on looking. Around the tub another half-dozen Gods were lying among cushions and silks, with more than thirty more slaves tending to them. 
 
    New slaves? the God asked the Eye, who waited with his head bent, looking at the floor. 
 
    “Yes, my Lord.” 
 
    Are they for the harem? This one might satisfy us. She’s not quite tall enough, but a little variety is always entertaining. He pointed to Idana. 
 
    Her heart almost stopped. 
 
    “I’m very sorry, Lord Cixta they cannot be for the Harem… they are Selected.” 
 
    Ah, true! They’re marked. I hadn’t noticed the tunic. Go ahead then, I’m sure my cousin Lord Saxti will be looking forward to receiving them. 
 
    “Thank you, my Lord,” the Eye said with a bow, not daring to look up, and went on. 
 
    Idana’s heart resumed its beating. Not the harem! I beg you, Mother Oxatsi, not that, please! she thought in absolute terror. She glanced at Kata, and was answered by a look of panic in the other girl’s eyes. 
 
    They arrived at a heavily guarded antechamber. The Eye stopped at the door and requested an audience, and for a long while they waited. Idana was rubbing her damp hands together, growing more and more nervous. They were finally admitted. Idana saw an intricate throne at the end of the huge hall, and guessed they were in a royal chamber. The room was extraordinary: an endless curtain of water fell down every wall, and under it rows of golden runes glowed dimly. The floor was transparent, and below it the turquoise ocean on which the castle floated could be seen. It gave the impression that they were walking directly over the sea. In the center of the room a giant fountain sent a stream of blue water towards the high dome. For some inexplicable reason the water did not fall back again. 
 
    “On the floor, slaves, you are in the presence of the Gods!” the Eye ordered excitedly in a squeaking murmur. 
 
    Idana and Kata knelt and remained with their faces on the floor and their arms stretched out. The Eye announced the retinue with an elaborate bow. 
 
    “My venerated master Lord Saxti, heir to the crown of the House of Aru. Lord Adamis, heir of the House of Eret, of the First Ring, sends you the Selected from the Harvest which by sacred ritual corresponded to your royal house.” He presented the two young women with a wave of his hand. 
 
    The God was standing before the throne. Idana recognized him, and also the muscular Warrior-God beside him. They were both dressed in soft varied shades of blue. They wore armor of an intense indigo with intricate gold and silver embroidery. But what caught Idana’s attention was not the two Golden Gods but the person occupying the throne. This was not a God but a Goddess. More slender, beautiful and delicate than the two male Gods, with extremely soft, feminine features, and almond-shaped eyes of blue-gray which were fixed on Idana and Kata. Her skin was a slightly paler gold than that of her masculine counterparts. Her hair was white as snow, and this was the only detail which betrayed her age. The Goddess stood up, and as she did so Idana noticed something else: her body was consumed and gaunt, its extreme fragility and thinness covered by a silver and blue tunic with ornamental embroidery. 
 
    Very slowly she moved toward the two slaves, barely touching the floor with her feet. Idana watched her out of the corner of her eye, afraid she would be caught doing so. The Goddess-Queen eyed them for a long moment. Idana stopped looking and pressed her forehead on the floor. 
 
    And in the presence of the two slaves, without their being aware of it, there followed a significant conversation. 
 
    They have been selected? the Queen mentally asked Lord Saxti. 
 
    Yes, my lady mother. 
 
    What quality? 
 
    The slave on the left is Orange, the one on the right Yellow. 
 
    A pity, they might have been better. I am always optimistic about the ritual. 
 
    The harvest was not as expected. There was only one Red… 
 
    I hope she was not granted to that brainless cretin Lord Asu. His lineage is a dishonor to all our race. 
 
    No, mother. She was granted to the House of the First Ring. Even so, Lord Asu tried to make her his. It was a painful spectacle. Blood was nearly shed, but fortunately Lord Adamis saved the situation. 
 
    The House of the Second Ring and that brainless heir Lord Asu will end up starting a war. Luckily the House of the First Ring has an heir with a good brain. Watch Lord Adamis closely, my son, and Lord Asu even more so. We must watch all their movements. Remember: keep your allies close and your enemies even closer. 
 
    Yes, mother, that is what I am doing. Our relationship with Lord Adamis and his House is exceptionally good. As to Lord Asu, I keep close and watch him with the greatest attention and prudence. 
 
    You please me, son. Do we have spies well placed inside their houses? 
 
    Yes, mother. They report punctually. 
 
    The Queen nodded. She turned her attention to the two slaves, who without daring to look at her were shaking like lambs. 
 
    They will do. Take them and prepare them. 
 
    As you wish, mother. 
 
    Kneeling on the floor, Idana stared at the great sea through the transparent surface, wondering why there was such a grim silence. A terrible thought was engraved in her mind. Not the Harem, please, not the harem. She began to shake uncontrollably. Suddenly huge hands seized her by the shoulders and took her away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, in the first ring, Kyra was gazing out from the elevated window in one of the towers on the eastern face of the great palace where she was imprisoned. She was clutching the bars with fury as she watched more than a thousand slaves pulling on ropes to raise a colossal statue of a God-Warrior. It had taken her more than an hour to make a rough count, but now she had no doubt about it: there were more than a thousand men there condemned to forced labor until they died. They all wore dark brown tunics and their heads were covered with a long whitish scarf, almost transparent, held in place by a leather strip. The whips of the Oppressors punished them while a group of Executors watched attentively. Already in the short time she had been watching half a dozen men had been removed. They had collapsed, unable to bear that brutal effort and punishment. 
 
    “Damned soulless Gods!” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    The door of the room opened with a creak, and two slave girls walked in silently with their heads bowed in a servile posture. They carried silver trays of fruit and other food. A third followed and placed a large earthen jar of what looked like wine on the white marble table. The smell of roast meat reached Kyra’s nose, and her stomach complained desperately. But something caught her attention more than the food: no Eye-of-the-God, Executor or guard of any kind accompanied the slave girls, and this puzzled her. The three turned and made to leave the room. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    The three girls stopped and turned, still with their heads bowed. 
 
    “Wait… who are you?” 
 
    The first of the slave girls raised her head and put her hand to her ear, then shook her index finger. Kyra, not understanding, took a step forward and stared into the girl’s blue eyes. She was surprised by the extreme pallor of her face, as if she were ill. Then she looked at the other two. And was left speechless. 
 
    Under the slave scarves which covered their heads, she realized something impossible: the skins of the two girls were not the same color as hers, the color of the Senoca. She stared at them wide-eyed. The tallest had red skin, a ruby tint which was charming. And if that girl’s face had made an impression on her, her companion’s left her speechless: it was a soft exotic green, a color she had never imagined even in dreams. How could this be? They were slaves like her, but not of her own race. There was no one within the Boundary, among the People of the Sea, with features like those. It can’t be! The damned Priests have always told us that the Senoca are the only people in existence, chosen by the Golden Gods to serve them. There aren’t any other peoples or races. And yet here were these three women in front of her, and none of them were like her: very far from it! 
 
    “Where… where are you from?” she stammered. 
 
    The slave girls looked at her, and one of them shrugged. 
 
    “You can’t talk? Or you don’t understand me? Say something, please!”  
 
    And at that moment a mental blow reached her. Clear and concise. She knew who was at the door. 
 
    They cannot answer you because they do not understand you. 
 
    Kyra turned to the door and saw the slender Golden God watching her with those enigmatic almond eyes of a gentle blue-gray. That damned Adamis! 
 
    The three servant girls threw themselves on the floor at once. Adamis eyed them from the door. You may retire. The slaves got to their feet and withdrew at once, heads bowed. 
 
    “What have you done? Did you cut their tongues out so they’re less bothersome?” Kyra snapped. She was angry not only at her own situation but with everything she was discovering, perhaps more with the latter. 
 
    Adamis threw his head back as if surprised at the question, and a smile appeared on his golden face. He shook his head and entered the room. He was followed by the enormous bodyguard, whose powerful footsteps echoed on the floor. 
 
    “Does he follow you everywhere, like a dog?” 
 
    The face of the God-Warrior, usually a cold mask, stiffened. Kyra was sure that the comment had displeased him considerably. The bodyguard made a move towards her, but Adamis held him back. 
 
    Leave us alone, Rotec. 
 
    The Warrior exchanged a look with Adamis, and a moment later, with a nod, he left the room. 
 
    I seem to remember warning you clearly, slave, that you should learn to stay in your place or you would suffer the consequences. It is not in your best interests to insult my rivals, still less my friends. Do you never learn anything from experience? That is a very undesirable quality. 
 
    Kyra wanted to reply angrily, but something in her subconscious stopped her. He’s right. I can’t go on letting myself be driven by my emotions, I do nothing but get into trouble. I must be smarter, think like Yosane, act like Ikai. I must think and plan before I act, before I open my blasted mouth. She was aware that Adamis was right, but even so, she was not going to admit it. 
 
    “Friend? He must be another slave, like the thousands of slaves you exploit to death,” she said. She pointed to the great statue which had now been raised into place in front of the palace. As soon as those words were out of her mouth she wanted to stop them, but she could not. It was going to take some time and a lot of effort to gain some control over her character and her tongue. 
 
    You should not judge so lightly what you do not know. Rotec is a great friend, my best friend in fact. I would trust him with my life with my eyes closed. And he is not a slave, he is a Warrior. His caste is in charge of protecting us all, the nobles, the Royal House and its members. He fights the battles in the event of a confrontation, and leads the army of my House. 
 
    “Of your House? Are you royalty?” 
 
    Adamis smiled and went up to the food. You should control that tongue of yours, slave. Showing respect is not a sign of submission but one of intelligence. I would remind you that the fish dies by the mouth. 
 
    Kyra felt a pang of shame, but hid it immediately. Adamis and all the Gods were no more than ruthless slavers and assassins. But she had to think and act without being carried away by her character, and so she would. Survive and escape, that’s what matters. She began to kneel, aware that she was now a slave in the presence of a God she had offended. Adamis watched her, and his eyes showed surprise. With a wave of his hand he indicated her to rise. 
 
    That is not necessary. You should eat, you need it. He picked a grape and put it in his mouth. It is delicious, he said, laughing, and as you can see I am not trying to poison you.  
 
    Her stomach rumbled again. But she resisted. She had to find out as much as she could; eating was secondary. She needed to gather all the information she could. It would help her escape from this horrible city. Adamis had shown her kindness. She did not know the reason, but there had to be one, and an important one at that, otherwise a God would never waste his valuable time with a dirty slave girl like her. There were thousands of them there, and as she had just discovered, even of different races, and much more beautiful than she was. But she would find out the reason later on, it did not bother her right now. Now she had to understand the basics of what was going on around her, since she needed it to plan a way of escape. And escape she would. By Girlai, Father Moon, she would! She breathed deeply and let out a long sigh. 
 
    “You’re right, my manners have not been correct… and I apologize.” 
 
    Adamis watched her in surprise. His head tilted to one side and he looked her up and down. Then he smiled. 
 
    To answer your former question: yes, I am royalty, he said with a small bow. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Lord Adamis, Prince Heir of the House of Eret, of the First Ring.  
 
    Not knowing what to do, Kyra simply stared at him. Then a doubt assailed her and she asked: “Are all the Gods… Lords?” 
 
    No, not all of them. There are different castes. Among the Gods, as you call us, there are three castes. The first is made up of the Royal family of each House, in charge of ruling the destinies of their subjects, the wellbeing and prosperity of their kingdom. That is its function and reason of being. All the Royal Family, all its members, put the wellbeing of the House before other personal priorities. I owe myself to my House and my people, first and above all else. The second caste is made up of Lords, who are devoted to different tasks necessary for the good functioning and prosperity of the House, from Generals to Erudites and all Nobles. But they all belong to the House and owe themselves to it. Lastly the third caste, the most populous: the Commons. The majority of these are Warriors, Sailors, Healers, Merchants and Craftsmen. 
 
    Kyra, a little calmer now, went over to the table and took a roast chicken leg. Adamis poured himself a glass of wine and tasted it, looking at the great statue through the window. Knowing he was not looking at her, she gulped down the food like a wild animal; she was ravenous. She ate until her stomach ached. She wiped her mouth with the sleeve of her tunic, and once again her mind bubbled over with questions. 
 
    “And what makes a God belong to one Caste or another?” she asked, more to herself than to Adamis. 
 
    Adamis turned. Power. Each God’s degree of Power determines to which caste he will be assigned. I do not wish to bore you with the details. Let us say there is a ceremony where the amount of Power in each of us is determined and we are placed into one or another. Of course, to belong to the First Caste also requires royal blood. But the power is very strong in those of our lineage. 
 
    She stared at him, deeply intrigued. 
 
    “The power…?” 
 
    Adamis smiled. That which makes us into Gods in your eyes. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” she said, struggling to make sense of this. 
 
    I will show you. It is easier to understand this way. 
 
    He showed her his hand. Then he turned it in the air, and his lips moved as he pronounced something unintelligible but real. Suddenly a white mist began to form at her feet. It was an odd mist which began to coil around her body, enveloping her in it. She began to feel afraid. It was unnatural. The mist seemed to have a life of its own, as if it were a specter, a ghost. Adamis made a gesture, raising two fingers and turning his wrist. And she began to rise towards the ceiling. Terrified, she started to scream, but the mist went on levitating her body. She went up and up. Mere inches from the ceiling, the mist stopped and she was left suspended, looking at him with her eyes wide with panic. 
 
    “I understand! I understand! Bring me down!” 
 
    Adamis watched her in amusement. And laughed. Then, gently, he brought her down again. Kyra was left sitting on the floor, panting, with her heart beating wildly. 
 
    “Why are you showing me all this? I’m nothing but a slave, and you’re a God! You can do anything you want with me at any given moment, and you know it!” 
 
    Adamis folded his arms. Yes, I know. 
 
    “And so?” she asked in puzzlement. 
 
    You will soon find out, he said with a crooked smile, and turning his back on her he left the room. The door closed behind him. 
 
    Damn! 
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    Ikai was watching the two women at the bottom of the ravine out of the corner of his eye. He was pretending to fill the water-skin in the brook, listening attentively to the conversation behind him. They had been walking all night, silently to get away from the great wounded beast. It might come back, or even worse, do so together with its mate. It was already morning and the sun was filtering through the tops of the thick mossy beech trees. The whole forest was a tapestry of intense green, brilliant and exotic. He strained his ears. He needed to understand what on earth was going on; he did not like spying, but he had no choice. 
 
    He watched Albana closely. He could not believe the woman who had betrayed him was there. But it was her; the almond-shaped eyes, black as night, and the jet-black hair which she now wore loose half-way down her back, were unmistakable. How could she possibly know Liriana? He moistened his neck and tried to freshen up body and spirit. Strange coincidences: he did not like that at all. The cat-like brunette had betrayed him in order to escape from the Guard which Liriana belonged to. It made no sense. He shook his head involuntarily. Too many secrets, too many things that did not fit together. During the whole journey with Liriana, he had believed they were heading to a specific place. She had said nothing to make him think otherwise. Now he knew they had been coming to meet Albana. Why? 
 
    Albana fixed her intense eyes on his own. “The questions are nagging at your insides, aren’t they, Hunter?” she said caustically.  
 
    “You should have told me we were coming to meet her,” he said reproachfully to Liriana. 
 
    She shrugged it off. “What difference does it make?”  
 
    “It makes a big one,” he replied sharply. “That woman betrayed me.” He stabbed a finger towards her. “It was her who turned me in to the Guard, and it almost cost me my life.”  
 
    “Albana is with me,” Liriana said in her curt military tone of voice. “I answer for her, that’s all you need to know.”  
 
    “As far as I’m concerned she’s a traitor. And I don’t forgive treason. Ever.” 
 
    Liriana folded her arms and sighed. “You want to get to the Eternal City, and I’ve led you here, to her. Now she’s going to guide us on the last stage of the journey.” 
 
    “I don’t trust her. I never will.” 
 
    “What a shame! We can’t be friends,” Albana said, and smiled sarcastically. “Well now, I don’t like eyes like yours, one of each color. I think that’s a real pity, but it doesn’t change things.” 
 
    Ikai rarely allowed his emotions to drive him, but he put his hand on the pommel of his sword in anger. Like lightning, Albana took an arrow out of her quiver and nocked it. She aimed it at Ikai’s chest so fast he was taken by surprise. 
 
    “Stop! Both of you!” snapped Liriana, raising her hands and getting in between them. “I’m the leader of this expedition, and I make the decisions. Albana’s our guide. If you kill her we’ll never reach the Eternal City and we’ll both have failed. Do you understand? Nod if you do.”  
 
    The young man wanted to reply, but clenched his fists and thought better of it. He needed to reach his sister; everything else was secondary. He said nothing, looked at Liriana and nodded slowly. 
 
    “Albana, I give the orders. No bloodshed.” 
 
    The other woman shook her hair, nodded and lowered the bow. 
 
    “Very well,” Liriana said with a sigh. “And now let’s take a little rest. We need it.” 
 
    “Is this area safe?” she asked Albana. 
 
    “As safe as the jungle can be. There are no guarantees here. We’re surrounded by wild nature, and there are any number of dangers hidden in it. Don’t worry, I’ll keep my eyes open.” 
 
    Liriana scanned the ravine, arms akimbo. “We’ll camp here, then.” 
 
    When he heard the order Ikai let himself fall back against one of the huge beech trees and inhaled the scented air of the forest. It filled his mind with pleasant scents, exotic, different from the forests inside the Boundary. He was feeling weak, very weak. Why? Suddenly doubtful, he began to take off the reinforced leather cuirass he was wearing. Gedrel had found them dark clothes and light armor for the journey. When he inspected it he found three big slashes running from side to side. He took it off and put it aside, then took off his black woolen shirt. He checked his torso. There were three cuts on his chest. One of them was still bleeding. That explained his weakness. With the intensity of the fight and the urgency of the escape he had completely forgotten that the beast had got him. 
 
    “You’re wounded!” Liriana cried when she saw his bare chest stained with blood. 
 
    “It’s just a scratch, it’s not very deep.” 
 
    Liriana squatted beside him and examined the wound carefully. 
 
    “You’ve been very lucky, it’s not as bad as it looks. But we need to give it some stitches, or it won’t close.” She touched his cheeks. “You’re very pale, you’ve lost more blood than you think.” 
 
    She withdrew and went for the satchel. 
 
    “Pretty chest, Hunter, strong and muscular, who would have thought…” said Albana with her head tilted to one side. “And look at those supple arms, a nice surprise for female eyes. Seeing how few men there are left for us…” 
 
    Ikai glared at her, not liking these biting comments. 
 
    “Let it be, Albana,” said Liriana as she knelt beside him with needle and thread in one hand and the ointment against infections in the other. 
 
    Albana smiled. “You’re right. At any rate, it seems the Hunter is prone to stumbling on wild beasts… look at that huge scar on his side… he survived thanks to Girlai, Father Moon. A waste of a man. He won’t last long.” 
 
    Ikai was so angry he tried to get up, but Liriana held him down where he was. 
 
    “Stay still, I have to cure you,” she said, and turned to the brunette. “Albana, go and make sure the area is safe!” 
 
    The girl smiled, her eyes shining with triumph. “All right, I’ll come back soon. I don’t want to leave you two alone for too long… a half-naked man in your arms, Liriana… you never know what might happen…” 
 
    The Captain glared at her. “Albana!” she growled. 
 
    The brunette laughed heartily. With the agility of a great cat she went into the forest and disappeared into the thick vegetation with scarcely a sound. 
 
    “And now I’ll sew you up,” Liriana said, and winked at him. That was the last he saw before he lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When he woke it was still midmorning. He looked around and saw that he was alone in the camp. 
 
    Damn, they left without me! They left me behind! He looked for them in alarm but could not see the two girls. I’ll find them, they can’t be far ahead, and even if not, I know how to track. I’ll find them, oh yes I will! he thought, and got slowly to his feet. 
 
    “Sleepy-head’s awake at last,” said a voice he recognized immediately. 
 
    Albana. He searched for her among the trees and bushes, but could not find her. That damn woman disappeared among the shadows with amazing ease. He finished getting to his feet. He was wearing his shirt. Underneath it he could feel a tight bandage over the wound, but it barely hurt, which puzzled him. 
 
    “Where are you? Come out.” 
 
    “The great tracker can’t find me?” 
 
    “Come out or I swear I’ll…!” Ikai grunted, and bit his tongue. 
 
    Albana’s laughter reached him on the wind from somewhere in the east. 
 
    That damn girl is good, Ikai thought as he tried to locate her with all his senses. I can’t see her trail, even though she’s close. I know it because I can smell her scent, but I can’t see her among the leaves. She’s too good… if she’d only move a little, but she doesn’t…  
 
    “Come out, you’ve had your fun,” Liriana said as she appeared between the trees a little further north. 
 
    Albana came out from behind a fallen tree. The two women came up to the camp while Ikai collected his weapons and finished dressing. 
 
    “You’d better sit down and eat something or you’ll faint,” Liriana said. 
 
    “Faint?” 
 
    “Yes, sleepyhead, you’ve been snoring for two whole days,” Albana told him. 
 
    “Two days? It can’t be! It only felt like a moment.” 
 
    “Well, it’s been two whole days,” Liriana said with a smile. “Eat, you need it.” 
 
    The three sat down around the camp fire and ate what Albana had caught. It seemed that besides moving like a cat, the brunette had a very good aim with the bow. 
 
    “Thank you, it’s very good,” Ikai said rather uncomfortably, “and thank you for not leaving me to my fate…” 
 
    “I gave you my word,” Liriana replied with shining eyes, “and I keep my word. You helped me get out of the Boundary and brought me to Albana. I’ll keep my part of the deal. Besides, Gedrel would never forgive me for leaving you. And I value his respect above everything else.” 
 
    “Anyway, I want to thank you.” 
 
    Ikai was impressed by Liriana’s display of honesty and loyalty. More and more he was coming to appreciate this young woman’s excellent qualities. She was not just a born leader, she was whole. He could see deeply-rooted values and pure ideals in her. Now he understood what Gedrel saw in her, even though she would most likely die because of them. An admirable woman indeed. Unlike Albana, who was disloyal, sinister and dangerous. He needed to be very careful with her or he might finish up with a knife in his back. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” he wanted to know. 
 
    “I guide and you follow,” Albana said. “It’s simple.”  
 
    “Where are you taking us?” 
 
    “To an amazing place, and a very dangerous one too. So if you want to stay alive you’ll have to do whatever I say, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    Ikai looked at Liriana with a frown, and she nodded. 
 
    “All right. When do we leave?” 
 
    “At dawn,” Albana said. And with that she disappeared into the forest once again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For days they made their way through forests, jungles and unusual meadows with vegetation Ikai had never seen before. One evening, as they were camping beside a stream of crystal clear water, Albana went into the dense undergrowth to make sure there was no danger at hand. He took advantage of her absence to try and gain information from Liriana, with whom he now shared an easy companionship. 
 
    “Tell me, what do you really know about her?” he asked, with a nod towards the forest. 
 
    “About Albana? Not much, really. She’s very private when it comes to her past. I think she must have suffered a great deal. I’ve certainly read that in her eyes.” 
 
    “Is she with you? With Gedrel?” 
 
    “No. She’s a free spirit. She helps us, but she’s not with us. But I can assure you she hates the Regent and his Proxies as much as we do, or even more. And her hatred for the Gods and their Enforcers is greater than I’ve ever seen in anybody. She must have been through a terrible tragedy, although she never speaks of it.” 
 
    “And she helps you? She’s not trustworthy… I can assure you of that.” 
 
    “Our interests run in parallel. We help each other. She uses our organization and we use her… skills.” 
 
    “Skills… I wanted to talk to you about that. Did you see how she appeared the night of the fight with the tiger? She was wrapped in a black mist. It was something unnatural…” 
 
    Liriana shrugged. “She’s special, it’s true. I know, I feel it. I don’t understand how and I don’t care. There’s a lot in these worlds we move in that we don’t understand yet, and it may take us a long time before we do.” 
 
    “But how can she be here in the first place? Only the Hunters and the Enforcers of the Gods can cross the Boundary, and yet she knows this world as well as the one we’ve left behind. That can only be possible if she’s been coming and going regularly and exploring the world on this side. How can she do it?” 
 
    “When I asked her about that she told me not to worry, it only concerns her and her arts are nobody’s business. That’s enough for me.” 
 
    Ikai shook his head. “Well, it’s not enough for me. Think about it, Liriana, there’s something unnatural about her arts. They’re somehow not human… Where have you ever seen anything as strange as that? Only in the things the Gods do. Only they have the Power, not even their Enforces have it. No human could have it. The Hunters know that very well, because we hunt all kinds of men. I’ve never seen anyone like her before…” 
 
    Liriana frowned. “I’ve seen the Eyes-of-the-Gods do things that would be impossible for men. You yourself said the Master Hunters use a Power which makes them infallible when they’re hunting.” 
 
    Ikai waved a finger. “That’s not entirely correct. The Eyes use objects: strange discs they use to do unimaginable things, or use as weapons against men. And the Master Hunters have the Falcon Eye, which is a disc with a certain power of the Gods. The Masters can’t even touch the arcane object, they have to protect their hand with a special gauntlet. They both use objects with the power of the Gods in them. I’ve thought about this a lot, and I’m sure that it’s the objects that have the Power, not the people who use them.” 
 
    “In that case,” Liriana said, “Albana must have one of those objects and she’s keeping it secret, but it’s just a guess. And in any case it doesn’t concern us.” 
 
    He cupped his chin in his hand and tried to remember all the details of Albana’s appearance in the night. “I don’t know, she might have a disc, it’s true,” he said at last, “but in any case, I don’t trust her in the least. I didn’t trust her before, and now I trust her even less.” 
 
    “I’ve no reason not to trust her. She’s always been loyal to us, and a valuable agent. Her secrets are hers, just like her past. I can’t force her to reveal them, and nor can you.” There was a clear warning in her turquoise eyes. 
 
    He knew she was right, but something inside him rebelled against trusting the mysterious brunette: not only for her past betrayal, but for that sinister skill. He would have to watch her closely. 
 
    Suddenly Albana appeared at a run, leapt over a fallen log covered with mold and came to a halt in the middle of the camp. Ikai and Liriana stared at her in surprise. 
 
    “What…” Liriana began. 
 
    Albana put a finger on her lips, her eyes open wide in pure alarm. 
 
    Ikai read her face at once. Danger! 
 
    Liriana looked at her without understanding, and the brunette showed seven fingers. Then she pointed south. The Captain understood, nodded and began to get to her feet without making any noise. 
 
    Ikai looked in the direction Albana was pointing at and saw a curious beam of light cutting through the thick vegetation of the forest, almost reaching them. He recognized it the moment he saw it. The Falcon Eye! Hunters! He jumped to his feet and grabbed his bow. 
 
    Albana ran like lightning, leaping over underbrush and roots. Ikai followed her at once. A moment later Liriana was running behind them. The brunette moved like a panther, heading north at an amazing speed; Ikai found it hard to keep up with her. They ran as fast as they could, with the moss-lined forest passing in front of their eyes, under their feet, surrounding them in all directions. He glanced back and saw Liriana lagging behind, unable to keep up with the tremendous pace set by Albana. It was then that he realized the seriousness of the situation: they were being hunted, and the Hunters never failed. Nobody knew that fact better than he did himself. It was a matter of hours: no matter how fast they ran, they would be caught. First Liriana, and then himself or Albana. They might try to escape, but their strength would eventually fail and they would be caught. He knew it, because that was what these men trained to do every day of their lives. 
 
    For the first time he felt the horror, the despair of being on the other side, on the side of the prey. And he felt fear, deep fear which froze his soul, for he was going to be hunted like an animal and taken back to the Regent to serve as a public example. The fear began to turn to panic in his chest, but he controlled it. They had not hunted him yet, and while there was life there was hope. 
 
    Albana swerved abruptly to the left, so he nearly lost sight of her. He looked for Liriana behind him and saw her very far back, with her face red from the effort, panting heavily. She was not going to keep up much longer. He narrowed his eyes and looked carefully. He could make them out among the trees: five Hunters in a semicircle. Two more would be further behind. Their brown clothes did not blend in so well in that forest with its lining of intense green, from the ground to the tops of the trees. 
 
    He searched for Albana. From behind a tree she gestured at him to hurry up. At least she was not abandoning them… for now. Liriana reached him. She had the Hunters at her heels. Ikai let her pass and ran after her. When the Hunters reached them he would be the first to face them and fall. It was the right thing to do. 
 
    They reached a deep moss-covered gully, and Albana rushed into it. Liriana went after her, and Ikai followed. The gully ended in an earthen wall with an opening dug into it. He guessed Albana’s intention: to hide and let the Hunters pass by. But he was completely wrong; the brunette ran past it and kept running faster still. Liriana just managed to follow her, and he caught up with them on the slope that led out of the gully. 
 
    “Why…?” he was about to ask, panting, when Albana stopped and crouched suddenly. He and Liriana did the same at once, not understanding. A chilling howl filled the gully and rose to the heavens. As three of the Hunters went by a monstrous black wolf came out of the cavern. It was breathtakingly big, practically double the size of a wild wolf. Its fur was lank and black, and a golden gleam in its eyes made it look as if it were possessed. It launched itself at the three Hunters. Caught by surprise, they were unable to flee and were forced to confront it. 
 
    Ikai guessed it was an alpha female, probably defending her lair. There was a dreadful growl, and blood spattered the ground and the trees nearby, turning the green red. The beast tore one of the Hunters apart as it was struck by the swords and knives of the other two. In fury, the monster turned and bit off the head of the second Hunter. The third stabbed the body of the monster frantically with short sword and knife. With a rending howl the beast died and fell on top of the Hunter, crushing him with its weight. Ikai felt a pang of pity for the fallen men. Suddenly another howl filled the gully. It was the alpha male, much bigger than the female. A nightmarish beast which lunged at the still-living Hunter and bit off one arm. 
 
    Ikai stared at the scene in a state of shock. He nocked an arrow to shoot at the beast, but Albana’s hand stopped him. The brunette pointed to the top of the gully. Two Hunters appeared from the east and two more from the west, armed with short bows. Instantly they launched their arrows against the colossal male. They reached it as it was biting off the head of the Hunter who lay under its dead mate. They released again and again, drawing horrible howls from the wounded animal. The male, enraged by its loss and pain, tried to climb the wall of the gully to reach the Hunters in the east, but slipped and rolled down to the bottom. The Hunters kept releasing arrows until the beast died with a terrible howl and lay there still beside its mate, riddled with arrows. 
 
    Albana seized her chance and shot at one of the Hunters in the east. The arrow caught him in the shoulder, and he fell to one side. Then she hid behind a tree. 
 
    “Hide!” she urged Ikai and Liriana. 
 
    The briefest moment later, three arrows reached the trees where they were hiding. Ikai nocked an arrow. His calculating mind studied the situation. There were four of them left, one wounded. The Hunters had three archers and they themselves had two: Liriana did not carry a bow. Their chances had improved a lot. Albana’s move had been cunning. The brunette was a source of endless surprises. 
 
    Both groups exchanged arrows from their respective protected positions, without being able to find a target. Neither side made any move to advance. They all remained under cover 
 
    Suddenly Ikai’s Ring flashed. He looked at it on his left wrist in surprise. What was happening? A white gleam filled his mind. 
 
    Turn yourself in, Ikai. There doesn’t have to be any more bloodshed. 
 
    He recognized Master Hunter Sejof immediately. Listen to me, I’m pleading with you. You know I don’t wish you any harm. The Regent has ordered your capture at all costs. And not only him: the Enforcers of the Gods are looking for you too. You’ve created the worst possible enemies for yourself. I’ve found you first, but there are three other parties of Hunters searching for you. You have no way of escape, they won’t let you get away. Turn yourself in and I promise you’ll stay alive, for the sake of all we’ve been through together, for the sake of the friendship we once shared: for the sake of all that I beg you, drop your weapons and turn yourself in. 
 
    He breathed in deeply. The last thing he wanted was to face his Master, the father-figure who had filled the void the forced disappearance of his real father had left in his heart. And with him would be his fellow Hunters, his hunting brothers he had shared so much with and whom he loved like his own family. He would have to fight them too. He shook his head. He had no desire to fight his own people, anything but that. 
 
    Liriana saw him shaking his head, and there was worry in her eyes as she stared at him. But there was more than worry, there was… fear. He strained his neck and met Albana’s wild black eyes. There was no fear in them, but they did not shine with the same intensity as before. Her face had lost its defiant confidence; she too was worried. If he turned himself in he would avoid fighting, but he would be sentencing himself to death, for the Regent and the Enforcers would kill him. And not only himself, he would doom Liriana and Albana with him. Even if he gave himself up, they would not. If they fought, either of them might die. And if they were captured, they would suffer the same ultimate fate. The Hunters wouldn’t allow anyone who’d crossed the Boundary to stay alive and talk. They wouldn’t let them escape. They’d be captured or killed if they resisted. It’s the law of the Gods, and they’d make sure it was followed.  
 
    He sighed. To give himself up to save his own skin was to betray them, and no matter how much he might try to avoid fighting his own former family, he could not betray his two companions. I can’t. I won’t. The image of Kyra’s face, smiling, came into his mind, and he knew with complete certainty that he could not back down. 
 
    Drop your weapons and come out, Ikai, for the good of everyone. 
 
    He filled his lungs and let out a deep sigh. 
 
    “I can’t turn myself in, Master, I’m sorry! Withdraw and go back to the capital!” 
 
    Liriana and Albana looked at him in amazement. 
 
    You know I can’t do that. You’re one of mine, you’re my responsibility. The Regent will kill my wife and my daughters if you don’t come back with me. I can’t. I’m sorry. I must bring you in. 
 
    Ikai accepted the inevitable: there would be bloodshed. “Brother Hunters!” he shouted toward the gully. “Go back in peace… or die!” He waited an instant. He risked a look. Two arrows struck the tree-trunk with a hollow sound; a piece of bark hit his cheek. He drew his head back at once. They could not stay there, exchanging arrows. Sejof would communicate with the other Master Hunters using the Falcon Eye, and other parties would come to hunt them too. He had to do something. Think! What are the Hunters expecting you to do? 
 
    Albana threw a pebble towards him to attract his attention. He looked at her, coming out of his thoughts 
 
    “What are we going to do?” she asked. 
 
    He could make out the moon, partially hidden behind clouds, behind her. Her dark clothes were beginning to blend into the darkness which was falling on the dense forest. His eyes lingered briefly on the scene. Soon nothing would be visible. They could slip away into the night and flee. 
 
    “We wait,” he said. 
 
    Darkness took over the forest. Time went by very slowly until the wait was over. The Hunters began to move forward at last: two from the east and two from the west, under cover of the dark, flanking the position of the three fugitives. They came with bows ready, slowly, with extreme caution, with barely a noise, like night-time predators. Crouching, they advanced until they were in a position to dodge the trees which hid their prey. A whistle was heard to the east. A moment later, in a pincer movement, the two Hunters coming from the west attacked the position. At once the two from the east followed. 
 
    They found the position deserted. Not a trace of their prey. 
 
    “They’ve fled,” Sejof guessed. As Ikai knew well, all the prey they chased always fled the Hunters. The Hunters turned to face north, searching for the trail of the three fugitives. But this prey was not the normal kind. 
 
    From the top of the beech behind the four Hunters, Ikai and Albana let fly their arrows. Two were hit. Liriana jumped on the other three, and they rolled on the ground. Ikai and Albana jumped on the two men they had hit as they were trying to stand. Ikai, on his knees, brought out his sword. The wounded Hunter turned on the ground; it was Ismes. Ikai put his knee on his friend’s chest and his sword found his throat. Ismes stared at him with anxious eyes and raised a bloodied hand. The arrow was embedded in his shoulder. Ikai was paralyzed by doubt. He was unable to finish him. He heard a dying gurgle to his left and saw Albana slitting the throat of her opponent as she squeezed his body like a snake. Liriana gave a grunt, and he saw she was in trouble; she was fending off Master Sejof. A gleam on the ground caught Ikai’s eye, and he saw that Ismes had taken out a knife. 
 
    “No, my friend,” Ikai said, and hit him hard with the pommel of his sword three times, sharply, one blow after the other. With his nose broken and covered in blood, Ismes was out of the fight.  
 
    Liriana blocked a thrust to her heart from Sejof and deflected the Master’s knife thrust with her dagger, but was forced to step back once again. Liriana’s technique with the sword was magnificent, but Sejof was a true master. 
 
    The other Hunter she had thrown down recovered and came at her. Ikai recognized his friend and hastened to stop him. “Yestas, no!” he shouted. Yestas’ sword stabbed Liriana in the shoulder. The Captain took a step back with a grunt of pain, tripped over a root and fell on her back. She lost her sword. Albana appeared like lightning and charged against Sejof, knocking the Master down. Yestas raised his sword to finish Liriana. 
 
    “No!” Ikai shouted. 
 
    The sword came down for the final stroke. Ikai arrived and parried the blow. Yestas glared at him, eyes glittering with battle-frenzy. 
 
    “Yestas, stop, for heaven’s sake!” Ikai begged. 
 
    “We’re what we are,” he replied, and thrust a flashing stroke at his chest. Ikai deflected the sword, but lost his balance. Yestas attacked again, and Ikai had to roll to one side to avoid the blow. Liriana tried to stand up, and Yestas saw her. The Hunter swerved and went to kill her. Ikai’s dagger cut through the air with a lethal whistle. It caught Yestas in the back and sank in to the hilt. Yestas arced, lowered his sword and slumped. Liriana stepped aside and picked up her sword. 
 
    Ikai was in a state of shock. He had killed Yestas, his friend, his brother. The horror of the tragedy hit him so hard he was stunned, his mind left blank. He could not focus, he could not hear. Time stopped, and he felt he was trapped in a nightmare. I’ve killed Yestas! I’ve killed him! A terrible pain was boring a hole in his chest. 
 
    “Ikai!” Liriana shouted. 
 
    The young woman’s voice brought him back to reality. She was fending off Sejof, who was fighting the two women with extraordinary skill. Albana’s quick daggers could not manage to wound him, and Liriana could barely block the Master’s attacks. 
 
    Ikai went to Yestas and knelt beside him. “I’m so sorry, my friend. Forgive me.” He took the dagger from his back and turned to Sejof. 
 
    “Master,” he said in greeting. 
 
    Sejof took a step back and stood en garde. Liriana was panting with exhaustion, and Albana’s eyes glared with fury at her inability to cut the Master. 
 
    “Hunter,” the master said with a bow. 
 
    Ikai stepped forward and showed him his weapons. The Master saluted the same way. 
 
    “Ikai, no,” Liriana said. 
 
    “Don’t interfere, this is between my Master and me.” 
 
    The two Hunters circled each other, measuring distances and reaction times, and the lethal dance began. Sword and knife met in the night in a choreographed dance of death. The two men exchanged thrusts, strokes, backstrokes and lethal knife-strokes at a devilish speed, without either being able to cut his opponent. Ikai tried a feint in order to thrust a stroke at Sejof’s thigh with his knife, but the other saw it and in a counterattack cut Ikai in the forearm. Ikai took a step back, attacked, and at that instant two black daggers flew against Sejof. In a flashing movement he deflected Ikai’s sword with his own and the first dagger with his knife, but he could not block the second. It caught him in the shoulder, two finger-breadths from his neck. 
 
    Ikai turned his head towards Albana. “I told you not to interfere!” 
 
    “You can die if you want to,” Albana said condescendingly. “But I don’t have to watch.”  
 
    Sejof took a step back. His weapons dropped from his hands, and he fell to his knees. 
 
    “Finish him off,” Albana said. 
 
    “No! Let him be!”  
 
    “Ikai, he’s a Master Hunter,” Liriana said. “If we leave him alive…”  
 
    “I know, do you think I don’t?” Ikai said full of conflicting feelings. He eyed his Master, the man who had been like a second father: defeated, his life in his hands. He went over to him. 
 
    “Have you called them?” 
 
    Sejof shook his head. “I wanted to capture you myself… to stop them from killing you and presenting your head…” 
 
    “Don’t believe anything he says, he just wants to save his neck,” Albana said. 
 
    “You know me well, Ikai, you know I don’t lie.” 
 
    “How much of a lead do we have?” 
 
    “You… have four days, five at the most: Kosler’s group will have found your trail by now.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. “I’m sorry it had to come to this, Master.” 
 
    “So am I,” Sejof said with his head bent. 
 
    “Liriana, the Falcon Eye,” Ikai said, gesturing toward it. 
 
    The Captain went over to Sejof, and the Master gave her the disc and the strange glove. Liriana looked at the object with interest. Ikai held out his hand and Liriana gave him both objects. He put them away carefully. 
 
    “Our paths separate here, Master,” Ikai said with cold calm. “If we meet again, I’ll kill you.”  
 
    Albana’s eyes gleamed when she heard this. 
 
    Sejof nodded heavily and fell to one side. 
 
    “We leave now,” Ikai said. 
 
    “The sooner the better,” Liriana agreed. 
 
    Ikai whispered in Albana’s ear: “How far?” 
 
    The brunette stared at him fixedly. “Six days at a good pace. If he’s telling the truth, they’ll catch up with us.” 
 
    “He’s telling the truth.” 
 
    “Then let’s hurry.” 
 
    A few moments later the three fugitives went into the jungle without looking back. 
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    Yosane was shaking. She had never been so afraid in her whole life. She looked up from the floor of ruby marble at the two giant warrior effigies whose shadows covered part of the enormous courtyard. The stone faces represented horror, the eyes madness, and from their mouths scorching lava fell into a lake of magma. Between the two statues rose the back of an immense palace-fortress, which extended over a hill to the north. The bleeding granite walls rose magnificently, the regal towers which culminated in fiery domes lit up the streets and palaces nearby, like scarlet beacons of the spirit. The atmosphere was heavy, and a scorching heat enveloped her. It smelt of burning, but a sinister kind: not burning stubble but sulfur. 
 
    She searched for some courage within herself, fearing she would not find any. She thought about Kyra, and a trace of courage came back into her heart. She swallowed hard. They had been separated, and this produced a corrosive anxiety in her chest which she could not shake off. She had no idea what might have happened to Kyra or Idana, or the others. She wished with all her heart that they might still be alive. She sighed. At least she was not alone. She took Gersa’s hand in hers and stroked it. They had been sent to the palace-fortress in the Second Ring that same morning. 
 
    They were being kept in the southern part of the great courtyard, the one furthest from the back doors of the palace, locked up inside a sphere-cell. They were being watched by six huge Guards in bright red and orange. Yosane’s eyes were caught by the great shield painted red, with its emblem in bright orange. It showed a volcano in eruption. She studied the nearest guard carefully. She was intrigued by these beings. What were they? Gods they were not, she could tell the difference clearly now. The Gods were slender and golden, and those guards, though they were tall, were not at all slender. Instead they were massive hulks. Also, though she could not see their faces under the elaborate helmets with the grim half-moons over their eyes, their skin was a toasted-ochre shade, not at all golden. And the thick black veins which ran across their bodies left no doubt. 
 
    What are you? Could you be men, like us? No, I don’t think so… and if you once were, what happened? Then she thought of the Executors and the Eyes-of-the-Gods. Yes, those guards and the others who carried whips must be some kind of creation of the Gods. Servants created with one purpose only: to serve them faithfully. Yosane tried to think it through, as she liked to do with things she did not understand. 
 
    But how do they reproduce? She wondered about this, and found it fascinating. She was overcome by a tremendous longing for knowledge about this strange, divine society. But a moment later she realized her own precarious and dangerous situation, and came back to reality. 
 
    What do they want from the two of us? Why do they keep us in here? she asked herself, anxiety growing in her breast. They were just two more poor slaves, so why such vigilance? Where could they go? Throughout the courtyard were innumerable slave girls who had been working there for hours, preparing long tables and padded benches covered in rich materials, protected from the sun by enormous canopies. They were setting out all kinds of delicacies: from exotic fruits to unknown culinary specialties whose irresistible smell reached her. Her stomach rumbled like a lion. 
 
    “Mine’s complaining too,” Gersa said. She rubbed her stomach. “What a lot of food! I’ve never seen so much in one place before, even when I was dreaming. Who’s it for?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea, but I can count more than a hundred cushions…” 
 
    Another large group of slaves was energetically cleaning the central part of the yard, and in the highest part numerous servants bustled to and for putting in place twenty or so large thrones, elaborately engraved, which would preside over the courtyard. 
 
    There are slaves everywhere. So why are they watching us in particular? Yosane did not understand, and it worried her, as did what she had found out about the Eternal City. While they were being taken to the palace, she had witnessed scenes she would never forget, for they had left their mark on her soul. All along the way hundreds of slaves in brown tunics and red headscarves worked incessantly on monumental works of stone and fire. The Enforcers whipped them mercilessly, their lashes echoing at every moment, creating a melody of suffering and death which was carried on a burning breeze. The monumental buildings which the slaves were putting up for their masters, the Gods, surpassed the dreams of the most eccentric builders. 
 
    If my father could see all this magnificent madness… 
 
    She could not help thinking about her beloved father, a builder by profession; he would be ecstatic at the sight of all that grand architecture… and the madness of those designs and buildings! The Gods had erected giant statues of warriors, gardens with fountains of lava and fire, palaces which seemed to burn in flames yet were not consumed, entire rivers of magma. A madness he would have marveled at. But luckily he was safe in the capital, and she thanked the heavens for that. 
 
    Suddenly there came a loud explosion of fire, and she started. Gersa hugged her tight and they comforted each other’s fear. Yosane tried to find where the explosion had come from. The search led to two huge wells in the center of the yard. From them came another explosion of fire which rose to the sky. Yosane covered her ears. A few moments later there came a rain of ashes and soot. 
 
    “What a horrible place!” Gersa whispered in horror. 
 
    “I know, but we must be strong,” said Yosane, trying not to catch her companion’s fear. 
 
    Gersa burst into tears. “I can’t, I can’t!”  
 
    Yosane thought about what Kyra would say to her to soothe her. “We must survive,” she said, “Think about surviving.”  
 
    “Survive? Here? Do you really want to survive here?” Gersa said between sobs. 
 
    Yosane thought about it. It would be easier to let herself be carried away by fear and opt for a quick death. The terror would come to an end… Gersa’s weeping made her think twice. No! Never! She had to put ideas like that out of her mind. She would go on. Survive and escape, that was what Kyra always said, and that was what she would do. Gently she put her hands on Gersa’s cheeks and looked into her eyes. 
 
    “We’ll survive and we’ll escape.” 
 
    Gersa looked back at her and shook her head. 
 
    “We’ll never get out of here alive. The only things in store for us in this nightmarish place are suffering and death.” 
 
    Suddenly all the slaves dropped to the floor and stayed there with their heads pressed against the hard surface and their arms stretched forward. The guards tensed and bent their heads until they were doubled up in a deep bow. Yosane caught a movement out of the corner of her eye and understood the reason: the Golden God in red, the one who had been at the strange ceremony where they had been separated, was coming out of the palace. Yosane watched him approach. He walked haughtily: raised chin, defiant look in his eyes, the movements and poise of someone who knew himself to be lord and master of everything around him. He wore a rich red tunic engraved in golden and a scaled cuirass in rich golden-orange which shone brightly in the early evening sun. 
 
    At the mere sight of his ruby eyes, Yosane shivered. 
 
    Behind the God walked a dozen more golden divinities. She could not get used to the golden slenderness of the Gods, which seemed to her both beautiful and unnatural. They came in pairs, God and Goddess, arms linked. She could not take her eyes off the Goddesses: they were so beautiful, their features as delicate as the breath of a summer breeze. The gold of their skin was much softer than that of the Gods, which made them look more ‘human’. All wore their hair very long and straight, most the color of honey, some even that of wheat in summer. 
 
    A dozen guards in a line escorted their masters on both sides. The God leading the group stopped. At once everybody else stopped as well. He looked up at the sky for a moment and frowned. He lifted a golden arm and snapped his fingers. Immediately twenty slave girls carrying large parasols came out running from a side building and placed themselves on both sides of the Gods to protect them from the sun. When the Gods arrived at the thrones they sat, reigning over the courtyard. The God who presided over the scene glanced in the direction of Yosane and Gersa. Yosane saw the cruel red eyes fixed on her. She felt so scared that she shrank inside the sphere-cell as if she were a baby alone in the middle of the night. 
 
    The God waved his arm, and the great doors which gave access to the yard opened. 
 
    Yosane’s heart sank to the floor. “By all… the seas…” 
 
    From the door in the wall more Gods in pairs began to walk in, elegantly and ostentatiously dressed, flaunting their slenderness and exotic beauty. They stopped briefly to salute the thrones and took seats on the dais prepared for them. Yosane watched them in astonishment. More than a hundred of them came in. One hundred Golden Gods! 
 
    “Yosane…” said Gersa unsteadily, pointing towards the west. 
 
    Through the western door another fifty Gods were coming in, but these were enormous, armed with swords, shields and spears. Instead of colorful tunics they wore full combat armor in red, with capes hanging from their shoulders. They looked like blood-hosts sent to collect souls. 
 
    Yosane was speechless. She even forgot to breathe… and hugged her knees tightly. 
 
    The God presiding over the scene raised his hand, and three young servant girls ran to him. One carried a tray of grapes, the second a tray of dates and the third a decanter of wine. When she was about to pour the wine, she tripped. A drop flew from the decanter and fell on the God’s hand. 
 
    Eyes staring wide with rage, the God stood up. When he did so, the three servants rolled on the ground, hit by the wave of power. The God murmured something and stretched his arm to one side, with his hand open, towards a great brazier burning at one end. He drew back his arm, and as he did so the fire flew to his hand. The flames burnt in his palm as if they were his toys. He stared at the slaves on the floor and his eyes lit up. A macabre smile spread across his face. With a deliberate movement he threw the flames at the slave girls. The three of them began to burn, screaming desperately, in terrible agony. They died in a matter of moments, consumed by fire. 
 
    In utter horror Yosane shut her eyes and hugged Gersa. She could not believe the cruelty she had just seen. She knew perfectly well that the Gods were capricious and were merciless with their slaves, but this was inhuman, an act which was both barbaric and senseless. She understood in that moment that for the Golden they were no more than lesser beings, worthless, totally expendable, units of work or entertainment who could be discarded at any moment at the snap of a finger. The horror of it all kept her clinging to her companion, eyes closed, with no desire to return to the dreadful reality she was in. 
 
    When she finally opened her eyes there was no further trace of the incident, as if it had never happened. How sad… how horrible… The cruel God appeared to be chatting with the others. But no rumor of conversation, voice or word could be heard. Now she came to think about it, there was no sound at all in the yard or the thrones or the dais. Odd… why isn’t there any sound or any words? She put her head nearer the bars and tried to hear something of the conversation which must be taking place. Her curiosity overcame her fears. 
 
    Suddenly a shadow completely obscured the bars. She tried to see what had hidden the sun when she felt a hard mental blow. Something had entered her head. She blinked hard, stunned. 
 
    You won’t hear what they’re talking about, slave, because they aren’t voicing it, a deep voice said, not without a touch of gentleness. 
 
    Yosane drew back and held her head in her hands. 
 
    Don’t be afraid. Your life doesn’t interest me, it’s insignificant. 
 
    Fearfully, she dared to peek outside. In front of her she saw the huge God-Warrior she had seen at the strange ceremony, when they had been separated. His bulk obscured the sun. He wore a tunic of intense shades of red decorated with vibrant orange. The armor was a deep red, as if soaked in blood. It was made of strong pieces of metal. The cuirass with its shoulder plates bore the same emblem embroidered on the chest that the guards wore. The gauntlets and grieves looked solid and heavy, and a crimson cape hung from his enormous shoulders. Yosane stared at him, mouth agape. 
 
    The giant God-Warrior smiled. It was a kind smile, considering how imposing he was. 
 
    Do you know who he is, slave? he said in her mind, looking towards the thrones. 
 
    She shook her head, half-dead with fear. 
 
    He is Lord Asu, Heir Prince of the House of Aureb, of the Second Ring. Where you are. This is his kingdom, and everything here belongs to him. Alive or dead. 
 
    She managed to reason at last. How could this be? He was talking to her without moving his lips! But that was impossible! He was communicating from mind to mind. Sending his thoughts directly into her head. Amazing! Wonderful! 
 
    He is the most powerful Lord of the Five Houses. 
 
    Not knowing what to do, Yosane nodded nervously several times. 
 
    The God-Warrior stared at her intensely for a moment. If you do not wish to suffer, I advise you always to remain out of reach of his anger. Your lives are already short enough, slave. Do not fill them with suffering, for his wrath is disproportionate, and he knows no pity. 
 
    Yosane looked at him gratefully. 
 
    The God turned to leave. 
 
    “And you… are…?” Yosane asked him aloud. 
 
    The great warrior looked back at her slowly. He raised a thick eyebrow. 
 
    I am Iradu. Lord Asu’s Champion. Remember what I have told you. It will serve you well. 
 
    Iradu beckoned, and two young slaves came up to him. They were around twenty years old, tall and handsome. Their skin was very dark, which awoke all kinds of conjectures in Yosane’s mind. Those slaves were not of her race, nor her land. 
 
    We’re not the only ones… there are other races… other peoples. They’ve lied to us… for a thousand years. But why? What could be the reason? She shook her head and put her hand to her chest, her heart beating like a racing horse. How many more things are they hiding from us? How many lies have they taught us in our small world? 
 
    The two young men were dressed in brown, like all the slaves, but their tunics were of rich silk, not thick cloth. They were clean and perfumed, even the red headscarves they wore, which came down to their shoulders, were exquisitely made. They did not look like the other slaves… One of them carried a silver spear engraved in gold, the other a robust gauntlet, so beautiful it left her speechless. From the size of the gauntlet and the spear, she guessed they belonged to Iradu.  
 
    The God looked at the spear, then shook his head. He turned, unsheathed two short swords and went to the center of the yard with heavy strides, his hair in a long braid dangling at his back. He radiated tremendous strength, with his cape seeming to burn in flames as he moved. He was the living image of a war-god. Yosane felt sorry for whoever might confront this being. 
 
    Iradu stood in the center between the two wells of fire and saluted the other Gods with brief nods. There was a prolonged silence, which hung over the yard like heavy fog. 
 
    “What’s the matter, what do you think they’re doing?” Gersa asked. There were tears in her eyes. 
 
    “I think they must be talking to the God-Warrior, but they do it with their minds, so we can’t hear them.” 
 
    “Their minds? Have you gone crazy?” 
 
    Yosane explained to her what had just happened. While she was doing this eight guards walked into the courtyard armed with their massive shields and short spears and gathered around Iradu. They saluted him with a respectful nod, and the God-Warrior returned the salute. The guards took up their positions, ready to attack. 
 
    “Are they going to fight?” Yosane wondered out loud. 
 
    “Our lord Iradu will fight in the barbarian style with the Custodians, to entertain Lord Asu’s guests,” said the servant who was holding the God-Warrior’s spear. 
 
    Yosane turned to the young man and looked at him through the bars. 
 
    “Custodians?” 
 
    “The Custodians are the guardians of the Gods. Those imposing warriors you see. It appears you’re not familiar with the ranks of the Enforcers of the Gods. You surely know the Eyes-of-the-Gods and Executors. Then there are the Oppressors, who are the ones who carry the whips and are in charge of the slaves, and the Custodians, who protect the Gods.” 
 
    Yosane’s eyes grew wider. “Barbarian style?” 
 
    “They’ll fight with conventional weapons, without using the Power of the Gods.” 
 
    Yosane’s eyes opened wider still. At the same time her curiosity got the better of her. 
 
    “Who… who are you? How do you know this?” 
 
    “My name is Sulab, and this is Mulsa. We’re slaves, like you. But we had the good fortune to be chosen as Lord Iradu’s pages.” 
 
    Lord Asu stood up, took a step forward and dropped a handkerchief on the floor with a melodramatic flourish, smiling sardonically as he did so. 
 
    At once the Custodians attacked. The fastest one attacked Iradu and tried to thrust a spear into him. The God deflected it with one of his swords and received the attack with a terrible kick, which sent the huge Custodian flying backwards like a straw dummy. As he carried through the same move, he threw the other on to the ground. A spear headed straight for Iradu’s face. The God, in complete control, shifted his head slightly so that the spear brushed his cheek without leaving a scratch. The attacker took the God’s sword in the neck, and blood soaked the silver blade. 
 
    Yosane cried out in horror. “It’s not an exhibition, it’s a real fight to the death!” 
 
    “Of course,” Sulab said. “A God never draws his weapon without shedding blood.”  
 
    But that was impossible. “Why would a God risk fighting his servants?” 
 
    “It’s a demonstration of courage and mastery with weapons in combat. Our Lord is the greatest of the divine warriors. He’s never been defeated,” the slave said admiringly. 
 
    “But that’s crazy!” 
 
    Iradu leapt to one side, blocked two spears with his swords, went down on one knee, then with two swift strokes sliced off the legs of two of his attackers, dodging their shields from below. A Custodian leapt on to him, shield first, intending to topple the God. Iradu dug in his feet, flexed his knees, moved his shoulder forward and put all his weight into it. The Custodian crashed into the God, and it was as if he had hit a granite wall. The Custodian fell to the ground senseless. Iradu decapitated him with a lightning stroke. 
 
    When she saw the head roll on the floor Yosane covered her mouth so as not to cry out. It was Gersa who screamed on her behalf. 
 
    Four Custodians were still standing. Iradu signaled with his sword for them to come at him. The four attacked at once, their spears searching for chest and back. But Iradu leapt as if his huge body were weightless and passed over the heads of two of the attackers, then rolled on the floor and got back to his feet behind them. 
 
    The Custodians swerved, but Iradu, with another leap, lunged at them. He disarmed the first with such a swift maneuver that the Custodian’s eye could not even catch it. He tried to take cover behind his shield, but the God hit the metal edge with both swords at once, with such force that it flew off the other’s arm. Even disarmed, the Custodian did not cower, and lunged at Iradu. Steel flew in a deadly arc, shining in the sun, and slit the throat of the daring attacker. 
 
    The spear of the second Custodian aimed straight at Iradu’s face. Two inches away from his eye the God deflected the trajectory with his own sword. He launched a devastating kick at the shield, and the Custodian flew backwards. The guard tried to stop the momentum of the brutal blow, but was unable to. He fell into one of the wells just at the moment when fire burst out again. 
 
    Yosane shut her eyes tightly in absolute horror. When she opened them she saw Lord Asu on his feet, laughing and gesticulating. The other Gods applauded: muffled applause, for they clapped their hands on their thighs instead of against each other. 
 
    The last two Custodians attacked. Iradu stretched his shoulders and thrust out his swords to the sides, leaving his wide torso uncovered. The spears sought to run him through. Iradu waited until the last instant, then with a downwards spinning motion of both arms deflected the spears outwards. He took a lightning step forward and charged at the two Custodians like a raging bull. He overwhelmed them. They were thrown to either side and hit the floor hard. Iradu took another leap and pierced the first one, nailing him to the ground. He swerved and saw the other Custodian trying to get up. With colossal force, he threw his sword. It caught the guard in the chest, piercing armor, flesh and bone. He collapsed to one side, dead. 
 
    The courtyard broke into applause, and the Gods stood up, applauding in that odd way. Iradu saluted the audience, respectfully, and then his master Lord Asu. The God-Prince nodded in acknowledgement, and there was a triumphant smile on his face. The champion withdrew amid applause. Yosane, her eyes wide, was biting her lip hard. She was horrified by what she had just witnessed. 
 
    The God-Warrior went over to his pages, and one of them carefully wiped the blood from his armor. With a gesture, Iradu requested his gauntlet. He took off the metal mitten which protected his left arm and put on the curious piece of armor, which covered his hand and forearm as far as the elbow. It appeared to be metal, made up of sheets and solid rectangular pieces. It was very sturdy, and looked heavy. The God-Warrior took the silver spear, shook his head to put his long queue back in place, then turned once more to the center of the yard. All the Gods stood up. 
 
    Yosane watched, hypnotized, and glanced aside at Gersa, who said not a word. 
 
    Iradu raised his arms and turned towards the west, where the fifty God-Warriors watched him. 
 
    “What’s going on? What’s he doing?” Yosane asked. 
 
    “Our Lord is challenging the best warriors of Lord Asu, before the entire Royal House and the most influential nobles,” the page said, looking first at the thrones and then at the great dais. 
 
    Yosane now understood who all those other Gods were. 
 
    “Challenging?” she asked. 
 
    “To a Duel of Power, to take his place as Champion of the House of Aureb. Last year nobody dared dispute his position. They all fear our Lord.” 
 
    Looking at the warriors, Yosane saw they were all enormous and so menacing in appearance that her soul shrank at the mere sight of them. Nobody moved. They were all looking at Iradu with great respect. 
 
    “Nobody’s coming out,” Yosane said, relieved at not having to witness any more bloodshed. 
 
    Once again Iradu shook his spear and gauntlet. 
 
    And from among the warriors, one stepped forward. 
 
    Yosane stared at him and was left speechless. He was taller than Iradu, and equally strong. Like all the rest, his head was clean-shaven with a long queue hanging down his back. He was armed with silver spear and gauntlet. With an expression of determination, he came forward until he was standing in front of Iradu. The Gods broke into applause. 
 
    “My Lord has been challenged. There will be combat,” the page said. He sounded worried. 
 
    “Do you know him?” 
 
    “It’s Pesako. He’s said to be an unequaled fighter. He’s never been defeated in a Duel of Power. He takes part in the annual Games between the Five Houses. He’s the current champion. But the House Champions don’t take part in the Games, and he’s never measured himself against our lord.” 
 
    Yosane was taking in all this information, unable to take her eyes off what was going on in the center of the yard. The two God-Warriors were eyeing each other, while a great tension grew in the atmosphere. Lord Asu waved his hand, and both warriors bowed deeply. They moved several steps away from each other and stood in position. The nobles on the dais sat down, and Lord Asu unsheathed a ceremonial sword and raised it above his head. Silence reigned in the courtyard once more. The sword came down. 
 
    Pesako shook his right arm and the silver spear caught fire. He took a step forward, made as if to hurl the spear, and a fiery javelin shot out from it at tremendous speed. Iradu thrust out his forearm, and from out of the gauntlet came an enormous round shield which now covered almost all his body. The shield began to burn an instant before it received the impact of the javelin. Iradu protected himself behind the shield and set fire to his spear. Pesako in turn activated his fiery shield and raised his spear above his head. 
 
    Yosane’s eyelashes stuck to her eyelids. She looked down at her slave Ring on her left arm, and wished she had that fantastic gauntlet. 
 
    Pesako charged against Iradu with inhuman speed, sliding his feet over a blanket of lava which formed at each step, as if he were skating on ice, except that this was magma. Yosane stared at him in disbelief. Iradu could not dodge the charge and took it full on his shield. He was thrown backwards from the impact and hit the floor ten paces away, hard. Pesako seized his advantage, took a prodigious leap and sent a trident of fire from his spear against Iradu. The champion rolled over to one side an instant before it reached him. He got to his feet, and as his rival touched the ground he swept his shield from one side to the other, sending an arc of fire against him. Pesako leapt over it and came to stand in front of Iradu. 
 
    The two warriors exchanged blows of fire, with their flaming spears trying to penetrate the fiery shields. The blows and backstrokes were so rapid that only the resultant flames could be seen when weapons and defenses made contact. The two Gods seemed to be fighting amid a sea of fire. Pesako took one step back, withdrew his spear and shield, threw his head back, and with a beastly roar sent a cone of sustained fire against his opponent, as if it were the burning breath of some creature of fire. Iradu protected himself behind his shield, but Pesako came forward, keeping up the breath of fire against his rival. 
 
    Yosane put her hands to her cheeks. Iradu was in trouble. The champion waved his spear and raised a wall of fire in front of him. Pesako had to stop his advance to avoid crashing into it. Yosane noticed that an incandescent surface was forming under Iradu’s fee, it was a glyph. Instantly it exploded with a deafening noise. The champion was boosted up into the sky by the explosion, which left a wake of sparks behind it. 
 
    Yosane saw him fly, and forgot to breathe. From the heights, Iradu launched a fiery missile against Pesako, who intercepted it with one of his own. Both missiles burst into flames in midair without reaching their targets. Pesako in turn propelled himself into the sky with another fiery explosion, which made Yosane cover her ears. But Iradu was expecting him; he sent a ball of fire which rolled through the air until it reached him. Pesako protected himself with his shield, but the explosion of flames when the fireball made contact was so strong that it unbalanced him, sending him off to one side. 
 
    Pesako tried to correct his position in mid-flight. Iradu saw it and as he fell, threw another tremendous fiery ball at him. Unbalanced and in midair, Pesako could only defend himself by moving his shield into place. The terrible impact of the explosion sent him toppling straight towards the ground. As he fell, the skillful warrior turned his body and sent a missile against the ground in order to propel himself in the opposite direction and avoid the impact. The missile reached the ground and Pesako shot back into the sky, avoiding disaster. 
 
    But a ball of fire reached him full in the chest at the precise moment he managed to regain a vertical position. Iradu fell straight down and caught up with him. Pesako was thrown off amid a sea of flames and crashed into the ground with a terrible impact. 
 
    Yosane closed her eyes and choked back a scream. Iradu sent a couple of fiery missiles against the floor under his feet before crashing and managed to break his fall. Ten feet from the ground he dropped, then rolled the moment he hit the floor. He straightened up and moved at inhuman speed towards his opponent, sliding across fire.  
 
    Lord Asu was smiling broadly. Pesako lay unconscious on the ground in flames. Iradu went to him and gestured urgently. Four warriors came running with great amphorae full of water, which they emptied on the fallen warrior. 
 
    The applause filled the yard. Not a single God, warrior or noble held back. 
 
    They took away the loser, who although badly wounded, seemed to have avoided death. 
 
    “Our lord is as magnificent a warrior as he is merciful,” Sulab said. “He has let his rival live.”  
 
    Yosane looked at him, still in a state of shock, unable to assimilate all she had just witnessed. 
 
    “If that’s what they do to their own people… what’ll they do to us?” stammered Gersa. 
 
    Yosane did her best to calm her. “Nothing will happen to us, don’t worry.” She turned to Sulab. “Right?”  
 
    The page shrugged. “You’re not beautiful enough for the harems of the nobles, not even for their personal service. They haven’t sent you to forced labor, which is where you should be, and you’re prisoners of the heir to the House of Aureb. I don’t know what’s in store for you, but I can assure you of one thing: if Lord Asu has shown an interest in you, and it seems he has, since he has you locked up here, it means nothing good. I’m sorry.” The page turned and went to meet his lord. 
 
    Yosane hugged Gersa. “Don’t take any notice of him, I’m sure nothing will happen to us,” she lied with all the conviction she could muster. She was thinking of Lord Asu’s cruel, fiery eyes. 
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    They left the dense forest in haste, and tall grassland opened before their eyes. The sunset welcomed them, bathing them in a soft crimson light. Albana led the way, with Liriana following a few steps behind and Ikai bringing up the rear. The three were keeping up a good pace. Unfortunately the other group of Hunters had already found their trail, and they had to escape if they wanted to stay alive. Ikai took a look back over his shoulder, afraid of seeing one of their pursuers, but saw only furtive shadows inside the great forest. 
 
    Suddenly Albana stopped in the middle of the grassland. Ikai put his hand to his sword and followed her example, scanning the area. The mysterious girl pointed ahead without a word. Liriana moved forward and Ikai followed; in front of them was only an orange sky fading into the distant horizon. They moved on again and something extraordinary happened: in the distance the ground ahead was no longer green but had turned completely blue. Liriana and Ikai went forward slowly, staring at each other in puzzlement, until the ground disappeared to become an infinite expanse of blue. 
 
    The sea. 
 
    Ikai was in a state of shock as he stared at the ocean from the top of the cliff, overcome with emotion. He spread his arms wide and let the cool breeze of the sea caress his face. He breathed in deeply to fill his lungs. It smelt of the sea, of salt water… of sea! He stared in disbelief, unable to take in the full greatness and splendor of the ocean. His heart wanted to leap out of his chest and merge with that infinite blue. He closed his eyes and gave his emotions full rein. They had come to Oxatsi, Mother Sea, she whom the Gods had denied to her children the Senoca. 
 
    The roaring of the waves breaking incessantly against the cliffs brought him back to reality. He felt Liriana’s hand take his own, and turned aside to look at her. There were tears in the girl’s eyes as she gazed at the ocean, lost in the grandeur of the eternal mother. 
 
    “Can you believe it, Ikai? It’s the sea… the sea… as beautiful as in the legends… even more so.” 
 
    He saw that tears were running down her tanned cheeks. He was suddenly very aware of her hand on his. 
 
    “I never thought I’d get to see it,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful!” 
 
    “So it is. It makes you feel humble and insignificant before its immensity.” 
 
    “It takes my breath away. We’re in the presence of Oxatsi after a thousand years… I can’t believe it.” She squeezed his hand hard. 
 
    Ikai turned to her, and their eyes met. They remained silent, gazing at each other, unable to look away, with emotions that were too intense, impossible to control. A damp salty breeze blew strongly under the fading sun, and red reflections lit them up. For an instant he felt he was in a dream which he had no desire to wake up from. Liriana smiled at him and all his troubles vanished, swept away by that simple gesture of beauty and life. 
 
    “I guessed you’d like to see it,” Albana said from a few steps behind them. 
 
    The two looked at Albana, then once again at the immensity of the sea. They did not let go of one another’s hands. 
 
    Albana turned back to the forest. “Maybe one day I can show you some of the beaches and coves on this coast. They’re so beautiful they’ll leave you speechless. But now we have to move on. We’re very near, and here we’re an easy target. Follow me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few hours later the three fugitives looked down from a high hill at the enormous port in the distant bay. They crouched, hidden behind a fallen oak. The forest in the distance murmured restlessly behind them. 
 
    “There it is,” Albana said. She nodded in the direction of the great ships docked in the inlet. 
 
    Ikai half-closed his eyes as he scanned the activity. “What is that place?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s the end of the road. What we came to find,” Albana replied with her usual secrecy. 
 
    Liriana craned forward. “I can count more than twenty ships. They’re very big. Most of them seem cargo ships, but from here it’s difficult to be sure.” 
 
    “Look at the black monolith in the fourth building,” Ikai said. “That’s certainly the work of the Gods. What would those buildings be for? They’re huge…”  
 
    “The biggest and squarest is where they store all kinds of materials and goods they bring from different places before transporting them in those big ships you can see. It’s some kind of temporary storage.” 
 
    “Do you know where those ships come from?” Liriana asked. 
 
    “No, but the process goes on non-stop, from both east and west. I tried to follow one of them, but I found it was impossible. What I can tell you is that we’re not the only people enslaved by the Gods. Those ships don’t come from our lands.” 
 
    “Gedrel’s suspected that for some time,” Liriana said. 
 
    “He’s right.” 
 
    Ikai was listening closely. This information was of profound importance to him, even though he found it hard to believe. Nobody had ever said anything about other peoples. The High Priests claimed the exact opposite. It seemed to him very unlikely, another story to create hope in the hearts of men and nothing more than that. But seeing those ships and the port, he wanted to know more. 
 
    “Please go on,” he begged. For the first time he began to see a real chance of reaching Kyra. 
 
    “The next one,” Albana said, pointing to the second building, “is full of cages, many of them quite big ones.” 
 
    “Cages?” Liriana asked in surprise. 
 
    “Yes. The Gods like wild, dangerous animals. Don’t ask me why, I don’t know. They hunt them and shut them up in the cages, then they’re sent to the Eternal City. Two months ago I came on a hunting party of the Enforcers of the Gods. They didn’t see me. They’d caught a panther and two lionesses. Who knows what macabre end the Gods have in store for those beasts?” 
 
    Liriana’s face shadowed, and she nodded. 
 
    “In the next building, the third one, the one shaped like a square, the servants prepare the slaves before loading them on board for the Eternal City. They strip them naked, then under the threat of the whip they clean them thoroughly, as if they were flea-ridden dogs. Then they’re given clothes and shoes appropriate for their destination. The Eyes-of-the-Gods supervise the process meticulously. When the slaves have been prepared, they’re taken into the holds of the ships.” 
 
    Ikai looked at her in confusion. “How do you know all this?” he asked. A trace of suspicion was nagging at his mind. 
 
    Albana glared at him, defiantly, reading his doubts. 
 
    “If Albana says…” Liriana began. 
 
    But Albana interrupted her. “I know, because I’ve spied on them and because I’ve seen the Eternal City.” 
 
    Ikai reacted. “Do you mean to say you’ve been to the Eternal City?” 
 
    Albana sighed deeply, and nodded. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us before?” Ikai wanted to know. 
 
    “Would you have believed me? Anyway, it’s something that only concerns me. I don’t have to explain myself to you.” 
 
    “But nobody’s ever come back from the Eternal City. That makes you someone really significant.” 
 
    “There’s a reason why no one ever comes back…” 
 
    “What reason’s that?” 
 
    “The Gods make sure they don’t.” 
 
    Sensing her hostility, he decided not to press the subject, at least for the moment. “You’re right. I apologize for being so direct, it’s none of my business… But you have to understand that I’m desperate to find my sister Kyra.” 
 
    Liriana intervened. “We asked Albana to lead us here, to somewhere which would give us access to the Eternal City, and she’s done it. We don’t ask anything more of her, and she owes us nothing as she’s already done her job. We’re very grateful.” 
 
    Albana nodded and went on: “The last building, the round one a little further back, is one of the artifacts of the Gods.” 
 
    “Artifacts?” Liriana asked, staring with narrowed eyes at the round building with its black marble walls. 
 
    “That building is a gate.” 
 
    When he heard this Ikai tensed, and his eyes were fixed on Albana’s. This was something he needed to understand. 
 
    “I don’t know how it works, but somehow, used together with the power of the monolith, it might transport people… in both directions. I know that because I’ve seen it. But I don’t know where it leads. Maybe to the Eternal City, maybe not.” 
 
    “It might be our means of entry,” Ikai said hopefully. 
 
    “Do you know how to activate it?” Liriana asked. 
 
    Albana shrugged and shook her head. “There’s an Enforcer of the Gods who operates it and guards it. He’s different from all the others, he looks more like a priest than a warrior. He’s the only one I’ve seen activate it. Not even the Eyes can.” 
 
    “As I see it,” Liriana said, “we have two options: the slave ships or the artifact.”  
 
    Albana was silent, watching the port area. 
 
    Ikai was lost in thought. 
 
    “The artifact isn’t used very often. I don’t know why.” 
 
    “That’s strange, they could use it to transport materials and slaves instead of using ships,” Liriana suggested. 
 
    “Yes, but they don’t. There must be a reason… a very good one.” 
 
    “Interesting…” said Ikai, wondering what that very good reason might be. 
 
    Night came, and the last rays of light faded. This was the crucial step, and he knew it. If they failed now, everything would be lost. They would either capture him or kill him and he would never reach Kyra. He looked at the two women before him and took a deep breath. Before taking the final step he needed to resolve several unknown questions. He could not go into the wolf’s den without having the information he needed. 
 
    “I have to go. I must rescue my sister.” 
 
    Albana winked at him. “You do know it’s madness, don’t you? You’ll never get in. And if by sheer miracle you do, you won’t come back alive, still less with your sister. Believe me, I know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “Even so, I’m going. I don’t care how impossible it might seem or how little chance I may have. I have to rescue her. If I die, so be it.” 
 
    Albana shook her head. “Nobody comes back alive. You’ll die, or even worse, they’ll send you to forced labor until you rot.” 
 
    “You managed to get away and you’re here with us,” he said, trying to get some more information out of the enigmatic brunette. 
 
    “I’m an exception, a very rare exception,” she said. She half-closed her eyes. Then she smiled, with a bitter smile born out of suffering. 
 
    “I’m coming too,” Liriana said firmly. 
 
    He turned to her uneasily. “Why, Liriana? What reason do you have? Your own friend says it’s madness. The chances of coming back alive are practically nil. Think it over. You have so much to live for. Your cause…” 
 
    Liriana folded her arms. “You have your reasons, I have mine.” 
 
    “But what are you going to do there? Tell me that, at least.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ikai, I can’t. The less you know, the better for both of us.” 
 
    There was a tense silence. A tension born of distrust grew until it was almost palpable. The three exchanged wary looks, and none of them spoke. The cool of the night brushed their skin, and Ikai shivered. He looked over his shoulder at the lights of the port of the Gods. He weighed up his options and came to a decision. 
 
    “I’ll try at dawn. It’s now or never. If we wait one more day, the Hunters will catch up with us.” He could read a warning in their eyes. “I’ll take the first watch if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    Albana and Liriana nodded silently. He sat on a fallen tree a little away from the two girls, and the night went by as he watched the three ships left in the port, illuminated by the dancing light of several torches. He could make out half a dozen Executors and one Eye-of-the-Gods beside one of the ships. A long line of slaves was carefully carrying huge amphorae and loading them on the ship. I wonder what’s in them, and how many men will have died to get hold of it and bring it to the Gods. He sighed. I must work out a way to get to the Gods’ dwelling. I won’t allow anything else to interfere with my thoughts. He relaxed within himself, placed his trust in his analytical mind and began to think of possible strategies, along with the complications of the situation and the most likely results. By dawn I’ll have a plan.  
 
    The hours went by slowly. A sound behind him startled him. He turned quickly with his bow at the ready. 
 
    “Relax, it’s me, Albana. It’s my turn now.” 
 
    Ikai swore to himself; she was upon him. She had managed to come up to him and almost touch him without his realizing it. If she had wanted to kill him, she would probably have succeeded. The woman had a lethal skill… 
 
    “You could have announced yourself…” 
 
    Albana smiled in that typical way of hers. “That wouldn’t have been like me.” 
 
    “This isn’t the time for humor,” he said, and began to move away. 
 
    “You’re going to do it, aren’t you?” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ve already planned it.” 
 
    Albana came closer to him and whispered: “Listen to me carefully and remember my words, you’ll find them useful. The Eternal City is divided into five rings, five individual rings which float on a calm sea, joined by long bridges. Each ring is the home of a House, each House is a Power. If you want to get to your sister you must find out two things: which House she’s in, and the destination that House has assigned to her. Avoid the Enforcers of the Gods at all times, but most of all you must avoid the Gods themselves, because their Power is limitless. Yes, Ikai, they’re real, they exist, and their Power is insane. They’ll kill you as easily as you squash an ant. For them we’re nothing but that, ants whose function is to work in their service, produce till they die. Understand this if you don’t understand anything else: if you so much as meet the Eyes-of–the-Gods you’ll die instantly… wrapped in flames, frozen alive or struck by lightning. Do you understand, Ikai? Do you understand what I’m trying to warn you about?” 
 
    Ikai looked at her almond-shaped black eyes and nodded heavily. 
 
    “I know your stubborn heart won’t allow you to turn around and go back, but even if you reach the city, it’ll be impossible for you to rescue your sister. I’m not telling you this to hurt you, I want you to understand that it’s a city of all-powerful Gods, and their ruthless servants watch and control every corner, because that’s their function in life.” 
 
    Ikai sighed. “It’s also a city of slaves.” 
 
    Albana’s eyes flashed. “True. There are thousands of them there.” 
 
    “I’m grateful to you, Albana. Your advice will be very useful to me.” 
 
    “Our paths keep crossing, even though our destinies have nothing to do with each other,” Albana said with a smile. She shrugged. “It must be a curse.”  
 
    “What will you do tomorrow?” 
 
    “I’ll go on my way, because I have a long way to go yet before I get what I want.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “If you survive, I might tell you,” she replied, and tilted her head with a grimace. 
 
    Ikai could not help smiling. 
 
    “Rest, I’ll watch now.” 
 
    He nodded, started to go away and stopped. 
 
    “Thank you again.” 
 
    Albana looked at him and winked. 
 
    With the words of the brunette dancing around in his mind, he came to where Liriana was sleeping. 
 
    She heard him and opened her eyes. “Is it my turn yet?” 
 
    He crouched down beside her. 
 
    “No, sleep easy, Albana’s watching now,” he said in a whisper. 
 
    When Liriana gazed at him, her look seemed strange. It was charged with deep sorrow and emotion. 
 
    “Everything’s all right,” he said, trying to soothe her. “Sleep.”  
 
    He was about to turn and lie down beside an oak tree when Liriana’s hand held him back. 
 
    “Would you mind lying here… beside me?” 
 
    Caught by surprise, he hesitated. 
 
    “It’s a cold, lonely night,” she said. Her sea-colored eyes were dull. “Death could easily find us tomorrow. I don’t want to spend my last night… alone…” 
 
    Immediately he understood her feeling of utter loneliness. He felt it too. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He lay down beside her and looked up at the moon over their heads. Liriana covered his body with the blanket. He wanted to calm her, and stroked her hair. It had grown somewhat, but it was still very short. He felt strange being so close to her, but it was an extremely pleasant feeling. He was more and more delighted by her closeness. The critical situation they were facing was taking its toll on their spirits, he knew that, he felt it. Anxiety and fear clutched at his chest like an iron claw, but Liriana’s warmth helped him to breathe, and her company made his spirits rise in a way he did not understand but was grateful for. 
 
    Liriana put her arm across his chest, and a stream of emotions ran through his body and mind, sensations he had not felt in a long time. She looked into his eyes, and that spellbinding turquoise swallowed him in its immensity, intensifying even more the emotions he was feeling. She gave him a faint smile. An intense passion awoke in him, a feeling he hastened to hold back. Liriana stroked his cheek and clung to him. At the touch of the girl’s body he felt his own burn as if it were in flames. He could not stop looking at her, as though hypnotized, lost in those eyes, beautiful as the sea. 
 
    Liriana kissed him. It was a long, deep, passionate kiss. 
 
    Ikai let himself go and caught fire in her arms. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was shaken awake. He opened his eyes and saw Albana crouching beside him with her hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s time,” she said, and gestured at the dark sky. “It’ll be dawn in an hour.” 
 
    He stood up. 
 
    “Last night you stretched out your watch quite a bit…” she said, and winked at him roguishly. 
 
    He went red, but decided to ignore the comment and motioned her to let it be. He looked for Liriana but could not see her. 
 
    “She’s gone.” 
 
    “Without me? She can’t have. But why?” 
 
    Albana shrugged. “She only said she didn’t want to put you in danger as well. She has her mission and she’s going to take her chances. If they catch her… she’ll die, because that’s what her ideals call on her to do. I don’t agree…” She shook her hair to one side. “But I admit it’s admirable. I’ve always liked her for that.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’ll follow my destiny. I must get to my sister, and that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    “In that case I’ll tell you what I told her: make sure the Enforcers of the Gods don’t see you at the port, because they’ll kill you at once. No slave is allowed to be here, outside. It’s a capital offense, and you pay for it with your death. They’ll cut your head off, that’s what the Gods have decreed. I’ve seen it…” 
 
    “I understand…” 
 
    Albana sighed deeply. “One last thing: if by some miracle you manage to reach the Eternal City, be careful with that.” She pointed at his Ring. “They can track you down through that damn thing.” 
 
    Ikai looked at the Ring on his forearm and nodded. 
 
    “Thank you for all your warnings.” 
 
    Albana looked at him almost tenderly, something very untypical of her. 
 
    “May the depth of the Sea guide your head, and its eternal magnificence your soul,” she said. For the first time Ikai knew the feeling was sincere. 
 
    “Thanks, the same to you,” he replied with the ghost of a bow. “May Mother Sea fill your days and Father Moon guide your nights.” 
 
    Albana returned his slight bow. 
 
    “Don’t linger here. The Hunters will arrive shortly after dawn.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll be gone by then.” 
 
    He nodded, got his things ready and with a light step disappeared into the night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The darkness which surrounded him was his ally. He had left behind all his weapons except his throwing dagger, and also got rid of his traveling satchel. He would not be needing them. He crawled like a snake without being seen until he had the dock in sight. He narrowed his eyes and took a careful look. The four buildings were in shadows and heavily guarded, with three Executors at each door and several on patrol at the back. I can clear those with a bit of luck, but not the ones at the entrance. On the pier another three Executors guarded the access to the three vast ships, which were anchored in a peaceful sleep like giant wooden demigods. 
 
    Everything was quiet, so that a silence which threatened his plans covered the cove. He watched the buildings, then the ships. He inhaled deeply. I commend myself to you, eternal Oxatsi, our wise Mother Sea. Watch over this son of your people. He set off, moving his body with as much stealth as was humanly possible, using his Hunter’s training to make himself into the prey which must avoid capture. He hid behind a clump of bushes and watched the Executors doing their rounds. He calculated and waited. The patrol finished their round and turned back, then began in the opposite direction. 
 
    Now! He crawled to the foot of the great pier. He had not been detected. He looked up towards the buildings and thought he saw movement on one of the roofs. Hell! He threw himself to one side and hid himself under the pier. He waited for a tense moment, fearing the alarm signal. But it did not come. He breathed out heavily. By a hair’s breadth! He could not wait any longer: light would come shortly and he would be found out. He got into the water without any noise and calculated the distance to the furthest ship, the one they had been loading with amphorae. Too far; he would not manage to make it without coming out to breathe, and if he came up to breathe he would be discovered. I have no choice. He breathed three times to fill his lungs, each time inhaling more air. He exhaled until he was completely empty. He breathed in one last time, filling his lungs till he thought he would burst, and slipped into the water. 
 
    It was cold, dark… and salty! He swam underwater with quiet but powerful strokes, propelling his body as far as possible each time, desperately trying to gain distance. On his left he could see the submerged part of the great ship’s hull. He stayed calm and went on. When he had come three quarters of the way, the air in his lungs began to run out. He felt the pain of it, more and more urgently, more and more anxiously, but he could not put his head above water, the Executors would see him. A little more, just a little more. Oxatsi, give me strength, don’t leave me now.  
 
    The agony became insufferable He was going to drown. And at that moment he saw it: the great chain of links attached to the anchor. He propelled himself forward with one last desperate whip of his feet and reached it. He emerged just far enough to push his nose out of the water and breathe, hiding behind the huge links. He breathed deeply, panting and stayed close to the chain, closing his eyes to avoid being seen. He listened apprehensively. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He risked a glance. He could see the three Executors standing on the pier in front of him. But the distance between them seemed to be enough to mean they would not detect his presence. He let out a muffled sigh, but he had still not made it. There was one last movement, extremely dangerous, and he had to measure it exactly or else he would be a dead man. Dawn was just breaking, night was fading and the light of the great sun was beginning to peek above the horizon, as if it were leaving Mother Sea’s bosom. He tensed his muscles and made himself ready. He would only have one chance. 
 
    Dawn finally arrived. He filled his lungs, put his head under water and held on to the chain with both hands and feet. He opened his eyes under the salty water and waited. The air began to fail him, but he waited.  
 
    Not yet, a little longer.  
 
    And the doors of the buildings opened. New Executors came out to change guard. Those on the bridge and beside the three ships began to withdraw. 
 
    Now!  
 
    Ikai took his arms out of the water, reached for the chain and pulled his body upwards. With all his strength and the swiftness of despair he climbed up the chain as if he were being chased by hungry lions. In the blink of an eye he was aboard the ship. He crawled along the deck, panting and aching from the effort. The new Enforcers would arrive in an instant; he had to be quick. Without looking back he dropped into the hold. He struck his shoulder and hip hard when he hit the bottom. He muffled a cry and with a grimace of pain on his face, managed to get to his feet and ran to hide at the back. 
 
    Steps came from the deck; the Executors were taking up their positions. 
 
    Ikai breathed out silently. I did it! Only just, but I managed it!  
 
    He risked a glance outside through the hawsehole of the anchor. What he saw left him both surprised and proud. A long line of slaves was boarding the next ship. Liriana, dressed in the clothes of a slave was boarding at that moment. Then he remembered the shadow on the roof. Not a guard after all, it was Liriana… risky, very risky, but she managed to get in among the slaves without being discovered.  
 
    Ikai smiled and shook his head: Very clever.  
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    Kyra stared at the great avenue with its crowds of people. The magnificent causeway was flanked by more than a hundred huge statues of gallant warriors and fierce lions. But these were no regular passers-by but Gods who strolled unworried, revealing their golden splendor, surrounded by their retinues. They ruled over that cosmos, lords and masters of every pore of the timeless Eternal City. Kyra walked with head bent alongside two other maids of the House of Eret, closely following Lord Adamis and his Champion Rotec. Behind them, walking in silence, were an Eye-of-the-Gods and four Custodians. Kyra watched everything out of the corner of her eye, trying to fit together the pieces of this unusual universe with its extravagant exuberance. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she whispered to the two maids beside her. They eyed her apprehensively and put a finger to their lips. 
 
    I don’t know why I even bother. I’ve been with them for a week, and the only thing I’ve managed to understand of their strange languages is their names. Moa, ruby-skinned, smiling and joyous when the Gods were not present. Zita, fearful and restless, with that unbelievable green skin. The two of them beautiful, much prettier than she was herself. 
 
    They seem nice girls. They’ve been here for quite a while serving in the palace. But fear never leaves their eyes. I need to find a way of communicating with them so I can learn everything they know. Perhaps they have some idea of what’s in store for me, even though for the moment they haven’t been much use. I need to find Yosane and Idana. Where could they be? At least I’m still alive, and I hope they are too. Yes, they must still be alive, by Mother Sea. 
 
    They reached the end of the great avenue and entered a huge round plaza. It looked like a giant amphitheater. Every few steps, on the tiers, were merchant stalls in the shape of small limestone buildings. Two groups of musicians were playing, one in the northern part and the other in the southern, vying to carry their pleasant melodies to the center of the grand plaza. It seems the Gods like music… I can hear flutes… and harps… and drums… 
 
    Approach, slave, came Adamis’ distinct mental voice. Her mind had grown used to receiving the God-Prince’s messages, even though her pride screamed with rage every time he called her “slave”. 
 
    She sighed deeply. I must control my temper. Be smart. Think like Yosane, act like Ikai, she reminded herself, and went to stand on Adamis’ left. Rotec, on his right, gave her an unfriendly look, raising an eyebrow as he did so. Kyra ignored him and turned her gaze toward the center of that incredible plaza. 
 
    Today is market day, a day for the enjoyment of the senses, Adamis said with a smile, and with a wave of his hand he showed her the flamboyant stands where the merchants delighted the Lords. The stalls were like tiny palaces where each golden merchant presented his exotic wares, smiling ceaselessly at the curious divinities. 
 
    “What… what are they selling?” she asked, rather too loudly. 
 
    Adamis shook his head. Keep your voice down. It is not allowed for a slave to address a God. We are drawing attention to ourselves, and I prefer discretion as far as possible. As long as you remain close to me you will always be able to listen to the conversations of the Gods around us, as I do. I am certain that you will find them interesting. 
 
    She made an effort and lowered her voice to speak to him, but control was not exactly her strong point. “All right,” she said in a whisper. She looked on without understanding all the incredible objects, exotic materials, and unusual animals exhibited there. She had never seen anything like them. A series of sweet, stirring smells reached her from different directions on the gentle breeze, intoxicating her senses. 
 
    Adamis gazed at her with his intense gray-blue eyes and smiled. What your eyes behold are the richest silks of the most unusual hues, the dresses with the most intricate embroideries, the most exquisite jewels crafted by the finest master goldsmiths, the most exotic birds from lost paradises, spices and products which only exist in the remotest corners of the world, and of course weapons and armor of every kind and power. It is a market of delicacies where everything hard to obtain and desirable is sold at an exorbitant price. 
 
    Two Gods in elegant brown silks, followed by their retinue, passed in front of them and greeted Adamis with a bow. He and Rotec returned the greeting respectfully. Kyra saw distrust in the Champion’s eyes. 
 
    And these Gods and their retinues, who strut like peacocks, stopping at every stall to gaze at the wonders exhibited and at the same time showing off their social status, are the wealthiest and most powerful of the nobles. 
 
    She shook her head and gazed at the Lords at the stalls. “I don’t understand… you’re Gods… they lay everything you could dream of at your feet… you swim in abundance, in luxury. In the palace there’s enough food to feed three Counties, the statues in it are made of gold, the walls of the best and purest marble decorated with golden runes, the curtains are of such delicate silk I’m afraid to touch them.” She shook her head again, looking around at the giant city with all its splendor and ostentation. “All this immense city is made of gold and silver. Even the floor we’re walking on is rich marble.” 
 
    Adamis nodded. Indeed, but even Gods cannot have everything, he said, his eyes on her. To be more precise, not all Gods can have everything, because that in itself is impossible. We swim in abundance and we surround ourselves with infinite riches, it is true. That is our right as an advanced and powerful civilization. And we assume that right. But not everything is infinite, there are things which are finite and unique and hence become more desirable, since not all can make use of them, even though they might wish to with all their soul or power. He looked long into her eyes, then turned back to the plaza. This market gives the most powerful and richest of us the chance to obtain those precious objects. 
 
    “I thought the slaves provided everything the Gods wanted. That such was our place in the world, our sole reason for existence,” she said, trying to minimize the note of irony in her voice. 
 
    Adamis half-closed his eyes, guessing her intention. And so it is, he went on. Practically all. The slaves are the basis of our economy. More than a thousand years ago our Erudites planned a complex socio-economic and political system which would guarantee wealth and the basis of stable government for our society. Since then we have progressed towards new intellectual goals, leaving behind mundane tasks in order to dedicate our time to more elevated objectives. A prosperous economy is the foundation of an advanced society. The economic system we adopted guarantees practically infinite prosperity. 
 
    Kyra could not hold herself back. “Enslaving the rest of the world,” she said.  
 
    Adamis shook his head. Follow me. Let us enjoy the market. And try to restrain that tongue of yours. 
 
    For half the morning they went from one stall to another. And she saw amazing things: from animals whose name she would never know to jewels and dresses so exquisite they left her speechless. She would never have anything like that herself. Adamis exchanged greetings and chatted with other nobles. Kyra watched every detail, just like her brother would. She had noticed one significant thing: the colors the Gods wore seemed to indicate the House they belonged to. A Lord in shades of blue approached to talk to Adamis. Kyra nodded toward him and held up three fingers to Zita and Moa. The two maids shook their heads almost imperceptibly. Moa held up five fingers. Kyra understood: this Lord belonged to the House of the Fifth Ring. But there was something else about that Lord which had caught her attention: he was the one the sphere had assigned Idana to, Lord Saxti. Now she knew Idana was in the Fifth Ring, and that knowledge gave her hope.  
 
    Nearby, she saw a Lord dressed in clothes of striking red and orange, and raised her eyebrows at her two companions with a nod. Zita held up two fingers. The same colors as the ruthless Lord who had taken Yosane: Lord Asu. Her friend was in the second ring; now she knew. And that knowledge encouraged her to find out even more about that world, with a single purpose: to survive and escape. 
 
    Adamis said goodbye to the Lord and turned back to her. Lord Saxti says I am too permissive with my slaves, that I should be very careful. He warns me that the nobles speak badly of me behind my back… It is not at all well-regarded among the Lords that I should take so much interest in you, and of course they do not approve of this behavior in a Prince. What do you think, slave? 
 
    “That they’re right,” Kyra replied uncomfortably. 
 
    Adamis was amused by this. Kyra saw him laughing for the first time, and somehow his humor made him more human. Rotec turned, scandalized, and tried to hide his Lord’s conduct so that the other nobles would not notice that the God-Prince had laughed with a slave. 
 
    Adamis regained his self-control. Still with a smile on his lips, he said: You asked me what I want of you, why I give you special treatment. I will tell you. It is because you intrigue me. You are not like the other slave girls; you have indomitable character and personality, and that makes you very interesting. Nobody has made me laugh like that in a long, long time. Of that you may be assured. 
 
    “Well, if you want to know anything about me, you’d better remember my name. I have one, and you know it.” 
 
    Adamis threw his head back and raised his eyebrows. Very well, Kyra. 
 
    “That’s much better.” 
 
    Adamis nodded. It is a very pretty name. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Adamis frowned, though only the trace of a golden line appeared on his forehead. Anyway, I advise you not to chance your luck with me… the whims of Princes may be trifling… 
 
    She swallowed. She would not try to take things any further, but at least she had obtained some small satisfaction, and her rebellious soul was shouting with joy. Suddenly the center of the plaza began to clear, and those present stopped browsing at the shops to pay attention to what was happening. Lord Adamis commanded his retinue to withdraw a few steps, while in the center a rectangular podium was slowly being erected. Two Eyes-of-the-Gods stood beside it. Custodians appeared amid the crowd, leading a line of slaves. They were chained, and belonged to different races. They were led to the elevated platform. Something caught Kyra’s attention: many of the men were extremely strong, as much so as the guards themselves, although there were also some older men among them, and the women were notably beautiful and delicate. She felt ugly and ungainly in comparison. 
 
    “What are they going to do to them?” she whispered to Adamis. 
 
    Watch. 
 
    Two Custodians made the first man get on the platform, and one of the Eyes joined him. The Eye-of-the-God showed the slave to the audience: he was mountain-sized, with straight blond hair and skin white as snow. He wore only a loincloth. Kyra saw several of the Lords raise one hand. She frowned at Adamis. 
 
    It is an auction. They are bidding for him.  
 
    “For a slave? I don’t understand, they have thousands of them!” 
 
    It is the same concept as with the other objects and animals sold in this market of wonders. They are precious objects. We have thousands of slaves, it is true. Each of the Five Houses has them. They ensure economic stability and allow us to grow showing our splendor to all rival Houses. We are powerful, and with that power comes vanity, and unfortunately it tends to take over. If one House raises a statue to the heavens, the others will soon build one taller, more beautiful or more exotic, to demonstrate their power to their rivals and ensure that they never forget it. 
 
    “It’s insane.” 
 
    Adamis nodded slowly. 
 
    It might be, but that is our culture, our society, and so it has been for a long time. 
 
    Kyra watched another slave being auctioned. “And what are we?” she asked. “Have we no value?” 
 
    Of course you have value. All living things have value. 
 
    “But not the same value.” 
 
    Adamis sighed and considered his reply, as if it were a difficult question for him. Until that moment Kyra had never seen him in doubt. 
 
    No, not the same value. Not here. 
 
    “We’re just ants who produce so that the Gods can enjoy infinite riches without lifting a finger. If we stop working, if we complain, then we’re crushed mercilessly.” 
 
    Unfortunately the law of the strongest reigns. This is a maxim which is true in every civilization. It is one of the laws of Mother Nature. Look at those two chained slaves, one black as the night, the other red as the sunset, both of them powerful warriors. Little over a thousand years ago, when we decided to enslave men, these two men’s races were killing each other. They killed, raped, plundered whole villages and took slaves, since there is always one people stronger than the rest, and so there always will be. Yet now there is no bloodshed. They are slaves, yes, but there is no war between their peoples. 
 
    “Changing one evil for another doesn’t make things any better.” 
 
    True. They all serve us and enjoy long life if they do what is expected of them: which is to be slaves, neither more nor less than that. There are no wars now, and here, in this city, there is no sickness either. It has been practically eradicated. 
 
    “Are you really saying that justifies the slavery of an entire world?” Kyra was glaring at him and her fists were clenched. 
 
    Adamis stood very erect. 
 
    Let me remind you that I have nothing to justify, since as far as you and your people are concerned I am a God. A God-Prince. But I will tell you one thing: if your people were not a slave people, it would have been annihilated by that giant’s people a long time ago. He nodded towards the slave being auctioned at that moment, a hulk of a man with black hair, dark skin and such a stern face it seemed sculpted out of hate. 
 
    She felt a strong desire to smack the vain God’s face. If she could somehow leave a mark on his beautiful features, her happiness would be complete. 
 
    Suddenly the giant managed to elude the Custodians and jumped off the platform, screaming like he had gone crazy. Kyra’s heart skipped a beat. The giant ran to one of the Lords and his retinue. The Lord, dressed in brown, threw his head back in surprise. The giant lunged at him, his manacled hands reaching towards the God’s golden neck. 
 
    Kyra watched in fascination. She saw Rotec take out his sword and cover Adamis with his own body. 
 
    The Lord who had been attacked murmured something. At once the ground opened before him with a loud crack, and a claw of rock rose suddenly and closed on the giant like a granite pincer. The Lord took a step back. Three of his Custodians moved forward and stabbed the imprisoned slave to death mercilessly. 
 
    Kyra could not hold back a cry of horror. 
 
    The Lord murmured once again, and the rock pincer turned into sand and fell to the ground. The Custodians dragged the dead slave away. The auction went on as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Don’t fool yourself, that’s what’s in store for you too, Kyra said to herself. Adamis is no different. One thing, though, had caught her attention. The Lord defended himself, he feared for his life. And a doubt came to her mind, a crucial doubt. 
 
    “Can you Gods die?” 
 
    Adamis turned to look at her in surprise. 
 
    Of course we can die. We all die. Gods or not. That is an important law of Mother Nature. We are not immortal, if that is what you are asking, although we would like to be. This is what our Erudites have been searching for, for several millennia, without results so far. 
 
    “Even at the hands of a slave?” 
 
    The face of the God-Prince grew sterner. 
 
    Do not imagine so much, slave. As you have seen, it is practically impossible for a slave to lay a hand on us, much less kill us. If I so wished, I could put an end to your life right where you are with a snap of my fingers.  
 
    She realized her mistake and pulled back. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you. I’d never dare raise a hand against a God,” she lied, taking care to soften the expression on her face. “It’s just that the High Priests have always told us the Gods are immortal and eternal. That’s why I was surprised by what happened. That was all,” she finished in a level voice. 
 
    Adamis eyed her for an instant as if he were trying to assess her sincerity. At last he smiled. 
 
    All right, but do not forget my warning. 
 
    A question suddenly came into her mind. The answer to it might be a great help to her. She considered carefully how to phrase it to avoid offending him. 
 
    “That Lord has used the Power of the Gods,” she asked at last. “Hasn’t he?” 
 
    Adamis stopped watching the auction. 
 
    Yes, he used the Power. One of the types of Power, he clarified. 
 
    She softened her expression, not quite smiling, and curled her red hair around her finger. 
 
    “The same Power you used on me?” 
 
    Adamis half-closed his eyes. 
 
    No, it is not the same Power. Each House is in tune with a certain type of Power, but all come from the same basis: Mother Nature. 
 
    “Nature?” she asked innocently. 
 
    Yes, from Arutan, our Mother Nature. The Lord who used his Power belongs to the Fourth House, and is in tune with one of the five basic elements of Arutan: Earth. 
 
    She had to hold back her desire to ask him another hundred questions, but she did not want him to guess she was interrogating him and then stop answering. So she decided to calm down and try to find out what she really wanted to know. 
 
    She took a deep breath and said: 
 
    “What I don’t understand is… if the Gods are so powerful… what do you need us for, us slaves? Can’t you simply create the food, the wine, the riches?” Her intuition told her there was something which made this impossible. She had not seen any God do anything of the kind. In fact now that she came to think about it, she had not seen anyone using the Power openly, which was really strange if they were as powerful as that… She had to find out why, because there, in all probability, was where these creatures’ weak spot must be. 
 
    Adamis threw his head back and watched the sky thoughtfully. 
 
    Kyra was afraid she might have gone too far with her question. 
 
    But Adamis answered her. No, unfortunately our power has its limitations, he said with a long sigh, dragging out the words reluctantly as if aware he should not be revealing such things to a slave. Our Power is nurtured by Nature, by the five elements which form her, and makes use of them. But our Power cannot create life, objects, not in that way. We can only manipulate the five basic elements and their natural power. 
 
    Kyra risked herself further. She had to understand. “When I saw the Power at work, I thought it was all-powerful.” 
 
    Not at all. Furthermore, there is a universal law, an unalterable one, which rules it: all Power has a price, a price which must be paid. In our case, the price of this Power we have been blessed with is our own existence. 
 
    And in those strange words of Adamis, Kyra found what she was after: the seed of hope. If the Gods were not all-powerful and had a weakness, there was still hope. For her and for all men. But she preferred not to go on trying to find out; the risk was too great. 
 
    To change the subject, she asked. “Are you going to buy any of those slaves?” 
 
    Adamis turned to watch them. Yes, that is precisely why I have come. There is one who interests me especially. 
 
    “Would it be one of those exotic beauties?” said Kyra, unable to restrain herself. She regretted it at once and bit her tongue. 
 
    Adamis looked at her in amusement. No, your race doesn’t interest me, at least not in that sense… 
 
    Kyra blushed until her face was like a ripe tomato. Her cheeks were burning. 
 
    I am interested in him, he said, nodding at the next one to be auctioned. An old man who seemed not to have too many mornings left to him. 
 
    “Him?” 
 
    Yes, he is a jewel, a very precious jewel. And today he will be mine. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For two whole days and nights Kyra went over every detail which the conversation with Adamis at the market-place had revealed to her. She had found out a lot. The Gods were not immortal, and their Power, although it was immense, was limited, and more importantly, that limitation might be what would allow them to be outwitted. She needed Yosane, who would know what to make out of all that information. 
 
    Ikai would be proud of me. I kept my temper under control and I got some valuable information. But at the moment I can’t think what I can do with it. 
 
    She looked out of the window through the bars and thought of Ikai. She recalled his kind face, his loving nature. He was so different from other older brothers… he did not give orders and expect to be obeyed… He had always treated her with love and respect. He loved her very much, and she knew it. He always protected her and looked after her, still more so since that fateful day when their father had been taken away. He never said a word about it, but she knew very well that she herself was the reason he had been taken. The cause of the ill-fated incident. It was a burden she would always carry in her heart, a burden the size of a mountain. Ikai had never reproached her, nor did he tell their mother. I could never wish for a better brother. She started to feel distressed, and remembered Ikai’s smile and his calmness. A cool, calculating calmness which she envied and could never attain, because her own spirit flared like lightning and she could not often manage to restrain herself. Not like her brother. She sighed and felt herself relaxing. 
 
    She was kept in that room under lock and key, so that although she had seen something of the palace she had not seen much of the Eternal City. She had counted thirty or so resident Gods: Adamis’ family, the court of the House of the First Ring. For some strange reason the Queen, a woman with eyes cold as a winter morning, wished every room to have a different herbal fragrance, and the slaves did their utmost to please her. Kyra had asked Zita and Moa for the King, Adamis’ father, but they had both shrugged. They did not even seem to have ever seen him. Was he dead? 
 
    The door opened and Rotec walked in. There was barely room for him within it. 
 
    The mental blow reached her. Come, my Lord awaits. 
 
    She did as she was told and followed the Champion. Without a word he led her outside the palace and through the streets of the city to a strange oval plaza. In the center there rose five white, immensely broad monoliths. She counted more than twenty Gods sitting on comfortably upholstered chairs. But something caught her attention about them. They were not young, like Adamis and Rotec, they were… old Gods. She stopped in her tracks and watched them curiously. She had not seen old Gods before, and the sight impressed her. Even the Queen, who must be of a certain age, did not seem to have aged more than a little, for her features were delicate and her beauty very obvious. Her hair was beginning to be silvered, but she still kept a certain freshness. The men there were very old, their golden skin spotted with ochre and their hair snowy and straight. But what caught her attention most was the state of their bodies: they were gaunt and withered. 
 
    Come on, Rotec said, they’re waiting. She was startled out of her thoughts. 
 
    She saw Adamis beside the central monolith, together with two Gods, remarkably old, who were leaning on heavily ornamented silver staffs. 
 
    Rotec bowed elaborately before the three Gods. Kyra, not really knowing what to do, remained two steps behind him with her head bowed and her eyes fixed on the white marble. 
 
     One of the old Gods raised his hand, waved his hand and left. 
 
    Kyra, come closer, came Adamis’ mental message. 
 
    When she reached him, she tried to imitate the bow Rotec had given. 
 
    The Gods smiled, and that made her a little less nervous. She noticed the older God, who wore a long white robe with the image of a tree inside a circle embroidered in silver on the chest. 
 
    This is Notaplo, one of the most prominent Erudites of the Five Rings. He belongs to the House of Eret, our own House. 
 
    She looked at his eyes, which were clear, blue and deep. There was great understanding and wisdom in his gaze. She was fascinated by how human the eyes of the Gods were. Looking into them she forgot the golden skin, the extreme slenderness, even the power which emanated from those beings. 
 
    Good morning, young slave, the Erudite said. His voice in her mind was so deep and resonant that she stepped back when she received that powerful mental message. 
 
    “Good… morning…” she said, overcoming the impression. 
 
    My good Prince tells me you are a young girl of some interest, with a lively spirit, full of decidedly awkward questions. 
 
    Kyra was aware of the heat spreading across her cheeks. 
 
    Do not be afraid. Having lived nine hundred years has this effect: one loses one’s patience easily and tends to go straight to the point of interest as fast as possible. He smiled, showing a mouth full of very dark teeth. 
 
    “Nine hundred years?” 
 
    That is correct, child. In my eyes you are no more than a baby, practically new-born. And as you can see from my gaunt appearance, I am not immortal. I will die in another hundred years or so as the last drops of my Power dry up, and with that my existence will go out forever. I believe this was one of the questions which interested you. 
 
    “Yes… well… will you really die?” Kyra asked, unable to fully accept that the Gods, those powerful beings, could die. 
 
    Notaplo nodded slowly. 
 
    We still have not reached immortality, child, although we pursue it ceaselessly. He remained thoughtful, his gaze distant. 
 
    “But then… if Notaplo is nine hundred… how old are you, Adamis?” she thought aloud. 
 
    He folded his arms. This summer I turned one hundred and eighty. 
 
    “One hundred and eighty! But how can that be? You don’t look much older than I am!” 
 
    In reality I am not. In human years I would be eighteen. Our longevity is approximately ten times your own, a little more in fact. Although it also depends on whether we make appropriate use of our Power. 
 
    She was left speechless. Adamis had already lived a hundred and eighty years, and she had only lived seventeen. She felt lost. 
 
    Notaplo returned to reality, as if stirring from a dream. From what my Prince has told me, this particular subject interested you greatly, which has made me think: why would a slave want to know these details? 
 
    Kyra looked at him, mortified. She had no idea what to say. “I was just trying to understand…” 
 
    Our society? Our Power? Curiosity is a two-sided coin, my child. It might bring you insight or terror, even lead you to unexpected death… One must be very careful with what one wishes to know, for the answers one obtains might not be the ones expected. 
 
    She lowered her head and said nothing. 
 
    This place around you, the Erudite went on, is a place of gathering and study. There is one in each Ring, and in them for several millennia we have studied and documented what has become the foundation of our society. Economy, Medicine, Politics, Religion… all have been studied by the most brilliant minds among us. The Erudites you see, all of them, have devoted their lives to study, to the improvement of our society. All their discoveries, all their advances are stored and safeguarded in these five Pillars of Wisdom. He waved toward the monoliths. 
 
    She stared at them, her imagination caught. Now she understood why they were not black like the others she had seen. 
 
    Notaplo breathed deeply and exhaled, leaning on his staff. But most of all, and above all, we have devoted ourselves to one concrete subject: the search for immortality, for that is the goal we all pursue. 
 
    Kyra remained expectant, waiting for the old God to tell her more. 
 
    Now, if you want me to answer the question eating away inside you right now, you will have to do me a small favor. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    Notaplo took out a small dagger from his robe and handed it to her. 
 
    I need a cut on your hand. 
 
    She thought twice about this, but considered her situation and decided. With a swift slash she cut the palm of her hand. Blood began to flow. 
 
    Notaplo nodded. I see you are very determined. Place your hand on the central monolith. 
 
    She looked at Adamis, seeking confirmation. He nodded. 
 
    With her hand bleeding, she went up to the monolith and placed it on the snowy surface. 
 
    There came a powerful vibration, and she was suddenly bathed in a beam of white light which explored her from head to toe in three consecutive passes. Then the light vanished and so did the tremor. She moved back, a little stunned. 
 
    Notaplo came forward and placed his hand on the monolith. A golden circle appeared and surrounded it as he closed his eyes and concentrated. The golden circle blinked. He withdrew his hand and opened his eyes. 
 
    And then he looked at Kyra. The answer to your question is: yes, immortality is possible, and no, we have not yet discovered it. But today we are a step closer. 
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    Liriana was carrying two large buckets of water, trying not to spill them as she passed through the crowd of slaves. The sound of the whips broke out in her ears, and the suddenness almost made her lose her balance. Wherever she looked she was surrounded by slaves in brown tunics and blue headscarves. They worked ceaselessly, drawing what little strength they could from their weakened bodies. She went past an Oppressor and lowered her head at once, as she had been told to do. She reached the group led by Foreman Tulmis, the one she had been assigned to. 
 
    The old slave, bald and gray–bearded, waved towards half a dozen men lying semi-conscious on the ground. “Hurry up, water-bearer!” he shouted. 
 
    Liriana hurried to them and helped them drink from the big wooden ladle she carried at her back. No matter how much water she might give them, those unfortunates would not be able to bear the terrible effort they were being forced to make. They were working on the construction of a giant structure behind the gardens of the Royal Palace of the Fifth Ring. She had arrived just three days before on the slave ship, and it already seemed like months. Her ploy for getting there had been successful. Slipping in among the slaves, passing as one of them and taking ship for the Eternal City without being discovered, had been reckless. Fortune smiles on those who dare, she said to herself, and smiled. If they had caught her trying to get in through the roof, the Executors would have killed her on the spot for being outside the Boundary. Death also smiles on those who dare, and her smile is broader and more attractive, she thought, and shook her head. Now she was inside the Eternal City, and she had to go on with her mission, which was vitally important for the Senoca people. 
 
    “If one of them dies, you’ll take his place,” Tulmis threatened her. 
 
    She glared at him defiantly. 
 
    On the day of her arrival at one of the big ports of the Fifth Ring, they had been lined up in a row. She guessed it would be the Eyes-of-the-Gods who decided her fate. But to her surprise five foremen inspected the cargo of slaves and distributed them, not without arguments. It all happened under the attentive glare of several Oppressors. Liriana had been selected by old Tulmis. 
 
    “Military, good arms and legs. You’ll be the water-bearer,” he had told her after looking at her Ring and inspecting her muscles with his dirty, wrinkled hands. 
 
    She had had to swallow her pride. She was no longer a Captain of the Regent’s Guard, she was now one more slave in the midst of a city both magnificent and dreadful. What little she was discovering of the Eternal City made her wonder, while at the same time fear ate at her stomach with teeth sharp as knives: a beautiful city on the outside, but terrible inside. On the first evening she had discovered that the slaves were led to great underground chambers next to the harbor, where they were crowded like cattle for the night. As soon as they arrived, Tulmis had taken the new ones to a corner by the fire. There he had patiently explained what to do and not to do, as well as who the Oppressors, Custodians, and particularly the Gods, were. Liriana had listened attentively and afterwards had asked among the slaves, to gather as much information as possible about this place and the Gods who lived there. 
 
    She watched as the colossal granite block, to the rhythm of a drum, moved over thick wooden tree-trunks foot by foot. Her group, more than three hundred strong men, was dragging it, pulling with braided ropes. The effort the job demanded was agonizing. The humidity was very high, so that tunics and headscarves stuck to the body. It was difficult to breathe. Doing that work in those conditions was suicide. 
 
    “Stop looking at the others and work, or I’ll have an Oppressor flay your skin off!” Tulmis said menacingly. She half-closed her eyes. She was about to reply, but thought better of it. The old man had only one thing in mind: survival. And for that he had to exploit everyone in his team, since two Oppressors were watching him closely. 
 
    He’s an intelligent old man, he’s not risking anything. Here only the strongest and cleverest survive. That much I can see. Tulmis did not offer either help or favors. That way he made sure he lived to see another day. It was his own life or that of his group, and he had a great love for his own. 
 
    Liriana went on doing her job as she watched the other groups working. The first three were busy raising the blocks and placing them on top of each other in the correct position. The last two groups dragged the heavy pieces to the site where they would be raised. There were more than a thousand slaves there, hauling with all their might, struggling not to die that day. The scene was dramatic and devastating: a scene repeated every day. And every day slaves died. 
 
    But she was there for a reason, and nothing or nobody would stop her, forced labor, Gods or Oppressors. I must carry out my mission. Gedrel needs me. She clenched her fists tight and went on with her work. If she did not give the slaves water, they would die from dehydration, or else from the effort. The oppressors’ whips lashed above the cadence of the drum and the slaves’ muffled moans, making up the most mournful of melodies. A symphony of suffering which never stopped all day, to be renewed the next. 
 
    Suddenly there came a terrifying scream. It was followed by the noise of wood cracking and the harsh grinding of granite sliding over granite. She turned towards the noise. The screams of horror now came from hundreds of throats. Wide-eyed, she saw that the wooden supports of the upper granite block, which was being raised at that moment, were breaking. The enormous block fell from a height of thirty feet. First it hit Foreman Mirtez’s group, crushing dozens of people amid screams of panic and agony. The block’s momentum carried it on towards Liriana’s group, knocking over another twenty slaves and two Oppressors as it went. The great block reached her amid panic-stricken screams. Her fellow slaves let go of the ropes and jumped out of its way. With a deafening noise the granite block hit the one they were dragging and cracked in two. One of the halves stuck on the ground. 
 
    The other flew towards Tulmis. The old Foreman could not react. He simply covered his head with his arms in the face of the impact which was about to crush him. Liriana leapt towards him. The great mass of granite brushed past them as they rolled on the ground. 
 
    “You… you saved me…” the old Foreman muttered in disbelief. 
 
    Liriana stood up, shaking off the dust. Around her she noticed hundreds of gazes stabbing her like knives, reproaching her for saving the Foreman. She ignored them. Foreman or not, she would not let anyone die. She watched the scene of death and destruction caused by the accident, and her heart sank. 
 
    When night came, on the underground level, after the corpses of the dead had been loaded onto a big funerary ship, her mind went over things in silence. So many slaves died that the Enforcers kept the ship anchored some way from the port and went on filling it with embalmed corpses. Once it was full, it took them who knew where and got rid of them. Far out at sea, Liriana guessed. It was called the Ship of the Dead. Not a prayer, not even a simple goodbye to the dead, nothing. The place was devastating, and the despair of those men was absolute. 
 
    She looked up at the ceiling, What’ll have happened to Ikai? I wonder if he’s managed to get here. Yes, he most likely has. He’s intelligent, strong, he’ll make it. I wish we could have done it together, but my plan was already too risky for one person. It would have been suicide for two. I’d never forgive myself if he lost his life because of me. I hope he’s all right… She sighed. I have my mission and he has his. Our paths run parallel but are very different, like our goals. I must focus on my objective. A lot of our people depend on it, and that’s what really matters. I can’t let myself be swayed by my feelings… 
 
    “Tulmis wants to speak to you,” a voice whispered in her ear. 
 
    Liriana turned her head and saw a man walking away. At the far end, in a corner, his corner by the fire, Tulmis was watching her. He beckoned her to come close. 
 
    She went over to the old Foreman. 
 
    “Did you call me?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said in a whisper. “I want to talk to you.”  
 
    “All right,” she murmured, and sat down beside him. 
 
    “What you did today… very few would have done it…” 
 
    “I’m not like most people…” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve noticed that. And it’s precisely why I wanted to talk to you. First I want…” He cleared his throat, as if the words were choking him. “I want to thank you for saving my life.” 
 
    “You don’t need to.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I do. Most, probably all, would have let me die, and even celebrated. Only a handful who are in my favor would have been sorry, and then only for the benefits they’d have lost. But nobody would have risked themselves for me, I’m sure of that. I’ve been here many years, and it’s not often you see an act like this.” 
 
    “I just acted on instinct.” 
 
    “A heroic instinct that few men have. And those who once had it, in this sinister world of Gods and slaves, have already lost it. I’m a fair man, even though your fellow slaves don’t believe it. That’s why I’m offering you the chance to enter my circle of trustees.” 
 
    Liriana looked into the deep brown eyes and saw no lie in them. 
 
    “I accept.” 
 
    “Very well, I’ll make sure you don’t die and that you enjoy some benefits. But something in your gaze tells me you want more…” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I owe you. Ask me.” 
 
    “I want to know where the slave Maruk is, and how I can get to him.” 
 
    “Hmmm. That’s very complicated. To begin with, there are thousands of slaves here in this city, and as you’ve seen, they’re of different races and lands.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve noticed that, and it puzzles me completely. I’m looking for one in particular. His name is Maruk. He’s twenty-five years old, thin, with strong arms, green eyes and dark hair. He’s a Senoca, of the First County, a Craftsman, an unrivalled worker in metal. His fame precedes him. He was captured and brought here very recently.” 
 
    “Hmmm. It may be possible to find him, but it’ll take some time. You see, he might be in any of the other four rings.” 
 
    “Do you have any way of contacting the slaves in the other rings?” 
 
    “Foremen have ways of communicating with each other. With time, patience and a great deal of stealth, we’ve woven a great spider’s-web over the Eternal City. When there’s a vibration at one end it’s transmitted to the other. The web is formed by the thousands of slaves who are on the surface by day, and the underground levels at night. The Enforcers control the movements they can see, but they can’t see the thousands that are made simultaneously. That’s the way we avoid their iron control. For every thousand simultaneous movements, by just evading one, we get a vibration which is sent on through the spider’s-web.” The Foreman smiled. “Still, what you’re asking comes at a high price.” 
 
    “Higher than your life?” 
 
    “Hah! I like you, soldier, you’ve got guts. No, there’s nothing more valuable than life. And that’s why I’ll grant you what you want.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Just out of curiosity, who is this young Maruk? Lover, family, enemy?” 
 
    Liriana breathed in and thought for a moment. “Lover.” 
 
    “I see. I’ll look for him, but bear in mind, he might not even be alive.” 
 
    She nodded, and wished with all her heart that he was, for herself, and for her people. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was midnight when Ikai slowly emerged from the water: first his eyes, then his nose, and finally his neck. The pier was empty, so he took the risk. Crawling like a snake, he hid among the shadows until he reached the shade of a huge fountain. He had spent hours in the water waiting for the Custodians to withdraw, and his tired body was grateful for the touch of wood and stone. 
 
    During the day he hid in the water or in some poorly-watched ship. To try and reach land would be suicide. The Enforcers of the Gods were everywhere. He had risked getting close on a couple of occasions, but had almost been discovered. It was four days since he had arrived at the Eternal City, as a stowaway, in the cargo ship. The vessel had docked at one of the harbors of the Fifth Ring, and he had waited until well into the night before he left it and began to explore, with extreme caution. For two days he had studied the ring, the Enforcers of the Gods, their routines, the occasional conversations and orders which were exchanged, trying to make sense of this new world around him. Two days risking his life at every step to obtain valuable information. 
 
    Early in the morning of the third day he stole a small boat and moved to the Fourth Ring under cover of night. That was where he was now, trying to get some clue about where they might be keeping Kyra prisoner. He had found no trace of his sister, but he did not lose hope. He would manage to find her. He began to crawl along the ground towards the inner part of the Ring. I’m so close, so close, I can’t fail now. 
 
    He drank from the fountain and rested for a moment. He put his hand inside his shirt and took out Master Sejof’s gauntlet. He thought of leaving it behind. Then he touched his belt, where he carried the leather pouch with the Falcon Eye. I’d better keep it, he decided, without really knowing why. He put the gauntlet on his right hand and went on, always looking for the shadows and moving away from the light. 
 
    As he crawled through the domains of the Gods, he heard footsteps. He stopped and stayed hidden in the darkness. His trained Hunter’s senses gave him a definite advantage in the shadows of the night, since the Custodians on watch duty were huge and their movements slow and very heavy. You could hear them coming practically half a league away, and see them even before that. Two of them, making their rounds, passed not far from him, but did not see him. He had to be careful, the patrols were constant and the palaces all strongly watched. One mistake and he would be a dead man. 
 
    Where have they got you, little sis… where? For a moment the terrible uncertainty froze his chest, as if he had been hit by a storm of ice and could barely breathe. Would she still be alive? Of course she’s alive! Don’t even think otherwise, he scolded himself, shaking his head firmly. She’s alive and I’ll find her! I’ll find her and take her out of here, by Oxatsi, our Mother Sea! But he still had no idea where to look. He pondered over it very carefully, as he was in the habit of doing, even though Kyra scolded him for it. During the days he had spent in hiding he had kept a close eye on everything that went on in that universe in the middle of the sea, trying to understand it. 
 
    After thinking about it, he decided to go to the largest palace, the one which belonged to the Lord or King of the place. Kyra had been selected at some Summoning, not for a quota. She had been selected for some specific reason, which was why it was more likely that she might be in the hands of a ruler. Sesmok’s face came to his mind, and it was as if someone had poured cold water on his face. Carefully, he avoided three more patrols and reached the foot of the palace. He was already near. He crawled on a little further, fleeing from the light. 
 
    Suddenly the Ring on his arm began to shine with an intense gleam and gave out a shrill shriek. Oh no! They’re going to find me! He could not understand what was going on. The Ring had never done this before. He lifted his head slightly above the bush he was hiding behind and then saw it: a monolith, twenty paces away from him. It was not very tall, the size of a Custodian. He moved back immediately as fast as he could, and the Ring stopped giving out flashes and shrieks. 
 
    The damn monolith acts as a guard! I can’t believe my bad luck. I don’t just have to dodge the Custodians, I have to dodge those guardian monoliths too. Hell! 
 
    While he was protesting he was crawling back as fast as he could. His ears had picked up the heavy running steps of three Custodians. He had been discovered. 
 
    I have to get out of here, fast! 
 
    He crawled on like a crazed snake. He did not dare glance back. 
 
    The heavy boots could be heard coming closer and closer. They were almost on top of him. 
 
    I have no choice. I have to run for my life. 
 
    He stood up and ran away like lightning, leaping over bushes, dodging benches and statues. He kept running keeping into the shadows. The Custodians, much larger and heavier, could not keep up with him. He reached the harbor, then dived straight into the water without stopping. He went under and swam on underwater, away from the shore. 
 
    A little more, just a little more, he told himself, with his lungs on the point of bursting from lack of air. 
 
    At last he surfaced and breathed until his lungs were filled. He watched the harbor in the distance, where four Custodians were searching. Luckily he was far enough away, and hidden in the darkness. He was in the great channel which ran through the Five Rings towards the central island of the Eternal City. Carefully he moved away until he was in the center of the channel.  
 
    He watched the Custodians searching for him on dry land. They haven’t realized I jumped into the water. He snorted with such relief his spirit nearly flew out. Phew! That was close! He shook his head in disbelief. Then he saw the boat, with the strong light at its prow shining on the water. They’re searching for me in the channel! He breathed in through his nose to fill his lungs and went underwater at once. He swam as if there were hungry crocodiles after him. He surfaced to take air, risking being seen, and went on swimming underwater. At last he reached the opposite shore and hid under a pier. 
 
    Exhausted, panting, he watched them looking for him on the opposite shore. The search went on for hours while they combed the entire area. While they were looking for him his thoughts turned to Liriana. He felt a tingling in his stomach as he remembered the turquoise of her eyes, her brave gaze, firm voice and fierce determination. And her legs… her soft skin… he blushed at the memory, feeling a pleasant warmth and sense of wellbeing rising up his chest. Where could she be now? He had lost her at the harbor of the Fifth Ring; she had been taken along with the rest of the slaves. She would be all right, he was sure of that. He had never known anybody more determined. And he remembered the night they had shared. Ikai knew it would remain in his heart and memory forever. Will we meet again, Liriana? Yes, I have to believe we will. Our time together can’t have been so short. Yes, we’ll meet again, I’m sure of it. 
 
    Shortly before dawn the search stopped. The first light of day appeared, soft and warm, and he felt calmer. He came out of the water and hid among some rocks to dry himself in the sun. 
 
    Kyra, my sister, where are you? 
 
    Thinking about her, wishing with all his heart that he would be able to find her, unconsciously his hand strayed to the necklace she had made for him. He fingered the little carving of a seahorse as he watched the sun bathing his tired body. The feeling of wellbeing rocked him and he drifted away, closing his eyes. At that moment something vibrated at his waist. 
 
    What on earth… he wondered uneasily. 
 
    He moved his hand to the source of the vibration and found it was the disc of the Falcon Eye. It was hot, burning, and he had to hold it in the palm of his gloved hand. What’s going on? he wondered, fearing another trap, like that of the Ring. He stared at the crystalline disc and watched the gold nugget inside it. He recalled Sejof placing it over his Ring. He looked around, seeing no-one, and set himself to imitate his old master. He ran the disc over the engraving of the eagle which identified him as Hunter. The Ring flashed, and the disc rose above the Ring to hover in the air a hand-span above his arm. He watched in puzzlement. The disc began to shine with an intense silver light. Suddenly it sent forth a beam of silver light towards the island at the end of the channel, in the center of the Eternal City. 
 
    He stood up at once. What had happened? Why had the Falcon Eye activated itself? And how? He had done nothing… And then he remembered the necklace. He had touched it with the gauntlet… and Kyra had made the necklace… He began to see the sense of it. 
 
    I think the Falcon Eye has just told me where you are, little sis.  
 
    He looked at the big island on the horizon. 
 
    I’m coming, Kyra. I’m almost there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Custodians escorted Yosane and Gersa to an underground antechamber of the Royal Palace of the House of Aureb, the House of the Second Ring. An Eye-of-the-Gods waited impassively between two braziers. The flames danced, consuming the air around them and giving off a black smoke, which gave its surroundings an eerie halo. As in all the Kingdom, it was very hot in the chamber and smelt of burning. It always smelt of combustion and embers, even in the palace. 
 
    Yosane grasped Gersa’s hand, and although she was afraid all the time, she tried to hide the fact. Gersa had been crying continuously for several days, and no matter how much Yosane tried, she could not comfort her; although, in spite of their initial fear, nothing horrible had happened to them. They had not been ill-treated. Rather the opposite: they were kept locked in a spacious and luxurious room in the palace. They even had maids to serve them. And that was precisely what worried Yosane, worried her obsessively. 
 
    We’re like two frightened goldfinches shut up in a golden cage. Why are we being treated differently from the other slaves? We haven’t been sent to the harem, thanks be to the seas! We haven’t been forced to labor under the whip, not even to serve as maids. Why? The Gods never waste a resource, a unit of production, without some reason. Their law has always been: produce or die. And we aren’t producing anything… 
 
    “Wait here. Lord Asu has requested your presence,” the Eye-of-the-Gods said in his strident voice. 
 
    When she heard the sinister Eye speak, Gersa began to sob, as if she could tell that some great evil was about to fall upon them. Yosane felt the same thing, and she became as uneasy as her friend. 
 
    What can this all-powerful, cruel God want from us? Nothing good, I’m sure. 
 
    The two great doors of the chamber opened, and the huge form of Iradu appeared, like a walking mountain. Lord Asu’s Champion stared at them sternly for a moment. 
 
    Follow me, slaves. And stop trembling. I’m not going to eat you today, he said mentally from his imposing physical presence. 
 
    Yosane was stunned. She noticed the ghost of a smile in the corner of the strong Warrior-God’s mouth, and relaxed. He was joking. Gersa on the other hand was looking up, wide-eyed, at the ceiling. It was the first time she had heard the voice of a God in her head, and she was trying to take it in, without success. 
 
    They went in after Iradu, the room was huge, and left Yosane open-mouthed. It was built in the form of a three-sided pyramid. The walls were polished red, with strange runes engraved in silver. In the center was a rectangular monolith, thick as an oak-tree, also red, which disappeared into the top of the pyramid more than sixty feet above. Yosane wondered at the incredible underground structure, and her mind tried to guess at the impossible calculations which had allowed that extraordinary chamber to be built. 
 
    It’s amazing. How could they have built it? I’d give anything to know how to build something as magnificent and beautiful as that. Everything I’ve learnt with my father seems trivial in comparison. Maybe one day I’ll be able to understand the secrets hidden in the unbelievable architecture of the Gods.  
 
    Then she noticed Lord Asu beside the monolith, and her fascination turned into apprehension. Before her eyes, her foreboding turned into reality. Beside the God-Prince a slave girl was kneeling on top of a pedestal with her hands tied behind her back. On the other side of the monolith two Custodians were dragging away the dead bodies of two other young girls under the scrutiny of a second, older God. A third, ominous, figure, dressed in dark clothes and wearing a helmet with a strange mirror-visor which covered his whole face, watched behind Lord Asu. Yosane stared at him curiously. This sinister individual was as large and strong as a Custodian, but his skin was different, ochre-red, and his swollen veins too were red. This being was a different type of Enforcer, one they had never seen before. For some reason Yosane had the feeling that he was an extremely dangerous one. 
 
    These slaves you have obtained for me, Master-Spy, are of very low quality, the older God said. They are not good enough for my experiments. 
 
    Oskas has done his duty as always. The one who has failed is you, Moltus, said Lord Asu. 
 
    My Lord… 
 
    Be silent! I have to talk about an important matter with my Master-Spy. I will deal with you later, Erudite. 
 
    Moltus lowered his head and was silent, fearing for his life. 
 
    Lord Asu turned to Oskas. 
 
    How is it progressing, the mission I charged you with? 
 
    “It’s progressing well, my lord and master. My spy reports that we’ll soon be able to capture the person of interest.” 
 
    That pleases me, it pleases me a great deal. You are as astute as you are lethal. But I warn you, Oskas, do not fail me, I need to find that slave. If you fail me now I shall let Moltus experiment on your body again… and on your mind too, particularly on your mind. I know how much he enjoys that. 
 
    “I shall not fail you, my lord. My spy will find the slave you’re searching for, and he’ll be yours, my lord.” 
 
    Very good. Go back to the shadows where you belong, and keep me informed of anything new. 
 
    The Master-Spy bowed in farewell. In the blink of an eye he had disappeared, melting into the shadows of the room. 
 
    Yosane saw him leave, and shivered. Then she looked more closely at the chamber and had the feeling she had set foot in a macabre torture chamber. An icy shiver ran down her back. 
 
    Protect us, Girlai, our Father Moon, don’t let our lives be taken today. 
 
    Iradu bowed elaborately before his lord. The Selected, as you ordered, my Lord. 
 
    The cruel face of Lord Asu turned to them. The sinister ruby eyes, half-closed, blazed with uncontainable anger, almost fury. The Prince turned to Moltus. 
 
    A new failure. Once again that is all you have found for me, Moltus. 
 
    Moltus came forward with his head down. He limped visibly and was old, very old, even for a God. His body seemed so decrepit that as he walked he leant on a jewel-encrusted wooden staff. His head was not clean-shaven; instead he had long silver hair which hung down to the middle of his back. His eyes were a frozen ice-blue, and on his right temple was a black burn which disfigured his wizened, copper-golden skin. He wore an orange robe trimmed with red lace. At his waist was tied a wide white sash with a strange golden rune. 
 
    My powerful Lord, I have been searching for more than eight hundred years, ever since I was a young apprentice, trying to unravel the mysteries of life and the Power, seeking to solve the greatest enigma ever posed. The voices tell me I am close: very close, they tell me. They whisper at night, they speak to me when I sleep, and their message is clear: the day is about to come, very little time remains. The voices tell me so, my powerful Lord. 
 
    You damn crazy Erudite, you and your voices! 
 
    I have been searching all my life… One day is no more than a tiny drop in the lake of time, so the voices tell me… 
 
    When you reneged of your own people and I opened the doors of my powerful House to you, it was on the understanding that you would achieve what I so long for. I do not readily offer my House’s protection; very few have been so honored. And not only have I provided you with my protection, I have also given you everything you have asked me for: from slaves to the greatest Power. Two centuries have gone by since that day, and still you have given me nothing but failures. 
 
    My Lord is wise. He expects a reward for his investment and patience, and that he shall have. For him I will obtain what the other Houses do not even dare to dream about. I have seen it in my dreams, and I know. The voices tell me. I have always known I would achieve it, and the day is already near. The voices no longer whisper; now they shout strongly. 
 
    Stop talking about the voices, you crazy old man! Let me remind you that I only have to mention to Adamis that his renegade scientist, his crazy erudite, is hiding under my Chamber of Knowledge, and he will demand your head on a silver platter. I will have no choice but to satisfy his demand so as to prevent a war between the Houses. Is that not so, Iradu? 
 
    The Champion nodded. That is so, my Lord. A war would not be advisable at the present time. 
 
    Moltus raised himself to his full height. Ah… that foolish Adamis, vain prince of Ether. He believes he is in possession of the absolute truth, and yet he is no more than a pretentious brat. Moltus rubbed his lame leg. I owe this to him, and I do not forget, the voices remind me every day, nor do I forget that he wanted to lock me up for life when he found out about my little experiments. No, I do not forget. One day he will pay… he will pay with suffering beyond anything he has ever dreamed of. 
 
    Forget that imbecile Adamis and concentrate on your experiments! Get me what I want, or I swear I will put an apple in your mouth and roast you alive over a slow fire like a piglet! Asu shouted in such a rage that when he clenched his fist, a flame enveloped it. 
 
    Moltus bowed immediately and remained with his head bent, fearing for his life. 
 
    There was a sepulchral silence, and a strong tension took hold of the place. The flame around Asu’s fist steadily grew in intensity, as if it represented the mounting wrath of its creator. 
 
    My Lord… your Power… Iradu warned, seeing his Lord was not growing any calmer. 
 
    By the Fire! Give me what I want! Asu thundered again, and the temperature in the room began to rise. After a moment it was a boiling pot. 
 
    My Lord, Iradu insisted. 
 
    Asu turned to his Champion, then stared at the flame, which was burning intensely blue. Yosane and Gersa fainted, suffocated in a sea of sweat, almost unable to breathe. Asu’s eyes were still fixed on the intense flame in his fist. 
 
    Every moment I keep this flame burning is a moment the Power robs from my life, even in the midst of this atmosphere of Fire ‒ he pointed to the torches and great braziers decorating the walls ‒ which lowers the consumption of the vital essence the Power requires. I can feel it scraping time from my existence. 
 
    He extinguished the flame and turned thoughtful. 
 
    The voices know it, said Moltus. The Power we have been blessed with comes with that price. It is a rule Mother Nature imposes on her children, and we are no exception. The Power cannot be unlimited, or Nature herself would perish. No, that is why when one of us uses the Power, he consumes part of his vital essence, because that is what it feeds on. Those who are not careful and measured in the use of the Power will age at an accelerated rate, like those poor slaves. He gestured towards Yosane and Gersa. Their race has neither the Power nor the capacity to live as many years as we do, but they have other virtues which we do not: they reproduce with amazing ease. The voices compare them to rabbits. The Power is dangerous, for it captures us, it makes us superior, it fools us into using it when we should not. And once all the vital essence of the body is consumed, Death awaits unequivocally, for all, slaves and Gods alike. Moltus waved his arms like a madman. The voices are always warning me: “Do not use your Power, for you can no longer pay the price, old man”. 
 
    I will not end like you, you decrepit old lunatic! That I assure you, you fool! Find me a way of using the Power without letting it consume me, and you shall live the days which remain to you like a king! 
 
    But you see, my Lord, that is the reason for my eternal search: to attain immortality and go on living, with or without the Power. Our wishes follow parallel destinies, and I will find both, since my life depends on it, in all senses. He giggled. 
 
    I do hope so… Asu said, his ruby eyes glaring. You asked me to bring you the Selected. Here they are. I need not remind you that their destiny has already been decided… there is one week to go before the full moon. 
 
    Of course, my Lord… I would not dare… a glorious destiny… the importance of the sacred ritual… 
 
    All right, go ahead. Asu withdrew a couple of steps. 
 
    Moltus clapped twice. My disciples, I need you, he said, and three Gods dressed in very much the same way came out of the shadows. These were young Gods, although their bodies were famished. 
 
    The old Erudite pointed at the manacled slave. Two of the disciples held her, but she was so terrified she did not struggle. Moltus went over to a round container in front of the monolith. It was tubular, with a silver body and doors sealed with a rune. 
 
    Power, he demanded. 
 
    The third of the disciples stood between the monolith and the container. He placed one hand on the monolith and the other on the metal object. When he closed his eyes, a flame of Power enveloped him. The monolith gave out a red flash, which ran up the arm of the scholar as far as his body, then into the container. This reacted to the Power and knowledge transmitted from the monolith and radiated a brilliant crimson light. The doors of the container opened and a cloud of smoke came out from inside. 
 
    The reactive, Moltus said. He reached out a wrinkled hand to take out a potion in a crystal bottle. 
 
    The young woman was forced to drink the dark potion. 
 
    While the Gods watched her, the slave began to convulse. They held her hard until the tremor subsided. Her eyes turned completely black as the irises disappeared and were replaced by blackness, as if she were possessed by an evil spirit. Moltus went closer to her and studied her carefully. 
 
    The voices say it is time to experiment, he said with a sinister giggle. 
 
    From his robe he took a disc, which he placed over his right hand. The object was slightly concave, the size of an orange and the thickness of two fingers. It was as black as the eyes of the unfortunate girl. On the upper side of the disc two silver circles shone in the light of the torches. Moltus put the disc on the slave’s forehead, and there was a metallic snap. The Erudite took his hand away, and the disc remained stuck to the girl’s face. It divided into two, and the upper part began to spin while the rune flashed at intervals. Black veins began to appear on the young slave’s face. After a few moments they turned a more intense black, as if the disc, in its spinning, were corrupting her blood so as to putrefy it. The girl became rigid, staring at the sky with her arms stretched backwards and her mouth open, rigid as a corpse. Moltus’ helpers withdrew their hands, and they all watched the macabre spectacle as the black veins spread from her face, down her neck and all along her body. In a few moments they took over the body and limbs. All the veins in her legs and arms were picked out in a gloomy black, as if some pestilent illness had invaded her. 
 
    The disc stopped spinning, and the girl fell to the floor. 
 
    Dead.  
 
    Moltus went over to her and removed the disc. He studied the two circles and shook his head. 
 
    Nothing, my Lord, he said sadly. Not one speck of vital essence has she yielded. 
 
    You damned fool! Asu roared. Are you sure the reactive is the right one? 
 
    I am indeed, my Lord. It is the most accomplished so far. I will show you. Moltus waved a hand and his helpers seized Yosane’s arms. 
 
    No, not her, Asu ordered. She is Orange. Use the other.  
 
    The scholars held Gersa, who was crying and screaming with terror. Yosane realized what was coming and lunged forwards to help her friend. She tugged hard at the arm of one of the Gods who were holding Gersa. A powerful arm took her by the waist and lifted her into the air. 
 
    Do not struggle, little slave, you can hurt yourself, Iradu told her, keeping her under his arm like a rag doll. The crazy Erudite knows what he is doing, 
 
    Gersa was made to drink the reactive. She went rigid. 
 
    Moltus pressed the disc to her forehead. The metal snap was heard again, and the disc began to spin. Gersa’s veins began to turn black. 
 
    “Noooooo!” Yosane yelled, and kicked Iradu to make him let her go. 
 
    But something else happened: the outer circle of the disc began to turn golden, and gave a flash. 
 
    Moltus smiled and clapped excitedly. 
 
    That’s enough, stop it, Lord Asu ordered them. 
 
    The Erudite withdrew the disc from Gersa’s forehead, and she fell to the ground. Yosane thought they must have killed her. But she started to breathe, haltingly. 
 
    In three days there will be no mark left on her, Moltus said. 
 
    You answer with your life, Lord Asu said to him menacingly. She must come to the ceremony intact. She is sacred. He jabbed the Erudite’s chest with a finger. 
 
    Moltus nodded and lowered his head. 
 
    Once more you have showed me your inability to give me what I want. These are the Selected. It was discovered long ago that essence of life could be extracted from them. But that does not interest me. There are barely a dozen of them each season, and there is nothing I can do with that. 
 
    They are a rare commodity, yes, very rare, Moltus said, rubbing his hands, and we only have two from this harvest.  
 
    Iradu looked down at Yosane under his arm. 
 
    It is they who guarantee the balance, through the equal distribution at the ritual. But if one of the Houses found the way to harvest more essence of life, or more Selected… then the balance would be broken. 
 
    War, yes, war, the voices say. 
 
    Asu raised his fist to the sky. I must find a durable source of essence of life, and in that way manage to regenerate the Power my body consumes. I want to give free rein to all the power within me without fearing the consequences, without being consumed, without aging and dying. A few Selected each season, destined to the sacred ritual of Vivification, are of little or no use to me. I cannot touch them, and even if I could, there are too few of them. I need to obtain vital essence from all slaves, you wretched senile fool! As he shouted, he gave a wave of his arm. It sent an explosion to flash against the wall. 
 
    Everybody froze silent, motionless, afraid of their lord’s wrath. Asu exhaled. 
 
    There are thousands of slaves, and they will beget thousands more. They are the key which will allow us to be able to use the Power without limit, without fear, without restrictions. Find me the way to obtain essence of life from the slaves to regenerate myself, and I shall be the most powerful of all the Lords. My House will be the most powerful, we shall be invincible. We shall break the cursed enforced balance between the Houses which I am currently obliged to respect. They will have to submit, to kneel at my feet, before my limitless power! Nothing and no one will resist me! 
 
    Silence took hold of the chamber once again. 
 
    Moltus stepped forward and bowed to his Lord. I will obtain it for you. I am very close now, so the voices tell me, and the voices are never wrong… 
 
    Asu glared at him with eyes of red-hot iron. The full moon is near. Make sure it is not the last one you enjoy. 
 
    Leave that one to me, my Lord, he said, pointing at Yosane. The voices tell me that from her we shall obtain the knowledge we need. 
 
    The ceremony… Iradu put in. 
 
    Leave no discernible marks, Lord Asu said. 
 
    Moltus laughed under his breath and rubbed his hands. They will not be visible, my Lord, I guarantee that. 
 
    Yosane had no idea what was going on, since she could not hear the conversation between the Gods, but the look of sadness on Iradu’s face when he left her on the platform warned her of the hell which would soon descend on her. A tear ran down her cheek when the door closed and she was left alone with the old man. 
 
    Protect me, Mother Oxatsi, protect me. 
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    Night was falling when the Oppressors gave the order to stop in the form of five simultaneous cracks with their punishment whips. All the slaves stopped at once, letting their arms hang as if they were heavy maces, their bodies defeated by exhaustion and weakness. Liriana left the buckets of water on the ground and headed to the meeting point. All the slaves formed up behind their Foremen in lines of twenty men. An Oppressor went up to Tulmis. 
 
    “Count, Slave Foreman,” he ordered in his hissing voice. 
 
    Tulmis lowered his head in respect, turned to face his work crew and began to count aloud. One by one he counted all the members, while the Enforcer watched the scene without missing a detail. A little further forward, three other crews formed behind their Foremen as they made the count for the night. Liriana wished this last routine torture was over. She was exhausted, and saw that several of the men would not be able to stay on their feet for much longer. 
 
    “299,” he said as he came to the end of his count. 
 
    “One dead?” the Oppressor asked. 
 
    “Yes, one.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    Tulmis pointed at Holstes’ corpse, covered with a ragged cloth, a poor peasant from the Third County. All the evil the poor man had done in life had been to grow wheat for the Gods and feed his family with the gleanings. The Oppressor went to Holstes and uncovered the body. He took his machete from his belt, then with a clean cut slit his throat. Liriana looked away from the cruel scene. The Enforcer put his weapon away and went back to Tulmis, who waited impassively for the order to leave, as he did every night. But that night something out of the ordinary happened. 
 
    Suddenly, and to everybody’s surprise, a tall, slender figure dressed in rich silks appeared on the lookout which rose above the work-site. Liriana was speechless at the sight of that being’s golden skin and the realization that it was neither a man nor an Enforcer; she was before a God. She looked at him, eyes wide, choking back a cry. After the God came two Eyes-of-the-Gods, taking notes of everything in their books, and behind them waited a dozen Custodians. 
 
    She stared at the God. He must be in charge of the construction; he seemed to her an almost mythological being. They had talked so much about rising against the Gods, of opposing their yoke, but it had always been against an abstract entity, since nobody had ever seen a God before. And there he was, in front of her, the one responsible for the enslavement and suffering not only of the Senoca but of other peoples and races, that slaver who forced them to work until they died. And then she felt that all the effort, the terrible risk she ran, was worth it after all. 
 
    “On the ground, slaves! Show the respect you owe!” came the order. 
 
    They all dropped down immediately and stayed there on their knees, their arms stretched forward and their foreheads on the ground. 
 
    “Not a single glance! Or it will mean death!” 
 
    Nobody even tried to blink, fear overpowered them. Not so Liriana. Although she was well aware of what was at stake, she risked a furtive glance. 
 
    So that’s what a bloody God looks like. So long imagining what they’d be like, and now I can see one with my own eyes. They exist, yes, and they’re golden, just as the legends tell. But they’re something more than that, because even from down here I can feel his Power. Well, we’re no longer fighting against something formless, abstract, we’re fighting against a creature of flesh and bone. And now, no matter how powerful or different he might be from us, I’m sure he can be defeated. 
 
    The God looked at them for a moment, and she averted her eyes in fear of being discovered by that being’s power. 
 
    “Rise!” 
 
    She rose amid the clatter of a thousand men getting to their feet at the same time, and saw that the God had left. 
 
    “Leave!” the Oppressor ordered. 
 
    Tulmis lifted his arm and gave the signal. In an orderly manner, the first line left for the underground levels. The second followed immediately, then the rest. The same process was taking place with the other five crews. One thing she had to admit about the Gods, and particularly the Eyes: they were extremely well organized, efficient and precise. 
 
    She went into the Catacombs, which were what the slaves called the great underground cells where they were kept, and dropped down beside a fire. Presently they would be served a miserly portion of dirty soup and a piece of stale bread to feed themselves with. Every night she went to sleep with her stomach rumbling despairingly. 
 
    “The Foreman wants to see you,” one of the slaves said to her. He was an old man from the Fifth County who did not look as if he would last more than six months longer. 
 
    She went across to Tulmis, who nodded at her in greeting. 
 
    “You have news for me?” she asked uneasily. 
 
    He glanced around the room. “Sit down and lower your voice,” he said. “Our conversation isn’t for strangers’ ears.” 
 
    The young woman ran her fingers through her short hair and sat down beside the old Foreman. One of Tulmis’ helpers served them their portions, and they ate in silence. All around them the slaves ate, sitting on the ground on thin blankets, keeping their distance from their Foreman. 
 
    When they finished, Tulmis left his clay bowl on the floor and said: 
 
    “Two strange stories have come to my ears.” 
 
    Liriana arched an eyebrow and waited for the explanation. 
 
    “On the one hand they whisper,” he said, looking ahead into the chamber full of slaves, “that you were a Captain of the Guard in the capital, no less. That’s an important post… I don’t usually have workers belonging to the higher ranks of the Guard…” 
 
    “There are always exceptions…” 
 
    “Yes, that’s true, but for some particular reason.” 
 
    Liriana kept silent. She was not going to give him any explanation. 
 
    “On the other hand, there’s the rumor that you belong to a certain group… one with subversive ideas… and very dangerous ones… and that you’re very well-connected…” 
 
    Her gaze searched the hall, trying to find a familiar face among the slaves, someone who might know of her relationship with Gedrel. But she did not recognize anybody. They were all Senoca, that she already knew; the damned Eyes were efficient even in that. Each Foreman had a crew of slaves of his own kind. They only mixed races when the casualties in one group were high and they needed to replace laborers. No, she could not recognize any of them. Most were peasants from the Fourth, Fifth and Sixth Counties: the poorest. They had never set foot in the capital. All they knew about was crops and suffering. 
 
    “The rumors aren’t even close to being half-truths.” 
 
    Tulmis gave her a crooked smile. “In your case it might be to your advantage…” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “You see… this old Foreman isn’t going to survive long. I know that, just as I’m sure the sun comes out every morning over this wretched city.” 
 
    “Nobody here’s going to live long.” 
 
    Tulmis shrugged. “It’s the law of the Gods, and here there’s no hope for men. Each man struggles to go on living another day. But the suffering is hard and long. Many give up, like Holstes today.” 
 
    Liriana sighed and shook her head. “What’s the advantage for me if the rumors are true?” 
 
    “Because this old man will die here, but he has family in the capital.” 
 
    “I see… you want something from my contacts…” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Why should I help you? You’re already in my debt.” 
 
    “Yes, but you see, I’m going to pay my debt now, and as soon as I do you’ll ask me for something else, and that’s where you’re supposed friends might come in handy.” 
 
    “We’ll see…” 
 
    “You asked me to find out where the slave Maruk is and how to get to him. Well, your fiancé is in the First Ring, in the House of Eret. It’s ruled by the God-Prince Adamis.” 
 
    “Where exactly inside the First Ring? The rings are gigantic, like a whole County.” 
 
    “He’s in the twelfth catacomb. He belongs to Foreman Sostos’ crew.” 
 
    “How am I going to find it? From the surface the catacombs aren’t visible.” 
 
    Tulmis rubbed his legs. “It’s just under the statue of a huge lion, east of the Royal Palace. It’s easy to find.” 
 
    “How can I get there?” 
 
    “The only way is at night, by boat. If you manage to get close enough without being discovered by any patrol, you can do the last stage swimming, although I recommend you do it underwater… Anyway it’s crazy to even think about, let alone try it.” 
 
    “I have no choice. I have to do it.” 
 
    “There’s always a choice, young Captain. In any case, that’s the information you asked me for, and I got it for you. My debt’s paid.” 
 
    She looked at him thoughtfully. The gleam in Tulmis’ eyes told her there was something else. 
 
    “What are you hiding?” 
 
    “Hiding? Nothing at all. I simply think you’ve forgotten one small detail.” He smiled broadly. 
 
    “What detail?” 
 
    He pointed to the great metal door, firmly locked from the outside. “You’ll never get out of here.” 
 
    “And that information is included in how to get to Maruk?” She raised her voice in protest. 
 
    “Shhhh. No, it isn’t,” said Tulmis, and folded his arms. 
 
    Liriana was so furious she wanted to strangle him, but he was surrounded by his helpers, so it was not a good idea to try and use force. She swallowed hard and thought. 
 
    “Here’s where the new deal comes in…” 
 
    Tulmis nodded with a smile of triumph. “Exactly.” 
 
    “So what do you want?” 
 
    “Those friends of yours. I understand they take care of their own, they protect them.” 
 
    “Yes. We look after our own. If anything happens to one of us, we take care his family doesn’t succumb under the weight of the tribute, or a bad harvest.” 
 
    Tulmis nodded slowly. “I have a daughter, Aina. She’s a craftswoman, a very good one. She works as a goldsmith. She must be only a couple of years older than you are. She’s a good girl, with a kind soul, not like her father. If I help you get out of here and get to Maruk, I’m asking in exchange that you care for her as if she was one of your own, as if I was one of your own.” 
 
    She half-closed her eyes and tried to assess the Foreman. She had not been expecting that of him. She had put him down as a mean, selfish man, and she was surprised. They were silent for a moment. At last she gave a deep sigh. 
 
    “All right. I accept the deal.” 
 
    He offered her his hand. She took it. 
 
    “How do you know I’ll keep my promise?” 
 
    Tulmis’ halting laughter echoed against the walls. 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll survive. Nobody’s ever managed to escape from here, and many have tried, believe me. Some thought they were very clever and had great plans for escaping. Others simply lost their head one day and tried without giving it any thought. The result’s always the same. They all die. They all end up in the Ship of the Dead. But for me this situation works to my advantage. If you die, I lose nothing. If you survive, you’ll keep your part of the deal because you’re a person of honor, and that’ll be your undoing. In either case, I win.” 
 
    Seeing the triumphant smile on the Foreman’s face she was pierced by a terrible cold, as if an icy sword had stabbed her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun had shone all day over the Eternal City, bathing it with its brightness, highlighting the unmatched beauty of the divine metropolis. But now the sunset was close at hand, and both the golden star and the Gods were beginning to withdraw to their pleasant dwellings. 
 
    Ikai had stayed hidden for most of the day, under one of the less busy piers, in the eastern part of the First Ring. He had arrived the night before, dodging several patrols and guided by the Falcon Eye. The fact that he had not been discovered was a sheer miracle. Luck had certainly been on his side. With nothing but his abilities as a Hunter, he should never have got as far as this. 
 
    Don’t think like that, don’t give up, you’re a step away from Kyra, come on! he said to encourage himself, banishing the doubts from his mind. 
 
    He crawled through a garden until he reached a clearing surrounded by great oaks which formed a circle. He glanced to either side and saw several Gods moving away to the north, accompanied by their escorts. They had their backs to him. Taking the greatest care not to be seen and not to make any sound, he climbed one of the trees. Luckily most of the Custodians and Eyes-of-the-Gods were where the groups of slaves worked, or guarding the mansions and palaces of the Gods. The less frequented areas were not much watched, and thanks to Oxatsi, there were many of them. 
 
    In the middle of the clearing was a square with several stalls full of goods. It looked like a small market. He climbed to the top of the tree and watched those Gods who were still shopping. 
 
    Unbelievable. I have no other words to describe these beings. They exist, they’re as real as we are. I’d always hoped they weren’t, that it would all turn out to be a great lie. But here they are, golden, divine, powerful: Gods. He shook his head and felt a pang of despair, but refused to give in to it. 
 
    He knew it was risky to go out into the open before nightfall. But he could not help it, he had to see them by the light of day. He had watched them at night a couple of times, but because of the distance and gloom it had been hard to grasp what they were really like. 
 
    Father always said “Know your friends well, but your enemies even better.” A great truth. I need to understand what I’m up against. What are these Gods? What are their weak points? If they have any, that is… 
 
    Taking a quick look, he saw a monolith behind two Custodians in the center of the square. At once he glanced fearfully at his Ring. Luckily it seemed he was far enough away to avoid triggering the alarm. A drop of sweat rolled down his temple. He could go no further or else he would be discovered, so he watched them from above. There were no Custodians or Gods close by and it was getting darker; he felt relatively safe. 
 
    It’s amazing the risks you get used to, he said to himself, and smiled bitterly. 
 
    From the distance he studied the slender golden beings in their rich attires. Some were buying alone, others were accompanied by an entourage and armed guards. He guessed the latter must be powerful Lords. He also saw a couple of enormous and muscular Gods who must be warriors. From their golden heads a long braid hung down their backs. He shivered to think what would happen to him if one of those mammoths discovered him. None of them was showing off his Power, and he knew they had it, which surprised him. If they were Gods, why did they behave like mere men? It puzzled him. He went on watching them while they made their purchases and apparently chatted, although the only sound that reached his ears was the singing of birds and the touch of the breeze on the branches of the trees. 
 
    A God crossing the square caught his attention. He was notably slender, and his poise radiated power. As he crossed the square the other Gods showed their respect with elaborate bows. He must be someone important here. He focused on the being’s features. Beside this God came another, much more solidly built, with a long braid hanging from his clean-shaven head. His bodyguard, no doubt. They were followed by a slave girl, her head bowed. 
 
    The slave raised her head. Ikai recognized her. The shock was such that his heart nearly jumped out of his mouth. 
 
    Kyra!!!! 
 
    With the shock he began to slide to one side. He was going to fall. 
 
    Kyra! Kyra! his mind shouted as he slipped. At the last moment he managed to grab a branch with legs and hands and found himself hanging upside down. He looked at her again and again as she crossed the plaza, unable to believe his eyes. He climbed up again and fixed his gaze on her. There was no doubt about it, it was her. He stretched out his hand, as if he were trying to reach her. 
 
    He shaped her name and had to cover his mouth with his hand. “Kyra!” 
 
    It’s her! It’s Kyra! She’s alive! She’s well! An overwhelming joy exploded inside him, as if his heart were an erupting volcano. Tears of joy rolled down his dirty cheeks. 
 
    She’s alive and well. 
 
    He wanted to call out to her, run to her and hug her. After so long, after all that ordeal, he had found her at last. But his rational mind prevented him. One shout and he would be a dead man. And that would not help Kyra in the least. 
 
    The retinue was about to finish crossing the plaza towards the west. He needed her to know he was there, that he had come to rescue her. He needed to let her know. 
 
    How can I attract her attention? How can I make her look my way and see me?  
 
    He closed his eyes for a moment, thinking. And then an idea came to his mind. Something their father Siul had taught them when they were little children, something Kyra would remember. He put his hand to his face and made a cone over his mouth and nose. With movements he had learnt in childhood, he began to imitate the sound of a barn owl. The first time it had no effect; she just kept on walking, moving further away from him. He tried again. Maybe he was too far away and she could not hear him, but if the hoot was too loud he might alert the two Custodians. He decided to risk it. His hooting sounded almost like a cackle. 
 
    Kyra turned. 
 
    Ikai stared at her, filled with hope. He stretched out his neck, revealing his head and face above the leaves. 
 
    Kyra peered in his direction. 
 
    Up here, little sister! Here! Look here! Kyra! He put his hands to his mouth to hoot again. 
 
    But the God-Warrior came to Kyra’s side and looked in his direction. His heart froze. Fearing discovery, he ducked. Kyra stopped looking, turned around and went on walking after the other God. The God-Warrior kept looking in his direction a moment longer. Then he too turned and joined her. They disappeared through the upper part of the square. 
 
    She didn’t see me! Noooooo! I can’t believe she didn’t see me! So close, we were so close! Kyra! A bitter sense of failure and despair gnawed at him. 
 
    “So close…” he muttered through his teeth, powerless. Two Gods had his sister… Downcast, he hid among the innermost branches. Then he remembered Siul’s determined face and Solma’s kind smile, their dear parents, and strength returned to his heart, carried by the invisible winds of fraternal love. He would not let anything scare him. If he had to face two Gods, he would do it without blinking. 
 
    I can’t let them take her away! 
 
    He began to climb down the tree, his heart beating like a war drum. He had to rescue his sister. He jumped down from the oak and took a quick look towards where Kyra had disappeared. He was on the point of moving when he saw a patrol coming in his direction. 
 
    Damn! 
 
    He leaned against the rugged bark of the oak trunk and went into hiding. 
 
    By Girlai, Father Moon! I won’t be able to get to her! 
 
    Silently he climbed up the tree again. He would wait for his ally the night. And when it arrived, he would find out where they had taken her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Liriana was waiting in line for the daily count. A hard day of slave-work, but it was finished now, since night was falling. She was the last in line. 
 
    “Today it’s a cold meal for us…” moaned Lestos, on her left. 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    The Oppressor went up to Tulmis with his whip stretched out. 
 
    “Count, Slave-Foreman,” he ordered with a hiss. 
 
    Tulmis began the count of the day aloud, as he did every evening. He came to the last line. 
 
    “280, 281, 282…” —and he collapsed. 
 
    They all stood still, staring at the old Foreman. It looked as though he was dead. 
 
    The Oppressor’s whip cracked. “Get up, you slave scum!” 
 
    Tulmis received the lash on his back and shivered with pain on the ground. 
 
    “Rise and keep counting, or else I’ll cut your throat!” The whip lashed him again. 
 
    The Foreman rose slowly. His face was lined with pain, his movements clumsy and feeble. With a great deal of effort he managed to stand, but his legs bent and for a moment it looked as if he were going to fall again. Somehow he managed to keep his balance, and his gaunt body straightened. He took two unsteady steps and returned to his post. 
 
    The Oppressor unsheathed his machete. 
 
    Tulmis raised his head, blinked hard and took a deep breath. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “…284, 285, 286,” he went on. 
 
    The Oppressor looked toward the last line. 
 
    “…297, 298 and 299,” Tulmis finished, and bent double from the effort. 
 
    The Oppressor looked at him for a moment. He put away his machete. 
 
    “Leave!” he ordered. 
 
    Tulmis straightened up with considerable effort and raised his arm. He gave the signal. The first line left toward the underground levels. The second followed immediately, then the rest. Lestos looked behind him as they entered the catacombs, expecting to find Liriana at the end, but saw only his own shadow. 
 
    Tulmis went in after a moment. The door closed behind him. 
 
    A smile of deep satisfaction formed on his face. 
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    Kyra shivered with cold. She sat up in her bed in the prison-room and threw a small blanket the maids had left her over her feet. She pulled the soft linen sheets up to her chin. But a chill ran through her as if someone had passed a sliver of ice down her back. She began to shiver in earnest. 
 
    What’s wrong with me? Why am I shivering? 
 
    But there was something else, it was not just cold, she felt weak… and she never felt weak. This scared her. She had always been able to count on her physical strength, but most of all on the strength of her spirit, even in the worst situations. She remembered when the Enforcers had dragged her father away and the impotence and guilt she felt, all for not having controlled her tongue. If she had kept quiet… everything would be different now… But she had not, and Siul had paid the consequences. Her eyes filled with tears at the painful memory. She had to be strong, get rid of those painful thoughts. Her strength must not fail her now that she needed it so badly. 
 
    She felt a sudden onset of dizziness and nausea. 
 
    I’m not well… I think… I’m sick. She touched her forehead, she was burning. She felt pain in the palm of her hand and turned it over. The cut she had made with Notaplo’s dagger was swollen and was a nasty, yellowish color. It’s infected. She immediately thought of Idana. She would know what to do, she would heal her with her knowledge and one of her balms or potions. But Idana was not with her, they were keeping her in the Fifth Ring, if she was still alive. Of course she was alive! She had to be! Her weakness was affecting her reason. 
 
    She looked out of the barred window. It was the small hours of the morning, and Father Moon was already past his waxing quarter and only a few days short of full. With an effort she got out of bed and dressed. She went to the door and tried to open it. It was impossible, it was firmly locked. 
 
    She began to bang it with her fists. “Open the door!” she shouted. 
 
    For a moment nothing happened. She breathed deeply to gather her strength, then banged again. Suddenly the door opened abruptly. She was left with her arm raised before two Custodians. 
 
    “I need a healer,” she said, her forehead pearled with perspiration and chills lashing her like an icy whip. 
 
    The two Custodians looked at her without a word. One of them turned and left. The other one blocked the exit and stood there staring at her. 
 
    “So you’re not going to let me out?” 
 
    The Custodian pushed her into the room with his shield. 
 
    “If I had a dagger… I’d yank that infernal helmet off you,” she said with sudden bravado, although she barely had the strength to stay on her feet. 
 
    After a while steps echoed behind the Custodian. Kyra knew at once who was coming to see her. The Custodian moved aside and the huge Champion walked in. 
 
    Rotec’s message reached her. What is it, slave?  
 
    Kyra looked into his eyes. There was no enmity in them, simply annoyance. For the Great Champion of the House of the First Ring, she was no more than an annoyance he had to put up with for the sake of the Prince’s whim. 
 
    “I think it’s infected,” Kyra said, and showed him her hand. 
 
    Rotec studied it for a moment. This does not look good… 
 
    Kyra was about to answer, but her legs failed her and she fell to the floor, unconscious. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyra… wake up… 
 
    She recognized the voice, distant but unmistakable. It was Adamis. With a great effort she opened her eyes and met his own, which were watching her intensely. The gray-blue of those almond-shaped eyes in the beautiful golden face: so human, so warm and so alien. She stared at them, trying to find concern, the spark of humanity the God-Prince must have. Or at least she hoped he had. But she could not see his soul. 
 
    Adamis smiled, and his eyes shone. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked uncertainly. 
 
    You fainted. Rotec brought you here to us with the greatest urgency. You were burning with fever. 
 
    “I don’t understand, I was fine this morning. How did I get sick so fast?” 
 
    And so seriously. Adamis now sounded worried. He showed her the palm of her hand. Around the cut the flesh was blackened, and it was spreading. 
 
    “What?” she asked as she sat up. 
 
    When she did, she noticed the curious hall she was in. It was completely spherical and translucent. They seemed to be inside a giant crystal orb. She was lying on a marble table. Behind the table, one of the strange monoliths rose impressively to the ceiling. It too was translucent. She stared in astonishment at the great rectangular artifact which rose about sixty feet from the center of the hall and disappeared at the top. At the end, behind the monolith, she saw three cylindrical pods large enough to hold a person, even one of the enormous Custodians. 
 
    “What… what is this place?” 
 
    Perhaps I can explain, Notaplo’s deep voice reached her. 
 
    Kyra turned and greeted him with a smile. Three Gods followed the Erudite as he walked leaning on his staff, dressed like him but much younger. Her eyes were getting used to identifying the details which marked the age of these beings: the ochre tone of their skin, the dark spots, whether their bodies were more or less decrepit… 
 
    We had to call a Healer, he said, indicating a God in white robes who was standing by the monolith with his hand resting on the polished surface and a golden ring around it. Right now he is taking notes on the strangeness of your case within our sources of knowledge. You suffered an extreme reaction when your blood interacted with the Power of the Monolith. It was strange, and unexpected. There is something in your blood which did not accept the intrusion of the Power. I really only made a small analysis, a tiny infusion of Power into your body, that was all. But the adverse reaction has been remarkable. 
 
    Extremely unusual. Worthy by all means of a more detailed study, the Healer said without taking his hand off the monolith. 
 
    “It might be this damned Ring,” Kyra said, raising her arm. 
 
    Notaplo gave a small cackle. You are very clever, and determined. Adamis is right, he said, smiling at the Prince. I am sorry, but the Ring stays where it is. That way we can always locate you, and you will not be able to go to places like this without supervision. 
 
    Kyra made a grimace. She had not pulled it off. The Healer came over to her. He took her hand with fine golden fingers and observed the wound. He raised an eyebrow and turned to Adamis. 
 
    Must I, my Lord? 
 
    You must, Adamis replied firmly. 
 
    The Healer bowed in obedience. He put his hand over the wound and a light, something between white and blue, began to flow from the God’s hand and enter the wound. Kyra felt a tingle and a slight feeling of warmth. The Healer kept up the influx of energy for a long moment, then at last withdrew his hand. 
 
    The wound has been completely healed, your Highness. I cannot guarantee that there will not be a similar reaction, since there is something rare in her blood. But this episode has been controlled. 
 
    Thank you, Healer, Adamis acknowledged with a nod. 
 
    If my services are no longer necessary, I shall leave, with your permission, he said. I have saved all the information in the Pillar of Knowledge. His gaze turned to the strange monolith. 
 
    You may leave us, said the Prince. 
 
    The Healer left the chamber. 
 
    “He didn’t look very happy about curing me,” Kyra said, arching an eyebrow. The Healer’s reticence had not gone unnoticed, and she wanted to know the reason, although she could already guess. 
 
    Notaplo took her hand. You must not blame our good Healer. In our culture interacting with slaves is frowned upon, and using Power to help them is much worse. He smiled and glanced at his helpers. In fact today we have witnessed a small miracle. Forced, yes, but a miracle nonetheless. Very rarely before has one of our people used his own Power to help someone he regards as an inferior being: a slave. 
 
    Kyra narrowed her eyes and bit her tongue. She would not say out loud what she thought about that. It was not the time. 
 
    In his defense, my child, Notaplo went on, I must say that the Power he used to heal you has taken life from him. Not much, it is true, but it has. That is our price for using the Power, and that is why we are extremely careful about how and when we use it. 
 
    “Isn’t he a Healer?” she asked. “Isn’t his duty to heal? Oh yes, I see, it is, but only for the Gods.” She could not disguise her sarcasm. She regretted it at once. 
 
    Adamis intervened. Each of the castes, Healers, Warriors, Erudites, Priests, Merchants, use their Power to perform their duty. They all use it cautiously, but they have a duty to their profession and are obliged by law to do so. Nobody may decide of their own will not to use this benefit, and in this manner lengthen their existence. That would be a burden on society, and also disloyal. The law forbids it. It is controlled and punished, since there are always those who would do anything to avoid dying, or postpone that day as long as possible. But the Power is used only among our own people and for them, as is natural. 
 
    Notaplo cleared his throat. You must rationalize the use of the Power if you want to reach my age, he said with a smile, leaning on his encrusted silver staff. And as you can see, one reaches the top very much the worse for wear. 
 
    The comment made Kyra smile. She liked the Erudite; he was not as haughty as the other Gods, and there was goodness in his eyes. 
 
    He cannot refuse an order from his Prince, he would lose his head at once, Rotec said very seriously, his hand on the pommel of his sword. 
 
    Adamis took a step forward and put his hand on the Champion’s shoulder. I would never let it get to that point, my friend. 
 
    Kyra breathed the pure air of the chamber and reflected on what had happened. They had saved her life: that of a mere slave, an insect. Why had a God wasted his Power on her? She had to find out, but asking directly did not seem the best thing. She had to go on gathering information. Yosane would know what to do with everything she found out. She would come up with a plan. 
 
    One of the scholars went over to Notaplo and pointed to the pods at the end. 
 
    It is time, Master. Shall we go on with the experiment, or cancel it? 
 
    Notaplo’s gaze turned to the Prince. 
 
    We go on, Adamis said firmly. 
 
    I will take the slave, Rotec said, and came to stand beside Kyra. The shadow of the huge body of the God-Warrior covered her as if she were an insignificant speck. 
 
    Adamis raised his hand. 
 
    No, wait. She stays. 
 
    Rotec’s expression was one of pure incredulity. His eyes were wide and staring. But my Lord, the experiments… nobody who is not absolutely trustworthy and of proven loyalty must see them. The risk… the consequences… consider again, my Lord. 
 
    Adamis put his hands behind his back. Notaplo, what is your opinion on this? 
 
    The Erudite rubbed his chin, and his eyes were lost in the distance for a moment. If the little shrew wishes to, she may watch. I don’t object. She might even take part… he said nonchalantly, with a beguiling smile. 
 
    Adamis stood in front of Kyra. If you wish to know some of our secrets you may stay. But there is one condition, a price to be paid… 
 
    Kyra stood up very straight, without cowering. “What is it?” 
 
    You will allow Notaplo to perform a little experiment on you. 
 
    Kyra looked at him defiantly. She wanted to know what they were up to, what secrets they were hiding. She might be able to use it against them, or else it might turn out to offer a way of escaping from there somehow. There was risk, it was true, but that had never stopped her. Nor would it now. Besides, if they wanted to force her to take part in their secret experiments there was nothing she could do to stop them. She tried to read Adamis’ beautiful face, looking for any trace of deception. The eyes of the God-Prince, so alarmingly human, seemed honest. Adamis did not look away, he did not blink, but kept up the tension between them.  
 
    Her spirit gradually filled with rage and honor. She felt her heart beating like a war drum, and with that pulse the heat of her spirit and the mixed feelings Adamis provoked in her burst out through her eyes like glittering sparks. 
 
    “All right,” she said defiantly. 
 
    Adamis blinked at the reply. For a moment his eyes disappeared, and she felt as though the chamber had turned darker. The eyelids opened again and the light returned. Adamis seemed confused, and he was the personification of self-assuredness. Kyra watched him, intrigued. The rage in her chest was dying, and her look was gentler. 
 
    Adamis responded with the slightest of smiles. Very well. Continue. The tension between them relaxed until it was like a calm sea after a storm. 
 
    Notaplo stepped forward. You will be wondering, little shrew, and rightly, what the purpose of this experiment is. You see… our people, the leaders of the Five Houses to be precise, are trying to find the elusive answers to vital questions which we have been pursuing for millennia. Since the dawn of time the Houses have been studying different disciplines, different approaches, but they all seek the same goal: to reach the longed-for immortality. You see, young slave, Gods we are to your eyes, but we have not attained immortality. Therefore, whether we like it or not, we are not complete Gods, nor will we be. Or at least, not until we attain it. Long-lived we might be considered, since we live far longer than the slave races, and powerful, as we have mastery over the Power of the Five Elements. And with that Power we perform deeds which for all other living creatures are unbelievable, unthinkable. 
 
    “But in the end,” Kyra said, “no matter how powerful and long-lived you are, death awaits you just as it does for everybody else,”  
 
    Notaplo clapped and laughed, although by the look on his face Rotec did not find the comment funny at all. 
 
    Indeed, that is the real truth, the Erudite went on. If one views oneself in perspective, leaving the ego aside, one might observe that the world around, that wise nature from whom we obtain our Power, shows us how insignificant we really are. What is my life compared to that of a sequoia in the western lands which lives more than four thousand years? What is my power compared to that of Arutan, Mother Nature, or of an erupting volcano, a tornado, a tsunami? Tell me, child, what is it? 
 
    She did not want to upset the Erudite so she toned down her reply. 
 
    “Small…” 
 
    Adamis laughed. She wanted to say insignificant, but she bit her tongue. 
 
    She glared at him furiously. Adamis’ answering expression was amused. 
 
    Each one of the Houses, in their attempts to reach immortality has achieved remarkable advances. Some, like the House of the Fifth Ring, claim to have achieved it. Although their success is debatable, it is undeniable that they have made discoveries which bring us closer to the longed-for goal. I will show you. 
 
    Notaplo went up to the monolith and placed one of his hands on the surface. He manipulated the golden circumference which appeared around his palm. From the floor, with a metallic sound, emerged a round platform. Notaplo went on manipulating the monolith, and suddenly a golden ring slid across the outer face to his hand. A beam of light shot out of it onto the platform, forming a living image, in all its dimensions. 
 
    Kyra watched the image. It was a large one, and she discovered to her amazement that she was witnessing something taking place before her eyes which was not really taking place there at all. She went over to the platform and passed her hand through the projection to make sure it was not real. Her hand went through the image, and she withdrew it feeling even more intrigued. 
 
    Adamis smiled. There was real sympathy in his expression. You are watching the reproduction of a scene captured and kept in our archives of knowledge. It is not real, it has already happened. What your eyes are seeing now is what happened at a certain moment and at a certain place. 
 
    She was dumbfounded. “How on earth is that possible?” 
 
    Notaplo laughed quietly. I am sorry, my girl, I cannot explain to you all our technology and knowledge in a single day. I would need hundreds of days… perhaps even thousands… But watch, I think you will find it interesting. 
 
    She gave her whole attention to it. In the image she saw a dozen capsules like the ones they had there. They were set in a circle around a monolith, white as snow. The floor and the walls of this hall were covered with frost. Inside the capsule were slaves. Their eyes were closed, their bodies snow-white. Two Gods appeared on the scene, and she identified Notaplo as one of them. They went to one of the capsules, and after manipulating some sensors they opened it to look at the slave inside. 
 
    Kyra stepped forward to see better. Notaplo went to her side and pointed at the two Gods in the image. It is a laboratory in the House of the Fifth Ring. They have managed to freeze people alive for an indefinite period of time. In my last exchange of knowledge with Edru, their First Erudite, I was witness to the existence of several slaves who have been frozen for more than five hundred years, as you can see in the image. 
 
    She went on watching. She saw Notaplo close his eyes, and a golden halo completely enveloped the body of the frozen slave. 
 
    Using my Power, I searched for the vital essence in one of them, he went on, and to my great surprise there it was still, hibernating, like a bear waiting to be awakened. 
 
    The scene changed abruptly and showed another, different chamber. In it the bodies of two slaves rested on tables filled with a blue liquid. Two beams of bluish light from the snowy monolith seemed to be controlling the process. 
 
    Notaplo cleared his throat. Edru showed me how they awakened those two slaves who had been frozen for more than a hundred years by using the Power they specialize in: the element of Water. 
 
    The image moved forward in time and showed Kyra the two slaves on their feet, alive. The color of their face and body was now pink, more natural. 
 
    Notaplo explained: Not only did they show no noticeable side effects, they had not aged a single day. And that is a genuine advance. When I was informed, I found it hard to believe. But I was able to confirm it, as you have just seen, and had to accept the evidence. 
 
    Kyra became thoughtful. “That would be almost like being immortal… When you don’t want to grow any older, you only need to be frozen and wake up a thousand years from now. A man might live like this for thousands of years…” 
 
    Notaplo raised his eyebrows. A man… yes you have expressed it very well, my child. And there is the main problem: it does not work the same with us. Unfortunately our Power goes on feeding from our system even in this frozen state. And that is why we still age, although much more slowly, even when frozen. 
 
    “Can’t you somehow shut down your Power, or stop it?” 
 
    Adamis sighed and shook his head. We would die. Our Power is similar to your vital essence: without it we have no life. The body would gradually shut down and die, which is what happens at the end of our existence when it is used up. 
 
    Kyra understood. This revelation seemed deeply important to her. There was a way of killing them… She had to tell Yosane. She would know what else could be deduced from it. 
 
    Even so, the advance they have achieved is very significant, even though it fails to reach the desired goal. But they will continue investigating, and if they manage to improve the stage of frozen hibernation they might find the key. There are also many secondary uses. Now we can freeze living creatures indefinitely. Kyra felt like a piece of meat that was about to be frozen. And it is a good path for study and experimentation in order to attain new goals. 
 
    The scene ended and the beam of light went out. Once again the platform disappeared into the floor. 
 
    “Have any other of the Houses made an important advance?” she asked curiously. 
 
    The House of the Fourth Ring, basing themselves on their source element, Earth, has achieved something similar. They have managed to turn a living creature into carbon and keep it alive indefinitely by pouring Power into the graphite, which keeps the organism alive. 
 
    “Turning a person into a mineral?” 
 
    Indeed, child, emulating wise Mother Nature: fossilizing it. 
 
    “And… does it work?” 
 
    In you it does. In us… unfortunately not. 
 
    Kyra narrowed her eyes. 
 
    Notaplo smiled. The path of knowledge is difficult and full of failures. But even from those we can learn, and we gain new and unexpected successes. Sometimes it is the way, not the end, which really matters. One day we will get there, one of the Five Houses will do it. Meanwhile we put to good use all the secondary discoveries we have made, many of them unexpected. 
 
    Let us hope we are the ones, Rotec said with folded arms. 
 
    Kyra looked at him, not understanding. 
 
    Adamis nodded. Yes, it would be better if it were us. The House which attains it will make a definitive break in the delicate balance of powers which it is so hard to keep in order to avoid a war. The other Houses will want that knowledge for themselves, and there will be war. It is inevitable, for the achievement is of such magnitude that no-one will be able to deny it. 
 
    An abysmal war, Notaplo said. For so great is the glory and power which attaining immortality might grant that the other Houses will not rest until they conquer it. Rivers of pain and death will soak Alantres, our glorious and eternal city. The Five Rings will be drowned in the dark blood of our people. Unfortunately I have not the slightest doubt of that. 
 
    We must move ahead of the others, Rotec said, especially the House of the Second Ring, for our own good and the good of our whole civilization. If we go to war it could destroy us all. 
 
    Adamis nodded and went to his friend’s side. Lord Asu is extremely dangerous. He is always looking for ways to gain an advantage for his House. 
 
    Rather, for himself, said Rotec. He is taking advantage of his father’s absence. He knows very well that the cycle is about to end and he will once again have to give back the reins of his House to his father, the King. 
 
    Notaplo put his hands behind his back. Lord Asu is very dangerous, it is true. From what we have been able to find out, his studies are focused on getting hold of the vital essence. But I do not think he has been able to advance very far. That path has been investigated and abandoned by all the Houses. 
 
    All the Erudites are unanimous on that point, it is a dead end, Adamis said. 
 
    I would not say that. It is a way from which nobody has managed to obtain more. Dead? I do not know. What we discovered in that field two thousand years ago we are still using nowadays. Let us not forget that. And it is crucial for the survival of our leaders, of our civilization. He was looking at her out of the corner of his eye, which troubled her. She did not understand what they were talking about, although she sensed that it was important and that, for some reason, it affected her. 
 
    “What is… this thing that’s so important?” she asked timidly. 
 
    Notaplo and Rotec looked at Adamis. There was tension on their golden faces. 
 
    We cannot tell you all our secrets, Adamis said, hiding behind his God-Prince mask. You are a slave, after all. 
 
    The comment hurt her, but she said nothing, although her eyes probably gave her feelings away. 
 
    But we can share with you the reason why you are here, Adamis said, and gestured at Notaplo to go on. 
 
    Notaplo leaned on his staff. He sounded more relaxed. You are here because you are not like the others, and an anomaly in a species is exactly what I am looking for.  
 
    “Anomaly?” 
 
    Well, little shrew, my area of study, my knowledge, centers on the study of the species. 
 
    Kyra stared at him blankly. All my life I have been studying the different varieties of species which wise Nature puts before us in all her greatness and glory, and which we refuse to admire because we believe ourselves to be superior, when in fact we are not. 
 
    “What species?” 
 
    All of them, but one in particular. 
 
    “Mine.” 
 
    Notaplo smiled from ear to ear. 
 
    Exactly. 
 
    “And what interests you about mine?” 
 
    For a thousand years we have enslaved your people, and for almost as much time I have been studying you. You have always fascinated me. This innate capacity for survival of a species of animal without Power, which despite everything survives, reproduces and goes on growing. The survival instinct you possess is incredible, something we lack. But the most surprising thing is your extraordinary ability to reproduce. 
 
    “Extraordinary? A woman needs more than nine moons to conceive and give birth to a child.” 
 
    Our race needs ten times as much, and a woman can rarely bear more than two children. Very rarely. 
 
    She looked at them in surprise. “You only have one brother or sister?” 
 
    They shook their heads sorrowfully. With luck! We do not have either, we are only children. 
 
    When one of our people dies without children, he said, his eyes on Adamis and Rotec, it is catastrophic for the family. Not only has one life been lost, a life which should have lasted for many years, the seed of the family is also lost and cannot be recovered. That is why attaining immortality is so urgent for us. And that is why I am so fascinated by your species. 
 
    “What are you looking for in us?” 
 
    Notaplo smiled. An extraordinary anomaly. 
 
    She frowned. “Why do you want to experiment with me?” 
 
    Because you are a Selected, an anomaly in yourself. 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    At midnight. 
 
    Kyra raised herself to her full height. 
 
    “I’ll be ready.” 
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    It was the middle of the night, and the moon, almost full, shone brightly in a clear sky full of shimmering stars. Liriana surfaced and looked for the safety of the pier. She climbed out noiselessly, dragged herself over the wooden structure and hid among the shadows. 
 
    Old Tulmis’ plan has worked. I can hardly believe it. 
 
    She leaned back and recovered her breath. When she stretched her arms she felt twinges in her tired shoulders. The escape had left her exhausted. Unfortunately she had been forced to leave the stolen boat when she had seen a patrol in the middle of the great channel. She had swum most of the way, the last part under water. She closed her eyes and fell asleep, overcome by exhaustion. 
 
    The fluttering of some bird of prey woke her. She sat up, alarmed, her heart racing. She looked in all directions but could see nothing. She was surrounded by darkness. 
 
    How long have I slept? She felt recovered. Not more than a couple of hours. I must hurry or I’ll lose the cover of night. 
 
    She recalled Tulmis’ instructions: “It’s just under the statue of a lion, to the east of the Royal Palace.” She had to go there at once. She looked for it, sweeping the horizon with a glance, and it was not hard to find. It was so incredible and magnificent that in the moonlight it shone as if it were pure crystal, The Palace of a God-King. It’s truly spectacular… and the way it shines, even a blind man would be able to know where it is. 
 
    She looked around her and listened in the silence of the night. The area she was in was deserted. There was not a soul near: human, Enforcer or God. She thanked Oxatsi and seized her chance to move as fast as she could without making any noise. It did not take her long to make out the lion statue. She hastened to it, but as she was nearing it she had to stop and hide behind a hedge. A patrol of Custodians was making the round of the area, going around the statue on their way. 
 
    She stretched her neck. Narrowing her eyes, she tried to make out the entrance to the twelfth catacomb. It had to be there, but she was too far away to see it. She risked running at a crouch and found a crystal fountain surrounded by glass benches in the middle of the park. She cursed to herself. She could not hide behind them, she would be seen. She ran to the right and found another statue. It too was translucent. 
 
    Hell! Everything here is like glass, there’s nowhere to hide! 
 
    A little to the right she saw some oak trees and ran to them as if a devil were after her. She reached them and threw herself behind one of them, out of sight, with her chest heaving wildly. Only the trees offered any protection in the whole area. She managed to calm down and recover her breath. She glanced quickly around. On the right of the huge pedestal of the statue was a Custodian on watch duty in front of a low rectangular building. This caught her attention. She crawled forward a little further to another tree and hid behind it. She risked a quick look. The low building looked military, with no windows. The door the Custodian was guarding was of reinforced metal, but the bolts were on the outside. 
 
    She clenched her fist and nodded. The twelfth catacomb, she thought with a triumphant smile. Maruk was inside, a prisoner. She had to rescue him, for herself, for their own people. It was essential. But how? She had to avoid the patrol and the guard at the door. She leaned against the trunk of the tree. And then she heard them. The heavy sound of a dozen iron-clad footsteps, hammering the ground to the rhythm of a drum. Swiftly, like lightning, she looked out and hid back again. 
 
    The patrol! It’s coming towards me! 
 
    Her heart began to beat so hard she thought it might burst from her chest. What can I do? If she stayed there she would be discovered, if she ran she would be seen. But she could not stay there; the footsteps sounded very close, were almost on top of her. I have to go back to another tree! She crouched, ready to spring. 
 
    A barn owl hooted above her. Damn! She was so furious that she looked up. And froze. A hand reached out for her from among the shadows of the branches. The patrol was almost on top of her. She did not stop to think twice. She stood, reached up and grabbed the hand. She felt herself being powerfully pulled, and climbed up the tree. She held on to a thick branch and hid. The patrol passed underneath, brushing against the tree on their way towards the next oak in the park. She breathed again. When they had passed she turned to her savior. Her eyes were met by others both strange and enigmatic: one intense emerald, the other a pale blue, almost gray: eyes she knew very well. 
 
    “Ikai!” she cried, unable to contain her surprise and joy. 
 
    He put a finger to his lips. “Shhh,” he warned her. 
 
    She fixed her eyes on his and made a great effort to contain herself. They waited for the patrol to walk away before speaking. 
 
    “But what are you doing here?” he asked in an almost inaudible whisper. 
 
    “Me? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “What do you think? Hiding from the patrols, of course. The trees are the only place to hide. The whole area’s made of glass.” 
 
    “I’m so happy to see you!” she said whole-heartedly. “I was afraid you’d got caught… or worse.” As she looked into the enigmatic Hunter’s eyes and his determined, attractive face, she felt butterflies in her stomach and a pleasant warmth in her chest. “I’m so glad to see you…” she added, and felt the warmth reach her face so that the crimson rose to her cheeks. 
 
    And she did not mind. 
 
    “You didn’t seem so glad that morning you left without even saying goodbye.” 
 
    Liriana read reproach in his eyes. “I didn’t want to endanger your life. You have your mission and I have mine. There were more chances of doing it separately than together. And you know it.” 
 
    “You might have asked me.” 
 
    “Would you have agreed?” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “I didn’t want to risk an argument.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “It’s not important any longer. The two of us made it. We’ve come all this way.” 
 
    For a moment he turned a penetrating gaze on her, then he nodded. 
 
    “What I’ve come looking for is behind that door. I must get in and rescue him.” 
 
    “Rescue? Who?” 
 
    “My fiancé.” 
 
    Ikai’s face grimaced: his eyes wide, his eyebrows arched, his mouth twisted in surprise. She felt as if she had thrown a bucket of ice at his face. The surprise vanished at once, to be replaced by anger. His eyes narrowed, his brow furrowed and his teeth clenched so hard his jaw seemed about to break. Liriana lowered her eyes and swallowed. A feeling of utter guilt overcame her. 
 
    “What happened between us…” she began to say, but he interrupted her at once. 
 
    “What’s past is past. There’s no need for an explanation.” His tone was so curt that she felt the pain she had caused as if he had slapped her. 
 
    “Let me explain…” 
 
    “There’s nothing to explain.” 
 
    She looked into his eyes pleadingly, but he turned away. “Thank you… for saving me…” 
 
    Ikai replied with a nod. His gaze was lost in the night. 
 
    “I must rescue him, he’s deeply important for us… for Gedrel.” 
 
    He turned and frowned. “For Gedrel? I thought you were here for yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, that too. Well, for both, really.” 
 
    “Who are you risking your life for, your fiancé or Gedrel and his lost cause?” 
 
    “For him and for the cause. For both.” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “I know you don’t understand,” Liriana said, looking at him firmly. Her tone showed how offended she was. “I’m not asking you to. Just accept I’m like that,” 
 
    “You’re right, forgive me. I’ve no right to judge you.” 
 
    She relaxed. She could understand his annoyance, but nobody had the right to judge her convictions or her actions. She was fighting for what she believed to be just, for an ideal, for her people’s freedom, and that was more important than anything, even her own feelings. 
 
    “I have to get in there and rescue him. We need him.” 
 
    “There’s a Custodian at the door and a patrol doing its round. It’s impossible, you’ll never make it.” 
 
    She thought for a moment and realized he was right. But even so, she had to try. “Thank you for everything, Ikai. You’d better go away now…” 
 
    “Are you really going to try? Can’t you see you’ll fail?” 
 
    “Probably, but I can’t stop now, not when I’ve come this far.” 
 
    He seized her shoulders. “It’s insane. Don’t do it.” 
 
    She looked into his eyes. “Would you abandon your sister?” 
 
    He looked away and withdrew his hands. “No. No, I can’t.” 
 
    “Nor can I.” 
 
    They were both silent, their gaze blank. There was no way back for either of them. 
 
    “Leave, Ikai. I’m asking you. Please” 
 
    The silence became unbearable. Ikai looked around. It was clear. He began to climb down. She sighed and let her gaze linger on the huge Custodian. She felt like an ant facing a scorpion. How could a monster like that be defeated? His size was probably matched by his fighting skills. In fact he would not even need to fight; all he needed to do was give the alarm, and everything would be over for her. She breathed out hard. There seemed to be no way out of the situation. 
 
    Suddenly she heard the branches cracking and saw Ikai climbing up again. 
 
    “All right, so what’s the plan?” he asked with a wink. 
 
    She smiled broadly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As he crawled behind the hedge, Ikai was thinking about their plan. He was not at all sure it would work, but they did not have much choice. Dawn would come in a couple of hours, and they had to get out of there. I have to help Liriana and move on. Now I know they have Kyra in the Royal Palace I have to get to her somehow. To get into the castle and rescue her seemed impossible, but he was not giving up, he would do it. He had been forced to withdraw from the immediate surroundings of the Palace. The patrols and the watch being kept were too strict in the higher part, and the risk of being discovered too high. Back in the lower part he had remained hidden, thinking about how to proceed, in the relative safety of the trees. But Liriana had appeared suddenly, and now he was back in the midst of an extremely dangerous situation. 
 
    He shook these thoughts out of his mind and concentrated on the task at hand. He waited in hiding for the eastern patrol to approach. He and Liriana had patiently measured how long it took the patrol to do the round and worked out the best moment to carry out their plan. As the rhythmical heavy tread of the Custodians came closer, his stomach began to churn like butter. 
 
    Relax… hold fast… he told himself as the Custodians went by with their martial strides, two feet away from his hiding-place. It’s too dark, they can’t see me, he said to encourage himself, far from sure that this would be true. He breathed deeply and ran behind the chosen oak, the nearest to the guard at the catacomb. He leaned back against the massive hundred-year-old trunk and recovered his breath. He glanced quickly around. There was the Custodian, like an enormous statue of rock in front of the door, holding spear and shield. He calculated the distance: about fifteen paces. He nodded. It was enough. Then he searched for Liriana at the other end of the park. He could not see her, it was too dark. He would have to assume she was in position. 
 
    He sighed. Time to act. He put his hands to his mouth and imitated the sound of a heavy grunt in the direction of the Custodian. He waited, then repeated the grunt, this time louder and longer. The Custodian turned his head, and he hid his own behind the tree. It was so dark that at that distance the guard would only be able to see a shadow moving. Ikai repeated his animal grunt, this time loud and sustained. The Custodian turned, breaking his hieratical position. Ikai withdrew his head and hid behind the trunk, letting himself be visible for an instant. 
 
    “Who goes there?” came the cavernous voice. 
 
    There was silence. He waited, his body flattened behind the tree, completely hidden. He heard the heavy steps moving in his direction. He breathed in deeply and the characteristic sulfur-stench of the Enforcers of the Gods reached him on the night breeze. He’s stopped. But he’s there. Damn him, he’s hesitating. He’ll turn around. I have to lure him towards me. He grunted again and poked his head out for the briefest of moments. The steps became faster. He’s coming. 
 
    He took out his throwing dagger. The idea of facing up to the Enforcer crossed his mind, but he dismissed it at once. He would be torn to pieces, and what was worse, the alarm would be sounded. No, I can’t do it by brute force, I have to beat him by cunning. He ran the dagger along the palm of his hand and made a cut. He opened and closed his hand energetically, so that the blood flowed. 
 
    He’s here.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On the other side of the park, tense as a Hunter’s bow, Liriana watched the scene. The Custodian was nearing the tree Ikai was hiding behind. She took a deep breath and filled her lungs. Now or never. I only have one chance, and not much of one at that. I have to stake everything on this trick, no matter how little chance there is. I didn’t come all this way to be stopped by one last obstacle when I’ve got success at the tip of my fingers. I’ll deal with this last pitfall and free Maruk. 
 
    She summoned up her courage and ran like lightning towards the door, which was now unprotected. She ran as though a great white tiger were at her heels. Don’t let him turn, by Oxatsi our Mother Sea, don’t let him turn. Her fear gave her legs unusual speed. Her heart was in her mouth, and for a moment she nearly choked. She crossed the empty area to the door and reached for the upper bolt. Leaning against the door in an attempt to muffle any telltale sound, she began to slide it with infinite gentleness. 
 
    There came the slightest creak. 
 
    She turned her head, her heart racing. The Custodian was beside the tree and did not turn. She breathed out heavily, releasing a whirlwind of tension. She reached for the second bolt and carefully pulled it back. This time there was no noise. She turned to look at the Custodian and saw him disappear behind the tree. Now’s the time, let’s do it! She tugged at the heavy door of reinforced iron. Using all the weight of her body she managed to open it wide enough for her to slip her body through. Here I come! Protect me, Girlai, Father Moon! She squeezed through the gap into the catacomb. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ikai was running with all the strength of his legs. He did not dare look back. The next tree was only five paces towards the center. I have to reach it before the Custodian comes around the oak I’ve left. If he sees me, we’re lost. He clenched his teeth and ran. He reached the tree and with a swift leap, hid behind it. He was panting as if life was trying to escape from him. He tried to relax, so that the Custodian would not hear him. His lungs were burning and his legs aching from the effort. But the worst thing was his heart. It seemed it was about to burst out of his chest. 
 
    He heard a step behind him and a branch cracking. 
 
    He’s looking for me. Good. I have to distract him, gain time for Liriana. He calmed his breathing and listened hard. He heard another step. Then boots crunching dry leaves. 
 
    Hell! He’s turning! If he goes back to his post he’ll find Liriana! 
 
    He looked ahead. The next oak tree was in a straight line, no more than four paces away, surrounded by darkness. 
 
    I can do it. I can reach it. I have to risk it or Liriana will be lost. Doubt assailed him. Would the Custodian follow him, or would he return to his post? The most natural thing was for him to turn back, but the Enforcers were supposed to be like bloodhounds: once they smelt blood they did not stop until they found it. He had left his blood on both the oak and the ground on the way to where he was now hiding. Soon he would find out if the rumors were true or not. He waited with his hand still bleeding, so that drops of the liquid of life fell on to the ground beside him. A gust of wind whipped the leaves of the old oak, and the stench of the Enforcer reached his nostrils once again. 
 
    Come on! If I can smell you then you can smell my blood, so come on. 
 
    The steps sounded again. They were coming in his direction. 
 
    He’s taken the bait! Ikai shot like an arrow to the oak in front of him. He ran in a straight line so that the girth of the tree behind him would hide him as he escaped. He reached the new tree and was about to turn when his foot hit something hard, he tripped and fell forward. He had not seen the root. 
 
    Damn! He’ll see me! In pain, he raised his head from the ground. He had to hide behind the oak at once or he would be lost. And from the living gloom, mysteriously, there rose a figure. He watched it, eyes wide. He put his hand to the dagger at his back. A familiar voice greeted him. 
 
    “Always in trouble, eh, Hunter?” 
 
    Immediately he recognized the almond eyes, black as night, which shone intensely under the jet-black hair in its pony-tail. He saw the sharp face with its small nose, suggestive lips, and the fierceness and strength she always radiated. 
 
    “Al… Albana… what…?” he stammered blankly. 
 
    She smiled at him roguishly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Liriana closed the door behind her so as not to raise suspicion either inside or outside the building. In and out like lightning, she said to herself, well aware that she only had a few moments before the Custodian returned. She ran down the stone stairs until she reached the inside of the catacomb. It was enormous and shadowy. Two oil lamps, one at the entrance and another at the end of the chamber, was the only light. She could make out hundreds of bodies of slaves, asleep after a hard day’s work, completely filling the floor. Very like what she had experienced with Tulmis. 
 
    She moved fast, passing over the lying bodies, trying not to tread on anyone and not succeeding, but she did not mind. She had no time to think about it. She did not recognize those faces, in fact she could barely see them. She would have to take the risk. There were too many people there and she had no time. 
 
    “Maruk…” she called in a low voice. She strode to the center and called again. Resentful grunts came from the sleepers around her. “Maruk, it’s me, Liriana.” 
 
    “Shhhh,” came the reproach from the bodies curled at her feet, so exhausted they did not even want to know what was going on. 
 
    “Maruk, where are you?” she asked, this time more loudly. 
 
    “Shut up and let us sleep,” said a man in front of her with a thick black beard. 
 
    Liriana crouched down beside him “Foreman Sostos’ gang. Where do they sleep?” 
 
    The man looked at her angrily. He pointed towards the east of the chamber. 
 
    “At that end,” he said hoarsely. 
 
    “Let us sleep,” another man grumbled beside her. 
 
    Liriana passed over the bodies so fast she tripped and almost fell. She managed to reach the far end. “Maruk…” she called again. She was running out of time, and she knew it. A body stirred and turned. 
 
    “Maruk, it’s Liriana. I’ve come for you.” 
 
    The man sat up. He was young, thin. His face and dark hair were covered in dirt and he had several days’ worth of unkempt beard on a handsome face. And then Liriana saw a pair of eyes, green as jade, looking at her with the uncertainty of fear and ill-treatment. The young man turned his head in the dark to look at her more closely. 
 
    “Liriana? Is it really you… or is this another nightmare this filthy, unbearable place has come up with?” 
 
    “Maruk, it’s me!” 
 
    The young man looked at her again, incredulously. “It’s you…” 
 
    She fell on him and held him tight. “Yes, Maruk, it’s me. You can believe it, it’s not a dream. I’ve come to rescue you.” 
 
    Maruk took her cheeks in his hands. With his eyes fixed on hers he kissed her so intensely he left her breathless. 
 
    “You’d better hurry,” said an old man sitting against the wall. He pointed to the door. 
 
    “Sostos?” she asked. 
 
    The old man nodded. Then he looked towards the door. 
 
    “Run.” 
 
    Liriana and Maruk passed hastily over the slaves and reached the stairs. They ran up them and came to the door. 
 
    It’s been quick, straight in and out, she said to herself to give herself courage. The guard might have come back, might be there waiting for her behind the door. It was just a moment, just a moment. She pushed the door gently and peered around. 
 
    There was no sign of the Custodian. 
 
    Ikai’s managed to distract him! She turned to Maruk and signaled to him to come out. She closed the door behind them and slid the bolts back into place so the Custodian would not suspect anything when he came back. Crouching, they began to cross the open area towards the shelter of the nearest oaks. She glanced all round, expecting to see the Custodian at any moment, but the only thing her senses could make out was the gentle sound of the wind on the branches of safety awaiting them. There was not a soul in sight. They were five paces away from the first oak. She looked at Maruk, who was following her with the beginnings of unease in his eyes. 
 
    We’re going to make it. We’re nearly there. And at that very moment a wall of fire rose in front of her. 
 
    Taken by surprise, she could barely stop herself in time, and was nearly burnt alive. She took two steps back, away from the roaring flames. She looked at her companion. 
 
    “Let’s go back,” Maruk urged. “This way!”  
 
    They turned back and ran towards the east. But another barrier of fire rose before them to block their escape. They retreated. The flames were intense and the heat in the square was scorching. 
 
    “What’s happening?” she cried. “What’s this?” The fiery barriers were a total mystery to her. 
 
    Maruk looked around. The flames had now spread to form a circle around them. There was nowhere to go. They had no escape-route. 
 
    “It’s the Gods… it’s the Power of the Gods,” he said hopelessly. 
 
    In front of the fugitives, behind the flames, there appeared a Golden God. He was immense, like a mountain, a God-Warrior. He wore a tunic of intense red, decorated with vibrant orange. The massive armor he wore was blood-red. After him came a dozen Custodians. The God made a sign with his hand, uttered some words, and the flames died out. 
 
    My name is Iradu, the Champion of Lord Asu. In the name of my Lord, God-Prince of the House of Aureb, of the Second Ring, you are his prisoners. 
 
    The message from the God lashed the two fugitives’ minds with such power that their heads were whipped back. They were left stunned, terrified, unable to understand, staring at the imposing figure of the God-Warrior. 
 
    The Custodians hastened to surround them. Fear gnawed at her stomach. 
 
    Take them away, he ordered. We must hurry, we are in enemy territory after all. 
 
    So close… she thought, with the sour taste of fear on her tongue. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were taken to the Second Ring, to the kingdom of fire. The retinue did not stop even for a moment, first on a twin-mast trireme, then on carriages pulled by jet-black coursers, until they reached a magnificent crimson palace. Liriana watched everything around her with anxiety growing in her chest, so she could barely breathe. She thought they would be taken to the dungeons, but instead they were led inside the palace, into a hall as rich and ornamented as it was enormous. 
 
    In awe, she watched a fountain in the form of a volcano in the middle of the room. The apex of the fountain exploded, and fire and magma fell on its circular base. The heat of the room was asphyxiating. She passed her forearm along her forehead, which was drenched with perspiration. 
 
    “Where are we?” she whispered to Maruk. 
 
    “I think it’s… the throne hall.” He waved his hand towards two elaborate thrones of some exotic reddish wood, ornamented in gold. Behind the seats two giant braziers were burning. The flames were so vivid that the two thrones seemed to burn without being consumed. 
 
    The boy’s a clever one, came a sarcastic voice into their minds. It sounded cruel. 
 
    A slender God appeared, wearing a rich red robe with golden designs, and a breast-plate of orange-red scales. The God stared at them with intense ruby eyes, and Liriana saw a cruelty in them which made her quail. He moved with such haughty dignity that he seemed to be both owner and lord of the entire Eternal City. After him came Iradu, the God-Warrior who had captured them. 
 
    Is it he? the God-Lord asked. 
 
    Liriana did not know what was happening. Silence filled the room. 
 
    “Yes, my Lord Asu. It is he,” a female voice said. 
 
    The voice sounded so familiar that Liriana looked around for it at once. And then she saw her, coming in from an adjacent room. 
 
    It was Albana! 
 
    Liriana’s eyes opened wide. Albana! What’s she doing here? What’s going on? 
 
    Are you sure? To me he looks no different from any other flea-bitten slave. 
 
    Albana went to Lord Asu, bowed elaborately before the God-Prince and pointed at Maruk. 
 
    “It is the one, my Lord. The one you charged me to look for among all the slaves.” 
 
    Liriana looked at Maruk, who was as white as a ghost. She was unable to bear the pressure of the situation any longer. 
 
    “But what on earth are you doing, Albana?” she asked. “Are you out of your mind?”  
 
    Shut up, slave, Iradu ordered her. The Gods are speaking, and they have not addressed you. 
 
    The mental message hit her mind so hard she felt as if she had been struck on the temple with a hammer. She was stunned. 
 
    Thank you, my faithful Iradu. These troublesome ill-smelling slaves never know how to behave before their Gods. 
 
    On your knees, slaves, Iradu ordered the two fugitives. 
 
    Liriana and Maruk exchanged a look of mingled anxiety and confusion, and knelt. 
 
    They all look the same to me, Lord Asu said disdainfully. But if you assure me this is the one I am looking for… remember what you have at stake, little spy… you know full well the price to be paid if you fail me… 
 
    Albana nodded. “It is, my Lord, this is the one she has come to rescue. This is the final, convincing proof. A little over a year ago I managed to infiltrate their organization, after many months of hard work earning the trust of one of their leaders. I have been spying on their clandestine group since then. When the rumors of his existence, of what he was able to do, reached me, I tried to locate him as you had ordered, my Lord. I tried to find out who he was, but they kept him well hidden, in secret. When I was close to finding out his identity he disappeared completely, as if the earth had swallowed him. I could not find his trail in the entire Boundary.” 
 
    Because he had fallen into a quota… Iradu said. 
 
    “That is right. The one we had been looking for was taken from the Boundary and brought here, to the Eternal City.” 
 
    Iradu shook his head. Sometimes fortune plays tricks on us. 
 
    “I thought I would never find him here,” Albana went on. “There are thousands of slaves in the city, and I did not have either his name or his description. But then the plan one of his closest people had made to rescue him reached my ears. So I thought I would offer my services to the leader of the organization and become part of the rescue team. That would lead me to him, and I simply had to ensure she reached here. And that is what I did,” she ended, and pointed at Liriana. 
 
    When she heard this, Liriana felt as if a mountain of guilt had fallen on her. She had led them to Maruk. In her attempt to save him, to save the Senoca, she had led the Gods to Maruk. 
 
    It is very cunning of you to be one of them. I like that, Lord Asu said. He was looking at Albana with a cynical smile. 
 
    Albana bowed once again. “Always at my Lord’s service.” 
 
    And the other one? Lord Asu asked with a frown. 
 
    Iradu gestured, and from another chamber came two Custodians, dragging Ikai’s unconscious body by the ankles. 
 
    “You bloody traitor! Why are you doing this to us? Why?” Liriana shouted as Ikai’s unconscious body was set down in front of her. 
 
    “We each have our own reasons to be here today,” Albana replied with perfect calm. “Powerful reasons.” 
 
    Very well, Lord Asu said, and now that we have caught these small rodents playing around in our granary I want to know if it is really true.  
 
    “It is, my Lord. The Hunter witnessed it.” Albana gestured at Ikai’s body on the floor. 
 
    Let us question him directly. Tell me slave, is it true, the rumor which has reached my ears, that a slave was able to manipulate the Ring the Gods imposed on him? That he has been able to free other slaves? 
 
    The mental message frightened Maruk so badly that all he could do was stare at Lord Asu, wide-eyed. 
 
    You see, slave, that would be very undesirable and would go very much against my interests. An enslaved people cannot be liberated. It cannot have hope. It cannot escape from the Boundary, from the control of the Gods, from my control. Such an affront is inconceivable. And more than that: if it were true, it might spread to other races, other groups of slaves. This might have a decidedly negative effect on the perfect system we now enjoy. But such is the rumor which has reached me, and there are certain rumors and their consequences to which I pay a great deal of attention. I shall ask you once more: is it true? 
 
    Maruk looked at Liriana, who stared firmly back at him to encourage him not to give in. 
 
    I see you need some motivation to make you talk, Lord Asu said, and smiled broadly. 
 
    Maruk gave a terrified shrug. 
 
    No, it is not you I am going to punish. I need you alive. But not her. 
 
    Asu pronounced a single word and twisted his wrist. From his hand there appeared another, a replica of it, in flames. The fiery hand moved to Liriana’s arm and closed upon it. 
 
    Liriana screamed with pain as the flames of the arcane hand burnt her arm. 
 
    “No! Wait! I’ll talk!” Maruk cried. 
 
    You had better hurry… Lord Asu said. At a command of his index finger the fiery hand began to climb Liriana’s arm. The girl screamed in agony and tried unsuccessfully to blow it out. The smell of burning flesh was nauseating. 
 
    It will soon reach her neck… 
 
    “It’s true!” Maruk cried. “I can do it! I can manipulate their Rings so they can escape!”  
 
    Lord Asu smiled, and his ruby eyes shone with the intensity of triumph. 
 
    That is something I want to see, he said. His face had turned cruel. 
 
    He waved his hand, and the fiery hand went out. Liriana fell to the floor, groaning and writhing in pain. Maruk tried to help her. 
 
    Tell me, my little spy, do you have the names of the leaders of this little group which seeks rebellion? 
 
    Albana nodded. 
 
    Lord Asu’s face lit up again. 
 
    You see, my dear Iradu! This is how to end rebellion before it even starts. 
 
    My Lord is a great strategist, Iradu said. 
 
    Take them away and lock them up. I have not finished with them yet.  
 
    Iradu nodded. 
 
    As to you, spy-slave, I am satisfied with your performance. I shall speak to Oskas, my Master-Spy, to let him know. 
 
    “My lord Oskas will appreciate the honor. Will I obtain that which I was promised, my Lord?” Albana asked humbly, with her head bowed. 
 
    Lord Asu spread his arms and looked up at the sky. 
 
    Will I obtain it myself? He said with a cruel smile, and left. 
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    It was midnight by the time Kyra was led back to the Chamber of Knowledge by Rotec. The gigantic Warrior walked beside her, looking at her out of the corner of his eye without saying a word. She had the feeling that the Champion was not as much annoyed by her as before, although perhaps she just wished it so. Notaplo and his Erudites received them; Adamis had not yet arrived. 
 
    While we wait for my Lord Prince, Notaplo said in a mental message to Kyra, I have something for you. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
    Do not worry, little shrew, it is a gift. 
 
    Kyra looked into the eyes of the Erudite and saw sincerity in them. Notaplo took her right hand and put a fine gold bracelet with a round silver rune around her wrist. She glanced at the bracelet. It was pretty, but she did not understand the reason for the gift. 
 
    I hope you like it. It serves a double purpose: on the one hand, decorative (he smiled), and on the other to aid communication. It is a communicator which will allow you to listen to us without our needing to communicate directly with you. You will be able to hear our conversations as if you were one of our own. 
 
    “Thank you, it’s pretty…” 
 
    And now, if there is anything bothering you, I shall try to ease your mind. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said again, and bowed to him. 
 
    What is on your mind? 
 
    “I still don’t understand what you’re looking for in us. Why do you study us?” 
 
    Initially I was looking for a way to improve our fertility, which as I told you before is a terrible problem for our civilization. Later on an insane idea came to me, which drove me to search for a way of lengthening our existence. I studied and experimented without pause for more than six hundred years. 
 
    At that moment Adamis arrived, and all greeted him with respect. Kyra studied him. She did not want to stare at him, but for some reason she could not help herself. It was as if the slender Prince attracted her attention with his magnetism every time they were close to each other. Adamis gazed at her kindly, and she had to look away. 
 
    What’s the matter with me? Why do I behave like this every time I see him? I must calm down, focus. But deep inside her a sweet, pleasant excitement disturbed her calm. 
 
    Notaplo went on: But every time I was close to discovering something important, it slipped through my fingers. I was on the point of abandoning it all, even of putting an end to my own existence, as I had devoted all my life to the study and achieved nothing that could help our civilization. And then one day, quite unexpectedly, the answer I had been looking for presented itself, literally, at my door. 
 
    Notaplo turned and looked towards the far end of the chamber. Arga, come here, please. 
 
    A figure made its way between the pods at the far end. It was a woman, very beautiful. She wore a simple white robe embroidered in black. Her arms were bare, and on her left arm Kyra saw the Ring which marked her as a slave. She came over to them and greeted the Gods with a deep bow. Adamis smiled at her, and Kyra noticed a certain knowingness in their looks. When she saw this, she felt an emptiness at the pit of her stomach, and was upset without knowing why. 
 
    Arga looked at Notaplo. “Did you call, Lord?” 
 
    Yes, my dear, I need your assistance for a moment, Notaplo said and turned to Kyra. Arga has been in my care for some time. And Arga is special… very special…  
 
    Adamis gazed at the beautiful slave with a faint smile on his lips. 
 
    “How special?” Kyra asked in annoyance. 
 
    How old would you say she is? 
 
    Kyra examined the woman’s angular features, smooth skin, green eyes and jet-black hair, trying not only to gauge her age but also the reason for Adamis’ pleasure. She was a very beautiful woman, it had to be admitted. 
 
    “Around twenty-five?” she said after thinking about it. 
 
    Adamis smiled, and his golden face lit up. Notaplo smiled too and nodded several times. 
 
    Yes, around twenty-five, would you say? Notaplo smiled again. Tell her your real age. Speak freely. 
 
    The woman gave a slight nod. “I carry forty-eight springs on my back.” 
 
    “Forty-eight? But that’s impossible!” Kyra exclaimed incredulously. She folded her arms. “But she doesn’t have a single wrinkle or grey hair. Nothing…” 
 
    Notaplo looked closely at Arga’s face. 
 
    True, very true, and that is precisely why she is a very special woman. 
 
    How long have you been with us? 
 
    “Since you took me in, Lord, when I was eighteen years old.” 
 
    Yes… it seems like yesterday when I rescued you… but time has passed, and we have discovered and learnt much in this time. Much, and all of it of importance… 
 
    Kyra was puzzled by the comment. “Rescued? She’s a slave. She must have been brought here like me, against her will.” 
 
    “The Lord saved me from being executed,” Arga said, sounding grateful. 
 
    You see, Kyra, Arga was not born on the continent. She was born here, in our city. 
 
    Kyra strained her neck. “She’s the daughter of slaves who I guess must have been here their whole life. I understand.” 
 
    Although it is true that hundreds of slaves are born here, in captivity, that is not exactly her case… Arga is the daughter of a slave and… one of ours. 
 
    Kyra was stunned. The thought had not even crossed her mind. The daughter of a God and a slave woman? 
 
    “Is… is that even possible?” she said unsurely. She could not make sense of the idea, and above all of the repercussions. 
 
    Notaplo’s face shadowed. It is. Physiologically, at least. It is very rare, but on a few occasions it has occurred. Morally and legally it should not happen. It is not accepted among our own people, far from it… For the Lords it is a real sacrilege to beget a hybrid child, and for the Priests it is an abomination to be exterminated. 
 
    It is forbidden by law, Rotec said severely. It is a serious crime. The punishment for it is death: death of both mother and child. 
 
    Kyra could not believe what she was hearing. Those egotistic and utterly despotic beings not only enslaved humanity but believed themselves to have the right to take slave women and then kill those of them who got pregnant! For the mere fact of giving birth! Her fighting soul was crying out for a knife. She turned a furious glare at Adamis. 
 
    The God-Prince instantly caught the overwhelming rage and contempt in her eyes, and looked down. She saw in him the shadow of shame, the acknowledgement of the infamy which had been committed. She clenched her fists, filled with burning anger, but made such an effort to bite her tongue that she thought her veins would explode. 
 
    Notaplo seemed to notice the rage she was holding under control, for his face darkened. I understand how you feel, little one. Personally I do not share that view, nor do I defend it. But the law must be followed, or else our civilization would collapse. Balance must be kept, at any cost. Arga is a rare exception. He smiled at her. Very few like her are conceived, and even fewer survive. The existence of harems in the noble houses is no secret, nor is what happens there… 
 
    Although it is an insufferable shame which stains our honor, Rotec said, his face twisted in disapproval. 
 
    Adamis nodded. It is, but the law does not punish it. The Five Kings do not condemn it. Perhaps in the next Ruling Cycle… although I do not believe it. The Kings cannot afford enmity with the Lords; when all is said and done, they need them to sustain the Houses. They would not forbid the Lords their lusts and minor misdemeanors. It is the price that has to be paid in order to keep them happy and maintain a strong, cohesive House. 
 
    Kyra did not understand this. Who were the Five Kings? Where were they? Were they not reigning at that moment? Adamis ruled his Kingdom, as she knew, but since when? Why? And for how much longer? Too many questions without an answer. 
 
    Notaplo sighed deeply. Politics is a dangerous animal I have never wished to dally with. I have always preferred science and study. And this pursuit of what slips between our fingers, the passing of time, is what has led me to beings like Arga, who are not an abomination, but quite the reverse. They are exceptional, for in them the passing of time has slowed down. And that deceleration is completely natural, since they do not possess any Power at all. Their human origin dominates, refusing to inherit the Power which only we possess. So I have been studying Arga, as in her lies part of the answer I need. Her body naturally slows down the ravages of time. If I could transfer that to our own bodies, we might be able to live two or three millennia. It would be an epoch-making moment for our civilization. And the key lies in her. 
 
    Kyra watched Arga with new eyes. She was human and God at the same time. 
 
    The moment has come for our little experiment, Notaplo said with a jovial smile. He led the way, leaning on his staff, until he reached the three pods at the far end of the chamber. 
 
    Bring the specimen. 
 
    One of his helpers left the chamber and came back a moment later with a slave, his head bowed. Kyra looked at him closely, deeply intrigued. She recognized him. It was the slave Adamis had bought at the market. The one he had said was very special. 
 
    Name, Notaplo said. 
 
    The slave raised his head for a moment. 
 
    “Marcus,” he whispered. 
 
    Age. 
 
    There was a silence, and they all looked at the slave. 
 
    Rotec pressed him further. Age, slave, he repeated. 
 
    “Seventy,” replied Marcus, looking down at the floor. 
 
    Kyra had estimated his age as about that, and she smiled. She had a good eye for that kind of thing. Arga had put her off her course. 
 
    Notaplo went to his side. 
 
    I need to know your real age, not the one you make your masters believe. I know your secret. That is why you are here today. There is no need for you to lie. 
 
    Fear began to show on Marcus’ face. 
 
    Do not be afraid and tell me your true age. 
 
    The slave threw a frightened glance at Notaplo, then nodded. 
 
    “I understand, my Lord. My true age… is three hundred and ten.” 
 
    Kyra was in shock. Three hundred and ten! He should have been dead and buried, and yet there he was, looking healthy. Old, but healthy. 
 
    One of the helpers went over to the monolith and did something to it with his hands. 
 
    Notaplo watched the slave closely. There is something else you are hiding, is that not so, Marcus? You have done very well; you have been hiding for many years among the slaves without attracting attention. But we have found you, for what you hide cannot be hidden from one who looks determinedly, and believe me, I have been looking for it for a whole eternity. He was gazing at the monolith as he spoke. 
 
    He lifted his staff and banged it down on the floor. His helper caught the gesture and interacted with the monolith. There was a powerful golden flash, and a beam of silver light from the artifact swept over Marcus from head to toe. Kyra felt gooseflesh all over. She looked at Marcus and saw his hands holding his chest, where a revealing white gleam shone intensely. His wrinkled face was sunk in fear and despair. 
 
    Is it he? Adamis asked Notaplo. 
 
    Yes, my prince, it is he. You have found him. An extraordinary anomaly. 
 
    Kyra was staring at the poor slave, not understanding. Why was he an extraordinary anomaly? 
 
    Never fear, Marcus. Nothing bad is going to happen to you. I have been looking for a long time for an anomaly as extraordinary as you. I will not let anything happen to you. I must study you, experiment, learn! The possibilities are unbelievable! He was excited. 
 
    This surprised Kyra, whose face twisted. 
 
     Show me, Notaplo said. 
 
    Marcus looked at him with terror in his eyes. 
 
    “I… don’t…” he muttered, shaking his head. 
 
    At once Rotec drew his weapon and stepped forward. 
 
    You have been given an order, slave, he said. His energy was so intimidating that the chamber itself appeared to shrink. 
 
    Terrified, Marcus began to weep. 
 
    Do not worry, you have nothing to fear. Just show me, the Erudite said in a friendly voice. 
 
    Trembling, Marcus fell on his knees. 
 
    “I… never… I don’t know…” the slave stammered. 
 
    Do not worry. I know you do not understand it, and I assure you that you are not guilty of being who you are. Of being what you are. 
 
    There was a long silence, and Marcus stopped whimpering. Looking directly at Notaplo, he raised his hand and showed him his palm. The slave closed his eyes and appeared to concentrate. Suddenly he opened his eyes, and on the palm of his hand there appeared a burning flame. 
 
    Kyra was spellbound. The slave had used Power! 
 
    Rotec was rooted to the spot. It cannot be! What kind of outrage is this? he said in complete bafflement. 
 
    Notaplo looked at Adamis. We found it, my Lord Prince! 
 
    Adamis nodded and smiled. At last, an extraordinary anomaly! A hybrid with Power? Notaplo was quite beside himself. 
 
    Marcus closed his fingers, and the flame went out. 
 
    This is a crucial moment for my studies. At last I shall be able to discover what I could not find in Arga: the key component that might be transferred to our people. Not only has the passing of time slowed down in Marcus, he also has Power. This validates the assumption that they are compatible: natural slowing down and coexistence with the Power. We are very close to an unequalled discovery, very close to a giant step forward for our civilization. I must go on at once with the investigation. I will free us from the ageing process, I will accomplish it! We will be an immortal civilization! 
 
    Kyra understood the enormous importance of what had excited the Erudite so much. But if he were to manage it, the whole of humanity would be doomed. The Gods would be practically immortal, with all their great Power and longevity. Men would be finished. There would be no hope. 
 
    Come, we must continue! Notaplo said. Quickly he went to examine the pods. 
 
    With the help of his disciples he calibrated them, manipulating levers and activating runes of Power which were beyond Kyra’s understanding. When they had finished preparing the vessels they went back to the monolith. One of the assistants held Notaplo’s staff while he placed both hands on the polished, transparent surface. Two golden circles began to rotate around them. 
 
    The Erudite closed his eyes and began to interact with the powerful object of knowledge. A buzzing reached Kyra’s ears, and she felt suddenly dizzy. Golden flashes came out of the monolith from different heights at sporadic intervals, as if they were dancing to an unknown melody. Incomprehensible runes slid all over the four surfaces of the monolith, chasing each other from the top to the base, disappearing and being replaced by others going in the opposite direction. 
 
    Kyra watched the incredible spectacle with awe and growing concern. The more she discovered about these beings, the more powerful and intelligent she found them. This was a very bad omen. Managing to escape alive from that universe was becoming less and less likely, all-but-impossible. 
 
    Notaplo made a sign with his staff, and at once they put Marcus into the central pod and closed the door. Then the Erudite turned to Arga, who nodded. Accompanied by one of the scholars, Arga went into the pod on the left. She seemed calm and relaxed, even when the crystal cover was closed on her. The scholar made a sign to Kyra to go into the pod on the right. She hesitated. With her heart beating wildly, she glanced at Adamis. The God-Prince gave her the slightest nod. 
 
    What you are going to experience, child, will feel very unpleasant, Notaplo warned her. It is quite possible that it will have a negative impact on your person… one which may be hard to forget… 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, I’ll handle it,” Kyra said, although doubts were beginning to work on her stomach until she almost felt like throwing up. 
 
    Notaplo nodded. All right. 
 
    Kyra took a deep breath, summoned up all her courage, and entered the pod. 
 
    Notaplo’s three helpers took up their positions, one beside each pod. They operated the controls, and the inside began to fill with an ethereal substance, like a strange mist which instead of being damp was dry, rough. She began to feel uneasy, and fear crawled up her chest like sharp claws. Suddenly she felt two stings, one in each shoulder. She turned her head, and with horror saw that two silver rods were stuck in her flesh. She tried to free herself, but realized her whole body was paralyzed from the neck down. She wanted to scream with panic when she saw Notaplo and Adamis watching her through the glass. Huh! I won’t give you that satisfaction! I won’t scream! 
 
    A new substance, this time red, began to fill the pod, and she tried to calm her unease. From the front of the pod she watched a black tube moving towards the monolith. She turned her head and saw part of two other identical tubes coming from the other two pods. She began to feel weak. A light ran up and then down her body, analyzing her. She heard a hollow sound at her feet and suddenly, as if it had been sucked, all the ethereal substance enveloping her went out through the tube towards the monolith. The rods disappeared, and a dribble of blood ran down her arms. The cover of the pod opened with a clang. 
 
    Kyra looked at the monolith. The artifact showed a variety of strange runes before it settled on a round one with a dot in the middle. Then Arga’s pod opened. New runes appeared on the surface of the monolith, this time it was rectangular with an X-shaped figure in the center. Kyra raised her head to look at Marcus’ pod, waiting for it to open. She wanted to see what rune appeared on the artifact. The runes ran across the mystical object and then showed the same round one with a dot in the middle of it. Kyra shivered and stiffened. This can’t be good, she thought, shaking her head. 
 
    Help them, Notaplo said, and they were immediately attended to by the scholars. 
 
    They were laid on tables which radiated a pleasant heat, and she felt it comforting her. She allowed the feeling to engulf her, and regained her strength. She felt so well, so comfortable, that her mind became drowsy. But she resisted it. No, I’m not going to sleep now. I want to know what it all means. She pushed herself up and sat on the table with her legs dangling. 
 
    Rest, child, you need it, Notaplo said. 
 
    “I’ll rest later. What does this experiment mean? Why do Marcus and I have the same rune?” 
 
    Heed Notaplo, Adamis insisted. You need rest,  
 
    “Answer me, then I’ll rest.” 
 
    Notaplo shook his head. 
 
    Very well, I will tell you. The reason why you have been catalogued with the same rune is one that escapes my understanding and at the same time is extremely important. In fact, the repercussions are enormous. Marcus and you are the same type of hybrid. 
 
    Kyra was stunned. Her mind could not take what he meant. She was no hybrid! 
 
    “That’s absolutely impossible! I can’t be like him! 
 
    Adamis stepped forward, looking upset. 
 
    Are you sure, Notaplo? 
 
    I am indeed. There can be no other explanation. That is what the results of the analysis indicate. 
 
    Might it be related to the fact that she is a Selected? 
 
    I do not know, your Highness. I would need to study her in depth. I cannot venture a reason without a thorough previous study. 
 
    That cannot be, and you know it. Her destiny is already written. 
 
    Interfering with a Selected is punishable by death, Rotec warned them. 
 
    She looked at the three Gods in turn. “What’s my destiny? What’s going to happen to me?”  
 
    Adamis sighed deeply. His eyes turned dull, revealing sadness. She had not expected this, and it frightened her. 
 
    Your destiny… is… the Prince began remorsefully, in three days, at the moment of the Full Moon, you will be delivered for the Ceremony of Vivification. 
 
    Kyra stared hard at him. “Will I survive?” 
 
    Adamis averted his eyes and looked at the floor. 
 
    No, you will not survive. 
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    “Ikai, wake up!” 
 
    Liriana’s voice was coming to him from some faraway place, like a ghost, except that it was painful. 
 
    “Come on, wake up. Come back.” 
 
    He felt himself being shaken, but no matter how much he wanted he could not go back to Liriana’s warm arms. He recalled the night they had shared and the feelings it had awakened in him. He wanted to go back to her, see her, touch her, kiss her… 
 
    And Albana’s face appeared before him, filling his mind. He opened his eyes wide and sat up like a spring. 
 
    “Albana! Treason!” he cried. He had no idea where he was. 
 
    Hands grasped him by the shoulders. “Take it easy, Ikai, you’re with me. It’s Liriana.” 
 
    Ikai looked around, trying to orient himself. “Be careful! Albana’s sold us out!” 
 
    Liriana’s face shadowed. She averted her gaze and nodded slowly. “I know, Ikai. We’re prisoners.” 
 
    He could make out a barred window, the rock wall and the metal door, and understood. He felt anguish hollowing out his chest. Prisoners! Liriana gazed at him, her turquoise eyes filled with sadness. As he looked at the brave soldier’s face, delicate and large-eyed, his soul began to unwind. He reached out his hand and touched her hair, so short and strong it scratched his fingers. She smiled faintly. 
 
    Suddenly he noticed a movement at the far end of the dungeon, among the shadows, and saw a man. He stood up, alert, with his fists clenched. 
 
    “It’s Maruk. He’s with us. Easy.”  
 
    “I don’t know him.” 
 
    “He’s the one I came looking for.” 
 
    Ikai looked at Liriana, then at the young man who had got to his feet. The light of the full moon, coming in through the window, fell on Maruk. Ikai noticed that under all the dirt and grime he was an attractive young man, with green eyes. He felt something strange within himself, something he had never felt before. He did not want this man to be there, he wanted him to disappear immediately, and a darkness came over his spirit. He felt rage. 
 
    “I see,” he said in what was almost a grunt. 
 
    “He’s with me,” Liriana said sweetly, giving Maruk a tender smile which Ikai realized meant in every way. 
 
    He clenched his jaw. He did not like it, did not like it one little bit. But there was nothing he could do about it, no matter how angry he felt. It was Liriana’s choice, so he had better calm down. He breathed deeply, in and out, a couple of times. He felt a little better, although not much. He noticed that her right arm was bandaged. 
 
    “Did they wound you?” he asked, suddenly concerned. 
 
    “It’s better now. They dressed it before they put us in here. It just needs to heal. For some reason they want us alive.” 
 
    “What happened? How did we get to this cell? Where are we?” 
 
    “I’d better tell you what happened. You’ve been out for hours.” 
 
    She told him everything, without overlooking a single detail. As he listened to her he could not help but feel doubly betrayed, but he had to stay calm and concentrate on what really mattered: to escape from there and save Kyra. He was still alive, and as long as there was life there was hope. It was madness to confront the Gods and he knew it, but that was what he would do if he had to. Liriana finished her tale and watched his reaction. 
 
    “I never trusted her,” Ikai said. “She wasn’t straight. If I ever cross paths with her again… I’ll kill her without so much as a word.” 
 
    “She fooled us both. I still can’t believe she was working for that God-Prince. I thought she was a fellow-rebel, a friend…” Liriana was obviously distressed. 
 
    Ikai glanced at his Ring. He gestured toward Maruk. “Can he really free me?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. That’s why the Gods are looking for him.” 
 
    Ikai turned to him. “Can you free us all, all the Senoca?” 
 
    Maruk sighed. “Yes. I found out how to do it. I’ve only managed with a few —it doesn’t always work, and you need a lot of time. Quite honestly it’s not at all easy, but it can be done, theoretically” 
 
    “Do you see his importance now, Ikai?” Liriana interrupted. “Maruk is the key that can free us all! So that the Senoca may be free again!” 
 
    “Even if he takes off our Rings we won’t be free. We still won’t be able to escape the Boundary.” 
 
    Maruk smiled. 
 
    “It’s not that I can free us from the Rings,” he said, glancing down at his own, “but I can manipulate them. We can all cross the Boundary and run away. The Rings will stop working properly.” 
 
    Ikai stared at him in awe. “You’d better not lie to me,” he said threateningly. He was not going to be taken in again. 
 
    Maruk gazed back at him calmly. “I’m not lying. There are people who’ve managed to escape and cross the Boundary with manipulated Rings. You’re a Hunter, so you know that…” 
 
    Ikai remembered the day he had been wounded by the beast outside the Boundary, and the group which had managed to cross. 
 
    “Do you understand now how crucial Maruk is for our cause? How important he is for Gedrel?” 
 
    Ikai nodded slowly. 
 
    “If he can free us from the Rings there’ll be hope. The Senoca will be able to escape from the yoke of the Gods, they’ll be able to go back home, to Mother Sea. It’ll mean a new beginning for our people.” 
 
    “The Gods won’t allow it. They’ll go after you and kill you.” 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. We must save Maruk, take him back to our people. Gedrel’s waiting for him. He has great plans.” 
 
    “I’m here for my sister, not for him, not for your revolt.” 
 
    “Yes, but now we’re together in this dungeon, and the three of us have the same goal: to get out of here.” 
 
    Ikai went over to the window and looked at the moon. That night it would be full. It was turning red. 
 
    “We’re going to have a Red Moon,” he said. 
 
    Maruk shook his head. “Bad omen,” he said. Ikai became aware that his rival had a soft voice, almost melodious. 
 
    “I don’t believe in those things,” he said. “They’re just old superstitions,”  
 
    “The old beliefs say that Girlai, Father Moon, turns red with rage when he can no longer bear the separation from his beloved Mother Sea,” Liriana explained. 
 
    “Many and powerful are the ancient beliefs of our people,” Maruk said. 
 
    “My only belief is that we have to get out of here before they kill us. Let’s concentrate on that.” Ikai studied the cell. His decision to help Liriana had led him to this critical situation. He did not blame her; the decision had been his own, and he would have to bear the consequences of his acts. Rescuing Kyra might had been suicide before, but now, locked up in there, it seemed to him it would be impossible. 
 
    “I won’t give up, no matter how impossible it might seem. I’ll go on.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Albana arrived at the Black Tower. She greeted the guards with a bow and showed them the disc she carried on a chain around her neck. 
 
    “Are you a Shadow?” 
 
    Albana nodded. 
 
    “Master Oskas awaits me.” 
 
    When he heard the name of the Master Spy, the Enforcer of the Gods tensed. 
 
    “You may go in.” 
 
    Albana entered the tower. In the eyes of everyone else she was only another servant. She was dressed as a slave of the Second Ring, and her symbol was that of a peasant. There was nothing to distinguish her from any other slave, nothing except the disc which hung around her neck. Discretion and the ability to blend in among the slaves were essential in her work. 
 
    She ran up the spiral staircase to the top. The tower of Oskas, Lord Asu’s Master Spy, rose at the back of the great palace like a chimney of black rock where the ruthless plans of the God-Prince of fire were purged. 
 
    Albana’s spirit was as gloomy as the place she was entering. The betrayal she had had to make gnawed at her insides, and she felt as though an iron fist were strangling her soul. You knew the moment would come, sooner or later. You always knew, she reminded herself. And she had known, but deep inside she had wished it would not need to happen, at least not in the way she had done it. I knew I’d have to give up Maruk, but I was hoping Liriana would be spared, even though the chances of that were always pretty remote. What she had not counted on, and what had finally enraged her, had been Ikai’s intervention. 
 
    She sighed. Now she would not only have the deaths of Maruk and Liriana on her conscience but that of Ikai as well. The first two had earned their fate. Whoever dares defy the Gods finds only death as a reward. A death steeped in suffering. But Ikai did not deserve to die like that. He had not defied the Gods, he only wanted to save his sister. Even so, coming to the Eternal City was suicide, and from that first moment the Hunter knew he was doomed to fail and die. They gambled and lost. That’s the game of life, she told herself to quiet the inner voice which reminded her, bitingly, that she had betrayed her friends. 
 
    I have no friends. I’m a survivor, and survivors can’t afford that luxury. 
 
    She walked into the chamber she knew so well, where she had spent countless hours during those last few years being trained as a spy in the service of Oskas. Inside the circle of suffering, her Master was practicing unarmed combat with four of his disciples. Albana recognized Lisnan, with his unmistakable red skin, the moment he launched a kick in mid-flight towards his Master’s head. Oskas deflected the leg with his forearm and punched Lisnan in the lower belly. He was thrown outside the fighting circle, where he lay on the floor fighting for breath. 
 
    Albana’s gaze was held by her Master. She was always impressed by his imposing physique and capacity for fighting. He was as tall as a God-Warrior, although Oskas was simply a hybrid born in the Eternal City, just like her, just like the four disciples. But there was something else in her Master; he had evolved into something more sinister and powerful. And both of them, she and Oskas, kept a secret, one of vital importance: both of them, unlike the rest of the hybrids, were exceptional, a singularity which only occurred very occasionally. Only a handful of such cases were known. That was the reason why Oskas had sought her out and recruited her. She and her Master were different from the other hybrids because they both possessed something very dangerous: they had Power, the Power of the Gods. They could never reveal this secret, for it would lead them to death. The Houses would never accept such an aberration, and if one of them did so, it would be in order to experiment. That was exactly what Albana suspected had happened with her Master. Moltus, that crazy Erudite, had experimented with Oskas, turning him into the monster, half-hybrid and half-Enforcer, which he now was. By the grace of Father Moon, that had not happened to her, and she would do everything in her power to avoid it. 
 
    Oskas spun with the speed and agility of a black panther to block the attack of Olsol, the hybrid from the North, blond and pale as the snow. Oskas’ body reacted. The wide shoulders squared, the narrow waist turned and two well-exercised arms hit Olsol’s face with hard precision. The Master wore a reinforced cuirass and black pants. His uncovered arms were ochre, with swollen veins, like those of the Enforcers yet different. The ochre was reddish, just like the blood which ran through his veins. He’s still human, Albana reminded herself. She did not know what the Gods had done to her Master before she was selected to enter his service, but he seemed to have one foot in the world of the Enforcers and the other in that of the humans. What she was sure of was that the process must have meant a great suffering; it hurt her just to look at it. 
 
    With movements which neared perfection, Oskas inflicted severe pain and defeat on his pupils. The four ended up outside the circle, unable to go on, their bodies defeated. With a great effort they struggled to recover and knelt, resting their hands on their thighs and watching their master with their heads bowed. 
 
    “Welcome, young Shadow,” Oskas greeted her from the center of the circle with his hands behind his back. The voice sounded worn-out, as always beneath the Helmet he wore. 
 
    “Master,” said Albana, and bowed respectfully. 
 
    “Come into the circle, come closer.” 
 
    Albana obeyed, as she always did to any request of her Master, without hesitation. 
 
    “Our powerful Lord Asu, in person, has congratulated me on the success of the mission. That’s something which doesn’t happen very often.” 
 
    “The Lord honors me.” 
 
    “You honor the Shadows with your skill.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master, I live to serve you.” 
 
    Albana bowed to her Lord once again and stared at the Helmet of Void Oskas always wore. It covered his whole head. The back of the helmet was black as night, while the front was an oval mirror which covered his whole face. When you looked into this mirror it swallowed your soul and reflected no image back. Albana always felt a chill run down her back when she looked at herself in her Master’s face. And that day was no different. 
 
    “You’ve always been a gifted student. If anyone could carry out the mission with guaranteed success, you’re the one.” 
 
    “Nestas is a better fighter than I am. He always beats me,” Albana said, looking at the ebony-skinned disciple. 
 
    “Nestas is stronger and better in combat than you, that’s true, but don’t forget that the most powerful weapon we Shadows have is not the body, but the mind. In that, you’re superior to them all.” He waved his hand at the four men. 
 
    Albana bowed in silence. 
 
    “The success of your mission is good proof of that. We have obtained our Lord Asu’s favor, and that’s a very difficult thing to obtain. His wishes are always demanding in the extreme, and he knows no pity…” Oskas waved his hand and the disciples stood up. 
 
    Albana straightened. 
 
    “Who are you?” the Master asked his pupils. 
 
    “The Shadows!” they answered in unison. 
 
    “To whom do you owe loyalty?” 
 
    “Master Oskas!” 
 
    “Who do we serve?” 
 
    “The House of Aureb!” 
 
    “Always remember, the Shadows are nothing but slaves in the eyes of the Gods. Don’t you ever forget that, my pupils. The Enforcers won’t get in our way, since we work for their masters and they know it. But guard yourselves against the Gods, or else your lives will go out in the snap of a finger.” 
 
    “Yes, Master!” the five replied. 
 
    Albana caught the veiled warning. 
 
    My request to Lord Asu… 
 
    Oskas shone, radiating blackness, and a shadow swallowed him up. He disappeared. 
 
    She blinked in surprise. In the time it took her to do that, the shadow moved and appeared before her, covering the space which separated them. Oskas’ arm came out of the mist, seized her neck and lifted her off the floor as if she were a rag doll. The rest of his powerful ochre-red body came out of the shadow as this vanished. 
 
    “A slave can ask nothing of her Master,” he said sternly. “Still less of the God whom her Master serves. It’s an unthinkable outrage, something which deserves to be punished with death.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Master…” Albana said breathlessly. 
 
    “You’ve endangered not only your life, but mine, and that of all,” he said, waving his hand at the other four pupils. 
 
    “I only wanted…” she managed to mumble. But she had no air left to breathe with. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you wanted. We serve the Gods. That is our reason for being, our reason for existence. We do their will, we question nothing and we ask for nothing in return, except to live one more day in the service of our masters.” 
 
    Albana bent her head, unable to breathe. She was suffocating. She kicked instinctively in the air, but Oskas did not slacken his pressure on her neck and kept her two hand-spans off the floor. 
 
    “Nod if you understand this lesson of life, Shadow.” 
 
    On the point of asphyxiation, she nodded as best she could. 
 
    The Master Spy let her go, and she fell to the floor. She tried to breathe and was overcome by a spasm. 
 
    Ignoring her, he turned to his pupils. “You must never forget that the Shadows are not the only agents serving the Gods. The Five Houses have spies at their disposal: among the slaves, among the Enforcers, even among the Gods themselves. There is a lot at stake, and the risks are very high in the game of power in the Eternal City. Tonight, at midnight, it will be full moon. The Ceremony of Vivification will take place at the great temple, and the most powerful Gods of the Five Houses will be present. Go back to the night, melt into the shadows and become my eyes and ears. It’s a very important night, one when the power of the Houses might become unbalanced. Lord Asu charges us to be alert and inform him of any stir of suspicious power among his rivals.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” the four said, and after a solemn bow they left the hall. 
 
    Albana, still lying there on the floor unable to recover, was trying the get the air to reach her lungs. 
 
    “What is the first law of the Shadows?” Oskas asked her. His tired voice echoed beneath his sinister helmet. 
 
    “We serve the House of Aureb.” 
 
    “What is the second law?” 
 
    “We serve in secret.” 
 
    “What is the third law?” 
 
    “The past does not exist.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. 
 
    “Remember the laws of the Shadow well, or you won’t live to see another full moon.” 
 
    “I… I will, master.” 
 
    Oskas put his hand under his cuirass and brought out a disc with a great golden nugget in the center. He held it in his gloved hand and showed it to her. He spoke a few words, and the disc rose to hover above his open hand. 
 
    “Watch and learn, young Shadow, so that this lesson may be engraved on your memory.” 
 
    The disc began to rotate, and a beam of light shot out from it. Before Albana a scene was projected. She recognized Lord Asu, with beside him Moltus, his old Erudite. She felt a chill at seeing the mad scientist, and shivered. 
 
    At last the slave who managed to neutralize the Rings is in my power. I have been searching for him for a long time, and patience is not exactly one of my virtues. 
 
    The voices say it is highly unlikely that a slave would be able to do anything of the sort. 
 
    You and your damned voices! That is precisely why I have captured him. I want to find out whether it is really possible. 
 
    Leave him to me, I will find out, my Lord, do not worry. Moltus gave a sarcastic giggle. 
 
    Be careful with your damned experiments. I do not want him to die until I know whether it is true or not. Where there is one, there will surely be more. I must know if he is really capable of it. My other Erudites say it is not possible for a slave to have managed it. 
 
    You have come to the right Erudite. You will know, my Lord, you will know with absolute certainty before he dies. Leave it to me. 
 
    Do it tonight, while the Ceremony of Vivification is taking place. Today is a very important day. One cycle closes and another commences. Let us begin it with good news. 
 
    Indeed, my Lord. 
 
    And by the fire of the heavens! Do not let the screams of the slave reach the great temple. 
 
    Moltus gave a halting giggle. Of course not, my lord. 
 
    He shall be brought to you on the brink of midnight. 
 
    The voices want to know whether we should look into the slave’s reward. 
 
    Reward? 
 
    The spy begged my Lord to save her sick mother’s life if she managed to complete her mission. My Lord accepted the deal… 
 
    Lord Asu laughed cruelly. Save the life of an old slave? What we ought to do is throw her into the well of magma. Oskas will have to answer to me for his spy’s insolence. If he does not know how to control his flock, I shall teach him how to do it. 
 
    A ball of fire emerged from the God’s hand, and he hurled it against one of the two chamber servants. The slave died amid screams of agony, his body consumed by flames. 
 
    A dirty slave dares propose a deal to me? To a God? To me? She is lucky that illness is going to kill her mother, or else I would kill her myself. If that dirty spy dares address me again, I’ll burn her to a crisp. 
 
    Moltus watched the scene impassively. Your patience is great, my Lord. 
 
    If it were up to me I would have all the elderly and sick killed. We are too benevolent with those cockroaches. Unfortunately the Council does not approve of this. According to the Five it would be both counterproductive and a blow to the economy. But the day will come when I will no longer need to follow the laws of the Council, and the Five will kneel before me. When that day comes, nothing will save the slaves. I will do with them as I please. 
 
    Moltus laughed softly. It will come, my Lord, and soon, the voices tell me. Never fear, my Lord, it will be done according to your orders. 
 
    The disc stopped spinning in Oskas’ hand, and the image disappeared. And with it, hope vanished from Albana’s heart. Her mother was dying, and without the intervention of the Gods she would not survive. The pain she felt in her chest was so sharp she thought her heart was being drawn with hot tweezers. 
 
    “Serve the Gods or die, young Shadow. There’s no other way, there’s no other reward. Stay alive. There’s nothing more you can aspire to.” 
 
    “Why do you show me this, my Lord?” 
 
    “My reasons are my own. You don’t need to know them.” 
 
    Albana bent her head. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have gone to Lord Asu. You shouldn’t have believed that I wouldn’t find out. I’m Oskas, Master-Spy, Leader of the Shadows. I know everything that happens around me. Don’t forget that again, or it will cost you your life.” 
 
    Albana nodded slowly, defeated. 
 
    “Go now, before I regret it and end your existence.” 
 
    Without hope, beaten, she left the Black Tower and vanished into the night. She reached the seventh catacomb, where her dying mother was kept. She identified herself to the Custodian who stopped her at the door, and was admitted. She passed between the slaves until she reached the far end, where Foreman Gosner was sitting beside the fire. He greeted her with a brief nod of acknowledgment, looking deeply worried. 
 
    “Welcome,” he said. 
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    Gosner shook his head. “I’ve done all I could for her, as you asked, but she’s gotten worse these last few days. I don’t think she’ll make it through the night. She’s been asking for you.” 
 
    To Albana the news came as though he had poured boiling water over her. 
 
    “I’m truly sorry. Nabala is a great woman. She’s well-loved in this place where the love of Mother Sea and Father Moon don’t reach us.” 
 
    She swallowed with difficulty. She held back the tears which were already running down her cheeks and steeled herself. 
 
    “Thank you, Gosner. I won’t forget it.” 
 
    The Foreman nodded and waved her to go to her mother. Albana knelt beside her and smiled gratefully at the woman who was tending to her. The woman nodded silently and withdrew. 
 
    “Mother, it’s me, Albana.” 
 
    Nabala opened her feverish eyes and gazed at Albana without recognizing her. She looked terrible: she was absolutely gaunt, on her skin were the black spots of the illness, her eyes were intensely yellow and there was blood at the corners of her mouth. Albana’s heart sank. 
 
    “Mother, it’s me, your little one, Albana,” she said, stroking her forehead gently. It was burning like the flames of a fire. 
 
    “Al… bana…?” 
 
    She held the trembling hand between her own. “Yes, Mother, it’s me,” 
 
    “My precious Albana,” Nabala said. There was a gleam of recognition in her eyes. 
 
    Albana could not hold back the disconsolate tears which ran down her cheek. 
 
    “Don’t cry, my little one. You’ve always taken care of us both, always. But my time has come.” 
 
    “No, Mother, hold firm. I’ll find a way.” 
 
    Nabala smiled, her eyes moist. “You’ve always done that. No mother could be prouder.” 
 
    “Don’t leave me, Mother, not yet.” 
 
    Nabala started to cough, and Albana gave her the bloody handkerchief. Amid convulsions and pain, she coughed up more blood. Her mother’s suffering broke her heart. She had seen her suffer greatly all through her life, ever since she had brought her into this world, in this hellish city. She was the illegitimate daughter of a libertine God, and lived a life which condemned them both to a death from which they had miraculously escaped by the grace of Mother Sea. So much suffering, to end like this: it seemed unbearably cruel to her. 
 
    The coughing stopped, and Nabala stroked her daughter’s cheek. 
 
    “Mother Sea is already coming to take me to her.” 
 
    “No, Mother, don’t go.” 
 
    “You’re my pride, the best daughter a mother could have. I want you to know that. Nothing in this life has given me joy except you, my child.” 
 
    The tears flowed like a river when a dam breaks under the pressure of the water. 
 
    Nabala convulsed once more, then her soul departed. 
 
    Albana leaned her cheek on her mother’s chest and cried bitterly. Finally, when she had no more tears left and her pain was transformed into rage, she stood up. She raised her fist and clenched it so hard that her knuckles turned white. Her soul screamed for revenge, her pain was unbearable. 
 
    “I swear before my mother’s lifeless body that I’ll avenge her death. I’ll avenge it even if it’s the last thing I do!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The moon was about to complete its phase and turn full. But that night it would not only be full but would turn crimson, as it was the change of cycle for the Gods. There was an hour to go before midnight when the two Custodians opened the door of the dungeon. They came in with powerful strides, while the three prisoners retreated until their backs came up against the wall. The Custodians were not carrying spears or shields, only short swords at their waists. 
 
    Liriana cried out when she saw one of them grabbing Maruk’s wrists to take him away. 
 
    “No, leave him!” she shouted, and tried to free him. 
 
    “No, Liriana, let them take me,” he begged her. There was deep concern in his voice. “Please don’t intervene.” 
 
    Ikai had guessed the two Custodians’ intention when he saw them without their equipment. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked, trying to gain time to analyze the situation and look for a way out. 
 
    “The slave Maruk has been summoned,” a cavernous voice said from beneath the helmet. 
 
    “Why? Where are you taking him?” Ikai insisted. He came to stand in the path of the second Custodian. 
 
    Liriana was pulling with all her might on the Custodian’s arm, but he was so strong that he was dragging both Maruk and her like deadweight. 
 
    “Leave him! You bastards!” she was shouting. 
 
    “Let me go, Liriana, by all that’s most sacred,” Maruk pleaded. 
 
    The second Custodian tried to move forward, but Ikai stepped sideways and got in his way again. 
 
    “This prisoner is very valuable,” he told the Custodian. “You shouldn’t harm him.”  
 
    “He might be, but you’re not,” was the Custodian’s reply. He struck Ikai on the chest with his forearm and sent him staggering against the rock wall behind him. 
 
    Liriana threw herself at the feet of the Custodian who was dragging Maruk and coiled around them like a boa, squeezing her arms and legs as hard as she could. The Custodian tripped and had to stop to avoid falling backwards. 
 
    “Get her off me!” he called to his partner. 
 
    Ikai was trying to get back to his feet when he saw something strange behind the two Custodians. At first he thought it was because of the hard blow he had received, but there was something else, something unnatural. A black mist was coming in through the open door of the cell as if it were alive, dancing silently and insinuatingly. The Custodian bent and grabbed Liriana by the shoulders, and was about to pull her away from his partner when the mist gathered on his body. He straightened suddenly and turned rigid, his head drawn back and his arms outspread, with the mist swirling around him. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” the other Custodian demanded. 
 
    The shadow cast by the Custodian on the wall behind him moved suddenly. From it Albana came out. Before Ikai could react, her black daggers plunged directly into the back of the Enforcer’s knee. Ikai saw her slashing the tendons. Liriana saw the daggers brush against her arms, which were still clutching the Custodian’s legs. She looked at Albana, eyes wide. 
 
    “What’s this?” the Custodian grunted as he tried to turn to locate Albana behind him. But his knees failed him and he folded backwards. Albana rolled to one side, and the Custodian toppled like a felled tree. He hit the wall behind him with his helmet. There was a nauseating crack as his neck broke. 
 
    Maruk, free of the iron hands of the Enforcer, fell backwards. Liriana, still wrapped around the Custodian’s legs, looked at him for a moment, then let go as if she had been clutching a bunch of nettles. 
 
    Ikai stood up and glared at Albana. Rage began to get the better of him at the sight of the woman who had betrayed them. With masterly skill Albana stood behind the Custodian still enveloped in mist. She transferred the two daggers to one hand, and with the other took the Enforcer’s sword and threw it at Ikai. 
 
    “Kill him.” 
 
    Ikai caught the sword in flight. He looked at Albana for an instant. Her black daggers were dripping with the thick, dark blood of the Custodian. He wanted to run her through with the sword more than anything else at that moment. 
 
    “Neck or groin, otherwise you won’t manage to wound him deadly, they’re tough as a rock,” she said with amazing calm. 
 
    He took a deep breath. His head told him to kill the Custodian, his heart to kill Albana. He stepped forward, and with one stroke slit the Custodian’s throat. He withdrew the sword and repeated the blow. The thick black blood began to soak the Enforcer’s cuirass. 
 
    Albana nodded and murmured something. The mist vanished slowly until it was completely gone, and the body of the Custodian collapsed. 
 
    Ikai stepped forward. Now he had the chance to kill her. 
 
    Liriana put herself between the two of them. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    “There’s nothing to wait for. I swore if she ever crossed my path again I’d kill her, and that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    “But she saved us from the Enforcers.” 
 
    “You don’t forgive treason.” 
 
    “I’m with Liriana,” Maruk said, getting to his feet. “She’s saved us. And what’s more, she’s here to help us. Am I right?” 
 
    Albana nodded. “He’s smart, your fiancé.” 
 
    That comment was like adding fuel to the fire which was already burning inside Ikai. He raised the sword. 
 
    “If you kill her we’ll never get out of here alive,” Maruk put in hastily. “We need her to escape from here.” 
 
    “Maruk’s right, Ikai. We’re wasting precious time. We have to leave before they find us.” 
 
    Ikai glared at Albana’s black eyes and gripped the pommel of the sword angrily. But his rational mind won. They were right, they needed her to get out of there. Killing her was a bad option. 
 
    Albana turned on her heels without a word and went out the door. Liriana took the other Custodian’s sword and followed her. Maruk nodded at Ikai and followed Liriana. Finally Ikai let out a long sigh and followed them. Albana led them down a long corridor, where they found another dead Custodian. It was then that Ikai realized how lethal and powerful Albana was. To kill a Custodian was unthinkable for someone like him, someone normal… But she’s not normal, she’s not like us. There’s something unnatural in her, something that can only come from the Gods. What I’ve seen her do a man couldn’t do, only a God. For a moment he was glad he had not tried to kill her, even though rage was still burning inside him. Beside the dead Custodian, on a table, he found his throwing dagger and picked it up. 
 
    They reached a spiral staircase. After making sure there was no one on duty, they went down. They descended to the bottom of the stairs, which opened onto a dark passage. They hurried along it. Ikai felt a latent dampness, as if the rock walls were weeping. They reached a round chamber with very little light, and Albana stopped in the center of it. Four tunnels led from the chamber. Judging by how far they had descended and the gloom of the place, they must now be in the deepest part of the dungeons. The sound of footsteps came from the east, heavy boots with a firm tread. He strained his ears and counted four Custodians. He tried to penetrate the dark, but could not see them. 
 
    “Quick, this way,” Albana urged in a whisper. She must have heard them too. 
 
    There came a metallic sound, rasping on the rock. 
 
    Albana moved the iron cover and revealed a round passage in the floor. 
 
    “Come on, jump in! They’re coming!” she urged them. 
 
    Maruk let himself fall, and Liriana followed. Ikai looked at the dark hole, then into Albana’s eyes. 
 
    “It had better not be another betrayal…” 
 
    “Jump!” 
 
    Ikai let himself drop, and fell until he hit rock and water. He rolled to one side and stood up. They were in a huge pipe, with water waist-high. Albana jumped in and with cat-like agility landed on her feet. 
 
    “That way,” she said, pointing in the direction of the light, which was coming from the east. 
 
    They went on and found that the pipe opened onto a small waterfall which fed into a pond. The height was considerable, more than fifteen feet. 
 
    “We have to jump,” 
 
    They looked at each other indecisively. 
 
    Albana stepped forward and let herself fall. She vanished into the pond. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Liriana said. 
 
    She and Maruk jumped at the same time. Ikai shook his head and jumped, commending himself to Mother Sea as he did so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later, hidden behind some statues, still wet, the four fugitives had a distant view of the parade which was taking place along the main avenue. The sweet melody of flutes accompanied by harps, backed by the rhythmic beat of small drums, filled the night. Ikai counted more than a hundred Custodians assembling beside the grand avenue. Gods in their sumptuous gowns marched in pairs on carriages drawn by black chargers. Everything was vivid crimson. The Gods of the House of Aureb, of the Second Ring, were displaying all their splendor. Groups of slave girls threw flower petals as their masters passed. The viewers of this sumptuous show were also Gods, which puzzled him. 
 
    “What are they doing?” he whispered. 
 
    “The Noble Gods of each House, the Lords, are parading before the lesser Gods on their way to the Great Ceremony of Vivification,” Albana explained. “Tonight is a great night for them, a regular celebration, and deeply important.”  
 
    “Why?” Liriana asked. 
 
    “Tonight is the full moon, and it’s a Red Moon.” Beyond her pointing finger it was shining so full and crimson it looked as though it had caught fire. “Tonight the Five Kings return.” 
 
    “I don’t understand at all,” Ikai said, “but I can see most of the Custodians gathered over there.”  
 
    “And all the Gods. No-one will miss this celebration. For them it’s sacred. The parade starts at the palace and then goes on to the royal pier. There the Lords will embark for the Central Ring, where the Ceremony will take place.” 
 
    “Let’s take advantage of that, steal a boat and escape,” Maruk said. 
 
    “I have a better plan,” said Albana. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A while later, with steady step and head held high, she walked towards the Custodian who was guarding the strange dark building. Not far away behind some bushes, Liriana, Maruk and Ikai watched with anxiety. 
 
    “Identify yourself, slave!” came the Custodian’s deep bray. 
 
    Albana stopped two steps away from the Guard. Very slowly she took out the disc she wore around her neck and showed it to him. 
 
    “I am a Shadow in the service of Oskas, Master-Spy of Lord Asu.” 
 
    The Custodian stared at the disc in silence. 
 
    “Shadow you are,” he nodded. “Now go on your way. This place is forbidden to you. Only the Masters and the Eyes-of-the-Gods are allowed in.” 
 
    Ikai tensed when he heard that. The Custodian was denying her entry. 
 
    Albana began to turn, and Ikai saw she was muttering something. Suddenly she turned back to face the Custodian and pointed at him. From her hand came forth that unnatural blackness. 
 
    “What are you doing?” grunted the Custodian as he readied his spear. 
 
    The blackness reached his helmet and coiled around it. 
 
    “Alarm…” he cried in an attempt at warning, but the blackness swallowed his words. 
 
    Albana unsheathed her daggers, ready to attack. The Custodian defended himself with his spear. She tried to dodge it, but she was not fast enough and the spear took her in the shoulder. 
 
    Ikai got up and ran, sword in hand. He had to finish off the Custodian. He reached him at the moment he swept Albana off her feet with a tremendous blow with his shield. She lay there in pain. Ikai stabbed him in the groin, where the armor was flexible, and the sword buried itself deeply. The spear probed for Ikai’s chest, and he dodged to one side. Behind the Custodian Liriana appeared and stabbed his left thigh. The Custodian swept her aside with his shield, throwing her to the ground and stunning her. Ikai knew he would never be able to defeat that hulk, so he tried to maim him. He plunged his sword into the Custodian’s right thigh and rolled aside. The tip of the spear grazed his temple as he moved away.  
 
    Maruk meanwhile had picked up Liriana’s sword and was defending her. The Custodian eyed them, undecided. He put his hand to his throat, trying to give the alarm call, but was prevented by the blackness which surrounded his helmet. For some reason the swine could see through it. 
 
    Ikai noticed that the Enforcer was losing a lot of blood. He gestured at Maruk to wait, and he nodded. The Custodian realized what they were attempting and moved towards Ikai, who took one step back, then another. The Custodian followed him like a bloodhound. But his steps were getting slower. Ikai kept as close as he dared, and finally the Custodian fell on his knees. 
 
    He sighed with relief. He skirted the Enforcer and went over to Liriana, who was helping Albana to her feet. 
 
    “How are you?” he asked. 
 
    Liriana had a huge lump on her forehead and a swollen eye which would soon close. Albana was bleeding from the wound on her shoulder. 
 
    “Fine,” Liriana said. 
 
    “Time to leave,” Albana said. She took out her disc and went into the strange building. 
 
    Ikai followed in puzzlement. He noticed that the floor was silver and the wall surrounding it black marble. It was more than fifteen feet tall, and formed a perfect circle. On the walls he saw the runes of the Gods. In the center rose a rectangular monolith, black as an abyss and polished as steel, rising tall and defiant towards the red moon. It was more than sixty feet tall. And then he knew where they were: in one of the artifacts of the Gods, a portal. 
 
    Albana went to stand beside the monolith and activated the disc. 
 
    “You mean to say you can use that door?” Ikai asked. 
 
    “It’s not only that I can, I know how to do it too. This is how I arrived when we separated.” 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for?” asked Liriana. “Let’s go!”  
 
    Ikai glanced up at the moon. “I can’t leave yet.” 
 
    “Come on Ikai, come with us,” Liriana begged him. 
 
    “I have to find Kyra. I can’t leave without her.” 
 
    “We can’t stay here waiting, you know,” said Liriana. “They’ll catch us.”  
 
    “That, or else I’ll bleed to death,” Albana put in. 
 
    “It’s not what I’m asking for.” 
 
    “I have to take Maruk to safety. It’s vital. I can’t take any more risks. Come with us, we can get to safety.” 
 
    Ikai stepped out of the artifact. 
 
    “I’m not leaving without Kyra. Go. Look after yourselves.” 
 
    Albana activated the disc, and there came a tremor, followed by a brightness. 
 
    “I believe this belongs to you,” Albana said, and threw him the leather bag she had at her back. 
 
    Ikai caught the bag and opened it in surprise. The Falcon Eye and the gauntlet were inside. 
 
    He looked up at Albana. 
 
    “Thank you…” he said awkwardly. 
 
    The monolith shone more intensely. 
 
    Ikai looked at Liriana, who was holding Maruk’s hand. 
 
    “Good luck,” he murmured, a fraction of a second before they disappeared. 
 
    He turned back toward the city. 
 
    Kyra, I’m coming for you.
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    The door opened, and Adamis came into the room. Kyra was looking out of the window at the moon, full and bloody, which marked the fatal destiny which awaited her that night. 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d show up,” she said disdainfully when she saw him. 
 
    I want you to know that I have no choice. It is my duty as Prince of my House. The Ceremony is sacred. I cannot interfere in any way. You were Selected for the Vivification, and I can do nothing about it. I am bound by my oath, by my House, by my family, to my honor. 
 
    “There’s always a choice.” 
 
    He looked down at the floor. If I try to save you, and I want you to know that I really wish I could, they would condemn us both, he said. 
 
    “You’re all repulsive.” 
 
    I do not expect you to understand or accept our form of existence, but I cannot change it… 
 
    “You could if you tried. You’re a Prince, a powerful Lord. You can change things from the inside. You can make your House stop enslaving us, stop killing defenseless men and women.” 
 
    In the time we have shared, you have opened my eyes to many truths I was blind to, with your indomitable spirit. You have made me rethink the established order of things, you have made me see things in a different way, you have made me feel… things I had never felt before… and for that I thank you, for you have changed me forever. 
 
    Kyra saw sincerity and gratitude in his eyes. “Can’t you save me?” she asked, her hopes fading. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    There is nothing I wish for more at this instant, you have to believe me, but my hands are tied by sacred oaths, by law and by family. I am sorry from the bottom of my heart. 
 
    “Then go. Leave me alone.” 
 
    When the moment of choice comes, follow your instincts. 
 
    And with those strange words he closed the door behind him and was gone. And with him, her last hope. 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the stroke of midnight Adamis headed the entourage of the House of Eret. He wore such a rich costume that Kyra had to avert her eyes at such an ostentatious display. The moon, completely full, shone with celestial crimson, tinting the stars which escorted it. The God-Prince walked with his chin high, his gaze lost in the horizon, slender and self-assured. He looked like a shimmering star that night, and Kyra, at the end of the parade, was fighting to hold back the rage and fear she felt within her. 
 
    She clenched her jaw. Damn you! She hated him so much at that moment that she wished Father Moon would come down from the heavens and devour him in his red wrath. So full and red was Oxatsi’s spouse that she shivered at the sight of him. She could hear the melodious sound of the flutes and harps as rose-petals showered the parade amid the iridescence of golden oil-lamps. 
 
    “Just what I needed!” she cursed silently, spitting out a petal which had flown into her mouth. She looked down at the red tunic they had dressed her in and felt as if she were being led to the slaughterhouse. Bloody soulless creatures! They’re going to sacrifice me like a cow before a feast! She looked around for some way of escape, but she was surrounded by six Custodians who never left her side. 
 
    They moved to the center of the procession. Ahead of her she could see the Lords in their ostentatious gowns following their Prince. All the noble families of the House of the First Ring were represented there, and their beautiful golden faces radiated a narcissistic satisfaction. She turned and saw that a mixture of God-Warriors and Priests were bringing up the rear of the parade. 
 
    The avenue they marched through led towards the inner part of the ring. They went into a long tunnel whose walls gleamed silver and illuminated every step. She gazed around uneasily; they were going through the mountain on which the kingdom of the First Ring was. Where are they taking me? I thought the mountain was solid, so where does this tunnel lead to? Her questions were soon answered. They came out of the tunnel onto a quay, which puzzled her. Sea? Inside the mountain? How can this be? She stretched her neck, and what she saw left her speechless. Ahead of her rose the giant monolith of the Gods, but not inside the mountain of the First Ring as she had guessed; the incredible artifact stood in a final, central ring, inside the hollow of the mountain surrounded by turquoise water. Yosane would love this, she thought, and at the thought of her friend her spirit wavered. Where are you, my friend, where? Be strong, and resist, fight your fears. She shook her head. She’ll be all right, she’s smart, she’ll survive, she said to herself, trying to cheer her own spirit. She thought of Idana, who worried her more. She was too good and generous. And then fear began to gnaw at her heart. 
 
    The retinue reached the pier, where a ship was waiting, as shining as the Gods it was going to carry. They boarded by a crystal gangway, and she wondered at the beauty of the ship. It had been built in the image of a great sea snake; the stern castle was made of gold, with a scaly tail behind it descending to the water. The forecastle was made of silver, ending in a long scaly neck crowned by a ferocious head with enigmatic eyes and huge jaws. The great sail on the central mast was almost transparent, and proudly bore the emblem of the House of Eret. Kyra could not take her eyes off Adamis at the prow. He seemed to command the great sea beast with his will. At his gesture, the snake began to sail towards the monolith. 
 
    The breeze caressed her face, and she was immensely grateful. The ship sailed on a calm sea, smoothly but fast. She realized that she was in the center of a great crater lit by hundreds of torches. She saw four channels crossing the First Ring, and on them four ships in the form of great beasts. They were as magnificent as Adamis’ ship. She narrowed her eyes and looked at them carefully. She identified the scarlet of the Second Ring and the indigo of the Fifth, amplified by the gleam of lanterns and oil lamps. All the Houses are coming to the ceremony… The five ships made their way towards the berth in front of the monolith. 
 
    She started to feel the terror she had been managing to keep down until that moment. The inevitability of what awaited her was beginning to oppress her chest like an iron hand, and she was having trouble filling her lungs. 
 
    I’m going to die. They’re going to sacrifice me. 
 
    Adamis had confirmed this, and she had tried to come to terms with it without success. Her fighting spirit could not accept that inhumane death sentence. 
 
    Fight! You have to fight! 
 
    Now that she saw the ships of the other Houses approaching, filled with all-powerful Gods, her fate was becoming a palpable reality. She shivered with fear, but then shook it off immediately. 
 
    I’ll fight. I won’t give myself up to those merciless pigs! 
 
    With that thought in mind, she pushed forward and tried to slip between two Custodians. One of them noticed and pushed his body against the other to stop her. Her hip was trapped. With all her fury she pushed with both legs and managed to break free. The two Custodians turned and tried to catch the slippery prey, but she now had the two extra paces she needed. She reached the gunwale, leapt on to it and jumped with all her might towards the sea. For an instant she flew, then lived the fall toward the water with her spirit filled with the glory of her daring escape. 
 
    But the moment her feet touched the water an almost transparent mist coiled around her waist. She felt time stand still, and her legs never broke the surface. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” she cried. 
 
    The mist, like a spirit from the beyond, gently carried her in its arms back to the ship. 
 
    “Let go of me, you vermin!” 
 
    There is nowhere to go. 
 
    She recognized the mental voice at once: Rotec. She raised her eyes and saw Adamis’ Champion glaring at her, his face twisted, controlling the mist with his right hand. He made her come back until she was once again among the Custodians, who closed ranks around her. 
 
    “You heartless bastards!” 
 
    Keep quiet and do not try that again. I do not wish to use force on you. 
 
    She looked back at Rotec. There was no enmity in his eyes, but she knew the great warrior would do anything which was needed for his House. She gave him a look of disdain and folded her arms. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On his knees, on a lesser pier of the First Ring, Ikai watched the light radiating from the Falcon Eye. That strange light which told him where Kyra was. The beam cut through the shadows of the night like lightning in a storm. 
 
    It’s telling me I should go to the center… 
 
    He put the object away hastily, afraid the Custodians might discover him. With his clothes still soaking after his crossing from the Second Ring, he started to move forward at a crouch. Well aware that it was little short of suicide to head for the innermost heart of the First Ring, he was trying to find some option which would give him a slight chance of getting there without being caught. He went on among the shadows, avoiding the light and the monoliths. 
 
    Oh, come on! I have to think of something. But the thing he had always been able to count on in the past, his mind, was unable to come up with a viable solution this time. He went on as far as he could, and then was forced to stop. 
 
    He squatted behind a low wall and got his breath back. Think. I can’t go on, not like this. They’ll see me. 
 
    The cheerful sound of music reached him from the north. He risked a glance and saw the Gods enjoying a sumptuous procession. He also saw a hundred Custodians escorting them. The celebration was very similar to the one he had witnessed in the Second Ring. As soon as this is over, the patrols will come back and find me. 
 
    He risked getting as close as possible to the parade. He hid behind a well, and saw the divine retinue go into a tunnel. And how do I get in there? Half the city’s here in the parade, if not all of it. Think, think, there has to be another way. He thought about the city, the five concentric rings, the symmetrical viaducts which cut through them, the bridges which joined them. Everything followed a design, an order, a proportion, a correspondence. 
 
    That’s it! If there’s a tunnel here, there has to be at least one more. The Gods wouldn’t build just one. No, it doesn’t follow the pattern they’ve built this strange world to. One isn’t in proportion, it’s not symmetrical. There have to be either two or four tunnels. He turned and ran in search of the tunnel at the opposite end. With a bit of luck, he would not have to go all around the ring. There would be four tunnels: one south, one north, one east and one west. 
 
    And he was not wrong. He found the east tunnel. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Gods of the House of Eret were the first to land before the black monolith. Kyra had to pull her head back to see the whole unthinkable height of the arcane object. It was simply colossal, a hundred times bigger than the one she had seen on the island where they had set off for the Eternal City. Bloody fools! she thought as she stared at the Lords. 
 
    The parade went on to the base of the monolith. As they came nearer, she noticed that it too was immense and made of dazzling white marble. Before the base was a plaza, with three Gods in strange ritual attire guarding the enormous golden doors. The base was more than sixty feet high. 
 
    Adamis stopped before the waiting Gods, and the retinue stopped behind him. Kyra leaned forward, and guessed from their attire they were God-Priests. They exchanged greetings and bows with the God-Prince, and the doors opened. Adamis entered the regal building. As Kyra passed under the entrance, she looked back and saw the ship of the Second House docking. Its sails were as red as the full moon over their heads. Here come all those bloody Gods. She recognized Lord Asu standing tall at the prow, and fear lashed at her like an Oppressor’s whip. 
 
    They went in and stepped inside a golden triangle on the floor. She heard an annoying buzzing and felt a tremor. Suddenly the platform began to rise at great speed. She lost her balance and fell to the floor. One of the Custodians turned to her and pulled her up. She recovered, and the platform stopped, before her there opened a great round chamber. Adamis entered the hall at the head of the retinue. Kyra was left breathless as she too came in and looked around her. The walls of the chamber were the color of old gold, with strange runes engraved in silver along its entire surface. The ceiling was black as a starless night, and she noticed it was not a real ceiling but the base of the monolith. They were just underneath the artifact. As she walked, she detected movement below her feet, and was alarmed to find the floor was transparent. Far below she could see the turquoise of the ocean. They were so high above the sea, and the floor was so translucent, that she had a sudden attack of vertigo and for a moment almost fell again. 
 
    But what made her jaw drop was finding what was inside the chamber. In the center there rose a cylindrical column of the same material as the monolith. It went from floor to ceiling, connecting it with the base. Around the cylinder were five singular pods, forming a star. Her gaze was held by them. They looked like royal sarcophagi, intricately ornamented in the lower part, but the upper part was glass. At the foot of each sarcophagus-pod was engraved the emblem of the House it belonged to. She recognized the shield of the House of Eret on the nearest pod and that of the House of Aureb on the next. As she studied the hall, she had the distinct feeling of being in a funerary chamber. She shivered and shook her head. 
 
    But something else had her enthralled, it was the golden gleam which came from the head of the pods, intermittently but in an ordered sequence, and went through a tube to the great central cylinder. When it reached this the gleam went up it, transformed into a ring which disappeared into the ceiling. It’s gone into the base of the monolith… What’s happening here? 
 
    Adamis came to stand in front of the pod with the seal of Eret, and the whole retinue followed. The silence in the hall was sepulchral. Kyra was growing increasingly nervous. This is the place where I’m going to die. A sacrificial chamber… she said to herself, and wiped her sweating hands on her tunic. Agitation began to run through her body, and her breathing became fast and shallow. I’m going to die… She heard footsteps behind her and turned. She met Lord Asu’s cruel eyes; he was entering the chamber at the head of his retinue as if he owned the place. The Prince of the Second House stood in front of the pod with the emblem of his House, and his retinue took their place behind him. Kyra ran her eyes along the group and stopped at a slave in a yellow tunic. Surprised, she tried to identify her. She was one of the twelve: Gersa. And beside her, wearing an orange tunic, was another slave. 
 
    It was Yosane! 
 
    Kyra’s heart nearly jumped out of her mouth when she recognized her. With a knot in her throat she tried to call out her name but no sound left her mouth. Yosane! Yosane! She tried again and waved so her friend could see her, but she seemed to have been struck dumb. Then she saw the runes of silver on the walls shimmering slightly and realized that the chamber must be under the Power of the Gods, preventing her from making any sound. She waved with both arms and jumped up and down. Two of the Custodians held her down, but her attempt had been successful. Yosane was waving at her from the other group, her face happy and her eyes moist with excitement. She too was immediately restrained by two Custodians. 
 
    Yosane, you’re alive, you’re all right! Kyra’s heart filled with such joy it was about to burst. And at that moment something so horrifyingly wrong dawned on her that her heart sank and she was left breathless. If Yosane is here like me, it’s because she’s going to suffer the same fate… She’s going to die… like me, with me. This thought left her as cold as though she had been plunged into a frozen river in the middle of winter. For a long moment she was unaware of what was going on around her. She had known she was doomed, but she had never imagined poor Yosane would perish with her. The remaining Houses proceeded into the chamber, but she only had eyes for her friend and the horror awaiting them. Was Yosane aware of her destiny? 
 
    She noticed that Yosane was not looking at her but at another group passing by. She followed her friend’s gaze and met that of Idana. She was walking at the end of the group of the Fifth Ring, wearing an orange tunic, and was staring at Yosane with eyes wide. Beside her was Kata. 
 
    They’re going to sacrifice all twelve of us. The discovery of an atrocity on that scale left her stunned, unable to react. She could not think or hear beyond the beating or her own heart as it hammered inside her head. She felt as if she had been struck on the chin with a stone fist. 
 
    They’re going to kill us all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ikai came out of the water as far as possible from the grotesque vessels of the Five Houses which were moored at the dock. He ran to the back of the monolith’s base. There were no guards there; they were all guarding the door inside the building. He touched the white surface with the palm of his hand and thought it must be marble. He slid to the ground, his back pressed against the building. 
 
    I need to rest. He had made a superhuman effort to get there, swimming underwater as he had never done before in his whole life. He gave thanks to Mother Sea for the countless hours he had spent playing in the river during his childhood, and for the harsh training he had undergone to become a Hunter. Otherwise he would never have gotten so far. We are the Senoca, the people of the Sea, he reminded himself with a bitter smile. 
 
    He tried to resist exhaustion with his remaining strength. He wanted to go on; he had to reach Kyra one way or another. He brought the Falcon Eye out and held it with the gauntlet he never took off now, no matter how heavy it was. He touched the necklace around his neck − Kyra’s gift − and thought of her. The Eye activated itself, and the beam of light showed that his sister was inside the building. 
 
    I’m nearly there. She’s inside. Hold on, little sister, I’m coming. 
 
    He closed his eyes for the briefest of moments, just to recover his breath and rest his shoulders, which were very sore. But he fell asleep, overcome by exhaustion. 
 
    He woke up with a start, coming out of a nightmare. He looked up at the red moon and got to his feet, angry at himself. It had only been a moment, and his body had needed it, but it was still unforgivable. I have to go on, no matter how tired I maybe, whatever the dangers or the risk. I have to rescue my sister. I can’t weaken now. I can’t fail. He clenched his jaw and nodded determinedly. Here I come!  
 
    He looked at the wall in front of him. It was too high to jump over. He would have to climb it, even though it looked absolutely smooth. This presented a difficulty. Trying to get in through the door was reckless, to say the least; there were several dozen Custodians there. What can I do? He studied the structure in detail, and something caught his attention. The reflections of the moonlight on the white marble wall were not constant. 
 
    Interesting… there’s something going on here… His mind puzzled over this discordant fact. He looked at the wall again; it seemed completely smooth. He backtracked five steps and went on staring closely at it. Nothing. He went back as far as the water. 
 
    The moon shone on the monolith. And then he saw it. In the center of the wall of the base was an engraving of a full moon with several runes inside it. It was so snow-white that when seen closely, it melted into the white of the wall. If there are engravings, there’ll be footholds. He went back to the wall and felt with his hand until he touched the engraving. There. He began to climb. 
 
    It took him time and effort, and twice he lost his footing and almost cracked his head open, but he managed to climb the wall. When he reached the top he lay on his back, watching the moon. But this time exhaustion failed to overcome him, and he stood up as soon as he felt recovered. In front of him rose the great monolith. He went over to it, searching for some opening where he could let himself down inside. After a few moments he found what he was looking for: two large windows which gave on to the chamber. 
 
    He threw himself on to the floor and looked through one of the windows. 
 
    And he found his sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyra watched the five God-Priests moving to the center of the chamber. They climbed on to a pulpit, in the shape of a ring around the conducting cylinder, which rose six feet above the ground. The five Priests each turned towards one of the Houses. They raised their arms, and everyone knelt with the exception of the God-Princes, who remained standing with their heads bowed. She came out of her state of stupor. What the hell are they doing? 
 
    She looked up at the Priest above her head and had the feeling he must be speaking, even though she could not hear him. Then she remembered Notaplo’s gift and looked at the bracelet on her right wrist. It’s not working. Notaplo said I’d be able to hear the conversations of the Gods, but I can’t hear anything. She tapped her fingers on the central rune a couple of times, and the bracelet gave a small flash. 
 
    …begins the sacred Ceremony of Vivification, she suddenly heard in her mind. The voice was that of the five Priests, speaking in unison. 
 
    The Five Houses are gathered here today at the moment of the full moon, a Red Moon, which marks the end of one sacred cycle and the beginning of another. 
 
    Kyra listened carefully, and her fighting spirit began to recover from the tremendous blow her morale had received. I have to fight. I won’t let them get away with this. 
 
    The Five Kings must awake. The cycle of hibernation is over. The sacrifice their Majesties have made for the good of their Houses is over. It is time once more for them to walk among us, their children: for them to rule their kingdoms for the glory of our civilization. So says the full moon of blood. Let us honor the Five. 
 
    A chill ran down her spine. She was beginning to understand what was going on there, but not the reasons. 
 
    Let the Vivificators be prepared. 
 
    Three God-Erudites appeared at the entrance of the chamber. Their heads were hooded, and their faces remained hidden in the shadows. In their hands they carried golden stylized goblets. 
 
    Rotec came to her side. Let’s go, he said, and gestured. 
 
    And what are they going to do to us now? 
 
    She went forward with him until she stood in front of the three God-Erudites. 
 
    Wait, said Rotec. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye she saw the rest of the twelve Selected coming towards her, escorted by the Champions of each House. When Yosane and Idana reached her, she could not hold herself back. She hugged them both with overflowing joy, mixed with fear, at being reunited. They stayed locked in one another’s arms, tears running down their cheeks. They tried to speak, but were unable to. She wiped the tears off the faces of the other two, smiling and hugging them over and over again in an attempt to pass on some love and warmth to them. 
 
    Divide into groups of four, and then let each group stand in front of an Erudite, came the voice of the Priests, in their minds. 
 
    Kyra looked around among her companions and met Lian’s haughty face. Kyra gave her a friendly nod, but the blonde threw her a disdainful glance and turned her back on her. Urda, who was beside Lian, saw the nod and shook her head. She walked over to Kyra and offered her hand to her. Kyra looked at the big woman’s face and read in it and in her moist regretful eyes the sufferings she had borne. Kyra shook the soldier’s hand and nodded to her to join them. 
 
    Take your places, came the order. 
 
    Kyra glanced behind her with some idea of a crazy escape in her mind, but the idea evaporated as soon as she saw the five colossal Champions watching them. Hell! Damn these monsters without feelings! She eyed the three God-Erudites and for some reason remembered Adamis’ words: “When the moment to choose comes, follow your instincts.” But her instincts were saying nothing. Carefully she studied the three Erudites one by one, but could not sense anything coming from them. She moved closer, and as she did she felt a tingling in her right hand, where she wore the bracelet. Taking care not to draw attention to herself, she pointed at each God in turn. When she pointed at the one in the center she felt the tingling again. She decided. 
 
    She motioned to her friends, and the four girls came to stand in front of the Erudite posted in the center. Urda closed the line. The rest of the prisoners gradually took their places in front of the other two Gods. Kyra glanced to her right and saw Lian heading the other line. 
 
    Take the catalytic, the order came. 
 
    One by one they passed by the Erudite and drank from the goblet. Kyra did not notice anything strange when she drank, but she knew from the experiments which had been made on her that the liquid had some specific purpose. She felt it was not likely to be a pleasant one. 
 
    Let the sacred ritual proceed, came the order from the Priests. 
 
    Rotec took her arm and led her away. She tried to resist, break free, go back to her friends, but the strength of the God-Warrior was amazing. With tears of impotent rage in her eyes she saw Yosane and Idana too being dragged, resisting just as she was herself. 
 
    Rotec led her to the pod, and she passed in front of Adamis, who did not look at her. Soulless bastard! At the foot of the pod, on the floor, she saw a golden circle. Rotec left her on it and went to stand beside Adamis. She was about to move when a golden barrier rose from the floor and surrounded her. Furious, she hammered on the barrier with her fists, but it was unbreakable. She was trapped. She looked anxiously for her friends and saw that they too were trapped, like her. Yosane and Gersa were banging on the barrier which held them captive, with no more success. The twelve of them were imprisoned. 
 
    Kyra could now see the God-King. He was lying with his arms folded across his chest and his eyes closed. He seemed to be dead. His golden face was withered and discolored. His hair was white and long. Now she understood who the Five were, and why she had never seen the King, Adamis’ father. 
 
    The moment has come, the moon is already full and bestows all its power on us. Those Selected for their rare gift are ready. Thousands have been tested at the Summoning, but only a dozen have been blessed with the virtue of serving our revered lords. Let the Vivification commence! 
 
    Hearing this anguish gripped her. The floor of the chamber turned black, so that the sea disappeared under the glass. The golden circle under her feet lit up. She had a presentiment of something unpleasant. A hammering buzz penetrated her ears, and suddenly a strong golden light from the floor bathed her from her feet to her head. She began to float in the midst of this luminescence, as if her body had no weight. She realized in horror that she was levitating two hand-spans above the base. The light turned silver, the buzzing intensified and she received a tremendous shock, as if lightning had hit her during a storm. And then she began to convulse amid terrible pain. Her whole body was shaking uncontrollably. In the midst of her agony she felt something else taking place underneath the pain, something arcane. She began to feel more and more tired, as if they were taking away her vitality. She managed to look toward the pod and saw her vital energy being transferred to the King. 
 
    They’re taking away my life to give it to him! 
 
    She felt weaker and weaker. Life was leaving her body. 
 
    My life… they’re taking it from me… 
 
    She tried to fight with what little strength she still had, but she was suspended in air and her body could not stop shaking. It did not respond to her mind. 
 
    The bastards! They’re killing me! 
 
    She turned her head to look at Yosane and saw that she too was going through the same ordeal. 
 
    You scum! You’ve got no right! It’s our life! 
 
    They were draining her, and she could barely keep her eyes open. They were taking the last drops of life from her body. 
 
    She looked towards Adamis, searching for help. But the God-Prince lowered his gaze. 
 
    She fought with one last effort to avoid closing her eyes and dying, but there was nothing left in her body, nothing but her fighting spirit. All her energy had been transferred to the God-King. 
 
    Kyra’s eyes closed and her body went out. 
 
    A new cycle begins. Let their Majesties rise! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ikai, beside himself with desperation, was hammering on the glass of the great window with the pommel of his dagger. Even with all his strength he could not manage to break the glass. 
 
    “No, Kyra, no!” 
 
    He hammered again and again, but the glass would not break. 
 
    “Hold on, Kyra!” 
 
    He battered the glass like a madman, and finally managed to make the impenetrable crystal crack. 
 
    “I’m here!” 
 
    He looked inside and saw the light which had tortured his sister going out, and Kyra collapsing onto the floor. 
 
    “Kyra!” 
 
    Suddenly the crystal lid on the King’s pod lifted. He watched the King opening his eyes and sitting up, like a dead man coming back to life inside his coffin. Immediately the God-Prince and the God-Warrior helped him out of his pod. He stood up, and the two Gods knelt before the King. He watched the other pods and saw the same ritual going on at each of them. 
 
    Filled with loathing, he realized that the girls had been sacrificed to revive their Kings. 
 
    “No, no, no!” 
 
    He banged the glass again, possessed by rage and the horror of having lost his sister. The glass was about to break. He would be able to climb down inside. 
 
    At that moment there came a hollow clang in the chamber, and the five discs under the girls’ bodies opened. He saw Kyra’s body fall to the void. 
 
    “Nooooooooooo!” 
 
    They had gotten rid of the bodies by throwing them in the sea. 
 
    He turned and ran like one possessed. I lost her! No! Kyra! He reached the edge of the building and let himself down. He dropped and was still running when he reached the water. Without a second thought he dived head-first, with all the momentum of his run, and swam to the bottom searching for his sister’s body. 
 
    He swam until his lungs were about to burst, but could not find her. He went back up to the surface, breathed precious air and went down again. But he could not find Kyra or any of the other twelve prisoners. He was at a loss. He resurfaced again to breathe and watched the surface above him which his sister and the other girls had fallen from, but there was no trace of them. From inside the ring he could see the submerged keels of the five royal ships at the dock. 
 
    Where are you, Kyra? He went under again and swam towards the keels of the ships, noticing as he did so that it was not five keels he could see but six. He had taken for granted that they would be the five ships of the Five Houses. But no, there were six keels. He went up to breathe and swam with all his strength to the sixth ship. When he was close to it he submerged until he was immediately beside the hull. He surfaced to breathe, taking great care not to be discovered by some guard at the dock. 
 
    He stared at the ship, which was a large trireme. Damn, they haven’t lowered the anchor. There was only one way to get on board from the water, a very risky one, but he was too desperate to care about the risk. He looked at the long oars touching the water, motionless, awaiting the order to row. He went to the last one and gave it a tug. He tugged it again. It was fastened in place. He started to climb on it under cover of the shadows of the night. When he reached the end of the oar, through the hole he saw the terrified eyes of a slave. He put his finger to his lips and glared at him. The slave looked back at him for a moment, then nodded. Ikai thanked him with a nod and finished climbing aboard. He sneaked into the forecastle. 
 
    A stench hit his nostrils with such force he thought he had been attacked by a Custodian. He shook his head and covered his nose with his hand. The smell was nauseating, putrid. In the middle of the deck he saw a huge hatchway, partly covered with a canvas. Then he understood where he was, and the reason for the stench. The hull of the ship must be filled with corpses. It was the Ship of the Dead. 
 
    He heard footsteps on the gangway and hid. He saw twenty or so slaves carrying bodies which had just been fished out of the water and throwing them through the hatchway onto the pile of the dead. He saw them throw Kyra’s corpse on top of another of the prisoners with her. 
 
    He muffled a moan. 
 
    He was about to come out when he saw an Oppressor arrive on the gangway and chivvy the slaves to get on board quickly. He stopped and hid again. I can’t stay here. I can’t. I have to get to her. Desperate, risking being seen, he ran along the deck. He commended himself to Mother Sea, then with a powerful leap threw himself head-first through the hatchway onto the pile of corpses before the Oppressors boarded the ship. 
 
    His head hit something hard. Pain exploded in his head as if he had hit it against a rock wall at full tilt. 
 
    He lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The stench woke him. Dizzy, he tried to open his eyes, but the intense headache that struck him made him close them at one. He touched the painful spot and found a scab. 
 
    I’ve been bleeding. What happened? Where am I? He managed to open his eyes and saw the light of day coming through a hatchway, covered with sailcloth. He turned his neck and met a lifeless face. He was startled into trying to stand, but tripped, fell backwards and rolled over the bodies. 
 
    And then he remembered. Kyra!  
 
    He began to climb the pile of corpses, clutching his stomach while his mind sought to deny the horror which surrounded him. Kyra! She was all that mattered, and he did not care about being in the midst of that nightmarish place. He searched among the bodies, turning over the faces to identify them. The stench was so strong he had to wrap a piece of cloth from one of the corpses over his nose. 
 
    The waves hit the hull of the ship and he lost his balance. We’re sailing!  
 
    “Come on, you useless slaves!” he heard an Oppressor shouting on the deck, and then the lash of his whip. “More spirit! Row with more spirit, or it’ll be your skins!” – and he lashed the slaves again. 
 
    Ikai continued searching anxiously, until at last he found her. 
 
    She was not moving. She had no pulse. She seemed not to be breathing. 
 
    He dragged her away from the hatchway to the shadows of the hold and tried to bring her back to life. 
 
    Come on, come on, Kyra! 
 
    He breathed air into her lungs. 
 
    Come on, little sister, come back to me! 
 
    He went on trying to bring her back, aware only of anguish and despair. 
 
    Kyra, don’t leave me! 
 
    But Kyra would not come back. 
 
    Amid insufferable pain, so that he wanted to takeout his own heart with his hands, he put his sister’s head on his chest and rocked her. 
 
    “Why you? Why?” he cried desolately, stroking his dead sister’s hair and face. 
 
    “Why?” he kept repeating over and over again between sobs. “Why?” Sanity was beginning to leave him in the midst of a suffering which his mind could not cope with. 
 
    Night came, but he could not stop weeping. His pain was as fathomless as Mother Sea. He cried until he had no more tears left. His strength failed him, and the darkness took him with his dead sister in his arms. 
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    He was woken by the damp, annoying drip of water on his face. He half-opened his eyes and found it was pouring with rain. He was lying on the floor, but he did not move; he was so thirsty he opened his mouth and let the water from the heavens fill it with its freshness. He swallowed, and his sore throat was grateful. 
 
    Where am I? he wondered, disoriented, and then he remembered the hold of the ship. Suddenly Kyra’s dead face leapt to his mind. He felt the abysmal pain, and the anguish which followed would not even let him breathe. When the pain ebbed, albeit very little, he tried to rise. He was surrounded by a dark wall three feet high. He swept it with a glance until he reached a huge totem which rose behind him. Its face, with its great golden eyes, was disfigured by an expression of horror. 
 
    What’s going on here? He stopped to look around before getting to his feet. Something did not fit. The floor he was lying on was black marble with white veins, and the structure was round, with an open entrance. He was surrounded by bodies: dead slaves. This is some kind of temple, he guessed, looking at the huge, sinister totem which looked decidedly ominous. 
 
    Two slaves, soaked by the torrential rain, came into the structure. He played dead and pretended his body was as rigid as a board while they laid a body down beside him. 
 
    “Come on, you scum! Faster!” came the Oppressor’s voice, followed by the crack of a whip. 
 
    He risked a glance toward the opening through the curtain of water and understood what was happening: they were unloading the corpses from the ship on to a beach. Thinking he was dead, they had taken him from the ship’s hold and left him in that strange temple with the others. 
 
    “Hurry up, we haven’t got all day!” came the voice of another Oppressor. 
 
    Ikai glanced to both sides, but could not see Kyra. Rage began to grow inside him again, a murderous rage. He wanted to kill all those soulless creatures, wanted to with all his will. He wanted to get up and fight, but his arms would not respond. He realized he was very weak: too weak. They unloaded several more corpses and he forced his rage down, because if he confronted the Enforcers of the Gods in his present state all he would get was his throat cut. 
 
    He opened his mouth again and let the rain fill him and refresh his body, while the slaves finished their funereal work. 
 
    “All on board!” he heard an Eye-of-the-God say in his screeching voice. 
 
    He waited with an infinite patience he did not know he had, holding back the rage and frustration which threatened to erupt like a volcano. With what little strength he still had, he stood up and hid, crouching, behind the wall. The Ship of the Dead weighed anchor and slowly left the wide inlet, while the storm began to lessen. 
 
    On the deserted beach he saw two more temples, with their huge totems of death. He looked around. It was a desolate scene. He counted around thirty corpses on the temple floor. He glanced toward the second temple and saw that it too was full of bodies. They had unloaded the ship and left the bodies in the three temples. By the look of it, it appeared they had distributed them according to how long they had been dead. 
 
    He gathered what little courage he had left and searched for his sister’s body. He had to give his final goodbye according to the Senoca tradition. It did not take him long to find her at the foot of the horrible totem. He dropped to his knees beside her, and could not hold back his tears at the sight of Kyra’s wan face. 
 
    “What am I going to tell Mother? I promised to find you and bring you back. How am I going to tell her? I can’t. She’ll be inconsolable. Solma will die from pain and sorrow.” 
 
    He picked her up in his arms and brought her outside the temple. He laid her down gently on the sand, with the sea in the background and the wild waves sweeping the sand of the beach. 
 
    “I’ll give you a last farewell, with Mother Sea beside you,” he said, with the sea breeze ruffling his hair. 
 
    It is the first time that a talking corpse has been delivered to us, he heard an amiable voice say inside his head. He could make no sense of this, and stayed with his eyes fixed on the sky with its covering of gray clouds. 
 
    There’s always a first time for everything, I guess. 
 
    He stood up and turned towards the vegetation behind the beach, and his heart sank. Above a rise, at the foot of the beach as if reigning over it, he saw a God, followed by several dozen Enforcers. He could not identify this God or the Enforcers; he had not seen them before. They were different, in a sinister way. The Enforcers were similar in size to an Oppressor, perhaps a little gaunter. Their ochre skin was nearly black and their prominent veins white instead of black. They wore no armor, only a tunic, black as night, with a white rune on the chest. Silver helmets covered their heads, with bars over eyes and mouth. Their look was ominous. 
 
    A live specimen is a rarity in this place. I shall enjoy it immensely, the God said, and Ikai shivered. The God was dressed in black from head to toe, with the exception of a silver sash where he carried two curved daggers. This God was not like the ones in the Eternal City, of that he had no doubt. On his golden forehead, on his clean-shaven head and below his eyes, were strange runes tattooed in black. A gleam in the eyes of that golden creature made Ikai narrow his eyes and notice those of the Gods. They were black, with golden irises and white pupils. 
 
    Ikai shivered and felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on end. He reached for his throwing dagger at his back. It seems the time has come to die at last. But I’ll die fighting. Without fear, beside my sister.  
 
    But the sinister God and his servants turned suddenly to the left, ignoring him. Perplexed, he followed their gaze. To his amazement, he saw a small black building at the end of the beach and three Gods walking towards them over the sand. The strange black building was familiar, and he realized that it was really one of the arcane doors of the Gods, like the one Albana had used to escape with Liriana and Maruk. 
 
    My eyes must be deceiving me, as they recognize no less than the heir to one of the prominent Five Houses. And that is not possible, for my cousins from Alantres, the wonderful Eternal City, would never set foot in our humble dwelling. Is that not so, my dear Lord Adamis? 
 
    Adamis came to stand beside the God. Your eyes do not deceive you, Lord Woz.  
 
    And who comes with the heir Prince of the House of Eret on this surprising visit? 
 
    Rotec comes with me, my Champion. And Notaplo, my First Erudite. 
 
    Ikai did not know what to do. He stood there with the dagger in his hand, staring from one God to the other as they talked inside his head. 
 
    Perhaps it would be convenient to talk in private... Adamis suggested, looking at Ikai and the servants of Lord Woz. 
 
    Nonsense. This is Hiltok, the island of the House of Hila, the banished House. There are no secrets here. And what is more, I shall allow this insignificant surviving slave to witness this encounter and listen to what you have come to propose, because you must want something... 
 
    As you wish. This is your land, and the laws of your House rule. They must be respected. 
 
    Then tell me, cousin, what powerful reason has made these most radiant and important Lords visit us in our exile? I cannot recall the last time a Lord visited us. I know you loathe us and avoid us as if we were carriers of some contagious disease. 
 
    Let me remind you, cousin, that it was not we who broke the laws of Mother Nature and used forbidden Power. The exile of the House of Hila was unanimously agreed by the Council of Five. The punishment, isolation, allowed you to keep your heads...  
 
    True. Irreconcilable ideological differences, I am afraid. What are you looking for here, Adamis? 
 
    I want the living slaves on this beach. 
 
    The slaves on this beach belong to me. It was part of the treaty of exile decided by the Houses. 
 
    The dead slaves belong to you, that is stipulated. I do not wish to know what for, as I am not interested in the forbidden arts of the House of Hila. But the living do not belong to you. 
 
    Hmmm. And what interest in this slave does the powerful and influential Adamis have, to make him set foot on the sands of Hiltok? 
 
    Ikai stared at Adamis, not understanding what relationship there might be between the two of them. Then he recalled seeing this God before, and the giant with him. He had seen them with Kyra. 
 
    If you will allow me... Adamis said, pointing at Ikai’s feet. 
 
    Of course, go ahead, Lord Woz said, sounding intrigued. He folded his arms and smiled, amused. 
 
    Adamis nodded at Notaplo, who went to Ikai. He knelt at his feet and studied Kyra’s face. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Ikai asked, brandishing his dagger menacingly when he saw the old God holding Kyra’s head. 
 
    Do not fear, young man. I wish to help her. 
 
    “You’re too late. She’s dead. You can’t help her.” 
 
    Notaplo took a disc out of his tunic. It was of crystal, and inside it was a tiny nugget of gold which shone intensely. He placed the disc on Kyra’s forehead, and there was a metallic snap. The disc attached itself to her forehead. 
 
    Ikai’s body tensed. 
 
    The old Erudite smiled at him kindly. Do not be afraid... 
 
    Ikai had no idea what he wanted to do, but he was feeling more uneasy with every passing moment. 
 
    Suddenly the disc divided in two, and the upper part started spinning, flashing as it did so. On Kyra’s face appeared black veins, which extended first down her neck and then all along her body. 
 
    “Let her be!” Ikai cried. He could not hold back while they desecrated his sister’s body. He tried to shove the God-Erudite, but was immediately surrounded by a white mist which gradually pushed him back towards the sea. 
 
    The voice of Adamis reached him as he controlled the arcane mist. You must let Notaplo finish. 
 
    The disc gave another flash and began to inject the gold from its centre into the black veins which now ran all over Kyra’s body, from her forehead down to her arms and legs. 
 
    Ikai was pushing back with his failing strength, but it was impossible to overcome the resistance of the mist and reach his sister. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” he shouted desperately. 
 
    The disc stopped spinning and the two halves once again became one. The nugget had turned black; the gold had been consumed. There came another metallic snap, and Notaplo removed the disc. 
 
    Powerless, Ikai watched his sister’s body. The gold in her veins slowly vanished, as if it had reached her heart and been assimilated. Suddenly, before his astonished eyes, Kyra convulsed violently. A new and terrible spasm shook her, as if she had been hit by a lightning bolt. He watched in amazement. A third discharge shook her whole body. 
 
    She opened her eyes. 
 
    And sat up. 
 
    Ikai fell on his knees and burst out weeping, overwhelmed by emotion. 
 
    “Notaplo, where... am I? What... happened?” Kyra muttered as she recognized the old God-Erudite beside her. 
 
    Notaplo smiled broadly. With moist eyes he answered: What happened is that we nearly lost you, little one, but everything is all right now. 
 
    Kyra looked around, still stunned, and recognized Adamis and Rotec behind Notaplo. When she saw Adamis looking at her steadily, Kyra felt a strange fluttering in her stomach, and a sudden feeling of wellbeing warmed her chest. The sounds of waves breaking on the beach and muffled sobs reached her ears. She turned in surprise. 
 
    And saw Ikai. Her eyes opened wide. 
 
    “Ikai!” she cried, and her heart almost burst out of her. She jumped up to run to him, but her legs failed her and she fell. She rose immediately, took a few steps and fell on the sand again. 
 
    He was shaking his head in disbelief. “Kyra, you’re alive!” he shouted. 
 
    “Ikai, my brother!” she shouted joyfully to the sky, with tears in her eyes. She crawled to him. 
 
    “You’re alive! Alive!” he said, and spread his arms. 
 
    Kyra rushed into them, and on their knees the two hugged each other in an embrace so intense and filled with such emotion that their bodies ached. Ikai’s tears slid over Kyra’s forehead, while hers soaked his shoulder. 
 
    “I told them, I told them all you’d come for me.” 
 
    “Always, little sis, always. I’d never leave you.” 
 
    They remained in one another’s arms, ignoring everything around them in that moment of limitless fraternal happiness. 
 
    Lord Woz, who was watching the scene, applauded dramatically. 
 
    And there was me thinking today would be just another ordinary day, he said, shaking his head with a smile, and I have just witnessed the House of Eret returning life to the dead. Something which, if my memory does not fail me, is totally forbidden. One of the main reasons why the House of Hila, my own sublime House, was expelled from Alantres and banished to this island. 
 
    Not exactly, Adamis said with a faint smile. The young slave was not dead. No law has been broken, much less one so important. Not by my House. 
 
    If she was on the funerary ship, she was dead. 
 
    Almost, but not fully, Notaplo said. He waved a finger. One drop of essence of life remained in her. One drop was saved. What I have done is transfer something extra of vital essence to her body, and that is why she has revived. 
 
    A pity that is so, Lord Woz said with a shrug. Alive she certainly is, therefore you can have her. It is the law. 
 
    Thank you, Lord Woz, Adamis said. He bowed his head. 
 
    Kyra looked at her brother, whom she had missed so much and who more than once she had thought she would never see again. She could barely believe it was him, that he was there, with her. But he was. She stared at his odd eyes, one of each color, his brown hair in a tangle, and his kind, weather-worn face. Suddenly what had happened began to come back to her: the Ceremony of Vivification… the reactive… the Five God-Kings… her life being transferred to them… to the last drop… till she had died… the twelve Selected… dying… 
 
    “Yosane! Idana!” she shouted. Leaving her brother’s arms she turned and ran inside the temple in search of them. 
 
    Ikai got to his feet and ran after her. 
 
    “Where are they? Where?” she said as she searched desperately. “They have to be here… they have to… they were with me…” she mumbled as if she had lost her mind, without noticing she was being watched. 
 
    Broken-hearted, she found the bodies of the other Selected, and panic overcame her. She knelt beside them and found Yosane. Her face was ashen, her small body damp and covered with bruises. Beside her she found Idana, whose face showed there was no life in her. 
 
    “Help me, Ikai, please!” she cried, and began to pull them both. Ikai helped her. They brought them outside and laid them on the sand. Kyra put her hands on Yosane’s face, and her tears fell on the eyes of her fearful and intelligent friend. She held Idana’s cold hand in hers. Kyra thought her heart would burst into a thousand pieces. 
 
    She turned to Notaplo. “I beg you, save them,” she pleaded, sobbing. “I’ll do whatever you ask of me, but save them!”  
 
    Notaplo came to her side. I do not know if I can. 
 
    “Please try.” 
 
    Only those who drank the reactive with you have a chance. The rest, I fear, have gone now. There is no life left in them. 
 
    Kyra understood what had saved her: the reactive. She looked at Notaplo, who nodded. 
 
    You chose well… the Erudite said. 
 
    “Both of them drank with me, I’m sure, and the fourth one was… Urda,” she said, pointing to her. 
 
    “I’ll get her,” Ikai said, and brought Urda to where Yosane and Idana lay. 
 
    Notaplo looked at his master for permission. Adamis nodded. 
 
    I will try, but there is no guarantee… Notaplo said. 
 
    From his tunic he brought out three discs, all of them with a golden nugget in the center. He knelt carefully, leaning on his staff, and placed them on the girls’ foreheads. 
 
    They all watched in silence. The same process which had taken place with Kyra was repeated with the three Selected. When it had finished, Notaplo withdrew the discs and put them away. There was a moment of tension when nothing happened. And then Yosane began to convulse, Idana followed her, and finally it was Urda’s turn to shake uncontrollably. Kyra watched speechless, with such a tight knot in her throat that she could not swallow, and could barely breathe. 
 
    Yosane’s eyelids moved, and her small gray eyes looked up at the sky. 
 
    “Yosane!” Kyra cried euphorically, and threw herself at her. 
 
    “What… what’s happening?” muttered the little constructor, with a look of wonder. 
 
    “Yosane! You’re alive! Alive!” Kyra was shouting, hugging her with tears of happiness running down her cheeks. 
 
    Idana sat up and looked around with her prominent blue eyes. There was a look of astonishment on her pale freckled face. Her curly hair was a mess of dirt. 
 
    “Where are we?” the apothecary asked in confusion, gazing at the sky. 
 
    Kyra got to her knees and embraced Idana. 
 
    “Idana, you’re all right! Oh, how wonderful!” They hugged and cried with pure happiness at being together and alive. 
 
    “I can’t… believe… we’re together again…” Yosane murmured, her eyes still filled with tears, staring at the faces of her two friends. 
 
    “Survive and escape, I told you,” Kyra reminded Yosane as she dried her tears with her sleeve. “Survive and escape!” 
 
    Yosane smiled and took Kyra’s face in her hands. 
 
    “I was always telling myself that, particularly at the worst moments… I remembered your words, and they gave me strength to go on. Survive and escape!” she said with a sweet smile. 
 
    “I hadn’t lost hope… I always wanted to think we’d survive… somehow… I always kept the hope,” murmured Idana. 
 
    Kyra ruffled her tangled hair. “You’ve always been kind, generous and willing, and your great heart has room for all our hopes.” 
 
    Idana, Kyra and Yosane threw their arms around one another. For some time they did not move, locked together in a fraternal embrace, as the horrifying experience had made sisters for life of the three girls. 
 
    Ikai watched them with joy in his soul at having found Kyra and seeing her happy, even if it were only for one tiny moment in that universe of hostile, ruthless Gods. 
 
    Kyra looked for her brother and smiled at him from the bottom of her heart. Then she saw Urda, sitting with her shoulders slumped, at the opening to the temple, gazing in silence at Lian’s corpse. Kyra went over to her and gazed at the bodies of the remaining twelve: Lian, Kata, Lirune, Jismen, Miru, and the others. 
 
    “They didn’t deserve this…” Urda said sadly. 
 
    “No, they didn’t deserve it,” Idana said, coming over to them. “I’d give anything to have been able to prevent their deaths… Why them and not me is beyond me, but I’d gladly have given my life for theirs.” 
 
    “That does you credit,” Yosane said. She put her hand on the apothecary’s shoulder. 
 
    Kyra turned to Notaplo. “I beg you, if there’s anything that can be done for them…” she said, her soul bleeding for the loss of her companions. 
 
    Notaplo shook his head. They are gone now. There is no life in them. There is nothing I can do for them. I am sorry. 
 
    Yosane knelt before the fallen. “Let’s say our farewells,” she said tearfully. 
 
    The four survivors knelt in silence. Idana chanted an ancient prayer from the Senoca funeral rites, one to Mother Sea and the other to Father Moon, so they would gather the departed into their bosoms. Then, crossing her arms over her chest, she prayed: 
 
    “Oxatsi, watch over them, daughters of your chosen people, let them dwell in your infinite kingdom.” She turned with arms spread out towards Mother Sea. Behind her Kyra, Yosane and Urda followed her example. “Protect them from all evil and ensure their eternal happiness, Father Moon, that which they could not find among men. May this short earthly life become infinite and joyful in the arms of Mother Sea and Father Moon.” She raised her arms to the sky, and the other three girls did the same. 
 
    They were silent for a long moment. 
 
    Yosane rose to her feet with tears in her eyes, not only of sadness but of rage. “Before the bodies of my murdered companions I swear I shall never fear again, that my legs shall never again tremble, nor my spirit fail before horror and injustice! I shall gather strength from their memory when fear assails me, to fight, for them, for their courage.” 
 
    Kyra smiled at her. “That’s a good funeral vow. You honor the tradition.” 
 
    “And I’ll keep it. I’ll never again be the frightened, defenseless little animal I used to be. Never again.” 
 
    Urda nodded at her in recognition. 
 
    The sea breeze blew strongly, bringing moistness and a salty tang on its invisible wings, buffeting all those on the beach. 
 
    Lord Woz straightened and looked out at the horizon. He frowned. What I have witnessed here today is truly fascinating, he said with his hands behind his back. This Erudite of yours, Adamis, is a true eminence, I must admit. All the same, we prefer the dead to the living. They are much more useful to us… 
 
    We shall always disagree about that, Adamis replied carefully. 
 
    Lord Woz gave a small guffaw. I smell a storm, one which will soon fall on this beach, he said as he looked at the sky. So, my dear cousin, I am very sorry, but I must kindly ask you to leave our island and take your “living” with you. It is time for us to harvest our dead. 
 
    We are in the House of Hila and its laws we respect. We are leaving, Adamis said with a small bow. He looked at Kyra and beckoned her discreetly to follow him. 
 
    An ominous gust of wind hit them. 
 
    Not so fast! came a fierce, booming voice. 
 
    They all turned towards the sound. Three figures were walking towards them from the portal. Kyra gave a muffled curse, and Yosane’s blood ran cold. 
 
    It was Lord Asu, and his eyes glittered with fury! 
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    Lord Asu came toward them along the beach with flaming eyes, the scales of his golden armor shining with each step and his cape burning, whipped by the sea breeze. Beside the Prince of the House of Aureb came his giant Champion Iradu, wearing heavy crimson combat armor. Behind them followed a figure in dark clothes and a helmet with a mirror visor. They came to within five paces of Adamis and Rotec, who were watching them tensely, their faces grim. Kyra, Ikai and the rest of the group watched from several paces behind the two Gods of the House of Eret. 
 
    My dear Lord Asu, what an unexpected pleasure! Lord Woz said ironically. 
 
    Lord Asu gave him a hostile look and grimaced. He pointed a finger at him. 
 
    This is of no concern to you, or your House, he said. 
 
    That may be so, cousin, but I think you should remember where you are… 
 
    I know perfectly well which cursed sands I am treading and whose House they belong to, you do not need to worry about that. Now, if you will forgive us, I have a debt outstanding with these treacherous vermin. His finger stabbed at Adamis. 
 
    Lord Woz folded his arms. I shall be watching, he said, glancing along the beach, for though it is true this is none of my business, it does affect me, as this is my house…  
 
    Lord Asu nodded. His fiery gaze met that of Adamis. Oskas, my Master-Spy, he said, gesturing at the man in dark clothes, has informed me of an inconceivable betrayal perpetrated by the heir of the House of Eret himself. I did not want to believe such an accusation, but Oskas is infallible in his work, and when he discovers an undercover action he is rarely mistaken. I had no choice but to check the information myself. And what my eyes see — he glared at Yosane and her friends — is high treason, punishable by death. 
 
    Adamis straightened. There has been no treachery. That accusation lacks validity. 
 
    How dare you! Do you think I am blind? Or stupid perhaps? thundered Lord Asu. Those slaves are Selected! 
 
    They might be, but even so, no treason has been committed, Adamis said calmly. Rotec and Iradu on the other hand were tense. Their hands had gone to the hilts of their swords. 
 
    The law forbids any interference whatsoever with the Ceremony of Vivification. Those four slaves should have been consumed until there was not a single drop of life in their bodies for the good of our Fathers, the High Kings. If they are alive it is by your doing, and for that, death awaits you!  
 
    Or perhaps by some hazard of life, Notaplo intervened. It is not the first time a slave has survived the ritual… 
 
    Shut up, old man! No slave has survived in more than eight hundred years, since we finished perfecting the process of vivification! 
 
    Be that as it may, Adamis said, with the same calm his gray eyes conveyed, your accusations have no value without proof to back them with. You may take them before the Council, but the Five High Kings, now recovered with the vital essence of the Selected, will not be benevolent if you accuse a Prince of a rival House without proof. 
 
    They are my proof! Give them to me! 
 
    I am afraid I can do no such thing. 
 
    Kyra looked at her bracelet, then at Yosane. “The bastard is demanding Adamis to turn us over to him.” 
 
    Yosane stepped forward. “Never! Never again! You won’t imprison me again, subject me to your experiments, kill me the way you did with Gersa! Never!” Yosane shouted with her fist raised threateningly, her fear forgotten forever, the strength of determination and courage filling her heart. 
 
    Kyra in turn caught her friend’s fire, and her warrior spirit cried out for justice. “Someday you’ll pay for all this, for the thousands of defenseless lives you’ve sacrificed, for all the suffering and pain you’ve caused to men!” 
 
    Asu’s face twisted, and his eyes flamed so hard it seemed they would leap out of their sockets. How dare you address me like that, you filthy slaves? he yelled, beside himself with fury. Me! You shall pay for this affront with blood! I shall make you suffer until you lose your sanity. You will beg me to end your lives, but I will not, I shall inflict more pain, much more! So overwhelming was the Prince of Fire’s cry of wrath that the four girls received a brutal mental blow and fell to the ground. 
 
    I will not let you harm them, Adamis said. His gaze had turned fierce. 
 
    I can do what I please with them. They are slaves, and you are nobody to deny me my right. 
 
    The slaves were selected for one purpose, and they have fulfilled it. Now they are under my protection. 
 
    Lord Asu gave a hollow laugh. You have always been a weak prince. All the Houses say so: the prince who likes the company of slaves. Perhaps they would understand if it were a matter of the flesh; pleasure, after all, seduces all of us. But that is not your case, is it? No, it is much worse, you fraternize with those filthy cockroaches only because you are weak, repulsive, like them. 
 
    Your insults reveal only the weakness of your character. 
 
    Lord Asu clenched his jaw so hard that it almost broke. This is my last offer. You can keep your slave if you want her so badly, but the rest are coming back with me. Accept it, or blood will spatter the sand of this beach with red. And believe me, I am more than willing to prove how much more powerful the Prince of the House of Fire is than the Prince of the House of Ether. 
 
    When he heard the threat of bloodshed, Lord Woz tensed. 
 
    Lords, Princes… 
 
    I told you not to interfere, Lord Asu told him with undisguised hostility, then glared back at Adamis. Your final answer? 
 
    Adamis turned to look at Kyra. She understood what his look asked her. He could save her, but her friends would perish, and Ikai with them. No matter how much she might want to leave, she could never do so by condemning her friends and family. Kyra held Adamis’ sincere gaze for a moment, then shook her head. The Prince sighed, and his eyes showed deep sorrow and resignation. He nodded at Kyra and faced Lord Asu. Kyra understood in that look the magnitude of what she had asked of Adamis. The Prince did not have to do it; she was nothing to him, a mere slave, a passing entertainment. He won’t confront Lord Asu or any other God for me. He won’t do it. I’m nobody to him, nothing. It would be madness. And she realized they were all doomed. 
 
    So? Lord Asu demanded. 
 
    A tense and deadly silence grew between the two princes. Adamis looked up at the sky and replied: 
 
    The slaves are under my protection. 
 
    Stupid fool! You have given me the excuse I was hoping for! 
 
    Adamis murmured a word, and before Lord Asu had finished his sentence an ethereal sphere enveloped the Prince of Eret. At once Rotec drew his sword and activated the huge round shield of his gauntlet. Iradu, imitating Rotec’s moves, drew his sword and armed his shield of fire. Asu twisted his hand, and a sphere of fire surrounded him. At the same time a fiery ball appeared on his palm. 
 
    Notaplo stepped back, pulling Kyra and the others with him. 
 
    Let us run to the Portal! 
 
    “Up!” cried Ikai, and they ran towards the higher part of the beach, where Lord Woz was watching as he withdrew from the Gods across the sand. 
 
    Asu turned towards Oskas. Capture them and kill the old Erudite. 
 
    The Master-Spy nodded at his master and ran after the group. 
 
    Asu exchanged a glance with Iradu. Kill his champion, he ordered. Iradu nodded. Leave me Adamis. I want to enjoy tearing out his heart. 
 
    Rotec immediately murmured a word of Power, and his sword turned translucent. Iradu caused his own sword to burst into flame. They saluted each other respectfully, like the Champions of their Houses they were. This was going to be a combat to the death, as they both knew. The two best warriors of all Alantres were going to fight, and only one would remain as the unchallenged Champion. Iradu charged Rotec with the speed of lightning, his cape flaming with wild intensity, propelled by the combustion of air behind him. Rotec met his assault, protected behind his translucent shield of ether. Iradu’s sword of fire hit Rotec’s shield with colossal force, but Rotec withstood the assault without yielding a step. The two warriors exchanged master-strokes at amazing speed: cuts, strokes followed by backstrokes, counterstrokes in the form of flashing traces of light which appeared and disappeared in an instant. Such was the skill of both Champions, and so evenly-matched were they, that neither could manage to break the other’s defense. The swords met and the shields rejected attacks and thrusts. Two God-Warriors fought with unrivalled skill. 
 
    Next to the Champions, Asu surrounded Adamis with flames. A circle of fire of overwhelming intensity enveloped him. Beneath his feet he saw the rune of the eagle of fire, and he knew the flames would devour everything they met upon the circle. The Prince of Ether concentrated and sent more Power to reinforce his protective sphere. Through the translucent surface and the voracious flames which were consuming everything, he could see the ruthless face of his enemy, the Prince of Fire. He had given Asu the excuse he needed, and for a long time the Prince of Aureb had wanted to kill him. The frozen finger of fear reached his spirit, but he rejected its touch. Asu was the most powerful of the Lords, and that made him a formidable adversary. But it was not always the strongest who achieved victory; sometimes it was those with the quickest wits. 
 
    Iradu moved his shield aside and pronounced a word of Power. A scorching flame erupted in front of Rotec. The Champion protected himself behind his shield, but the tongues of fire surrounded him, reached his armor and burned his body. With a grunt he took a step back and raised a mist of essence, which surrounded him. The flames advanced toward Rotec, but sputtered out on contact with the mist. Iradu narrowed his eyes and drew back his head. With a bestial roar he sent a cone of fire at Rotec, who countered it by sending an ethereal breath against him. At the touch of fire and ether, the fire weakened and went out. 
 
    Twisting his sword, Iradu threw a ball of fire against Rotec. The shield stopped it, but it exploded on impact. Rotec was thrown back, and hit the ground hard. Iradu gave an extraordinary leap. In midair, with a twist of his sword, he sent a fiery thrust at Rotec. Adamis’ Champion rolled and dodged it an instant before it hit him. Iradu stood over him and tried to run him through with his sword of fire. From his position on the ground, Rotec deflected the thrust with his shield, then with his sword sent an ethereal dagger towards his rival’s face. Asu’s Champion did not see the thrust of Power in time. The translucent dagger reached his eye, but at the last instant he sensed it. He moved his head sideways, and the dagger cut him deeply from the corner of his eye to his ear. He took a couple of steps back and put his hand to his wound, which was bleeding profusely. Rotec leapt to his feet. Iradu pronounced a word of Power, and a burning rune took shape beneath his opponent’s feet. The rune exploded with a blast and Iradu was launched into the sky by the explosion, leaving behind him a wake of fire. 
 
    Asu also pronounced words of Power, and beneath his feet Adamis saw the glyph of the volcano form. The ground began to shake, and he was only able to keep his balance with an effort. Suddenly the earth split open with a blast, and a volcano began to surge from it. Adamis cursed. If he lost his balance and the control of his sphere, he would be consumed by the flames. The volcano rose sixty feet above the ground and began spewing fire and lava onto the beach. Adamis struggled with all his might not to unbalance, with everything around him a fiery nightmare. The heat was so suffocating that he had to draw on more of his reserve of Power, so that the flames would not penetrate his barrier and finish him off: asphyxia was as dangerous as fire. He dug in his feet, flexed them and spread out his hands, controlling the sphere. At the same time he saw Asu’s eyes gleam with pleasure. The whole beach was a chaos of flames and burning coals, the shallows of the sea were burning, and the lava was solidifying as it entered the water. Adamis was sweating. He was in a desperately tight spot; his rival was unleashing all he had against him, and this time the icy hand of fear closed on his heart. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye he saw Lord Woz retreat inside the thicket to avoid the flames. In the distance he saw the group running towards the portal. He had to give them time, he had to get Asu to focus all his power of destruction on him, or the flames would catch up with them. Notaplo was running too slowly, and the destruction Asu had unleashed was increasing. 
 
    Is that all the Prince of Fire can do? Adamis taunted him. 
 
    Asu clenched his fiery fists and glared furiously at him. 
 
    I will kill you! By the heavens, I will kill you, you accursed vain weakling! I will tear your heart from your charred body and spit on it! 
 
    Adamis smiled. He had achieved what he wanted. Seeing him smile, Asu turned mad with rage. He began to hurl tremendous balls of fire against Adamis, one after the other. They exploded with such intensity that Adamis was forced to retreat towards the sea. He was keeping all his concentration and Power on making his protective barrier hold. He knew Asu was using huge amounts of Power against him, and sooner or later his reserve would run out, no matter how large it might be. 
 
    Rotec traced a rune on the ground with his sword, silently muttering the word of Power at the same time. The rune broke, and from it issued an ethereal spirit which lifted him high at great speed. Iradu cauterized his wound with his own sword of fire in midair and roared with pain. Rotec attacked and threw an ethereal spear, but this time his rival saw it and took cover behind his shield. The spear managed to pierce the shield of fire, and lodged in it. The point grazed Iradu’s forehead, opening a cut. He roared. As he fell to the ground he created a powerful ball of fire and sent it rolling through the air. Rotec protected himself with his shield, but the impact produced an explosion of fire so brutal that he was hurled backwards towards the ground. 
 
    Iradu saw that Rotec was trying to keep his balance as he fell at great speed. He seized his opportunity. He conjured and threw a fiery meteorite, consuming a great part of his reserve of Power in this risky maneuver. Rotec managed to break his fall by conjuring a new spirit to hold him, avoiding the impact against the ground. He looked up at Iradu and saw the flaming meteorite falling dizzyingly towards him. With the greatest urgency he managed to create a protective prism of ether an instant before he was hit. The tremendous impact of the meteorite and the ensuing explosion propelled him to the ground at high velocity. He hit the sand with a terrific impact and ended up half-buried. 
 
    Breaking his fall with a couple of fiery missiles against the ground, Iradu descended with his eyes fixed on Rotec. A couple of feet from the ground he let himself drop. He tensed and headed for his opponent, skating on fire. As he gained momentum the fire surrounded him, turning his body into a huge fiery ball. Rotec stood up unsteadily. The protective prism around him had saved him from the explosion, but not from the terrible impact against the ground. His ears and mouth were bleeding. Stunned, he tried to defend himself, and raised his shield. Iradu crashed into him with all the force of his flaming body and the momentum of the fire. Rotec was thrown backwards amid flames after the vicious blow, and was left lying on the sand. He did not get up. 
 
    Asu raised his arms to the sky and spoke a long utterance of Power. The sky above Adamis turned a reddish-black inferno. There came a deafening blast, as if a hundred thunderbolts had struck at once, and fire began to rain down on him. Everything was now burning in devastating flames: sand, sea, sky. Worry began to take its toll on the prince of Ether; the barrier was being severely battered, and under this constant rain of heavy fire it would not hold. He had no choice but to counterattack. He concentrated, calculated how much Power he would need and how much he would have left, and slowly pronounced the words. 
 
    There came a tremendous explosion of ethereal energy of blinding purity which expanded from Adamis, its center, to the sky, covering the beach, the sea and the sky itself. The ethereal energy made contact with the fire and gradually destroyed it, drowning its voracious essence, until it disappeared. 
 
    Asu yelled with rage. 
 
    At the other end of the beach, Notaplo ran limping towards the arcane building. Panting, he urged the others: “Come on, quickly, to the portal!”  
 
    Urda, Yosane and Idana ran ahead. Kyra and Ikai brought up the rear, helping Notaplo. They were running in desperation, watching the sky and sand behind them, where the devastating combat between the Gods was taking place. 
 
    “Come on, we have to get out of here!” Ikai urged them. 
 
    Urda, Yosane and Idana reached the Portal. They turned, encouraging Kyra and Ikai, who were now carrying Notaplo by the arms, with his feet off the ground. 
 
    “Hurry!” Yosane called. “You’re nearly there!” 
 
    Ikai and Kyra arrived, panting, and let Notaplo down. He fell to his knees on the sand, and Idana helped him to his feet. 
 
    Kyra looked at the building in front of her. They had made it! But she noticed something odd by the door, a movement in the blackness of the wall itself. She wrinkled her nose in puzzlement. And from the blackness surged a shadow, as if it had left the black marble and come to life. From it came Oskas. 
 
    “Careful!” Kyra cried in warning. 
 
    Oskas threw himself on Notaplo in a flash, with both dark daggers in his hands, searching for the Erudite’s neck. Notaplo, wide-eyed, murmured a word. The daggers struck at neck level but found the protective shield, and the Erudite fell backwards. 
 
    “Damn barrier!” whispered Oskas under his Helmet of Void. “But it won’t save you again!” 
 
    He lunged at Notaplo at an inhuman speed and struck his chest again and again. Notaplo cried out in pain; his barrier had fallen and he was wounded. Kyra and Ikai jumped on Oskas in defense of the old God. The three of them rolled on the ground. Ikai attacked with his throwing knife, but Oskas’ daggers easily deflected his attack. Kyra grabbed at the Master-Spy’s legs to bring him down, but she was hit hard by a knee in her face, which left her lying stunned on the sand. Ikai attacked again, but this time he took a lightning cut in his forearm and lost his knife, which fell to the ground. He was left defenseless. His rival was a much better fighter than he was himself, better than anyone in fact, a true master of combat. Oskas came forward to finish him off. Ikai waited for the coup de grâce, with his eyes fixed on the deathly daggers. But Urda appeared behind Oskas and held him in a strong bear-hug. Oskas tried to writhe free, but Urda’s strength held him fast. Ikai gave a kick, and one dagger flew out of his hands. The Master-Spy thrust his head back and broke Urda’s nose. Then he kicked her right shin with his heel, so that the pain made her slacken her pressure. Oskas freed one arm and brought her down with a blow to her temple with his elbow. 
 
    Ikai threw himself at Oskas and grabbed his wrist in an attempt to take his other dagger. With a devilish move Oskas held his arm, brought his hip round and sent him flying over his body. He fell at the Master-Spy’s feet. His back hit the ground hard, and he was left helpless. Oskas put his knee on his chest, pressing so that he could not breathe, and slowly placed the dagger on his neck. 
 
    Death was coming early to claim Ikai. He looked at himself in the Helmet of Void, but his face was not reflected on the polished mirror surface. 
 
    “Time to die, slave,” came Oskas’ distant voice from under the helmet. “You should never have meddled in my Lord and Master’s business. I must kill the Erudite, and so I will, because I am a loyal servant of my Lord’s.” 
 
    Ikai was not afraid. He had done what he had to. He took his last breath of air and looked at the visor. 
 
    “We serve the House of Aureb,” said Oskas, reciting his sinister creed. “We serve in secret.” 
 
    “Ikai, no! No!” Kyra shouted in desperation, with all the power of her lungs. 
 
    Oskas saw Ikai’s strange eyes and hesitated. 
 
    Ikai noticed that something strange was happening. He was not being killed. 
 
    “Ikai!” Kyra shouted again. She found her brother’s knife in the sand and threw it against Oskas, with all her heart. 
 
    The knife caught him in the side of his neck. 
 
    The Master-Spy put his hand to the wound. He murmured several words, and a black mist enveloped him. With a breath of sea breeze the mist vanished, and with it so did Oskas. 
 
    Ikai blew out air and got slowly to his feet. He looked at his sister and smiled gratefully. He sighed. He had done the impossible to save her, and in the end she had been the one who had saved him. Life was full of surprises and lessons, and this was one he would remember forever. He turned to watch the ongoing battle between the two Gods in the middle of the beach. 
 
    Iradu was on top of Rotec. Adamis’ Champion, beaten, was dying. Iradu raised his fiery sword to kill him. Rotec saluted him. He had been defeated and would die with honor. Iradu returned the salute. 
 
    You fought with honor and you die with honor. May Mother Nature take you into her womb, Champion of the House of Eret, he said, and severed his head with a swift stroke. 
 
    Adamis felt something was wrong and looked towards his Champion. His heart broke at seeing Rotec die; his friend and protector. 
 
    Asu cried out in triumph. You fill me with pride, Iradu, you fill the House of Aureb with pride! 
 
    Iradu saluted his Lord with a nod. 
 
    Overcome with pride and feeling himself to be invincible, Asu turned towards the slaves beside the portal. 
 
    That slave is mine! Mine! By right! he yelled in fury. In a frenzy he attacked Adamis, unleashing a storm of fiery meteorites on him. 
 
    Adamis guarded himself and reinforced his protective sphere. He was very much weakened by the tremendous punishment he had received, and barely had Power left in his reserve. He bore the first physical impacts of the meteorites, followed by the deafening fiery blasts, but the punishment was too much ̶ the whole beach was devastated by the explosions  ̶ and fell wounded, unable to rise. 
 
    Asu raised his fist to the sky in triumph, then turned to Yosane. Slave! You are mine! You belong to me! Come back to me, or else you will pay! 
 
    Yosane glared at him undaunted, with courage in her heart. She clenched her fists and answered: “Never! Never again!” 
 
    Possessed by his own wrath, Asu lost control of himself. He wanted to use his Power, but he had used it all up in his furious attack against Adamis. Drawing Power from his weakened protective sphere, he launched an arrow of lava at Yosane. 
 
    The fiery missile sent by Asu crossed the sky at lightning speed, as if he had fired it from a giant bow, and searched for Yosane’s chest. 
 
    “Look out!” cried Kyra, waving her arm at the missile. 
 
    Idana saw it and ran in front of Yosane, to protect her with her own body. 
 
    Ikai too threw himself on Yosane. 
 
    The fiery missile caught Idana in the shoulder and went through her. Yosane received it in her chest an instant before Ikai knocked her forward. The three of them rolled on the sand. 
 
    Kyra hurried to them and saw Idana writhing with pain from the burning wound in her shoulder. And then she saw the wound in Yosane’s chest. The fiery arrow had pierced her through and buried itself in the sand. 
 
    “Noooooooo!” Kyra cried in despair. 
 
    Beside herself, she tried to bring her back, but Yosane had died on impact. Her small body had been run through by the lethal arrow of fire. Kyra turned desperately to Ikai. Her brother bent his head. 
 
    “Notaplo, save her!” 
 
    The God-Erudite, shook his head slowly. 
 
    She is gone. There is nothing I can do. I am deeply sorry.  
 
    Kyra, kneeling, held her friend’s head on her lap. 
 
    “Don’t leave, don’t!” she pleaded. Her soul was drowning in a sea of pain and sorrow. “Survive and escape…” she whispered, bathing her friend’s gentle face with the tears her soul was weeping. 
 
    Ikai went to Idana and helped her. He improvised a bandage by tearing a piece off his tunic. Idana was crying with sorrow and pain. 
 
    “To hell with you! You damn soulless Gods! You’ll pay for this! I swear by Mother Sea I won’t rest until I see you all on your knees!” Kyra cried to the heavens, her heart unable to bear such injustice. 
 
    At that moment Adamis emerged from the water. He had burns on his shoulder, leg and side. His face betrayed intense pain, and his head was bleeding. He saw his chance and acted immediately. He still had a trace of Power left, and launched an ethereal javelin at Asu’s heart. The Prince of Fire, overwhelmed by a rage which bordered on insanity, did not see the javelin until it penetrated his weakened defense. He reacted. With a swift movement of his fiery sword he deflected the trajectory of the missile an instant too late. The javelin entered his shoulder and lodged there, piercing his body two finger-spans from his neck. 
 
    Asu took two steps back, eyes glaring wide. No! It cannot be! he shouted, and fell backwards on to the sand. 
 
    My Lord! cried Iradu, and hastened towards his Prince. 
 
      
 
    From the upper part of the beach there came a shout. 
 
    Enough! Everyone stop! came the powerful thought of Lord Woz. There will be no more bloodshed in the domains of my House! 
 
    They all turned to him. 
 
    Ignore him! Kill Adamis! Lord Asu ordered Iradu, with a trickle of dark blood at the corner of his mouth, before the blackness took him. 
 
    Iradu nodded to his Lord and took a step towards Adamis. 
 
    Stop right there, I said, or it will be your life! Lord Woz commanded him. 
 
    Lord Asu’s Champion turned in defiance towards the hill. He saw that Lord Woz was accompanied not only by his servants but also by twenty or so God-Warriors of the House of Hila.  
 
    Iradu’s gaze turned to Adamis. My Lord has ordered me to kill you, and as his Champion it is my obligation. But it will not be today. He looked hard at Lord Woz, then turned to Adamis and saluted him with a nod. 
 
    Adamis understood, and nodded in return. 
 
    Neither of you is to leave this beach. I will not allow my House to suffer retaliation for this bloodshed. I shall alert your Houses and the Council. 
 
    I request a Healer for my Lord, said Iradu, with a wave towards Lord Asu. 
 
    You shall have it. 
 
    Adamis contemplated the desolate scene beside the portal. Let the slaves leave, he told Lord Woz. 
 
    I have no interest in them. The living may leave… 
 
    Adamis saluted him and walked to the portal. Notaplo, are you badly hurt? 
 
    I will live, my Lord, not much longer but I shall live, the old Erudite said. He was pressing his hand down on his wound. 
 
    Kyra was weeping beside Yosane’s body. Adamis knelt at her side and stroked her hair. You must leave, now. 
 
    Kyra turned towards the Prince. “Why, Adamis? Why her? She never did anything wrong. She was intelligent, good, the best friend you could have. A gentle soul, who wouldn’t have harmed anyone. Tell me, why did she have to die? To satisfy the egos of a few selfish, ruthless Gods?” 
 
    Adamis bent his head. His shame was so obvious there was no way he could hide it. I will never be able to repair the injustices and the terrible suffering which my people have caused, I know. And believe me, I am truly sorry. But now I beg you to listen. You must leave. Seek safety. They will arrive soon, and then I will not be able to save you. 
 
    “He’s right,” Ikai put in. “We must get away while we still have the chance.” 
 
    “That’s what Yosane would have wanted,” he said turning to Idana, trying to cheer her up.  
 
    Get into the portal, Adamis urged them. 
 
    Urda, Idana and Ikai went in. 
 
    Finally, Kyra joined them. Adamis came close to her and took her hand. I know that now you hate me even more than before, but I want you to know that all this death and destruction is not me, it is not what I want. Knowing you has changed me, has opened my eyes. You have made me see things as they should be seen, in their true nature. You have turned my world inside out, and for that I thank you, for waking me up from this reverie in which we live, believing ourselves to have rights over other beings, over the world. Rights we do not have, nor should we ever have. Not only that, but you have awakened feelings in me, feelings so strong and beautiful, which I had never felt before. For all this I thank you. It has been an honor to meet you, Kyra of the Senoca. I shall never forget you. 
 
    On the palm of her hand he put a crystalline disc with an enormous golden nugget in the center. Kyra stared at it in surprise. 
 
    You will need it, he said with a wink. Then he looked at Ikai and went on: I am going to send you to a secret portal on the continent. It is not watched; only a few of my House know about it. From there you will be able to go wherever you wish. It is not too far from your land. Be careful. Take care of your sister, she is someone very special. 
 
    Ikai nodded. “Thank you… for everything.” 
 
    With a few words of Power Adamis activated the portal, and it began to shine. 
 
    Kyra looked at the Prince and reached out her hand. “Will I ever see you again?” 
 
    Adamis smiled. Maybe one day. 
 
    And the portal carried them away. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn was beginning to break. The cool of early morning greeted him with its chill embrace, and Ikai wrapped his dark hooded cloak closer around him. From the hill he looked down on the fields, now barren, which he knew so well, and remembered how happy he had been there once, long ago, working from sunrise to sunset. He gazed down at the Ring on his wrist with the symbol of the Hunters, and for a moment found himself wishing it were that of a peasant again. Once he had been happy there, in spite of all the misery, in spite of the hunger: planting wheat, watching it grow, caring for it as it ripened in the sun... He let out a sigh. He would miss the wheat-fields swaying in the gentle caress of the southeast wind. 
 
    “It’s time,” Kyra said, her gaze fixed on the small farm in the distance. 
 
    He smiled lovingly at his sister. She had changed. He could see it in her gaze; it was deeper now. Pain had made her grow up fast: her indomitable, ardent spirit was intact, her sense of justice and of what was right was stronger, if possible, but her way of thinking and acting was quieter now. He recognized a new maturity in her, a consequence of the experience of suffering which had marked her forever. Marked her, and everyone else. He could still not believe they had managed to escape from the Eternal City alive. 
 
    He sighed as he remembered. Just as Adamis had told them, the portal had led them to a secret underground temple. He shook his head. The Gods had hidden temples all over the continent… To open the sealed doors and reach the outside they had had to use the disc Adamis had given Kyra. It had Power, and had opened doors for them until they reached the surface. Once outside, he had had no trouble finding his direction. The possible presence of a group of Hunters had worried him, but he had not found any trace of one. They must have suspended the search, because they did not usually risk spending so many days on a hunt outside the Boundary. Moving as fast as they could, they had reached it in a week, and when they did so they discovered something surprising. The Rings belonging to Kyra, Idana and Urda, which had been manipulated by the Eyes-of-the-God before crossing the Boundary when they were taken prisoner, allowed them to cross the barrier of the Gods. Once inside they had hidden, and Ikai had gone in search of help. 
 
    And now, at last, he and Kyra were very near their home. 
 
    “On we go, then,” he told his sister. “But we’d better be careful.” 
 
    Kyra nodded, and drew her two throwing daggers. Ikai drew his sword and dagger. Protect us, Oxatsi. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door of the farm was barred from the inside. Ikai peered through the shutters while Kyra secured the back of the building. 
 
    “Clear,” she whispered from where she was crouching by the corner. 
 
    “The Arkens are inside,” he whispered as he checked the perimeter. “I can make out four of them. There’s no trace of Hunters or Enforcers.”  
 
    “Shall we risk it?” she asked anxiously. 
 
    He considered, calculating the risks. They had been hiding in the hills, spying on the farm, for two days, and had noticed nothing abnormal. They had to risk it. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said, and winked at her reassuringly. 
 
    They crouched on either side of the door, weapons at the ready, and waited. After a while the door opened and Colem, the father, came out to work, as he did every dawn. Kyra rose like lightning and held her dagger to his throat. 
 
    “Shhhh,” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    Ikai took a quick look inside. Everything seemed normal. He slipped inside and remained crouching in the middle of the common room with the fireplace behind him. Telmas and Volte, Colem’s two sons, stared at him, their eyes wide with fear. Ulma, Colem’s wife, dropped a bowl on the kitchen floor. 
 
    “By Oxatsi!” she cried in terror. 
 
    Ikai, all his senses alert, glanced round the interior of the small farm and felt no danger. He stood up slowly. 
 
    “Enforcers? Hunters?” 
 
    Telmas and Volte hastened to shake their heads. 
 
    “It’s only us!” said Ulma. “Don’t hurt us, please. We have nothing.” 
 
    Ikai pushed his hood back, revealing his face so they would recognize him. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Ulma, Telmas and Volte relaxed with sighs of relief when they recognized their neighbor. 
 
    “Ikai!” a woman at the back cried. 
 
    The young man looked, and recognized her instantly. 
 
    “Mother!” 
 
    Solma came over to her son, limping, and gathered him in her arms with all her love. 
 
    “Ikai, my son, you’re back!” she cried, sobbing. 
 
    Solma drew back and held him at arms’ length. She looked at him from head to foot. There were tears of joy in her eyes. 
 
    “Are you all right, my son? You’re so thin, and you look… older…” 
 
    “Yes, Mother, I’m all right,” Ikai said, and smiled broadly. All the love in his heart showed on his face. 
 
    “I’ve spent so many sleepless nights thinking I’d sent you to certain death… regretting…” 
 
    “No, Mother, you did the right thing. You made me promise I wouldn’t rest till I brought her back, promise I’d do whatever I had to.” 
 
    Solma gazed into her son’s eyes, and he saw the fear in them, fear that he had failed. Before she could ask, Kyra came in through the door. 
 
    Solma’s eyes widened, and for a moment she was in a state of shock. Her mouth hung open, and the words stuck in her throat. 
 
    Then with a shriek of joy she cried: “Kyra! My daughter!” 
 
    “Mamma!” Kyra fell into her mother’s arms. 
 
    Mother and daughter fused into a close embrace and burst into tears of happiness. 
 
    “I can’t believe it! My daughter! My little one!”  
 
    Kyra held on to her mother as though if she let her go she might lose her forever. 
 
    Solma kissed her forehead and stroked her hair. “My darling girl! I thought I’d lost you forever…” 
 
    “I’m here, mamma, it’s all over.” 
 
    They stayed locked in one another’s arms, freeing their souls from fear and anguish, letting joy and love take their place. 
 
    Solma reached out and drew Ikai to her. “You did it, Ikai. You did it!” 
 
    When he smiled, his eyes were moist and his throat sore from holding back his tears of happiness. “I gave you my word, Mother.” 
 
    She looked at him gratefully, with infinite love and pride. “With the help of Mother Sea and Father Moon, we did it,” said Kyra. 
 
    For a moment, all the evil in the world vanished and was replaced by the complete happiness of a family reunited after so much suffering. 
 
    But reality returned, no matter how they might wish it otherwise. Ikai cleared his throat and sighed. “We must leave. We’re not safe here. It’s the first place they’ll look for us.” 
 
    Solma looked at her son and dried her tears. “Will they come for us?” 
 
    He nodded. “It’s a question of time. There’ll be a direct order from the Eternal City. The Enforcers and Hunters won’t rest until they catch us.” 
 
    “We have to leave and find safety,” Kyra said. “If we leave now, we’ll still have a chance.”  
 
    Solma nodded in acceptance. 
 
    “We’ll prepare you something for the journey,” Ulma said. 
 
    Ikai turned towards the door, where Colem was watching them. “Thank you, but you must come with us.” 
 
    Colem’s face shadowed. “Come with you… why? I don’t understand…” 
 
    Kyra went to Ulma and took her arm firmly. She looked into her eyes and said: 
 
    “When they come, they’ll interrogate you, and they won’t accept I don’t know for an answer… They’ll torture you and then kill you once they see you can’t offer them the answers they’re looking for.” 
 
    The color drained from Ulma’s face. The good woman turned to her two sons, who were listening with worry in their eyes. 
 
    “Kyra’s right,” Ikai said. “You can’t stay here. I’m so sorry…”  
 
    “But where do we go?” Ulma asked anxiously. “They’ll find us… they always find the Pariahs…” 
 
    “No, they won’t find us,” he assured them. 
 
    “Because we’re going to the other side of the Boundary,” Kyra said. 
 
    Colem looked at Ulma, and she in turn looked at their sons. “We’re coming with you,” she said. 
 
    Ikai nodded. “Good. Now we have a lot of work to do and very little time. Get all your clothes, tools, anything you’ve ever used, and put it all inside the house. We have to stop the Hunters locating us.” 
 
    Two hours later the seven fugitives, with satchels on their backs, reached the top of the hill. They were leaving behind two great columns of black smoke between the fields. Both farms were burning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was already midmorning, several days later, and the sun was shining brightly when Ikai came back from his scouting. He came close to the cave entrance and hooted three times. 
 
    Kyra appeared, with her throwing daggers at the ready. “Everything all right?” 
 
    He winked at her. “Everything quiet on the east.” 
 
    “Everything quiet on the south and west,” came a woman’s voice as she came out of the shadows of the forest. 
 
    Brother and sister watched Albana approach, bow in hand, with her stealthy step. Ikai greeted the cat-like brunette with a nod. He was still not altogether used to having her as an ally, but he was glad she was with them. 
 
    “For the moment we’re safe,” he said, “but we should leave as soon as we can.” 
 
    “We won’t be safe for long… they must already be searching for us… and if not us, for sure they’ll be looking for them.” She nodded towards the interior of the cave. 
 
    “How much longer is it going to take?” Ikai said uneasily. “They’ve been in there for days! What’s happening?”  
 
    “It’ll take as long as it takes,” another female voice said behind him. 
 
    They turned towards the cave and saw Liriana, armed to the teeth, coming out to greet them with a smile. When Ikai had gone for help, he had called on Gedrel and found Liriana and Albana with him. 
 
    “And he doesn’t want anyone to witness what he’s doing,” Liriana said. “There are some secrets that have to be kept as what they are: secret.” 
 
    Ikai wrinkled his nose. “Tell your boyfriend to hurry up. We have to cross the Boundary, and every day that goes by the risk increases. They’ll find this hiding place, no matter how remote it may be.” He was oddly upset at seeing her. 
 
    “Maruk… is doing all he can, but it’s a slow process, you know that. Besides, he was only supposed to alter Solma’s Ring so she could escape, but you’ve brought half the village. We’re risking a lot over this, not just you. I don’t need to remind you, Maruk is vital for Gedrel’s plans. If he’s captured…” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Ikai said. He could not take his gaze from Liriana’s turquoise eyes. 
 
    “We couldn’t leave them behind,” Kyra put in. “Anyone who’s had contact with us is in danger.” 
 
    Liriana looked at the two siblings and sighed. “You’re still in time. Stay, join us, join the cause, the fight. Now more than ever we need you for what you represent, for what you are, for what we’ve lived through and learnt from the Gods. Gedrel doesn’t wish for anything else… I don’t wish for anything else myself.” 
 
    “There’s nothing I’d like more than to stay and fight with you all, against those soulless monsters,” Kyra said. “There’s nothing I’d like more than top lunge these daggers into the sick heart of the first God I come upon, and then claim justice.” There was burning rage in her voice. 
 
    Ikai turned and sought to calm her with his gaze. “Kyra…” 
 
    She sighed deeply. “But this isn’t the time for that… I must get my mother to safety, and my friends too.” 
 
    Idana and Urda came out of the cave, greeted her and joined in the conversation. 
 
    “The invitation to join the cause: I’m extending it to everyone.” 
 
    Idana and Urda exchanged glances. “We’ve already talked about it. We’re going wherever Kyra goes.” 
 
    “Is there no way of convincing you to stay with me?” Liriana asked. Her gaze was fixed on Ikai. 
 
    Kyra, Idana and Urda shook their heads. 
 
    “Albana?” 
 
    The brunette watched the horizon for an instant, and then spoke. “Thanks for the offer, Liriana. I genuinely appreciate it a lot after all we’ve been through. But I’m going with Kyra and Ikai too. I’ll help them settle and form a colony outside the Boundary. They need me, and it’s an honor to be allowed to come with them. It’s a debt I have to pay.” 
 
    Liriana nodded. “I understand. Where will you go?” 
 
    “We’ll go back to where we belong, to Mother Sea,” Kyra said. 
 
    Albana looked back towards the Boundary behind them. “Out there I know of a place where we can hide and settle,” Albana said. “It’s a wonderful place: a protected cove, well-hidden and out of the way. A long way from the Gods and their Enforcers. We’ll be safe there. I’ve always wanted to escape there and disappear, but I never thought it would be possible.” 
 
    Ikai took a step towards Liriana. “Come with us, Liriana. Your life’s in danger here. You’re a Pariah, with the Gods pursuing you. They’ll search for you and Maruk. They won’t stop till they catch you. If you come with us, you’ll have a chance. If you stay with Gedrel you’ll be caught. Come with us, please.” 
 
    Liriana gazed at him tenderly. “Thank you, Ikai, from the bottom of my heart. But my place is here, with Maruk, with Gedrel, with our enslaved people. I’ll fight. And if I fall, it’ll be for freedom.” 
 
    “Well said!” Kyra cried. 
 
    At that moment the Arkens and Solma appeared, with Maruk behind them. 
 
    “It’s done,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With dawn came the last embraces and farewells. Tears ran down Liriana’s face, though she tried without success to hold them back. Kyra crossed first, with a firm step. The Boundary received her and let her pass. Painful spasms overcame her as she went through the translucent barrier. She fell to the ground amid convulsions and fainted. Idana and Urda followed. The rest waited until they had recovered. When they were ready, the four members of the Arken family crossed. Ikai helped his mother to cross. Albana hugged Liriana, took her leave, and crossed too. 
 
    Ikai looked at Liriana and smiled. “Good luck, Captain!” 
 
    Liriana smiled back. “Good luck, Hunter!” 
 
    He crossed the Boundary.  
 
    Ikai had accomplished what he had set out to do: he had rescued his sister and reunited his family. But in so doing, something bigger, much more transcendental had been achieved: the first group of Senoca escaped on that day from the claws of the Golden Gods, to form the first colony of free people, returning to Mother Sea after a thousand years of slavery. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ---END-BOOK 1-- 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Join my mailing list to receive the latest news about my books: 
 
      
 
    Mailing List 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading my books! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: Imagen que contiene persona  Descripción generada con confianza alta] 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 REBELLION 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Pedro Urvi 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rumors tell that the unthinkable has happened, that a group of Senoca has managed to escape from the Eternal City, evading the Gods in their own dwelling. Seven are the Heroes who have seen the faces of the Gods and escaped from their Power. 
 
    The breezes of the east tell that the Heroes can cross the Boundary. That they can free the Senoca people of their Rings. 
 
    The murmur of the great River tells that the Heroes have created a Shelter for the Senoca outside the Boundary, where they live free, in safety, beside Oxatsi our Mother Sea. 
 
    The crackling of the bonfires tells that a rebellion is under way, led by the Heroes. The seed of the rebellion has been sown and now grows strongly. That all the Senoca people must join the rebels. 
 
    The stars of heaven tell that there is hope for the Senoca. That they must fight for freedom. That they must follow the Heroes to rebellion. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Faster, by Oxatsi!” 
 
    Liriana’s muffled urgency broke the silence of the night. Frightened, a white owl flew away from the edge of the forest. Wary footsteps sounded through the tall grass, leaving behind the shelter of the fir thicket. 
 
    “Come on, don’t lag behind!” 
 
    This time the warning was tinged with the urgency of fear. The footsteps sped up until they turned into a run. Dull moans and whines, hushed by the fear of imminent danger, were whispered along the breeze through the open land. Bent bodies went on, bathed by the silver light of a full moon. 
 
    Liriana shook her head. I have a very bad feeling about this. 
 
    Appearing suddenly out of the depths of the forest they had just left behind, a beam of white light rent the darkness of the night. It reached the rear of the group. The arcane beam shone on the thirty-odd fugitives, staring with terrified eyes at the light which had revealed them. 
 
    “Falcon Eye! Hunters!” Liriana shouted. She turned around and looked to see where the threat was coming from. She could not see them ‒ it was too dark for that ‒ but she knew the damned Hunters would soon appear. Her stomach lurched. We’ve been discovered, but how? This is the safest route. It’s never been compromised. Nervously she passed her hand over her head, expecting to feel her short strong blond hair, but instead she met the rough touch of the scarf she wore, covering it, tied with a knot at the back of her neck. She remembered then that she was dressed for the mission. She put her hand to her mouth, where she found a second scarf of the same dark blue, covering the lower part of her face. She rearranged it so only her eyes could be seen. That way nobody would recognize her. A necessary precaution, as Regent Sesmok had put a price on their heads: a very high price, which many would be happy enough to pay. She tried to think of some means of escape. The situation was getting desperate and fleeing from the Hunters was impossible: even more so if she was guiding a group of unfortunate refugees. 
 
    A long, threatening whistle reached her ears. She narrowed her eyes and caught a metallic gleam in the darkness of the sky. Pure instinct made her duck. Two arrows brushed past her head and embedded themselves in the back of the man in front of her. He fell dead with a moan of surprise and pain. 
 
    “Run for your lives! Run!” she shouted now, at the top of her voice. They had been discovered, and the wariness they had kept up during their flight for more than two weeks was now pointless. Now only the options of running or dying remained. She rearranged the bow she carried across her back, together with her quiver, so they would not hamper her, and raced on. 
 
    Panic took over the group. Men, women and children dropped the scanty belongings they were carrying and ran as if a pack of wild animals were after them. And unfortunately, that was exactly what it was: a pack of man-hunters. 
 
    Romen pointed at the edge of the forest behind them. “They’re right on top of us!” he said. Liriana looked at her lieutenant. His face was hidden, like hers, and there was fear in his blue eyes. She followed his pointing finger and saw four Hunters at the fore. Damn, they’re here already! She watched them carefully for a brief moment. They wore brown, with reinforced leather armor, and were carrying swords and short bows. There was no doubt about it, they were Hunters. 
 
    “Run to the front and guide them. Make them ford the river. If they catch us before we cross, we’re lost.” 
 
    Romen nodded and ran off like lightning. 
 
    The Hunters nocked their arrows and aimed. 
 
    Liriana turned and ran. Four lethal hisses followed her. Her legs pumped with all the power anguish could inject into them, trying to avoid the death which would begin to rain upon her in an instant from the blackness of the sky. The first arrow buried itself in the ground to her right. The second grazed her arm. Where the other two fell she did not see. 
 
    Damn! she thought, trying to control the fear creeping up her throat. 
 
    A woman tripped and fell heavily to the ground. The little girl running beside her turned to help, but the woman was too heavy for her to lift. Liriana reached them, and the terror in the little girl’s face was so obvious that for a moment she thought she was in a nightmare. With a sharp pull she lifted the mother up. Blood was running down her cheek from a cut on her forehead. 
 
    “She’s all right, don’t worry,” she assured the little girl with a brief smile, trying to soothe her. “Now, run!” 
 
    The three women broke into a run, with Liriana helping the woman so that she would not trip again. In the midst of the surrounding darkness, with only the light of the moon to rely on, fleeing was a hazardous business. Ahead of them the group was running in the grip of terror, following Romen to the river. Several tripped, others lost their footing or slipped on the damp grass and fell on their faces. Helped by family and friends they got up immediately and went on, knowing that death would reach them if they did not keep running. 
 
    They finally got to the river. Romen showed them how to make a human chain to ford the shallowest stretch between the two banks. Without wasting any time he went into the water, taking with him the first members of the chain, until this stretched across the whole width of the river. The current was strong and treacherous, if anyone lost their footing they would be dragged away by the water. One by one they began to cross, holding on to the others in the chain with trembling arms, using them to cross to the other side. 
 
    “Come on! Hurry up!” Liriana urged them. She was scanning the flat stretch of land behind her with narrowed eyes, searching for a glimpse of their pursuers. She could not see them, but a knot in her stomach assured her they were getting closer. Soon they would catch up with them: they were hunters of men, and the fleeing group their prey. She went down the hill to the muddy riverbank and joined the last ones to make the crossing. She looked for Romen and saw that he was helping the ones who reached the other shore, with his usual energy and determination. 
 
    We’re almost there, we made it, she encouraged herself. She started to cross the river. She was the last. 
 
    The deadly hisses came again, with their ominous melody. She crouched, but an instant too late. An arrow grazed her shoulder. She lost her footing and had to dig one knee into the ground. The cold water hit her face like an icy hammer, and she lost her balance. The current was going to carry her away. A strong hand held her arm, and she managed to recover. She looked at her savior; it was Komas the baker, who smiled at her. There came a dull thud, and Komas’ smile turned into a grimace. He tried to say something but failed; blood came out of his mouth. Liriana saw an arrow buried in the good man’s neck. He fell, and the current carried him away. Behind him three other men met the same fate. Shaken, she watched the bodies floating downriver. 
 
    Romen waved his arms to attract her attention. “Liriana!” he shouted. “Hurry!”  
 
    Her companion’s gestures brought her out of her daze. She shook her head, then without looking back forded the river until she reached him. She took Romen’s hand, and with a strong tug he helped her out. Three arrows landed in the spot where she had stood only a moment before. By a hair’s-breadth! she gasped. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here! Follow me!” she cried, and raced on. 
 
    Romen and the other survivors followed her quickly. She went on running until her eyes found what she knew was waiting nearby. On the ground she made out a golden, almost translucent line, which became more solid as she watched it. It was the Boundary, the barrier of the Gods. She reached it and stopped at a prudent distance, without crossing it. She reached out her left arm. The Ring gave a stinging buzz, and her arm began to shake uncontrollably. One day we’ll break down this barrier that holds our people prisoner. Unfortunately, that day hasn’t yet come.  
 
    Romen came to stand beside her. “Shall we cross?” he asked. 
 
    She turned to face the thirty-odd frightened faces watching her in a semi-circle, faces of slaves, of good people, hard workers, honest, brave-hearted yet with their souls caged: men, women and children, families, waiting for her to show them the way to a better life, to hope, to freedom. She had to lead them to a safe place, where they would be slaves no longer, where they would be able to live in peace and freedom, with other brothers like them who had also been set free. That is, if they managed to survive. 
 
    “Cross,” she ordered, trying to hide the doubt in her voice. 
 
    Romen nodded. Pointing at a dozen people in the front row, he motioned them to cross the barrier. Those selected stepped forward with fear, hollow-eyed, their steps unsure. It was not to be wondered at. No man could cross the limits established by the Gods. Anyone who tried would suffer a horrible death. They all knew it. And that was exactly what they were being asked to do. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid, nothing will happen to you. You know your Rings have been altered so you can cross,” Romen explained. 
 
    The unfortunate men and women exchanged frightened looks. Then they turned to Liriana. 
 
    “Go ahead! Trust!” she said confidently. 
 
    They put their left arms forward, trying to control their tremors, until they reached the forbidden strip. The Rings crossed the barrier and gave off a silver gleam. They were allowed to pass. Spasms of pain whipped at them as they crossed the barrier, and they fell to the ground in uncontrollable convulsions. Pain burst out in their minds, and they fainted. When they saw this, the remaining fugitives stepped back with cries of terror. 
 
    “There’s nothing to fear,” Romen said. “They’ve crossed, and they’re alive. They’ll recover presently.” 
 
    But the fear of the Gods and their obscure Power was too much, and the group did not move.  
 
    “Come on!” Liriana ordered them. “There’s no time to lose!” 
 
    Romen stepped in at this point. He took hold of the undecided group and made them cross. As for the few who were still reluctant, he forced them to cross over. Then he went back to Liriana. 
 
    “That’s done.”  
 
    “Thanks, Romen. Now you cross.” 
 
    There was worry in his face. “What about you?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll delay them,” she said, and waved in the direction of the river. 
 
    He pointed to her shoulder. “But you can’t, you’re wounded.” 
 
    “It’s just a scratch.” 
 
    Romen sighed and obeyed. She grunted with pain. 
 
    “We don’t have much of a head start,” she explained. “If we both cross they’ll catch us. And what’s worse, we’ll be helpless, unconscious.”  
 
    “Let me be the one to delay them. You have to cross.” 
 
    “Nobody’s going to sacrifice themselves for me. I’m in command, I’m the leader, it’s my responsibility.” 
 
    “Liriana, please, let me…” 
 
    “There’s no time for arguments. I’ve given you a direct order: cross over, then when you wake up and recover from the noxious effect, guide them. Get them to safety. I’m counting on you. Don’t fail them. We can’t let them die. They’ve put their trust in us, in the resistance, and we have to save them.” 
 
    “I won’t fail,” Romen told her, and crossed over. He fell to the ground amid convulsions and lost consciousness. 
 
     For a moment Liriana considered the group lying on the grass. They were on the other side of the Boundary. They had crossed over, had almost reached freedom. So near and so far at the same time! Unfortunately the Hunters would arrive at any moment and would kill them mercilessly before they had time to recover and escape. 
 
    And she could not let that happen. I must make sure they reach safety! 
 
    She grabbed her bow and ran to hide behind a nearby oak tree. She looked to the East where there was an opening in the trees, nocked an arrow and watched the river in the gully. Soon they would arrive there. 
 
    She waited. 
 
    The first of the Hunters appeared on the opposite bank. In the light of the moon she could make out his silhouette, although she could not distinguish his features. He crouched, searching for the group’s trail, and found it easily. He went to the spot where they had crossed the river. 
 
    “Bloody hounds!” Liriana cursed to herself. The Hunter made a sign, and a second Hunter came over to him. They watched the shore briefly. She prayed to the father-god Girlai they would not see her. They came to a decision and began to cross. 
 
    She aimed at the one in the lead, not letting her nerves get the better of her, inhaled deeply and held her breath. She waited until the man had reached the middle of the river, breathed out and let the arrow fly. It took him in the chest. The Hunter put his hand to the arrow in surprise, looked ahead trying to see where the attack had come from and fell sideways. His companion tried to help him, but the wild water carried him away. Liriana nocked another arrow. The Hunter crouched and moved forward almost on his knees, trying not to make himself an easy target. She let fly. The arrow grazed the crouching body, but missed. 
 
    Damn! 
 
    She nocked again and breathed in harshly. Her arm shook, but she kept control of herself. The Hunter had reached the shore and was crawling like a snake through the tall grass; she could barely make him out. She followed his movements, calculated the shot, breathed out and released the arrow. It took him in the right shoulder a moment before he could hide behind a boulder. 
 
    She grunted. The shot had not been lethal. She nocked again and aimed at the boulder. 
 
    Two arrows buried themselves in the trunk of the oak she was hiding behind. A piece of bark hit her in the face. In a reflex she pulled her head back and protected herself behind the tree. 
 
    The two other Hunters must have reached the river already, and they’ve located me. I can’t count on the surprise factor any more. I have to gain more time, or else we’re doomed. 
 
    With a swift move she poked her head out and shot at the two men beside the river, then hid instantly. Several arrows brushed her head. 
 
    This is getting complicated, she sighed, nervously. But I have to keep them there. 
 
    She tried to repeat the same move, faster this time. An arrow scratched her face. Flinching, she dropped her bow and had to duck at once, her heart pounding. She tried to calm down. It was a tight fit, but this was not the first time. She had to think. 
 
    She heard soft footsteps to her left, nocked an arrow and turned, waiting for the Hunter to appear from behind the tree. A silhouette was crawling like a snake through the grass. She let fly, but the Hunter drew back with an agile movement and her arrow buried itself in the ground. 
 
    “Drop your bow,” came a voice to her right. 
 
    Hell! She started to turn. 
 
    “Don’t even try, or I’ll put one through you!” 
 
    Slowly, without raising her bow, she looked right. It was the Hunter she had wounded. He was pointing his bow at her. 
 
    He’s wounded, perhaps he’ll miss, she thought, and began to move her own bow. 
 
    “Do what they tell you,” came another voice on her left. She turned and there was another Hunter on one knee, aiming at her. 
 
    She was surrounded. She dropped her bow and raised her arms. 
 
    A third Hunter joined the first two, and this was no mere Hunter: he was the leader of the pack. 
 
    “On your feet,” he said in a crisp, authoritarian voice. 
 
    Liriana obeyed, studying him as she did so. He was not very tall, but was extremely thin, with a long sharp nose. His hair was long and white, tied back in a queue, and his eyes were light brown. She knew who he was: Lonus, the Master Hunter responsible for the Fifth County. His bad reputation preceded him. He was said to be cruel, and to enjoy abusing his privileged position. The Enforcers of the Gods let him act with impunity, and the brute enjoyed inflicting suffering on the poor wretches he came across. She knew the six Master Hunters now. She had spied on them and studied their ways, since they were the enemy, and the more she knew about them, the better the chances of defeating them. In the same way, the less they knew about her organization and activities, the less risk of being captured. Or at least so Gedrel had taught her. 
 
    “If I’m not mistaken, and I rarely am, I have a ‘Rebel’ before me. Today’s Hunt has gone well for us.” He smiled ironically. 
 
    Liriana looked at him defiantly, but said nothing. 
 
    “For months there’ve been rumors of your existence, of the presence of an organized resistance group calling for rebellion against the Regent, and still more outrageously, against the Gods themselves. Something utterly irrational, a madness that can lead only to failure and death. Yet even so, there’s talk of you and your message: whispers and mutterings in taverns and markets, temples and barns. The Regent denies it, he turns a deaf ear. Either he refuses to believe it, or else it doesn’t suit him to: probably both. But we Hunters always keep our ears and eyes open, and in the end the song of treason has reached us. I still can’t believe it, it’s insane. Do you really seek Rebellion? Is it true that you’re beginning to be organized?” He shook his head repeatedly and stared at Liriana with a look of incredulity on his face. 
 
    She said nothing, although she would gladly have shouted out a firm yes.  
 
    The Master Hunter looked her up and down and crossed his bow on his back, arranging it so it would not get in his way when he walked. He thrust his head forward and relaxed his shoulders. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “What are you doing in the Fifth County? Where are you heading for?” 
 
    His only answer was silence. 
 
    “On this side of the river there’s only the forest and… and the Boundary…” Lonus fixed his eyes on Liriana, then looked in the direction of the Boundary. “No, it can’t be. The rumors can’t be true.” He gestured at the blond Hunter, the younger of the two. “Go and follow their tracks. Which way did they go?” 
 
    The Hunter left at once. It was not long before he came back at a run. His tense face and his fearful eyes showed that he had found something very strange. 
 
    “Sir, they’ve… they’ve… crossed over.” 
 
    “That’s not possible! The slaves can’t cross! It’s no more than rumors and lies from that group of foolish rebels! Only we Hunters can do it, by the grace of the Gods!” 
 
    “There’s a group of men and women still unconscious on the other side, Master. They’ve crossed…” 
 
    “By the Golden Gods! This I have to see with my own eyes!” He started to walk towards the Boundary. “Bring her!” he ordered, and the two Hunters seized her by the arms and dragged her with them. 
 
    Lonus reached the Boundary and his wrist began to shake. He stopped less than a pace from it. He looked at the dozen unconscious bodies, then turned his gaze to the bushes beyond. 
 
    “Are they alive?” 
 
    “Yes, Master, they’re breathing,” 
 
    “How is it possible? How have they managed to cross over and stay alive? Where are the others? There were about thirty in the group.” He turned his back on the barrier of the Gods and glared at Liriana. “You’d better talk. I want to know how you did it, or I swear that neither you nor them” ‒ he pointed behind him ‒ “will live long enough to serve as the public example the Regent is going to make of you.” 
 
    Liriana felt bile rising in her throat, but she swallowed it. Keep calm, she told herself. She looked at the dozen who had not recovered in time to escape. Her eyes searched for Romen, but could not find him… He’s safe, and half the group with him. 
 
    “Uncover her face. I want to see it before I take her eyes out.” 
 
    Liriana freed herself from the blond Hunter and delivered a tremendous right punch to his nose. He fell to the ground. At once the other hit her on the head hard and knocked her down. She struggled with both Hunters like a lioness, kicking and hitting with all her strength. 
 
    “Let me go, you bloody swine!” she shouted, so forcefully that her voice must have been audible for several leagues around. All eyes were on her. The two Hunters managed to subdue her with blows. She ended up lying on her face with her hands and arms held, her body aching, bleeding from the nose and one brow. 
 
    And smiling. 
 
    Lonus saw her smile, and frowned. 
 
    “Why the hell are you smiling? What…?” But he never finished the sentence. 
 
    “Now!” a voice sounded behind Lonus, and two figures rose swiftly from among the unconscious bodies of the fugitives. 
 
    There was a bright burst of light, and a trembling hand crossed the Boundary behind Lonus. Before he could turn, the hand closed on his bow yanking it away, and with it Lonus, who was hurled backwards. Before the other Hunters could react, their Master was crossing the Boundary backwards. Lonus began to shake violently in the arms of a huge woman, tall as well as massively-built, with mahogany eyes and blonde hair cut to stubble. The young woman held him aloft, preventing him from falling and at the same time using him as a shield. A dagger in her right hand threatened the Master’s life. 
 
    The two Hunters readied their bows. 
 
    “Careful with those bows,” said a figure on one knee beside the big woman, holding a loaded bow. “It wouldn’t do to let one little slip finish off your Master’s life.” 
 
    The Hunters looked at each other, not knowing which of the two threats to aim at. 
 
    Lonus stopped shaking and fainted. 
 
    “Your timing… is perfect, my friend,” Liriana said to Kyra with a broad smile from the ground, where the senior of the two Hunters was holding her down with his foot on her neck. 
 
    Kyra smiled and turned to her huge companion. “If either of those two makes a move, cut his throat.” 
 
    “It’ll be a pleasure,” Urda replied, and pressed the dagger against Lonus’ neck. 
 
    Liriana eyed the Hunters. They were nervous, the tension was increasing by the moment and the whole tricky situation might turn into a blood bath in the blink of an eye if they were not careful. Luckily the Hunters were not used to making crucial decisions. That was their Master’s responsibility, and now their Master could not help them. 
 
    “Now you’re going to drop your weapons,” Kyra said, sounding authoritative and self-assured, as if she were in full charge of the situation. 
 
    “In your dreams,” said the Hunter who had Liriana on the ground 
 
     “Make him see his error…” 
 
    Urda pressed the blade, and a trickle of blood appeared on Lonus’ neck. 
 
    “Wait!” the blond Hunter cried. 
 
    “Drop your weapons, or the Master dies. It’s very simple, and it’s not negotiable.” 
 
    “No way,” the veteran Hunter said. “If you kill him you’ll die with him, and she’ll be the first.” He pressed his foot down harder on Liriana’s neck. 
 
    At the sight of this, Kyra felt rage burning inside her. Without a word she aimed at his chest, then released the string. The arrow flew through the barrier of the Gods. There was a flash, and circles of waves appeared on the translucent surface around the arrow, like those in a lake when you throw a pebble into it. The missile strayed from its course as it crossed the barrier. It reached its target, but struck the Hunter’s thigh instead of his chest. Surprised by the impact, he tripped over Liriana and fell to the ground with a cry. Kyra stood, spun round and hid behind Urda, back to back. She nocked another arrow. 
 
    The younger Hunter tried to get Kyra, but Lonus’ body was in the way. 
 
    “I’m not going to repeat it. Drop your weapons or I’ll tell my little friend to slit his throat. Final warning.” 
 
    There was a moment of tension. Liriana feared they would not make it. The game might go wrong any moment; the stakes were very high. 
 
    The two Hunters exchanged looks. The senior one, with his knee on the ground, assessed the situation for a moment, then finally grimaced and nodded slowly. They lowered their weapons and let them fall to the ground. 
 
    Liriana sighed with relief and got to her feet. 
 
    “Good choice,” Kyra said. Coming out of Urda’s shadow, she aimed at the Hunters. 
 
    Liriana picked up a bow. “On your knees!” she ordered. Reluctantly, the Hunters obeyed. 
 
    “What are we going to do with them?” Kyra asked. “We don’t have anything to tie them up with, and we can’t let them go free.”  
 
    “I have an idea,” Liriana said. There was a twisted smile on her face and a gleam in her eyes. 
 
    Kyra looked at her in puzzlement. 
 
    “Hunters, cross the Boundary!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the three Hunters lying on the ground, naked and unconscious, the group went into the forest to carry on their flight. Urda led them with Romen bringing up the rear. 
 
    Liriana glanced at Kyra from the other side of the barrier. 
 
    “That was close…” 
 
    “Yes, very close,” Kyra said with a wink. “For a moment there I thought we weren’t going to make it. That was a good distraction you put up.”  
 
    “I recognized Urda lying with the others. I knew you’d be near.” 
 
    “It was the only thing I could think of. We were coming to get you when we found Romen hiding the refugees in the forest, and he told us what had happened.” 
 
    Liriana smiled. “Good plan. Pretty risky, but it worked.” 
 
    “Ikai will be furious, really furious. He doesn’t want me to take these risks… he doesn’t like me to handle the matter of transporting refugees.” 
 
    “He has a point… This time we were very close to not being able to tell him about it, too close… We’ll have to drop this route, it’s not safe anymore. How’s your… brother?” Liriana asked, blushing a little and trying to hide the fact. 
 
    “He’s very well. Very busy. The Shelter’s growing, and he doesn’t stop to rest. And every day you send us more refugees.” 
 
    Liriana nodded. “I only send those who are condemned by the Gods. Each group we manage to bring to the Shelter safe and sound means that hope grows among our people. The rumors are getting stronger and reaching further all the time. Everybody’s talking about the Seven Heroes, and the story’s spreading from county to county. Soon all the Senocas will know it.” 
 
    “It seems like an eternity ago…” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s only a year since we escaped from the Eternal City.” 
 
    “A pretty intense year.” 
 
    “Yes, for all of us.” 
 
    Kyra looked thoughtfully at the three Hunters. “We ought to kill them. Sooner or later they’ll hunt us again.” 
 
    Liriana shook her head. “It’s time for the rumors to become an open call. They”‒ she pointed at them ‒ “are witnesses to the fact that we exist, that we can cross the Boundary. The time has come for them to talk about it, to let it be known openly, for the people to have hope. It’s time to come out into the light. It’s time to act.” 
 
    “You know you can count on me,” Kyra assured her. 
 
    “I know, and we’re deeply grateful.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to come and see the Shelter?” 
 
    “No, I can’t, but I appreciate the invitation. I’d love to see it, and your brother… and the rest…. But I have too many responsibilities on this side of the barrier, and I can’t leave them unattended. Gedrel needs me. But don’t worry, Romen will tell me when he comes back.” 
 
    Liriana turned around and looked into the night. On the plain, walking slowly towards the river, she could make out a dozen silhouettes. 
 
    “It’s time to go our separate ways. They’re coming.” 
 
    “The rest of the pack?” 
 
    “Yes, they’re coming to look for their Master.” 
 
    “Well then, good luck, my friend. Don’t let them capture you.” 
 
    Liriana nodded. “I wish you the same, and may Oxatsi be with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    From the highest point of the island Ikai watched the small single-sailed boats coming into the turquoise waters of the sheltered cove. They were returning with the catch of the day, all except the largest, which would not return from out at sea until the end of the week. Watching his fellow countrymen sailing on Mother Sea, Ikai felt a deep pride, and his heart sang. 
 
    “The Senoca are back again sailing the seas, after more than a thousand years,” he commented, more to himself than to his companion. 
 
    Albana shaded her eyes with her hand to protect them from the evening sun and looked at the tiny boats far below. 
 
    “Who could have guessed?” replied the mysterious young woman with jet-black eyes and hair. She looked as if she found it hard to believe. 
 
    “You know that we mostly owe it to you, don’t you?” 
 
    The young woman looked him in the eyes. “I only helped you settle here, that’s all. I owed it to you… for what happened at the Eternal City… The credit is all yours.” 
 
    Ikai glanced around the wonderful place Albana had taken them to after they had left the lands of the Senoca. It was so beautiful it left him breathless. He inhaled the fresh, brine-tasting air and allowed the beauty of the landscape to take possession of his senses. The bare hills which surrounded them were covered with an intense tropical green. Further down began the dense forests between the mountains from whose heights rivers ran down to the lower valleys. Cliffs flanked the entire edge of the great island, protecting those valleys from the winds. But what most impressed Ikai was Mother Sea, who in her grandeur surrounded them completely, turquoise blue as far as the eye could reach, as far as the distant horizon. 
 
    Albana smiled at him. “So, what do you think? Was it worth it, climbing up here?”  
 
    “It’s awesome… of course it was worth it. From up here you can see the whole island.” 
 
    “I’ve tried to show you more than once, but you’re always too busy with the village and the refugees to pay any attention to me,” she said with a touch of sarcasm. 
 
    “Don’t say that. You know I’d have loved to explore this place, but I haven’t been able… there’s so much to do… so many needs to meet…” 
 
    “Better late than never. You should get to know the environment you live in. It might save your life.” 
 
    Ikai gave her a grateful smile. “That’s why I have you. You didn’t tell us you were bringing us to an island. I can’t get used to this dream of a place. It still seems unbelievable that we’re here.” 
 
    Albana smiled. “Not surprising, after everything we’ve been through. I told you I’d bring you somewhere wonderful, secluded, far from Gods, Enforcers and corrupt men. Near the sea.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember, but I hadn’t imagined it would be such a beautiful place, and much less in the sea itself.” 
 
    She smiled. “It’s certainly beautiful. Very beautiful. But it’s not exactly an island, and we must be careful not to forget that.” She bent over and put her bow to one side, then took an arrow from the quiver at her back and with the metal tip drew the shape of a thick horseshoe on the ground. She pointed the tip towards the inner part of the horseshoe, then at the boats approaching. 
 
    “The north side, where the cove is, looks onto open sea,” she said. Ikai’s gaze followed her directions. “The east and west sides are protected by the great cliffs,” she went on, pointing with her arrow to the sides of the horseshoe, “and surrounded by the sea in every direction. From there the island is inaccessible.” He listened attentively. This world was still new to him, and he did not know it well. “But the south side” ‒she pointed at the curve of the horseshoe‒ “although you can’t see it, is joined to the mainland.” She drew a long parallel line behind the horseshoe. 
 
    Ikai turned and gazed behind him at the distant beaches of the continent, the line Albana had drawn. 
 
    “By the underwater passage.” 
 
    Albana nodded. “That’s right.” With a short line she joined the lower part of her drawing to the coast. “At high tide it disappears under water. But when the tide goes out according to the plans of Father Moon, the rocky passage joining the island to the coast is revealed. We must always watch it, and not let ourselves be carried away by the illusion of being safe in an inaccessible island. If it were discovered, someone or something might reach us through that passage. There are only five hundred paces between us and the coast of the continent.” 
 
    “I set the Arkens to watch it. Colem and his sons Telmas and Volte take turns day and night. It’s well covered, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Well, I do. There are too many refugees arriving. Each new group puts us in danger, puts this place in danger.” 
 
    Ikai nodded slowly. “I know. But I can’t refuse them shelter… they need our help… Gedrel asks us to welcome them, they’re condemned families… If we don’t accept them, they’re doomed.” 
 
    “Well, you should refuse them,” Albana said with her characteristic cool objectivity. “One day they’ll betray us, either voluntarily or otherwise, and that’ll be the end of us.”  
 
    The cat-like brunette was right, and he knew it, but he could not turn his back on his own people. Besides, Kyra would never accept it. His sister was doing her best to help the refugees and had taken on the job of guiding them to the island. But Albana was right. They would have to take the greatest care, or else her words of warning would turn into reality. The truth was that she was right in many things. 
 
    “I haven’t said it in all this time, but I’m grateful… I’m grateful for all your advice… and everything you’re doing to help me… to help us…” he said, a little ashamed, as he gazed at the enigmatic young woman. In all the time they had spent together since their flight, Albana had gradually become essential to the group. In clear contrast to his sister Kyra, who was too impulsive and always followed her heart, which made her end up making wrong decisions, Albana was far cooler and more cerebral. He trusted her with reconnaissance, vigilance and protection. He had also given her the responsibility of teaching the able-bodied refugees to use the bow. The fact was that he counted on her advice in all important matters. She had become the one he trusted, his right hand, on her own merits. He thanked Oxatsi for granting him this wonderful partner. Distrust and betrayal had been left behind, buried by growing friendship and trust. 
 
    Albana smiled wryly. “If I were to let you make all the important decisions, you’d sink this island and everyone on it in less time than a rooster takes to crow.” She gave a taunting laugh. 
 
    Ikai burst out laughing at her comment and nodded slowly. “You’re right enough there.” 
 
    “You’re doing very well,” she said. “We’re still in once piece.” She elbowed him affectionately. “So far, anyway.”  
 
    “Don’t let me go wrong.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry,” she said mockingly. “I’ll be your shadow, and every time you put your foot in it I’ll make sure you don’t forget it for days.” She winked at him. 
 
    Ikai shook his head, although in his heart he was grateful for her support. 
 
    “We’d better go back. I want to see how the fishermen have done and what news they’ve brought.” 
 
    “Very well. I’ll let you get on with your chores, but first I’ll race you to the waterfalls. Try not to fall over a cliff!” she said, and ran off like a black panther. 
 
    “Wait…” But it was already too late, he would lose again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the sun beginning to set in Oxatsi’s lap and its splendor turning an orange-pink which painted the sky with hope, Ikai walked along the narrow wooden jetty. Here he came upon Ilas and his work team, who were strengthening part of the still-unfinished structure. For months they had been working without pause to build modest moorings at the western end of the great bay, but there was still work for weeks. Ikai sighed; there was still so much left to do in the whole island… 
 
    He came up to them with a wave. “How’s the work going?” 
 
    The five men turned and greeted him at once, bowing their heads in respect. He stopped and looked at them thoughtfully: as slaves, they had worked on the construction of triremes for the great river. They had been the first refugees to arrive, and were a blessing for him as they knew how to build ships and were expert carpenters, especially old Ilas, who had more than forty years of experience behind him. Ikai had entrusted him with building the fishing boats and the dock and he could not have been happier with the results. 
 
    “It’s coming along, Hero of the Senoca, Leader of the Shelter. We hope you’re pleased,” Ilas replied. His voice was grave and respectful. 
 
    “Very much so, Ilas. You needn’t address me so formally, you know that,” he added with a frown. He did not like being treated either as a hero or a leader. Both of those things had been simply the results of chance and necessity, not things he had sought or wished for. Particularly the latter. 
 
    “But you’re one of the Seven Heroes,” Ilas said. “You lead us, we owe you our freedom. We must show you the respect you deserve.” The others nodded emphatically. 
 
    “Just Ikai is enough…” 
 
    “We couldn’t,” said another of the men. 
 
    “You’re not slaves any longer, you’ll never be that again!” 
 
    Ilas nodded and they all stood up. Ikai sighed. It would take a long time to wipe a lifetime of servitude from his people’s minds. Probably several generations… 
 
    “When do you think it’ll be ready?” 
 
    The old carpenter ran his gaze over the jetty and put his hand on his chin thoughtfully. 
 
    “I’d say we’ll need two or three more weeks to make it safe enough to withstand the attacks of Mother Sea when she’s in a rage. But it’s hard to tell. This isn’t the great river…” 
 
    “You’re doing very well, Ilas. Keep up the good work.” 
 
    “You honor us, Hero of the Seno… Ikai…” 
 
    Ikai shook his head, smiled at the old craftsman, and went on along the jetty to the first fishing boat to be tied up there. 
 
    “Good fishing, Airol?” he asked. 
 
    The fisherman and his son Taler were unloading the fruits of their day’s work while his wife Maira, who had come to welcome them, picked up the worn net to repair later on. Unfortunately they lacked supplies of any kind, and everything had to be made with whatever was at hand nearby. The family of fishermen greeted Ikai in the same ceremonious manner as the builders. 
 
    “There’s no need…” he started to protest, but he knew it was useless. 
 
    “Our dear Mother Oxatsi has blessed us with an excellent catch today,” Airol told him, and showed him a huge basket filled with different kinds of fish. 
 
    Ikai did not know enough to recognize them… “Wonderful, are they all edible?” he asked Maira. 
 
    “The biggest and ugliest, yes. And the ones Taler’s already unloaded. These ones here: we don’t know whether they are or not.” She indicated a smaller basket. “I’ve set them aside just in case. They’re kinds we’ve never seen before… they’re probably edible, but we’d better make sure before someone gets sick or poisoned.” 
 
    Ikai looked at the contents of the wicker basket. In fact there was so much they did not know in that new world that often he felt like a small child discovering the wonders of an incredible, unknown universe which he had been denied his whole life. 
 
    “You know the Rule: any unknown food we find, whether it’s fish, fruit, fowl or wild berries, must be taken to Idana so that she can study it and establish whether it’s edible or not. She’s the Apothecary, and the only one who has the authority to decide.” 
 
    “That’s the Rule, and that’s what will be done,” Maira said whole-heartedly. 
 
    “Any news?” Ikai asked Airol. 
 
    “We’ve been fishing near the continental coast, to the east. We didn’t go very far. There were plenty of fish and it wasn’t necessary.” 
 
    “Did you keep together?” 
 
    “Yes, we did, the four boats, as it was decided. No-one strays alone.” 
 
    Ikai nodded in agreement. They knew nothing of the perils which might surround them. On the one hand those of the sea and an immense, rugged, unexplored coast, and on the other the danger represented by Hunters and Enforcers of the Gods. They had to be very cautious. 
 
    “But I must say I’d love to explore the coast, and my son’s eager to go further out into Mother Sea. Isn’t that so, Taler?” 
 
    The thin young man nodded energetically and smiled broadly. 
 
    “I can understand that, but what you want is dangerous, and you know it. These boats are small and fragile, and the coast is treacherous…” 
 
    “Mark his words, you blockheads,” said Maira. She was shaking her head and looking disapprovingly at her son.  
 
    “But a Senoca must dream of going out into Mother Sea… sail her immensity, explore the horizon…” Airol replied. There was a dreamy look on his face. 
 
    “Of course,” Ikai said, “but for the moment we’d better be extra cautious and keep on dreaming. One day, not too far in the future, when we have a better understanding of our environment, of the sea which bathes this coast, the climate and its cycles, your dream will come true.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting for that day.” 
 
    “Just as I’ve been waiting a whole lifetime for some common sense to make its way into that thick head of yours,” Maira scolded, with her hands on her hips. 
 
    The good humor infected Ikai, who smiled cheerfully. He gazed along the coastline as far as his eye could see. 
 
    “Any sign of danger? Enforcers?” 
 
    “No, we didn’t see a soul. The whole eastern coast seems uninhabited. White sand beaches, rough cliffs, a small bay and forests: that’s all we’ve seen.” 
 
    “Very well. Always be on the alert. If you come across any kind of danger, avoid it and give the alarm promptly.” 
 
    “So we will.” 
 
    Ikai took his leave of the family, who went back to their tasks again, and visited the other three fishing boats which were also unloading the fruits of the day’s work. He exchanged greetings and friendly words with the fishermen and listened to what they had to tell. Fishing had quickly become the community’s main means of support, and he paid close attention to any comments the fishermen had to make. He was also worried that one of the ships of the Gods or their Enforcers might discover them. It was something that made him restless, a fear which haunted him like an ominous shadow and robbed him of sleep at night. The fishermen told him a storm was brewing, but they were not sure whether it would reach the island. 
 
    When he had finished his visit he turned toward the village. His mother was expecting him for the night council, and he did not want to make her wait. Solma was always very uneasy if he or Kyra did not return when they were supposed to. She had not yet come to terms with all that had happened; probably she never would. 
 
    None of us have. We’ve barely spoken about it. Nobody wants to mention it, as if it might bring bad luck, as if the Gods might hear us if we did, and find us. A stupid superstition, but none of them, Kyra, Idana, Urda or Albana, have put it to the test. 
 
    He took off his shoes and made his way across the beach, letting his feet sink into that soft white sand which charmed his senses. Walking through that paradise, with the now indigo sea, the golden sand under his feet and the green forest before his eyes, was a dream come true. Like a child he enjoyed every moment in that paradise, enjoyed what he had always longed for. He looked around, stretched out his arms and spun in a circle, letting the sea breeze caress him with its moist hands. He could not have been happier. 
 
    I can’t believe we’re here, in this wonderful place… and free! 
 
    He smiled at the sky. For the first time he realized his soul was joyful: more than that, he was happy… That was something he had not been for an eternity, ever since they had put the Ring on him as a child. 
 
    I have everything I’ve ever wished for: my family, a home in a wonderful place and freedom. I don’t want anything else. 
 
    For a moment, in the middle of the bay, listening to the song of exotic birds, the rustle of the breeze and the murmur of the waves breaking on the beach under a sky of pink and orange silk, he felt he was in a dream he had no desire ever to wake up from. 
 
    “Enjoying the touch of the sea breeze, Hero of the Senoca?” 
 
    Ikai turned to the voice and saw Isaz waving at him from under the trees on the edge of the forest. He returned the wave and went over to the trapper, leaving the beach behind. 
 
    “Where have you come from, Isaz? I haven’t seen you for several days.” 
 
    “From the continent, to the west, from the great forests. Hunting is great there.” 
 
    “That’s true. You asked for permission to leave the island and explore them last week.” 
 
    “Too many things in a leader’s head, you can’t remember everything,” Isaz said with a friendly laugh. 
 
    Ikai liked the experienced hunter. He was direct and always said clearly what he thought. And he was almost always right, which Ikai was deeply grateful for. He was nearly fifty springs old and came from the Fourth County, where he had been a trapper. His skin was weathered, his muscles sinewy and his eye experienced, and he was one of the few who felt truly at ease in this wild environment. 
 
    “Yes, too many. At this rate I’ll end up completely out of it, or else in total despair. Or both.” 
 
    “Hah! Leading a colony of refugees like ours is exhausting. Everything to be built, still needing to be done. We’re starting from scratch. It’s the beginning, and all beginnings are hard. And this one is going to be even harder.” 
 
    “Well, yes, it’s proving difficult…” 
 
    “That’s natural. Most of the refugees are farmers, and they’re completely at a loss in this distant place that’s so different from what they’re used to. It’ll take time, but in the end they’ll make it their home. I’m sure of it. Now they need direction and leadership, with someone telling them what to do and how.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind letting you have the privilege for a few weeks. I know perfectly well you’re very capable…” 
 
    “Oh, no! Not for all the Regent’s wine! I’m a trapper, and this is my contribution to the community.” He showed Ikai a dozen hares he was carrying, hanging from his belt. 
 
    “We can go without your hunting,” Ikai said, waving his hand towards the fishing boats in the distance. 
 
    “Ha, ha! Fish? Who wants fish when they can have meat?” He turned to open a huge leather satchel. In it were pieces of meat wrapped in leaves to keep them fresh. 
 
    “What’s this delicacy you’ve caught?” 
 
    “A pretty big deer,” he replied, and smiled proudly. 
 
    “I have to say you’re right…” 
 
    “And what’s more, fish don’t provide pelts for the winter,” he added with a wink. 
 
    Ikai laughed cheerfully. “Come on, let’s go back, they’re waiting for me…” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to go back to that torture?” 
 
    “I can assure you there’s nothing I want less. If at least they’d let me join in the building work…” 
 
    “You? Work building houses? That’s not worthy of a leader, and even less worthy of a Hero of the Senoca,” Isaz said with a roguish grin. 
 
    “Let’s go, before I name you my counselor and you have to be tortured alongside me.” 
 
    Isaz laughed. “No, please, no! Have mercy!” They went into the thick vegetation, away from the beach, towards the hidden village. 
 
    Ikai took advantage of the walk to have a good chat with the trapper. This was one of the men he thought might be most useful in the small community, and it was a chance to get to know him a little better. The path led them to a dense area of forest with lush vegetation. They went into it, admiring their surroundings. Birds and flowering plants which left Ikai speechless now surrounded them on all sides. They went further into the forest towards the north, using as their point of reference a solitary bald peak which rose in the distance. 
 
    “Everything in order, out west?” Ikai asked as he parted the vegetation. 
 
    “I didn’t find any trace of Enforcers or Hunters, or any other men.” 
 
    “That’s good news.” 
 
    “But I did find the footprints of an enormous cat.” 
 
    Ikai glanced at him and saw worry on Isaz’s face. 
 
    “Prints that were too big… of a huge cat… not natural… I couldn’t see it, but judging by the size of the prints and their depth in the mud, it had to be hellish big.” 
 
    “I see. I’ll give warning.” 
 
    “You’d better, or we might have a disaster.” 
 
    They went on, until suddenly the forest disappeared, to be replaced by an immense open area of tall grass. 
 
    Ikai’s spirits rose. “Here we are,” he said. 
 
    Isaz smiled. “You go away for a few days and you miss this place,” he said. 
 
    The area of grassland was completely surrounded by the forest which protected it. It was divided by a river which flowed from north to south towards the sea. The two men stopped to contemplate the place with broad smiles. In the center of the area, a hundred or so houses in different stages of construction formed a rectangular labyrinth of adobe. More than a hundred people were working on the building of the village, like tireless ants raising a new colony to live in. To the east, where the land was richer, fields had been cleared, and several families were tilling the soil. 
 
    “There are more of us every day,” Ikai said. He shook his head in disbelief. “And to think there weren’t even a dozen of us when we came…” 
 
    “How many are there now?” 
 
    “With the last group, over five hundred.” 
 
    “By Oxatsi! We’ll soon be a real big city!” 
 
    “Or we’ll die if we don’t tread much more carefully…” Ikai said. He was watching a group of children running and laughing happily as they played among the vegetable plots south of the river. 
 
    “You can’t blame them for being happy, for wishing for a better world, for fighting with all their hearts for a new beginning, in freedom.” 
 
    “I know, but I don’t want them to forget what’ll happen to us if we’re found… There should be someone watching here. Where is the Guard?” 
 
    “Don’t worry so much, Ikai, I know you do it from your heart, but you must live a little.” 
 
    A man emerged suddenly from their left, carrying a thick trunk on his shoulder. “Ikai! Isaz!” he hailed them. He carried a horn tied to his belt. Ikai looked at him in surprise. When he came closer, he saw a second man appear at the other end of the tree trunk. 
 
    Ikai pointed to the horn he was carrying. “Martis, shouldn’t you be on watch duty?” he asked sternly. 
 
    “Yes, well… I… you see, Danco came and he needed help with the tree and …” 
 
    Ikai shook his head. 
 
    Isaz came up to the two men. Glaring at Martis, he said: “If you’re on watch duty, you’re on watch duty, you melon-head!” 
 
    “Yes, yes, you’re right, I’ll get down to it right away.” 
 
    “Get back to your post, this minute. And don’t let this ever happen again!” 
 
    The two men walked away so fast the tree nearly ended up in the river. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ikai said, and gave Isaz a grateful smile. 
 
    “You’re welcome. I enjoyed that, I should do it every day,” Isaz said, and burst out laughing. Ikai joined in the laughter, and the two went towards the village, which the refugees had named The Shelter. 
 
    As he walked by, the people dropped what they were doing to call out to him. Smiling, he greeted the builders who were putting up the mill, the group building the bridge which would join both halves of the village, the women working in the vegetable gardens, the children who came to see one of the Heroes, the archers who were practicing their aim and looked for his approval, and whom Isaz stayed with. He greeted them all, and with all he exchanged kind words. 
 
    “They love and respect you, my son.” Solma told him. She was waiting at the door of the council house. Beside her was Idana, smiling. 
 
    “There’s chicken broth and stew waiting for you,” Solma said with a smile. 
 
    “That certainly cheers my soul, Mother. I’m famished,” he said gratefully. Exploring with Albana had given him a healthy appetite. 
 
    He ate in the company of the two women, and they chatted easily about village affairs until night fell. 
 
    Suddenly there came the sound of a horn. A sustained complaint. 
 
    The alarm! 
 
    Ikai got to his feet. The horn sounded again. He leapt over the table and hastened into the village square. 
 
    Telmas was running toward him. “It’s coming from the south!” he said. He was followed by his brother Volte, and both were carrying their bows. 
 
    “It sounds too close, on the border,” Ikai said. He ran in for his bow, hung the quiver on his back and… 
 
    “What’s the matter, son?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Mother, I’m going to find out. Both of you stay here and don’t come out.” 
 
    Idana nodded and took Solma’s arm. Ikai ran away. 
 
    “Everybody get into hiding! Get inside your houses and bolt the doors!” he shouted at the top of his voice. 
 
    As they ran to the south following the river, he saw the people following his order as fast as they could. 
 
    Isaz appeared from one side, running, bow in hand. 
 
    “What’s… the matter?” he asked, panting with the exertion. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ikai replied without slowing down. “Alarm call, to the south,” 
 
    They ran to Martis’ post and stopped. Martis was not there. His horn was on the ground, but there was no trace of him. 
 
    “Get ready,” Ikai whispered to his companions. 
 
    They all nocked their bows but the darkness barely allowed them to see anything. Ikai went forward carefully, bow at the ready. He found the trail which showed where a body had been dragged. He pointed it out to the others. Isaz nodded. Moving more stealthily now, Ikai went in among the trees, following the trail. A few steps later the forest swallowed him up and he could see nothing in the dense vegetation. He waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, then turned and met the eyes of Isaz and the Arken brothers. Their presence reassured him, although in that environment and with such darkness danger could materialize and prove lethal before his companions had time to react. He concentrated and used his senses, inhaling deeply, sniffing for any scent which might mean danger. Nothing. He took a couple of steps, deeply alert, and stopped. He strained his hearing in all directions until a sound reached him from the east. He concentrated on trying to establish what it might be. 
 
    Something’s crawling, or else dragging Martis’ body.  
 
    He turned and gestured towards the east, Isaz nodded, and the Arkens followed them. Ikai found himself liking the situation less and less. He stepped on something dark and wet, and stopped. He touched it with the tip of his fingers, then put them to his mouth to make sure. 
 
    Blood, he thought, deeply worried by now. 
 
    He went on with greater caution, trying not to make any noise, stepping warily. All of a sudden an opening appeared in the vegetation to his left with a creak, close to his face. His heart skipped a beat. He turned his bow towards the sound, ready to defend himself. 
 
    Beyond his raised bow, Albana’s eyes greeted him with a gleam. 
 
    “By all the…” he started to protest in a whisper, but Albana silenced him with a finger to her lips. With a gesture, the brunette beckoned him on. 
 
    He pulled himself together and went on slowly. He found more blood, this time a lot of it. The trail veered east behind a tree. He followed it carefully, in front of him the ground fell to a stream-bed. There under the stars, beside the water an enormous jaguar held Martis, dead, between its jaws. The cat, yellow with black spots and yellow-green eyes, was unnaturally large. The lethal bite had crushed the skull. The gigantic predator was dragging Martis’ body as if it were that of a rabbit. It took Ikai a moment to react and aim at the beast. Albana moved to stand beside him at once, and Isaz followed. Ikai looked for the Arken brothers and beckoned to them. 
 
    Massive and lethally beautiful, the jaguar left the body aside and began to drink at the stream. Ikai knew it would turn round at any moment and see them. He looked at the others and nodded slowly. 
 
    Five arrows reached the great jaguar. The beast, caught by surprise, crossed the stream in an astonishing leap. It turned its eyes on the group, who were readying their arrows to shoot again, then with a roar of rage and pain it disappeared into the forest. 
 
    Ikai turned to Albana. “Didn’t you tell me you’d explored the island? That you hadn’t seen anything strange?” 
 
    “That’s so,” she replied with a frown. 
 
    “And that beast?” 
 
    Albana shrugged. “The fact that I hadn’t seen it doesn’t mean it doesn’t prowl around here. This is a very big island… and you’re the tracker, don’t forget, not me.” 
 
    “Damn! And what do we do now?” 
 
    Albana smiled. “I think we’ll have to organize a search. See what else we find. Tomorrow, when it’s proper light.” With an amused smile, she said goodbye and left. 
 
    Ikai sighed. The Shelter was not a completely safe refuge after all. Just thinking about what else they might find made his hair stand on end. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Adamis strode determinedly into the High Chamber. They would not see him waver. Whatever the final verdict might be, he would obey it, even if he were sentenced to death. 
 
    “Who comes before the Five High Kings, Lords of the Elements?” the Alderman asked ceremonially. He wore an austere judge’s robe. 
 
    Adamis went to stand in front of him. The Alderman’s golden face was peaceful and his eyes shone with intelligence and knowledge. For over a month, since Lord Asu had recovered from his wounds and formally accused Prince Adamis, he had been conducting the trial on the orders of their Majesties. For over a month Adamis had had to defend himself against the accusations against him arising from the serious incident, accusations punishable by death. 
 
    “Adamis, Prince Heir of the House of Eret, of the First Ring, comes before you,” he said. He kept his chin held high and looked straight at the Alderman, for whom he felt no aversion. He was doing his duty, and indeed he did it very well, 
 
    “Accuser or accused? 
 
    Adamis swallowed, “Accused.” 
 
    The Alderman made a sign to one of the three Eyes-of-the-Gods, who made a note of it in his silver book. 
 
    “This Alderman recognizes Lord Adamis of the House of Eret. The Prince may take his place.” He indicated to Adamis that he should stand on a black circle to the right, beside an Eye who would take down every word when he gave his testimony. 
 
    With solemn steps the Prince went over to the place indicated and stood on the black circle of accusation. He bent on one knee and remained with his head bowed. 
 
    Today my fate will be decided. 
 
    He glanced furtively at the Five Kings. He froze, such was the power they emanated, the sense of intimidation they provoked, even the one he knew so well: his own father. On a circular golden platform which levitated above the crystal clear floor, their all-powerful Majesties presided from intricate silver thrones. They wore rich yet sober gowns of the finest silks, embroidered in silver, each in accordance with the element which represented their power: the color of their family and realm. On each of their chests was embroidered the emblem of the House they ruled. They also wore jeweled crowns, magnificently crafted with precious stones which marked them as leaders and monarchs among the Golden. On their chests hung the five ancestral pendants which showed they were Masters of the Elements as well as High Kings, the highest expression of Power among their people. Their shriveled golden bodies, sprinkled with copper spots, shone now with a faint sheen of rejuvenation. 
 
    Youth robbed from the young girls who were sacrificed to this end, for the greater glory of our civilization. Adamis could not help a grimace of disapproval as he looked away. 
 
    There came a shrill vibration announcing the arrival of the accuser, and the doors of the chamber opened. Lord Asu walked into the hall arrogantly, as if wherever he stepped belonged to him. He gave Adamis a glare of pure hatred, a hatred so visceral it seemed it might burst into flames at any moment. But not there, in front of their Majesties; it would be the end of him. He went up to the Alderman and stopped, without taking his furious eyes off Adamis, as he had done all through the trial. 
 
    Adamis ignored Asu’s glare. He is no more than a raging bull, and as such is very dangerous. I must be cautious. This situation is very volatile, and I must deal with it delicately. The day will come when he gets his due, he thought to himself, ignoring the glare. 
 
    “Who comes before the Five High Kings and Lords of the Elements?” the Alderman asked once again. 
 
    “Lord Asu, Heir Prince of the House of Aureb, of the Second Ring.” 
 
    “Accuser or accused? 
 
    “Accuser,” Asu barked angrily. 
 
    “This Alderman recognizes Lord Asu of the House of Aureb. The Prince may take his place.” With a gesture he indicated that he should stand on a white circle to the left, beside an Eye who would take down his testimony. 
 
    Hastily and vigorously, Asu went to his position and sank to one knee before their Majesties. 
 
    “Accuser, accused and High Court,” the Alderman said, addressing first Asu and then Adamis, and finally, with an elaborate bow, the Five Kings, “the trial is renewed.” 
 
    The Five gave their consent with the trace of a nod. Such was their power that the tiny gesture completely disrupted the atmosphere in the chamber and a wave of energy reached Adamis, as if a great wave of the sea had broken against his body. It was hard to believe that only months ago the Five had been hibernating in their sarcophagi in that same hall. But much had changed since then; the sarcophagi had now been removed, and in their place rose five thrones with their almighty Majesties ruling from them. 
 
    A cycle of power ended with the Ceremony of Vivification, and a new one begins. The cycle of lower power has now passed, the cycle in which the High Kings rested to extend their already long existence in a desperate race against death, while we, the Princes and Regents of each House, ruled while we waited for them to wake up. Adamis sighed. Now the cycle of higher power was beginning, in which the Five High Kings woke from their repose to lead their civilization to new glories: a time of advances, conquests and discoveries was beginning under the rule of the powerful Kings. During the lower cycle an intense struggle for power had broken out, both between the Houses and within them, for the leadership vacuum was obvious and there were many who vied for position. It was a time of in-fighting, of petty spats and treason. The rulers devoted little time to the search for grandeur and progress, being much more concerned with more down-to-earth things like survival. Adamis snorted: I am glad I do not have to rule my House, do not have to look over my shoulder constantly in case a dagger is on its way. But my father’s return worries me. I very much fear it will bring consequences… ones I do not wish for… His vision for our future and the means to achieve it have always been different from mine, and a source of argument. And after all that has happened, all that I have experienced and discovered, it is even more. 
 
    The Alderman cleared his throat. “Lord Adamis, you are accused, in the first place, of treason: of interfering in the sacred ritual of Vivification and helping the Selected to escape after the ritual. Secondly, you are accused of breaking the Law of Blood: by shedding royal blood, that of Lord Asu of the House of Aureb. And in the third place, you are accused of having provoked a diplomatic incident with the exiled House of Hila on their own island of Hiltok. Each and every one of these crimes carries the death penalty. Do you still maintain your innocence of all these accusations?” 
 
    “I do so maintain.” 
 
    “You do? How dare you?” Asu barked furiously. 
 
    A dull, threatening murmur descended from the Five and enveloped Asu. He was quiet at once, and his body began to tremble uncontrollably. There was pain on his face. 
 
    “Lord Adamis, you have the right to make a final statement before the High Court,” the Alderman said, with a wave in the direction of the Five Kings. 
 
    Adamis took a deep breath, quelled any trace of nervousness in his body and drew himself up to his full height. “As I have consistently maintained before this court during the trial against my person, I did not interfere in the ritual of Vivification. The Ceremony was carried out according to tradition and with complete purity. The Five Houses were present and bore witness to that. Furthermore, the Five can attest that the vital essence of the Selected was passed on to their bodies in its entirety.” 
 
    “In that case, how is it possible that several slaves survived? And what were you doing with them?” Asu’s finger jabbed at Adamis. His eyes flashed furiously and his body was hunched and trembling. 
 
    Adamis ignored Asu and went on with his statement. “As my Erudite Notaplo has already testified, the slaves do not always die in the process of Vivification; there have been cases in which they survived. This fact is precisely what Notaplo wished to study with this batch of Selected, since like any great scholar he is always in search of knowledge which might lead us to immortality. That was what we were doing there: picking up the corpses and possible survivors for further study. Luckily it turned out that several Selected still had a residue of life in them, and Notaplo revived them.” 
 
    “You cannot seriously believe we are going to swallow such nonsense!” Asu shouted. 
 
    “Whether you believe it or not is not my concern. As to the accusation of shedding royal blood, as I have already stated, I simply defended myself from Lord Asu’s attack. I did not begin the hostilities, and I must remind the court that Lord Asu’s attack on me cost the life of my Champion Rotec. That is why it is he, not I, who must be accused of shedding blood.” 
 
    “You denied me my slave. Mine by right!” 
 
    “Once selected and sacrificed, a slave does not belong to anybody,” Adamis went on, keeping his voice calm and deliberately ignoring Asu. “And finally, regarding the diplomatic incident, I must point out that I negotiated the rescue of the living slaves with Lord Woz and obtained his approval, so there would have been no incident had Lord Asu not attacked me.” 
 
    “Damn you!” Asu yelled, beside himself with rage. 
 
    “Keep your composure, Lord Asu, you are in the presence of the Five High Kings,” the Alderman reminded him. 
 
    Asu glanced aside at the Kings, then immediately shrugged and lowered his eyes. 
 
    Adamis noticed his rival’s fear, and rejoiced in it. He was afraid of the Five, and he was right to be. They were powerful, as well as implacable and ruthless. They would not tolerate the slightest slip, the slightest offense. Not even his own father would allow that of him. To dishonor a House, still more in the presence of the other Royal Houses, was considered the greatest of insults, something unpardonable, even more so in a Prince. 
 
    “Does the accuser maintain the charges, then?” the Alderman enquired formally. 
 
    “By the fire! Of course I do!” 
 
    The Alderman nodded and bowed. “Both parties have made their cases, the facts are known, the accusations and defenses have been made before the Five. As the accusation has not been withdrawn, the accused must be judged by law.” He gave an elaborate bow and remained with his head bent before their Majesties. 
 
    The Five exchanged glances. A funereal silence descended upon the chamber, and they began their deliberation. 
 
    Adamis tried to listen to what they said, but he found it impossible, as they had closed their thoughts to the others so that the conversation was for themselves only. While he awaited a verdict which might very well cost him his life, he pondered on the succession of events. He looked at the floor of clear glass and the hall around him, the very one in which the ceremony had taken place. Everything started here. I do not regret doing what I did. Far from it: I believe I did what I ought. I could not let Kyra be consumed and die… Notaplo’s plan had worked; the developed catalyst he had used had allowed them to keep a trace of life-essence in their organisms. Yet despite that, the subsequent turn of events on the island of the dead had been tragic, something he had not foreseen and would have to live with. I am sorry, Rotec, deeply sorry. Nobody could have wished for a better friend, a more loyal defender. You gave your life for me, through my own fault, through my own actions. I beg your forgiveness, for your life is irreplaceable. I shall always carry you in my soul as the brother I lost.  
 
    A disturbance in the atmosphere around him made him shiver painfully. He came back to reality. The Five had finished their deliberations and were watching him with deep eyes, lacking any empathy. They sat in the order of their Houses, from left to right. 
 
    “Have your Majesties reached a verdict?” the Alderman asked. His head was still bowed. 
 
    We have, the five replied in unison. The mental message was so thunderous and powerful that Adamis’s mind was on the point of finding itself unable to bear it and collapsing. He closed his eyes and contained that explosion within his head, in agony. Asu too was suffering the same torture. 
 
    Kaitze, the High King of the House of Aurez, of the Third Ring, rose and took a step forward. He was dressed in white, his body wasted by the thousand years and more during which he had been the ruler of his House. He moved slowly, but every move revealed the enormous Power stored within him, undeniable and portentous. He passed his hand over his cheek, where the copper spots brought by the passing of time were noticeable on the dark gold of his aged skin. The eyes of the Lord of Air, a bright gray, watched the accused for a moment, studying him carefully. Adamis swallowed and prepared for the worst. 
 
    “Concerning the accusation of treason, for having interfered with the ritual of Vivification,” came his voice as a distant whisper, “we have not found irrefutable proof that this was so. We therefore decree that it has not been proven before this court that the law was broken. Prince Adamis’s word is accepted.” 
 
    Asu glared furiously at the King, and opened his mouth to protest, but the King raised his finger in his direction as a warning. He would not tolerate any contempt of court, however slight. Asu was forced to stay silent and accept the verdict. 
 
    Adamis exhaled with relief. He had avoided the first lethal arrow. 
 
    “I humbly accept the judgment of the High Court,” he hastened to say, and lowered his head. 
 
    Asu was pressing his jaws so tightly together that they were all but dislocated. It took a moment before he could swallow his anger. Adamis found himself wishing it would poison him. Finally he gave way. 
 
    “I humbly accept the judgment of the High Court,” he said, staring at the floor. His voice shook with fury.  
 
    Kaitze sat down on his throne once again and Lur, of the House of Idnem of the Fourth Ring, rose and stepped forward. His long brown robe looked plain in contrast to the rich crown he wore on his head. His brown eyes stared first at Asu and then at Adamis. 
 
    “Regarding the second accusation, that of breaking the law of blood,” he said in his rasping voice, “there is no doubt that it was broken. Prince Asu suffered severe injuries, and the Champion Rotec died in combat.” Lord Asu’s face lit up and his eyes shone exultantly, foreseeing victory. “Nevertheless, it has not been established irrefutably and with absolute clarity which of the two parties was to blame for the event.” 
 
    This time it was Adamis who glared at the King. Lord Asu had been the guilty one, there could be no doubt about that. He was about to say something when he noticed his father’s gesture: seated on the first throne, he shook his head almost imperceptibly. Adamis understood the meaning: do not oppose the verdict. Incipient fury gnawed at his stomach like a rabid animal, but he pushed it down and quieted it. It was neither the place nor the moment for demonstrations of any kind. They would not be tolerated. 
 
    “This was an incident between two of the Royal Houses, between their heirs,” High King Lur went on, “and that is why it is extremely grave: more so taking into account that it occurred during a low cycle, where the priority of both heirs, as de facto regents, was to put the wellbeing of their Houses before any conflict, still more a personal one. For this reason, after lengthy consideration, and at the request of Laino, King of the First Ring, and of Gar, King of the Second Ring, members of this High Court” (he waved his hand at them, while they saluted deferentially) “the accusation will be ignored, and there will be no further investigation into the matter. The balance between the Houses must endure and be safeguarded for the good of our civilization. A war between Houses over an insignificant matter like this must not be permitted. For this reason, too, the behavior of the two Princes cannot remain unpunished, since they ended up by shedding blood, which might have brought about a war between both Houses which could easily have dragged the others into the conflict. The punishment for this temerity will be imposed by the High King of the First House on his son Adamis, and by the High King of the Second House on his son Asu.” 
 
    This did not please Adamis at all, not only because justice had not been served, but because he would be punished by his father, and he knew his powerful father would never lose face before the other Kings, which left him in an extremely awkward situation. Nor did the sentence please Asu, who was shaking his head with his face distorted by rage. His eyes seemed about to burst out of his head, but he did not dare say a word. 
 
    “I humbly accept the judgment of the High Court,” Adamis said, bowing his head. 
 
    A few moments later Asu repeated the same words. 
 
    Edan, King of the House of Aru, of the Fifth Ring, rose and came forward to face the two Princes while Lur returned to his throne. The High King and Lord of Water wore blue and in his hand, gaunt and full of copper spots, he held the ancestral pendant over his chest. It was so large and beautiful that Adamis could not tear his eyes away from it. These pendants had always fascinated him, but his father would never let him near his own for some reason he never deigned to explain. 
 
    “Of the third accusation, that of having caused a diplomatic incident with the House of Hila on their own island of Hiltok,” Edan said smoothly, “it is true and proven that such an incident occurred. Despite that, and luckily, the exiled House of Hila has made it known to us that they will not press charges as long as they continue to receive the loads of corpses punctually. Still, as with the previous accusation, both Princes must be reprimanded for their ill-omened act. A war between the Houses would be devastating, but a war with the House of the Dead would be extremely counter-productive for our interests. Something the High Kings do not wish for, something we have always tried to avoid. Whatever the case, this High Court sentences you both to make a public apology to Lord Woz for what happened, and to guarantee that he will receive the cargo he desires.” 
 
    “I shall never apol…” Asu began to protest, but a gesture from his father silenced him immediately. 
 
    Adamis knew that for a Prince, to apologize was something practically unthinkable. Far more so before an exiled House, those who were not worthy of living in the Eternal City because of their corrupt practices of Power. Asu, like many of their people, hated the House of Hila, and apologizing to them publicly represented an insufferable insult. Fortunately in my case the insult is not so gross, since apologizing or admitting to an error makes us better. That is what Notaplo has taught me with his example, and that is what I believe. I do not like the House of Hila, nor their dark beliefs and the ill-omened powers they make use of, but we caused an incident on their island, and for that I shall apologize.  
 
    “I accept the sentence,” he said, bowing his head in respect. 
 
    Asu breathed in sharply, and after a snort of disgust he too accepted the sentence. 
 
    “The High Court has passed judgment,” the Alderman said. “The trial is over. Accuser and Accused, you may leave. Everything has been duly noted and registered.” He indicated the Eyes-of-the-Gods. 
 
    Adamis breathed out. He was coming out of the High Court alive, something which only hours before had seemed highly unlikely to him. His father had exerted a lot of influence and pressure, as well as using his alliances; no doubt of that. Now would come the punishment and his father’s disapproval and reproach. For a moment he wished he had been found guilty. 
 
    The Alderman left the room, and with him the three Eyes. Adamis was about to leave too when Kaitze, Lord of Air, spoke to him again. 
 
    “Adamis, stay. There is something we wish to discuss with you.”  
 
    The prince stopped and turned to the Five. Asu left the hall with a suspicious glare. 
 
    “I am at the service of the High kings,” Adamis said with a deep bow. Something is not right. Why do they want to talk to me? He looked at his father, but the silver-gray eyes showed only harshness. 
 
    “From what transpired during the trial and the subsequent investigation,” Kaitze began amiably, something which worried Adamis even more, “the slaves, several of them, managed to escape…” 
 
    “That is so.” Adamis was beginning to see where this interrogation was heading, and he did not like it at all. 
 
    “That is really unfortunate,” said Lur, Lord of Earth. 
 
    “More than unfortunate, it is intolerable”, Gar, Lord of Fire, burst out. “Slaves escaping our city, our domain: it is unacceptable!” His rage became a contained burst of power which spread throughout the chamber at great speed. Adamis felt himself pierced by a scorching heat, and for a moment the temperature in the room increased until it was almost unbearable. He strained his neck, trying to breathe, but he was burning. He thought he was going to faint. At that moment Gar touched his pendant and a red flash issued from it. The temperature in the hall became breathable once more. Adamis bent over, coughing, trying to recover. 
 
    “Indeed, Gar, it is disquieting and unacceptable, you are right. It is something we cannot tolerate,” said Edan, Lord of Water. 
 
    “If you will allow me…” Kaitze went on, and the High Kings nodded as they sat back on their thrones. “You see, Adamis, no slave has ever returned alive from the Eternal City, as they call it, and this is for a simple reason: the less the slaves know about their Gods, the more fear they will feel in their hearts. For over a thousand years it has been so, and it has served our purposes extremely well. As far as the slaves are concerned we are almost unreal: nightmare entities they cannot even put a face or form to. They fear us, and a large part of that irrational fear arises from the fact that they know nothing more about us than the fact that we make decisions about their miserable existences. Particularly where and when those existences come to an end. And this creates puzzlement and fear, even terror, in their souls, and as long as it remains so, our civilization will continue to flourish at their expense. Therefore you will understand that the fact that several slaves have escaped is somewhat worrying. Certainly unfavorable.” 
 
    “I understand…” Adamis murmured. He was even more worried now. 
 
    “During the trial you testified that the four slaves who fled from the Island of Hiltok did so through the portal, and that you do not know how they managed to manipulate it… Considering that three other slaves fled using a portal here in the city itself, it is possible that someone knew how to manipulate them?” 
 
    “That is impossible,” roared Gar. “They are nothing more than dirty slaves! How could they possibly manipulate a portal?”  
 
    “We must not underestimate the slaves. They could not cross the Boundary either, and now we now that some of them can.” 
 
    The look Gar gave Laino, Adamis’ father, was heavy with suspicion. “So the rumor has reached your ears as well…” 
 
    “It has indeed, and it is no rumor but a fact,” said Laino. “This means that not only have the slaves managed to escape from our City, they are also capable of evading the Boundary and either using or altering our own artifacts. They are achieving unthinkable things. That is what should really worry us.” His eyes turned to the other High Kings, one by one. 
 
    “We must find these slaves, to prevent them talking about us, about our city, about what they have witnessed,” Gar said, clenching his fist tightly. “We must find them in order to interrogate them and wring what they know from them, everything they know…” He was frowning, his eyes burning. 
 
    Lar nodded. “Yes, we must kill them, together with all those they name under interrogation. Things must go back to what they were. We cannot allow them to talk.” 
 
    “Things do not often go back to what they were,” Laino said, and Adamis agreed with his father silently. 
 
    “If they are torn up by the root, they will,” Gar said with a crooked smile. 
 
    “I too believe we must eliminate the problem at once, without leaving any trace, before it grows,” Kaitze said. “Do you know where the fugitives could be?” 
 
    “No, I do not,” Adamis said. Although it was true, he risked his neck if he did not answer truthfully. I am getting into a very boggy stretch here, and if I am not careful the bog might swallow me.  
 
    “What race were they?” Gar asked. 
 
    “They were Senoca.” 
 
    “Both fugitive groups? They were all Senoca?” Gar asked in puzzlement. 
 
    Adamis pretended to think over the question, his right hand on his chin and his gaze distant. “Yes, I believe they were all Senoca.” 
 
    “That is a significant piece of information,” Laino pointed out. “Perhaps the problem is only among them, and not more widespread.”  
 
    “The Senoca… that is the Fifth County, is it not?” Kaitze asked. The Lord of Air looked pointedly at Edan, the Lord of Water. 
 
    “Yes, it is our County,” the latter replied. 
 
    “Well there seems to be something very wrong in your County,” Gar said accusingly, with the same fiery stare as his son. 
 
    “Until now there has been nothing significant or noteworthy,” Edan said defiantly. “We look after our County as well as you all do yours. Five Houses, Five Counties, each the responsibility of a House: so says our law, and so we observe it.”  
 
    Gar grinned crookedly. “That is not what it looks like …”  
 
    Edan stood up. “I will not let anyone insult my House, or the management of our County.” 
 
    “Sit down, Edan,” Laino said, trying to brush things aside with a wave of his hand. “Nobody is accusing you of anything.” 
 
    Edan glanced at Gar, then sat down again. 
 
    “So our social and political structures are still working properly?” Lur asked. 
 
    “The Enforcers report punctually, and everything is within the established parameters. There are no delays in the shipments, the production is stable, the slaves are multiplying: everything is under control.” 
 
    “Under apparent control…” grunted Gar. 
 
    “Who is the Regent of that County? Is he able?” Kaitze asked. 
 
    “His name is Sesmok; he is an able, heartless rat. He would sell his entire family for three gold coins. He serves us well. He has the slaves properly terrified and subdued. He delivers everything he is asked for, and has a taste for blood and torture.” 
 
    “In that case, charge him with finding the seven fugitives,” Gar said. “Let him bring them to us, and do it speedily. But make sure he understands that if he fails we will skin him alive, after taking out his eyes.” 
 
    “Do not worry, Gar, I know how to take care of my domains.” 
 
    “Are we going to leave this matter in the hands of the Regent and the Enforcers?” Laino asked. “Let me remind you that it is important … it might spread to the other Counties, like a disease. We must act now, with all the strength of our Power: cut off the evil at the root.” 
 
    Gar made a scornful gesture. “They are no more than a bunch of filthy slaves, such insignificant worms. You do not mean us to dirty our hands with such a triviality, do you? That would be an unforgivable waste of time and energy. Those cockroaches are not worthy of it, and neither my House nor I will squander a shred of Power on them.”  
 
    Kaitze, the Lord of Air, nodded emphatically. “I feel the same way. They are trivial, a slight nuisance to be eliminated, true, but without our being obliged to intervene directly, much less make use of our Power.”  
 
    “It is decided then. Sesmok will bring us the seven fugitive slaves, dead or alive. Let our Enforcers on the continent take active part in the search and capture.” 
 
    “And put pressure on the Regent,” Gar said sarcastically. “He must be adequately motivated.”  
 
    “With the Enforcers and the Regent searching for them,” Edan said, “we will soon find them and put an end to this trouble, this stain on my honor.”  
 
    When he heard these last words a shiver ran down Adamis’ spine. Flee, Kyra, hide! By whatever you love most, hide! 
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    Ikai’s sword deflected the thrust. The sound of metal against metal rang with its alarming song. With a swift twist of his wrist he deflected the sword searching for his stomach. 
 
    “I got you!” cried Kyra. 
 
    The comment was followed by a powerful cut towards his left thigh. But the movement had been clumsy, he saw it coming and moved his leg away slightly. The sword found only air and his opponent lost her balance, leaving herself completely exposed. 
 
    “Damn!” she cried in frustration. 
 
    Ikai seized his chance to launch a kick at his sister’s unprotected side, and brought her down. 
 
    She gave him an angry look. “You enjoyed that blow, didn’t you, brother?” she accused him from the floor,  
 
    Ikai shrugged, but kept his face expressionless. “You’re the one who insists that I teach you how to fight. I just do it as best I can,” he said. But even he realized the answer had not sounded very convincing. 
 
    “Yeah… sure…” Kyra got to her feet and looked around. “If anyone laughs I’ll give him a black eye,” she said to the thirty-odd young people sitting on the floor in the first training circle that cool morning. And to make it crystal clear, she clenched her fist and showed it to them. Silence fell on the training arena, south of the village. Those poor refugee peasants would never dare say anything to one of the Seven Heroes; more than that, they lowered their heads and looked away when their paths crossed, very much as they would before an Enforcer. And still less would they dare make any comment to Kyra, whose temper was something everybody in the Shelter was already familiar with. 
 
    “Stop scaring them. It’s their turn next, and they have a lot to learn.” 
 
    “If you teach them like that, they’re not going to learn very much,” Kyra protested. 
 
    In fact they were willing, even though they were terrified of wielding a weapon. For a slave it was something unthinkable, still more so to confront one of the Heroes whom they venerated. Ikai watched them surreptitiously out of the corner of his eye. He had asked for volunteers in order to train defenders and watchmen to protect the Shelter, and these were the ones who had come forward. They were almost all young and strong. They would do. Now he just had to train their bodies, and above all to break their slave mentality and turn them into fighters. It was not going to be easy. 
 
    He faced his sister and half-closed his eyes. “You’d better apply yourself, little sis,” he said, stressing the last words. “You fight with all the skill of a sick duck.” 
 
    Kyra’s eyes opened wide, and a curse stuck in her throat. 
 
    “You…you…You’ll see!” She lunged at him with a wild, downward-arching thrust, but once again the blow was totally predictable and horrendously executed. He moved sideways and turned half-round. Kyra passed in front of him, completely off- balance. Holding back his glee at what he was about to do, he spanked his sister with the flat of his sword. 
 
    There was a murmur of stupefaction among the apprentices. Some covered their mouths with their hands, others watched in open disbelief. 
 
    Kyra’s face reddened like a ripe tomato. She turned to Ikai with her eyes spitting fire, her face sullen and frowning and her jaw clenched. 
 
    “Now you’ve done it!” 
 
    Oh oh, he muttered to himself. He knew what tended to happen when he aroused his sister’s temper. 
 
    Kyra went for her brother, thrusting to left and right, carried away by her anger. He had to work hard to avoid those uncontrolled attacks. She struck with such force that anyone less skilled and trained would have probably ended up with his head cracked open. The swords were for training, blunt-edged, but they were made of steel and quite heavy, they could cause plenty of damage if wielded furiously. Budin the smith had made them especially to train the future warriors. Ikai gave thanks to Girlai, Father Moon, for sending him that good man, who had become indispensable in the small community as the only one with any knowledge of the forging of metals, which was something essential in the creation of a village. 
 
    He concentrated on dancing around Kyra for a while, dodging and moving aside nimbly to avoid her thrusts, until finally she stopped, panting with exhaustion. 
 
    “I don’t know whether you’ve noticed, but you haven’t touched me once, and you can’t hold your sword any longer. Not much of an example to be setting…” 
 
    She was trying to recover her breath. “Will you… please… tell me why you’re so angry at me?” she asked.  
 
    “Who says I’m angry at you?” 
 
    “It’s because of that last rescue, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Don’t call them rescues. They’re not rescues at all. We agreed to help a few of our people to escape and find shelter when they needed it. Or at least that was the initial plan. Lately it’s got out of hand.” 
 
    “For me it’s a rescue. We rescue them from slavery, from death at the hands of the Regent or the Enforcers.” 
 
    “Every one of your rescues puts them all in danger,” Ikai said, indicating the circle of apprentices with his sword. He pointed at the houses to the east and the main square to the north. “If we go on bringing people we’ll end up being discovered; this whole place will go up in flames, we’ll all die.” 
 
    Kyra looked resentful. “Shall we go on practicing?” she said, raising her sword and deliberately ignoring her brother’s comments. 
 
    Ikai threw his head back and looked up at the sky. Summoning all his calm, he tried to relax. As stubborn as ever, but I must make her see the danger involved in bringing more people. And I have to do it before something bad happens and there’s no way back. I know she does it out of the goodness of her heart, but she must understand the danger involved for all those people.  
 
    His sister launched a sudden stroke at his chest, which he deflected with a sideways block. 
 
    “If you’d just listen and pay a little attention to me, just a little, things would go much smoother,” he said, as he counterattacked. 
 
    “You see? I knew something was eating you,” Kyra said. She stepped back. “And you can’t pretend, your brow wrinkles. I can see it a mile off.”  
 
    “Didn’t I ask you to take the greatest care? I told you we were making too many trips and it was dangerous.” 
 
    “Well, I did.” 
 
    “You did? You were discovered, and you almost didn’t live to tell the tale!” he replied, with a thrust. 
 
    Kyra parried it as best she could and retreated two steps. She looked grimly round the group. “Who told you?” she asked. 
 
     Nobody said a word, or even dared to look at her. 
 
    “Did you really think I wouldn’t hear that you fought a group of Hunters? A Master Hunter, no less?” 
 
    “I bet it was Romen. The others wouldn’t dare. I told them not to say a word to anybody, and I’m positive it wasn’t Urda.” 
 
    “Have you lost your mind? How did you even dare? You should never…” 
 
    “I had no choice, they were going to be captured. I had to act, it was all up for them!” 
 
    “You confronted a Master Hunter! You’re alive by the grace of Oxatsi!” 
 
    “Are we going to fight, or are you going to go on lecturing me?” 
 
    Ikai shook his head. “You’re impossible!” 
 
    “I know,” she said with a roguish smile, and returned to the attack. 
 
    He parried her thrusts, then with a quick step forward hit his sister in the chest with his sword. “There’s always a choice, it’s just a question of stopping to think,” he said as she retreated with a grimace of pain from the blow. “And never let yourself be driven by hot blood. In life, just like in combat, the one who keeps his calm and control, the one who uses his head, has the advantage and usually wins.” 
 
    “I’m not like you, I can’t stop to think and decide what’s the best choice for every occasion. I’m more for doing something, following my hunches.” 
 
    “Well, you’d better learn, or else you’ll never master swordsmanship, or fighting, and what’s worse, I’ll have to bury you.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” she said, and launched into the attack. “Besides, if I hadn’t intervened, Liriana would be dead now.” 
 
    When he heard that, Ikai’s stomach turned. He thought about the Captain’s turquoise eyes, her face, her courage, and a range of tormenting feelings assailed him. For a single instant he forgot what he was doing, his mind taken up with Liriana’s image. Kyra’s sword took him in the shoulder. 
 
    “Yay!” she cried. “Got you!” She raised her arms to the sky in triumph. The apprentices applauded, although one voice called out: 
 
    “That wasn’t fair play…” 
 
    “Maybe, but I got what I wanted.” 
 
    Ikai felt rage. This had rarely happened to him, but the pressure of the situation, the weight of responsibility for Kyra’s wellbeing, for his mother’s, for that of all those people: these things were affecting him. I guess I’m not so pragmatic, after all… He was striving to do the right thing, but he realized that even so he was encountering difficulties; his sister, good-hearted but untamable, was the first of them. He could not let that happen, he could not let her do whatever she wanted, no matter how much he loved her. No matter how much he wanted to be on good terms with her. He was not prepared to lose her. And if he had to get angry with her, then he would. He took a deep breath and calmed down. It was time to impose order. 
 
    He jabbed a finger at his sister. “No more rescues until I say so. We aren’t going to take any more risks. You’re not going to gamble with your life any more. And you’re not to leave the Shelter without my permission. Is that clear?” 
 
    Kyra wrinkled her nose, frowned and stood with hands on her hips. “In your dreams!” 
 
    “I won’t have your death on my conscience. As long as I’m the leader of this community everyone will do as I say, and that includes you. Particularly you,” he added emphatically. 
 
    Kyra was about to protest, but at that moment her mother’s voice reached her. “You’ll do what your brother says.” 
 
    She turned round and saw Solma arriving, together with Idana and Urda. 
 
    “Why, Mother?” she asked, trying to remain firm. 
 
    Solma took her to one side and spoke to her softly. “Because he’s right, and you know it. But above all, because he’s our leader, and his authority can’t be challenged, still less by his sister” – she nodded her head toward them – “in front of all these young warriors.”  
 
    Kyra gazed at her mother for a moment, taking in her words and their implications. Then she looked at the apprentices, who were watching her as if she were the incarnation of Mother Oxatsi herself. Idana was making gestures at her to comply, her face a single whole-hearted plea. Urda had her hands behind her back, which was her way of showing agreement. Kyra breathed deeply several times, as she always did when she was trying to calm her inner fire and listen to reason. She let her shoulders sag and turned to the group. 
 
    “All right, you’re the leader. You command and I obey.” 
 
    Ikai let out his breath and nodded. That was enough. Thank you, Goddess Oxatsi, for making her see reason. 
 
    “And now, if you’ll excuse me, brother, I’ll go along with Urda, to practice throwing the knife. I’m a thousand times better with it than with this wretched sword of yours.” 
 
    The two friends went towards the third training circle, where several scarecrows in the form of human beings had been set up at different distances for knife-throwing practice. 
 
    Ikai looked for Isaz. The experienced hunter was in the second training circle beside the trees, teaching a dozen middle-aged men how to use a bow. 
 
    “Isaz!” he called. 
 
    The trapper heard him and turned. Craning his neck, he saw Ikai. 
 
    “Send them to run a few laps around the fields till noon.” 
 
    “No problem, I’ll see that they do. I’ll make them sweat for a while!” he replied with a wink and a smile. 
 
    Ikai turned to the apprentices. “Stand up,” he said, and they did so as one. “The body must be prepared for the fight. You must strengthen it, toughen it. Go with Isaz and follow his instructions without complaint. Learn from his teachings.” 
 
    They left immediately at a run. 
 
    “I’d love to go with them,” Ikai said as he watched them go. 
 
    “I know, my son, but your duties await you.” 
 
    “Duties…” he sighed. 
 
    “It’s the price we have to pay for this freedom, for this wonderful refuge we’re in, my son.” 
 
    Ikai looked around. He gazed at the tilled fields which stretched to the south and the east down to the bordering woods, the many half-built homes, the men and women working tirelessly to turn the village of adobe, forest leaves and reeds into a small town. Slaves who had borne innumerable hardships were now filled with hope as they tasted the sweet nectar of freedom for the first time. We have to do it, they deserve the opportunity to be happy, he thought, to cheer himself up. They would manage to create a colony of refugees, to grow and prosper, as long as they kept order and were careful, very careful. He knew he had to take charge of those priorities. Order and wariness, or else they would die in the attempt and it would have all been for nothing. 
 
    “We must make it last, Mother.” 
 
    “We will, I’m sure of that.” 
 
    “Thank you… Mother… for your help with Kyra.” 
 
    “No need to thank me. It was the right thing to do. You know what your sister’s like sometimes. She loses her temper, particularly with us, her family, but her heart is pure and true, always remember that.” 
 
    “I know, Mother. I know very well, it’s just that sometimes…” 
 
    “You mustn’t argue with her in public. Now you’re not just two siblings who love each other and argue as you’ve always done. In the eyes of this community you’re much more, you’re the Heroes of the Senoca, the bearers of hope, the great warriors who are capable of confronting the Enforcers and the Hunters. And especially you, Ikai, you’re the leader of this colony. You must always bear that in mind. Your decisions, your actions must always bear that in mind.” 
 
    “I will, and thank you for all your good advice.” 
 
    “The council awaits you now, my son. Have a wash and something to eat. It’s time to be in command of this place.” 
 
    Ikai nodded resignedly. There was nothing that appealed to him less, but he knew he had no choice. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    Idana rolled her eyes. “This week we only have twenty requests for an audience,” she said. 
 
    Ikai grinned. “Only twenty… I’m sure you could manage yourselves.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s you they want to see,” Solma said. “The Hero. They’ve chosen you as their leader.” 
 
    He indicated Idana. “She’s a Hero too, she can manage just as well.”  
 
    “Yes, but I’m the apothecary, I’m here to help, not to lead… besides, I’d be terrible, you know me. I wouldn’t know how to make the difficult decisions; my heart would take over… I don’t have a firm hand…” she admitted with a shrug. 
 
    Ikai shook his head and smiled. “You’re a blessing for us all, firm hand or not.” 
 
    Idana spread her hands. “I’d really like to help you, but there are certain decisions it takes character and an iron will to make. Those qualities aren’t my strong point, and you know it. What’ll happen the day we have to punish someone, even execute them? I wouldn’t be able to do it, it has to be you, Ikai. I’ll be by your side, and I’ll give you the best advice I can, but it has to be you.” 
 
    “Idana’s right,” Solma agreed. “Besides, Kyra and Albana don’t even want to hear about it. Your sister’s put off by the council, and Albana wants to stay on the side. Urda has offered herself as a pair of hands, but not as a leader, since she doesn’t want to be one either. There’s only you left, my son.” 
 
    “But I don’t want that responsibility either, Mother. All I want is to live in peace, for all of us to live in peace…”  
 
    “But for us all to be able to live in peace someone has to lead us, and to do it well. And right now, that someone is you. Accept it, my son, for the good of everyone. Listen to your old mother and heed my words.” 
 
    “All right, Mother,” he said reluctantly. “I do it for you, I want you to know that, because of my love for you. I wouldn’t do it for anybody else.” He knew he would lose the argument, just as he had before. “It’s no easy task for me…” 
 
    “But you have us,” Idana offered willingly, with her soothing smile. “We’ll help you bear the burden. We’ll be by your side, supporting you. We know it’s a heavy burden, full of responsibility, but we’ll help you to lighten it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Idana, I really appreciate that.” 
 
    “It’s the least I can do. We’d never have escaped from the Eternal City if it hadn’t been for you. We owe you so much, we owe you our lives.” 
 
    “You’d have managed without me, I’m quite sure.” 
 
    “I don’t really think so,” Idana said with a heartfelt smile. 
 
    “The important thing is that you managed to come back, thanks be to Oxatsi.” Solma said. 
 
    “Let’s go to the great hall and make a start, or else it’ll be midnight by the time we finish. Besides, I’m hungry. But if anybody asks me to get some salt, I’ll kick him all the way to the mines of the Third County.” 
 
    They went into the building and found it packed. There was no room left for a single person more. On an elevated dais a long table and three roughly-made chairs had been placed. The one in the middle had a higher back, trying to imitate a throne, and Ikai sat in it with Solma and Idana, as his counselors, in the other two. He listened to the first refugee make his request for land for planting wheat in a free area to the west which had still not been subdivided, thinking it was not such a terrible thing after all to spend a few days like this…Much better, at any rate, than being a despicable Hunter, or confronting the Enforcers of the Golden Gods. 
 
    The council lasted well into the night. Apart from the requests which had accumulated, they had to talk about the needs of the new group of refugees Kyra had brought. There were many of them. They needed medical attention, clothes and blankets, food and water and a roof to shelter under, apart from other basic needs like hygiene. Organizing it all had taken time and the collaboration of a great many of the residents, but they had finally done it, to a large extent thanks to his two wonderful counselors. Ikai gazed at them and thanked Oxatsi, Mother Sea, and Girlai, Father Moon, for them. Idana smiled; her kind face reflected the joy she felt at being able to help all those poor devils who came fleeing from slavery, hunger, penury and even death itself. His mother too was smiling, pleased, but there was something slightly edgy about her smile, an odd grimace. It worried him. 
 
    At last the final audience arrived. It was Romen, the young rebel, Liriana’s companion. He had only been able to exchange a few words with him when he arrived. He seemed frank; he had not hidden what had happened, but had explained everything fully. That honesty had opened the door to Ikai’s trust, as he knew Kyra had told him not to say a word. 
 
    “Welcome, Romen. What can I do for you?” 
 
    The young man walked over to the table and bowed his head in a respectful salute. 
 
    “There are two things I wish to bring before the leader of the Shelter and his Council.” 
 
    Ikai waved his hand. “Go ahead, we’re listening.” 
 
    “First, I wish to thank you for your help and kindness. Master Gedrel wishes to convey to you his friendship and good wishes and to thank you for sheltering the refugees he has sent.” 
 
    “Gedrel can count on my friendship. I don’t forget those who’ve helped me. Although the fact is that we made a deal and we both delivered, so we’re even. What’s the old fox up to? He wouldn’t have sent you here just to thank me for our help.” 
 
    “The Master sends me to make an additional request which he wishes me to pass on to you in person. There are some people, crucial for the cause…” 
 
    Ikai raised his hand and Romen stopped. 
 
    “Another group?” 
 
    “An important one.” 
 
    Ikai thought about this carefully. “I’m sorry, but we can’t risk another group, not for a while.” 
 
    “It’s a matter of life and death…” 
 
    “Lately everything has been that, but the priorities here are very different. There’s still so much to do: we have to finish the watermill, raise the palisade against wild beasts, secure the river-level before winter comes so it doesn’t flood. Houses and barns have to be built, fields tilled, the island explored, the surroundings secured, and a myriad more things that come higher up the list than Gedrel’s wishes.” 
 
    “But the Master…” 
 
    “Wasn’t it you who told me how you almost all perished at the hands of the Hunters during the last transfer?” 
 
    “Yes… I don’t understand how they found us. The route was safe…” 
 
    “There won’t be any more transports for a while. I won’t risk my people in this, I won’t endanger this Shelter and all the people here. I’m very sorry, but that’s the most logical decision given the situation we’re in. The second question?” 
 
    “The second,” Romen began, sounding resigned, “is a warning. Gedrel sends me with some information: Regent Sesmok is looking for you. He’s trying to find you, and showing an uncommon interest.” 
 
    “Looking for us?” 
 
    “He’s looking for the Heroes. That much we know. He’s sent his Guard and the Hunters after your trail. But he’s not doing it openly, he’s hiding it from the people. Master Gedrel says it’s because he doesn’t want to lend credibility to the rumors that are spreading across all the villages and towns of the Six Counties. The rumors about the Heroes, about your feats…”  
 
    “Feats?” Idana asked. “They were no feats. We simply fought for survival with nails and teeth.” 
 
    Romen bent his head. “For the slave people that’s what they are. You confronted the Enforcers, the Gods themselves, you’ve crossed the Boundary, created this shelter where men are free… Those are unimaginable feats inside the Boundary.” 
 
    Idana nodded. “If you put it like that, it might seem like an achievement… I’m not saying it’s not, but if you’d lived through it I can assure you you’d feel very different.” 
 
    “This is a great first step for our people, you’re Heroes in your own right,” Romen said with feeling. He bowed to Ikai and Idana. 
 
    “I don’t understand it, why is the Regent looking for us?” Ikai said. The bad news worried him. He hoped the swine would know nothing of what had happened, or that if he did know, he assumed they were dead. “We’re outside the Boundary,” he said. “Won’t he be looking for the other Heroes?” He was careful to avoid saying the names of the ones who were still inside the Boundary: Liriana and Maruk.  
 
    “Gedrel believes the Regent is under orders to capture all of you. All seven.” 
 
    “Orders from whom? 
 
    “A direct order… from the Gods themselves…” 
 
    A murmur of shock and fear arose, filling the nave of the building. They were all afraid. Ikai knew they were right to be. 
 
    “How did he reach that conclusion? Or does the old philosopher have spies among the Gods? Although now I come to think of it, that wouldn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “The Eyes-of-the-Gods are leaning on Sesmok. Our spies inside the palace have told us about it. They’re putting a lot of pressure on him.” 
 
    This news upset Ikai. He rose and addressed the hall. “It’s time you went back to your homes to rest. Don’t worry about what you’ve heard here tonight. We’re safe here, far from the Regent. Rest and relax.” 
 
    Amid whispers of fear and worry, the refugees left the council. When the last one had gone out, Ikai turned to Romen. 
 
    “Not you, Romen. Stay for a moment, please.” 
 
    The young rebel nodded, put his hands behind his back and stood in a waiting stance. Ikai guessed he had had military training, had possibly been a member of the Guard, like Liriana. 
 
     “Guard!” he called. A young man standing by the door with a spear and wooden shield came in with a frightened look. 
 
    “Go find Isaz, tell him to bring me the Heroes. I need to talk to them.” 
 
    The man left immediately. Ikai looked at his mother, who nodded. Idana was watching Romen, who waited in silence. 
 
    It was not long before Isaz came back with Kyra and Urda, who walked into the building looking both surprised and puzzled. 
 
    “Where’s Albana?” 
 
    Isaz shrugged. “No trace of her. You know her: if she doesn’t want to be found…” 
 
    “I know, I know. For once it would be nice if you could all come when I need you.”  
 
    There was a creak in the roof, and a dark figure came in through the skylight at the front of the hall. She let herself down like a spider until she stood before Ikai. Taken by surprise, he put his hand to his sword. 
 
    “I’ve been here all the time. An interesting meeting, for a change,” Albana said with a roguish smile. 
 
    He grunted with relief, and Kyra and Urda smiled at the mysterious brunette as they too let go of their weapons. 
 
    “Can’t you come in through the door and attend the meetings inside the building, like everybody else?” Ikai complained. 
 
    She shook her long hair loose. “And what would be the fun in that? Hi there, girls!” 
 
    “You’ve got to teach me how to do that,” Kyra said to Albana. Her eyes were sparkling. 
 
    She winked back. “Whenever you want,” she said. 
 
    Ikai shook his head. 
 
    Solma had noticed her son’s frustration. “You’d better listen to Ikai, it’s important,” she said.  
 
    “Thank you, Mother. Romen, will you repeat what you just told us, please?” 
 
    Romen nodded and explained the situation to the newcomers. 
 
    “That bastard Sesmok, we should cut his throat!” Kyra exploded. 
 
    Urda nodded. 
 
    “Kyra…” her mother protested. 
 
    “It’s what he deserves, and we all know that,” she said, folding her arms. 
 
    “Gently!” said Idana. “He might deserve it, but we need to understand what’s going on and what risks we’re running.”  
 
    “The Regent is looking for us,” Albana meditated aloud. “The reason for that would seem to be that the Gods want us dead.”  
 
    “The rumors that the rebels are spreading out to the four winds aren’t helping much either,” Ikai said. He looked accusingly at Romen. “Sesmok knows about them. They must have reached him, and soon the Enforcers will know too.” 
 
    Urda cleared her throat. “Let me remind you that they’re rumors of rebellion. He won’t stay put before them. He can’t allow himself to, not only for what they signify but to save his own face before the Eyes. He’ll take reprisals. He’s sure to make use of the Guard and the Hunters.” 
 
    “The message is the right one,” Kyra said. “The people must listen, they must have hope, they must rise and confront this snake. It’s the only way to find freedom.”  
 
    “This is very bad news” Ikai said, sounding worried. “I was hoping everybody would forget about us after what happened, but it’s obvious they haven’t. Far from it.”  
 
    “If the Gods want us dead, we’re in serious trouble,” Albana said. 
 
    “That bastard Asu,” Kyra said. “I bet he has something to do with this.” 
 
    “Very probably, “Albana agreed. “He’ll never forget the insult we caused. No, Asu won’t forget. He’ll want retribution.” 
 
    “Will he use the Regent and the Enforcers?” Ikai asked her. 
 
    She nodded. “Without a doubt. He wouldn’t dirty his own hands by coming to the mainland. We’re too insignificant to make him stoop to that. His minions will deal with us.” 
 
    “Girlai be thanked!” Idana said, looking up at the ceiling. 
 
    “We must be as careful as we can,” Ikai said. His eyes held those of his sister. “Nobody must find this place. If Sesmok or the Enforcers find us, that’ll be the end of us, and of all the refugees. I won’t let that happen. No more transports and expeditions. We’ll keep hidden, until this is over.” 
 
    “We should fight, confront Sesmok and the Enforcers,” Kyra said. 
 
    Urda shook her head. “We don’t have an army, and they do.”  
 
    “We’ll, let’s get hold of one!” 
 
    “I like your spirit, Kyra,” said Albana, “but Urda’s right, they’d crush us. How many Guards and Hunters can you defeat? Not many, I’d say.” 
 
    Idana shivered. “And let’s not forget the Executors and Oppressors.”  
 
    “We wouldn’t have a chance,” Ikai said. “Let’s save this place, these people. That’s what we have to do. If Gedrel wants to start a revolution I wish him the best of luck, but they’re searching for us and I’m not going to make it easy for them to find us. No, we’ll stay here together, safe, hidden, just as we decided. Are you with me?” 
 
    Idana nodded, then Albana. Urda looked at Kyra, who was biting her lip, and after a moment she too nodded. All eyes went to Kyra, who seemed to be going through a fierce internal struggle. Finally she said: “I’m with the rebels, but I’ll keep my part of the deal with you here. When the Shelter and its people no longer need me, when this place is able to survive on its own, I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    “Right, so that’s decided,” Ikai said. 
 
    “And if they find us?” Solma asked. There was worry in her voice. 
 
    “Let’s hope that day never comes,” her son replied. 
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    As she passed by the first training circle, Kyra raised her hand to greet Urda, who was in the center with Isaz. 
 
    “Don’t break any bones!” she shouted. She watched the apprentices and saw fear in their eyes. Poor wretches, she said to herself with a smile. 
 
    Her friend frowned. “Don’t worry,” Urda replied in her usual gruff voice, “it’s too early. I need to warm up my muscles first.” 
 
    Isaz had to hide his merriment. The youngsters were terrified. They were about to fight against one of the Heroes, but not just against any of them, against Urda. She was a head taller and double their girth. Even Isaz with his sinewy arms and strong torso appeared puny beside her. Urda’s mahogany eyes swept over them, and they all bent their heads. Nor did it help that her blonde hair was closely cropped, so that she looked more like a man than a woman. What they could not guess was that Urda could be as kind as she was rough, something Kyra had come to value a lot, and all the more so after all they had been through together. Not that the giant girl was soft inside: far from it, inside she was as tough as she was outside, but she made exceptions with some people. Very few of them. Luckily Kyra was one of those. She found this touching, and they had become close friends. Even so, Kyra was careful not to cross her. 
 
    “Isaz, please watch her. Don’t let her kill anybody by mistake…” 
 
    Isaz covered his mouth to muffle a laugh. Pretending to be serious, he said: “Don’t you worry. I’ll be on the lookout, but I can’t guarantee there won’t be any accidents.” 
 
    This time it was Kyra who had to pretend not to laugh. She liked Isaz; the experienced trapper was intelligent and had a sense of humor. She could understand now why Ikai trusted him to help him with complicated matters, such as weapons and the training of the young ones. At first Ikai had asked Urda to take over the training. It seemed natural, after all she had belonged to the Guard of Urasis, the capital of the Third County, and had been martially trained all her life. She was an excellent soldier. But she had turned down the offer. She had not given any reason, but Kyra sensed it had to do with what had happened in the Eternal City. She was still not over the traumatic experience, and above all the death of her friend Lian. But the previous evening, to everybody’s surprise, she had asked Ikai to let her take over the training. He had accepted, and Isaz was delighted to have someone with Urda’s experience. 
 
    Kyra breathed in the damp, refreshing air with its forest scents, and a pleasant feeling came over her. Little by little they were beginning to recover, to heal, to get over what had happened… She sighed deeply. If only she could forget… but she could not. The nightmares would not let her. The oppression in her chest did not let her breathe normally either. It stopped her from filling her lungs, and was always with her. Ever since they had escaped from the claws of the Gods, nightmares had pursued her. She could barely sleep, and each night was torture. She spent more time awake than asleep. There were dark circles under her eyes every morning. And she could not shake off the nightmares. They were always very similar; they were fleeing from the Gods, pursued relentlessly by the Enforcers, and at the last moment, when they were just on the point of reaching freedom, they were caught, and Yosane died a painful death in her arms. Most nights it was Yosane who was killed by those heartless creatures, others it was Idana, or Urda, or even Ikai and Solma. The settings and the chases varied from night to night, but the end was always the same: her loved ones died horribly at the hands of the Gods. Kyra’s soul could find no rest, and nighttime had become a torture she tried to avoid without success. 
 
    To her ears came the song of exotic birds, their black plumage streaked with red, flying over the forest to the east. She smiled. At least you’re completely free. She put her hand to her chest, where the intangible weight remained. 
 
    She left the training fields behind and headed towards the river. She wanted to talk to Ikai, and she had been told he was helping with the building of the mill. As if her brother did not already have enough responsibilities and things to do. His will-power, his devotion, were utterly admirable. If he went on like that he would die, not at the hands of the Gods, their Enforcers, or the Regent, but from sheer exhaustion. 
 
    I love this brother of mine with all my heart, even though his ideas are sometimes the opposite of mine. And yes, there are days when I could bite off that head he analyzes everything with instead of letting his heart lead him, and I know he has a generous heart. It might be because we’re siblings, and the truth is I couldn’t have a better brother, however much I insist on denying it.  
 
    With those thoughts, and with the clear murmur of the river in her ears, she reached the building site. Twenty or so men were setting up a giant vertical wheel with troughs, all made of wood, on the side of a half-constructed building of adobe and stone. What on earth are these lunatics doing? The current will drag them downriver! They were pulling on ropes and pulleys, trying to fit the wheel on to a big wooden axle which entered the building through the half-wall which looked on to the river. On the count of three, the dozen men at the ropes pulled with all their might, while another four on the wall fitted the wheel using thick sticks as levers. Ikai was one of them. She held her breath. At the first attempt they failed, nearly losing control. The wheel was on the point of falling, dragging half the men with it. 
 
    It’s going to kill them! It’s too heavy! She ran towards them to help. At the second attempt the wheel rose to the level of the axle and with a tremendous effort the four men managed to fit it on. Kyra reached them as they broke into cheers and applause. They found the strength to do it! It’s unbelievable, but they did it! The great wheel was turning as the troughs filled with the river water, driven by the current. The men laughed and hugged each other, looking on at their success. 
 
    Martin the miller turned to the others: 
 
    “Thank you all for your help! We now have a working water mill! It took hard work and lots of sweat, but it’s something the whole village will benefit from. Now we’ll be able to grind the cereals we harvest, and then later on we’ll be able to drain the great swamps south of the river using the energy of the water. A great achievement, my friends, I really appreciate it. I couldn’t have done it without your help.” 
 
    The cheers rang out again, and Martin was raised to their shoulders like a hero. 
 
    Ikai saw Kyra and waved, she signaled to him to come down to her. Ikai dried his sweat with a dirty, torn cloth. He was wearing an old shirt drenched in sweat and breeches of tanned leather. She found it strange to see him without the armor and clothing of a Hunter. 
 
    “Didn’t you have enough things to do already without taking up building?” was her greeting to her brother when he reached her. 
 
    He shrugged. “And pretty badly, at that! As Urda’s agreed to take over the martial training, some of my load’s been taken off me. Today they were putting the great wheel in place, and I came to lend a hand. I’m no good at building, but I can add a little brute force.” He turned his head in the direction of the group. “Look at them,” he said. “Free, building a future… happy for the first time in a very long time… that’s what I want for this place, for all of us.” 
 
    Kyra watched the joy of those men and understood: they had never had the chance to enjoy very much, if anything. They would remember this day forever because they had created it in freedom by themselves, through their own work and effort. 
 
    “So what’s my little sister doing here?” He watched her with half-closed eyes, tilting his head and studying her face. “You look tired. Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yeah… yeah. Don’t worry, it’s just that I didn’t sleep well.” 
 
    “You’re not resting properly? Why don’t you have a word with Idana? She can prepare some herbal infusion to help you sleep.” 
 
    “You’re right, I will.” 
 
     “You’re telling me I’m right? That’s a first,” he said with a smile. 
 
    Kyra replied with a mocking grimace. “I’m glad you’re in such good humor. That’s exactly what I wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
    “About my good humor?” 
 
    “No, empty-head! Not that, but about you being right,” she said with an affectionate shove. “You see… I know I make you angry… I want you to know I don’t do it on purpose, I don’t intend to cross you or upset you…” 
 
    “I know that.” His tone was serious now. 
 
    “It’s just that sometimes we see things so differently and… well, that makes us clash. Not because I want to, it just comes out and I can’t help it, above all with you, more than with anybody else.” 
 
    “How lucky I am!” he said with a half-smile, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    “You’re my older brother. You have to put up with me.” 
 
    “What else can I do?” he said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    She sighed heavily. “I know I’m impulsive, and that I feel more than I think. They’re not qualities that exactly fill me with pride, I have to admit, but that’s what I’m like. I try to control myself, and you know it, but I don’t always manage to, particularly when I argue with you. But that doesn’t mean I’m against you, or that I don’t approve of what you’re trying to do. On the contrary, I’m very proud of you, of all you’re doing for us, for all these people, and I want you to know it.” 
 
    “Thanks… you leave me speechless… so why are you telling me all this? There’s no need, we’re siblings, we know what we’re like… Are you sure you’re all right?” 
 
    “Yes, I do need to. I must say it or else I’ll burst. I want you to know that I’m grateful for what you did… for doing the impossible to rescue me, for going to the end of the world to find me and bring me back.” 
 
    “You really don’t have to… besides, you would’ve done the same for me.” 
 
    “I’d like to think I would, although I really don’t know. And I do have to be grateful. You dropped everything, you faced a thousand and one dangers to rescue me, you risked your life continually, you went to the Eternal City, you fought Hunters, Enforcers and Gods, and you found me. You brought me back home safe and sound. Nobody could wish for a better brother, nobody.” There were tears in her eyes. “And I want you to know I love you, that you’re the best brother in the whole world and that I’ll never, ever forget everything you did, what you go on doing, for me, for Mother, for all of us.” 
 
    Ikai was speechless, with his mouth hanging open. “Are you sure you’re… all right, Kyra? What’s up? I’ve never seen you like this.” 
 
    She dried her tears on the cuff of her sleeve and blew her nose. “I’ll get over it, don’t worry. I just… I just want you to know… don’t think I’m an ingrate who jumps at your throat at the first sign we’re seeing things differently.” She hugged him tightly and gave him a sisterly kiss on the cheek. 
 
    When she moved away, her eyes moist, he looked at her and smiled. “You must have slept very little these days… I barely recognize you… you’d better run to see Idana. Tell her I want my wild, stubborn sister back, I don’t recognize this one here.” 
 
    Kyra laughed amid her tears. “Don’t worry, you’ll soon have her back, and then you’ll be sorry you asked.” 
 
    “I haven’t the slightest doubt of that,” he replied, smiling from ear to ear. “And now go away. I’m still half dizzy from this unusual display of affection.” 
 
    She began to move away, but he called her back. She turned and saw her brother holding up the pendant with the carved sea-horse he always wore round his neck, the one she had given him for his eighteenth birthday. 
 
    “You’re always with me,” he said, with a wink. 
 
    Kyra brought hers out, the identical one, and held it up for him to see. “And you with me.” 
 
    She headed upriver. It seemed to her that the oppression in her chest had lightened, and she felt she could breathe more easily. She smiled. Yes, I think talking to him was the right thing to do, even though I poured my guts out all over him. I believe it was part of what I needed to do… My poor brother, I bet he won’t get over the shock I’ve given him till winter. 
 
    With the intention of easing her spirit, she followed the river northwards and went into the jungle. At once she was surrounded by flora both vivid and beautiful. The lushness of the landscape was overwhelming. The whole island was a masterpiece of Nature. Kyra made her way through the wild plants, enjoying their exotic scents, until she came to a small wild waterfall. The jet of water seemed to fall from the sky itself with pure, crystal water. Every time she visited this place she was tempted to open her mouth, tilt her head back and let the water fall over her. The cataract broke into a clear lagoon decorated with plants, not unlike water lilies, which she did not recognize. Ever since she had discovered this little paradise, she visited it whenever she could and swam in the surprisingly warm water. 
 
    A swim will invigorate me, she thought, and walked over to the lagoon. She looked down at her clothes. She was wearing a red tunic which came down to her thighs, held at the waist by a wide leather belt. Under the tunic she wore black leather breeches and tanned leather boots which had seen better times. She was reaching for the belt-buckle when she heard a slight sound to her right. Instinctively, without moving, she glanced in the direction of the sound. Beside a tree some seven paces away, she could make out a black figure. She did not think twice. In a smooth brisk move she reached behind her for one of the two throwing knives she carried at her belt and launched it toward the threat with a powerful twist of her hip. 
 
    The knife stuck in the tree, two fingers from Albana’s head. 
 
    “You’re pretty good at throwing a knife,” the brunette said, hardly flinching. She eyed the weapon beside her face. 
 
    “Sorry!” Kyra apologized at once when she recognized her. “I thought you were a black panther, or some other wild animal.” 
 
    Albana gave her typical roguish smile. “I see you attack first and ask questions afterwards. Good attitude, it avoids problems.” 
 
    Kyra smiled at the sarcastic reproach. “You might have made your presence known…” 
 
    “I’m one of those who don’t announce themselves,” she said with a wink. 
 
    “I see I’m not the only one who likes this place.” 
 
    “It really is wonderful,” Albana admitted. 
 
    “Or have you been following me?” Kyra was beginning to suspect this was not a chance encounter. 
 
    “You’re smart, very smart, like your brother.” 
 
    “I’m not much like my brother at all. He’s a thinker, I’m a doer, but I’ll take the compliment whichever way. What do you want of me?” 
 
    “Just to talk. We haven’t had the chance to get to know each other too well…” 
 
    “Ikai’s told me about you. He’s told me quite a few things, about how you helped him, and Liriana.” 
 
    “I see. And was there anything in what he told you that caught your attention?” 
 
    “Yes, you’re not like the rest of us… you’re something different… you’re a hybrid.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure whether he’d told you or not, but I see your brother keeps no secrets from you.” 
 
    “He keeps one or two, but this one he told me about. He says you’re capable of killing the Enforcers of the Gods, that you’re powerful and lethal. My brother doesn’t often exaggerate, least of all on this subject, so I believe him.” 
 
    “It’s best not to believe anything anybody says,” Albana said. She pulled the knife out of the tree, held it by the tip with two fingers and looked at Kyra. In what seemed to be slow motion she threw the knife up between the trees. Surprised, Kyra followed the weapon’s trajectory with her gaze. The knife rose, then turned and began its descent with a lethal whistle. Kyra was suddenly afraid. It was coming right at her! She was just about to step back when the knife buried itself in the ground between her feet. 
 
    “By all the seas!” she cried, her eyes wide. 
 
    “I’m also a Shadow, the best Shadow in fact. I’ve been trained to melt into the twilight, to become part of the night, to kill with the brush of a glance. Take the knife and throw it at me.” 
 
    “It’s not necessary… I believe you.” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I want to show you. Throw it at me.” 
 
    Kyra eyed her hesitantly, but Albana looked like certainty personified. She was waiting serenely in front of the tree. Kyra picked up the knife, drew her arm back and got ready. Albana did not even blink. At the moment when the arm began its throw, a black flash ran through her body. The knife flew toward the brunette’s chest. The distance was too short for it to miss. Kyra feared the worst. At the last instant Albana’s body, her silhouette, seemed to turn hazy and dark, like black smoke. When the metal tip reached the body, it vanished before Kyra’s incredulous eyes. The knife went through the black mist and embedded itself in the tree with a muffled thud. 
 
    Kyra’s mouth fell open. “How… how is that even possible?” 
 
    The black mist moved to the right, blurred and shapeless. And all of a sudden Albana appeared from it. “This is what I wanted to show you,” she said with a gleam of triumph in her eyes. 
 
    Kyra was so amazed she stumbled back a couple of steps. 
 
    “Now you know what I am: an exceptional anomaly: a hybrid with Power, one of the few who exist. The blood of the Gods and of Men runs through my veins. But the most important thing is that I have Power, something that very rarely happens. Do you see? Do you know what I’m talking about?” 
 
    Kyra remembered Notaplo’s experiment, and his explanations about hybrids. 
 
    “Yes, Notaplo, the Erudite of the House of Eret, explained it to me.” 
 
    “Curious that he should.” 
 
    Kyra shrugged. 
 
    Albana went on: “Along with the Power come other abilities which can’t be explained logically. Abilities I’ve developed ever since I was recruited to be a Shadow, in the service of Oskas, the Master Spy of the House of Aureb. He’s the one you confronted on that beach, before you got away. Do you remember?” 
 
    The image of the sinister individual who had tried to kill Notaplo came to her mind. She nodded. 
 
    “As to being able to kill an Enforcer… yes, I can, and I’ve done it. Now you know firsthand, although I find it interesting that your brother should pay me all these compliments. I’ll have to thank him.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this? You’re not one to reveal information, particularly something as important and secret as this.” 
 
    “See how smart you are? Because I want something from you.” 
 
    “What’s that…?” 
 
    “Ikai told me the God Adamis gave you an object, one with power, before you crossed the portal.” 
 
    Kyra noticed Albana’s eyes were staring at her chest. “You mean this?” she said, and brought out the object she carried inside her tunic in a little sachet around her neck. 
 
    “Yes. That.” 
 
    “How did you know I had it with me, around my neck?” 
 
    “I can feel its Power emanate like a pulse… ethereal… I’m sensitive to the Power. It reaches me and I recognize it. Can you uncover it?” 
 
    Kyra took it out of the sachet and put it in the palm of her hand. The crystalline disc with the big golden pip at the center looked completely unnatural in the middle of that jungle, the pond and the waterfall. 
 
    “There’s a lot of Power within it.” Albana put her hand over the disc which covered Kyra’s hand. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. A dull gleam came from the disc.  
 
    “An ancient Power, belonging to one of the first families. This disc, this pip, holds the Power of the House of Eret. It must be the Power of Adamis himself, the Prince of the House. It has to be. I can’t see any other explanation, since he was the one who gave it to you himself.” 
 
    Kyra was staring at her blankly. 
 
    “You don’t see it, do you? This disc, this pip to be precise, is imbued with the Power of one of the most powerful Gods. It’s extremely valuable. In fact I can’t explain how he came to give it to you. It’s a Power he’ll never get back; he’s given you time from his own life… I don’t understand it. A God never gives away Power, much less someone of the Royalty, since every drop is a period of life he loses from his own existence.” 
 
    “Do you mean to say Adamis has consumed some of what’s left of his existence, and given it to me in the form of Power?” 
 
    “Yes, and it’s something I can’t figure out. Gods kill for Power. They avoid using it whenever they can as it shortens their long lives, and they never give it away, never. I know that very well. It would be as though you were to give someone a couple of days of the life you have left, for them to enjoy. Although for us it’s a difficult concept to grasp, given that our lives are short and hazardous. A God’s life is long and stable. It’s not often cut off earlier than nine hundred years, except because of wars between the Houses, and when that happens it’s the lower castes who pay. Never the castes in Power, or a royal family.” 
 
    “He told me I’d need it…” 
 
    “It’s an extremely valuable gift, even though for the moment you may not understand its significance.” 
 
    “Why are you explaining all this to me?” 
 
    Albana smiled. “Because I want to make sure of one thing. Adamis would never have given this disc to just any slave. For two reasons. The first one I’ve just told you about: its value. The second, because he’d never give it to a human being. For an ordinary man it’s nothing more than an object. Ordinary human beings can’t interact with its Power.” 
 
    Kyra shook her head and frowned. “I don’t follow you.” 
 
    “I think you do. When you fled the Eternal City, the portal led you to an underground temple, a temple sealed by the Gods. How did you manage to break the seal and come to the surface?” 
 
    “I… the disc…” Kyra began. Her mind was suddenly assailed by doubts, blurred memories which had been tormenting her since their return. Once again, she remembered Notaplo’s experiment with Arga. She remembered the rune she had been given: the same one the slave Marcus had. She remembered Notaplo’s words: Marcus and you are the same type of hybrid. Kyra felt immense fear run through her, and her skin turned to goose-flesh. 
 
    “You used the disc to open the doors of the temple, didn’t you?” 
 
    Kyra nodded heavily. “I don’t know how I did it. I had the disc in my hand, and I only wanted to get out of there. I remember I held the disc hard in front of the door and banged my hand against the metal… I don’t know how it happened. I felt very strange, as though I had a fever… and that was when it happened. A golden flash came out of the disc, and the door opened.” 
 
    Albana half-closed her eyes. “That’s what I suspected.” 
 
    “The Power of the disc must have been activated with the blow.” 
 
    “No, Kyra, the Power can’t be invoked like that. It must be summoned, and by someone with Divine blood in their veins. Men can’t do it, only the Gods… and hybrids like me… like you…” 
 
    “No, that’s impossible. I can’t be like you.” 
 
    “I very much fear it’s the only explanation.” 
 
    “Isn’t there any other way to use the discs?” 
 
    “Not without a specific object to manipulate it with. A Gauntlet of Power made by the Gods, like the ones the Eyes-of-the-Gods use ‒ and you weren’t wearing one.” 
 
    “Then it must have been an accident.” 
 
    “Adamis didn’t give you the disc by accident, he knew perfectly well you’d be able to use it. Otherwise he’d never have wasted the Power that’s held in that disc.” 
 
    Kyra was shaking her head, waving her arms, denying what was obviously logical, but which her soul refused to admit. 
 
    “There’s a way of knowing the truth. That is, if you want to find out, obviously…” 
 
    Kyra wrinkled her nose and grunted through her teeth: “All right, then! Let’s find out the truth!” 
 
    Albana grasped Kyra’s right hand and put the disc on her palm. Then she took her left hand and brought out a black dagger. “Don’t be afraid,” she told her, and made a cut in her palm. The blood began to run down her hand and drip on to the ground. Albana placed Kyra’s bleeding hand over the disc, and the drops spattered on the crystalline surface. The crystal seemed to absorb the blood, so thousands of tiny veins appeared, carrying the blood to the golden pip in its center. When the blood reached it, there came a golden flash which lit up the whole lagoon. The disc rose and remained suspended in the air above Kyra’s hand, emitting a curious vibration. 
 
    “It’s been activated,” Albana said. “Now close your eyes, concentrate, and let it into your mind.” 
 
    When Kyra did this, she felt the energy of the disc interacting with her mind. She felt a shiver when she noticed that not only was her mind being invaded, but her body too. A sharp tingling began to run up and down her flesh. She was not sure what was happening, but she felt fear, fear of the unknown, of that arcane power which was running through her. 
 
    “Easy… nothing’s going to happen to you, don’t resist the Power. Let it penetrate your whole system.” 
 
    A golden gleam ran through Kyra’s body. She almost fell backwards from the shock. 
 
    “What’s going on? What’s it doing to me?” 
 
    “The symbiosis has taken effect. Now you’re one, the Power in that disc and you. You’re joined together. It’ll let you use it.” 
 
    Kyra could not take her eyes off the golden pip. She felt a strange attraction to it, as if it were asking her to speak to it, to interact with it.” 
 
    “Close your eyes, focus on that piece of gold in the center of the disc. Ask it to generate a small wave in the water of the lagoon.” 
 
    “Is that a joke?” 
 
    “Do as I say. The Power feeds on the five elements of nature, and it’s more likely to interact with them. It’s water, you’ll be able to do it.” 
 
    “This is insane,” she protested. “It’ll never work. How am I going to do that?” But Albana’s stern gesture interrupted her objections. She concentrated and imagined she was throwing a pebble into the lagoon, one which would make a ripple on the surface of the water. 
 
    There came a blinding flash from the disc, then suddenly the water in the middle of the lagoon shot up to the sky with a great explosion, as if a giant rock had fallen into the center of the lake from the sky. 
 
    “By the darkness!” cried Albana. She took a step back. 
 
    Kyra fell backwards from the shock and remained sitting on her backside. 
 
    “It was just a pebble!” she protested, shaking her head so her fiery hair shook with it. 
 
    Albana fixed her black eyes on Kyra’s ruby ones. “The Power in that disc, Adamis’s Power, just as I imagined, is very powerful. But there’s something else going on here…” 
 
    “Something else?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s not only the disc that’s powerful, you’re powerful too, and that’s something I wasn’t expecting.” 
 
    “That’s impossible! I tell you, I’m just like everybody else! I’m not like you!” 
 
    Albana turned and gestured at the lake. 
 
    “It was the disc, not me!” 
 
    “You can deny it all you want, or you can accept what we both know has happened here. That’s your choice.” 
 
    “I’m the daughter of Solma and Siul, Ikai’s sister, and I’m a Senoca. Nothing more, nothing less.” 
 
    “As you wish, but if you should change your mind, and I hope you do, for your own good and everyone else’s, you know where to find me.” 
 
    The brunette spun round on herself amid a glitter of black sparks and vanished the same way she had appeared. 
 
    “Damn you, Adamis! Why did you give me this disc? What for? What do you want of me?” 
 
    Kneeling there, staring at the disc as it shone with a faint golden luminosity on the ground in front of her, she wished she had never met the God-Prince. A moment later she regretted the thought. She picked up the disc, put it back in its little bag and hung it round her neck. 
 
    Damn!  
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    Karm’s pick hit the rocky wall strongly and precisely, on the vein of the precious mineral. The muscles of his body were aching, he was very tired. He had been working all day, and his arm and back were beginning to give up under the weight of exhaustion. The sound of the metal tip of the tool as it hit the rocky surface was barely audible to him as he had spent many years of forced labor in that mine: too many. He struck again; if he managed to get hold of the shining metal he would be allowed to go back to the surface, would see and feel the sun, even if it was only for a few hours. 
 
    “Don’t spoil it, for Oxatsi’s sake!” came Honus’ voice in warning by his side. 
 
    Karm tried to see his friend’s face, but the gloom at that depth was so intense that he could barely make him out. He turned his head towards the two torches by the entrance to the narrow tunnel behind him. They were burning, consuming part of the scarce air which reached them at that level, yet their light extended less than two paces away. Half-blind as they were from the prolonged lack of light, this was little use to them. Although as long as they burnt, they knew they would not die of asphyxia. Karm’s gaze wandered over the rest of the narrow corridor, propped up by beams. He could vaguely identify the dirty figures of the other twenty or so of his fellow workmen. In the north tunnel there were forty, who had been working in it for a month. In the east tunnel another fifty were propping up the access and trying to reach the new veins. More than two hundred slaves were working in that section of the giant mine alone. Dig or die: that was the law of the mine. In that labyrinth of tunnels and corridors at different levels of the mountain’s innards, more than fifteen hundred Senoca worked ceaselessly to evade death. Karm gave a resentful snort. Bloody Gods and their ruthless Enforcers! If there was some way of confronting them, if I could find out how… 
 
    The rhythmic sound of the picks hitting the wall echoed like a melancholic melody which bounced off the walls and filled the hollow space with its rancid air. Karm focused on the vein and wiped away the sweat running down his face. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s our pass to the surface,” he assured his friend. “I won’t fail.”  
 
    “You’d better not. We’ve been down here for six weeks. If we don’t go back up soon, we’ll end up blind as moles.” 
 
    The crack of a punishing rod behind him startled Karm. His body cringed, and tension held him tight as he waited for the pain that would follow the fateful sound. 
 
    “Argh!” Honus cried out beside him. 
 
    The punishment had fallen on his partner. The brutal lashes were a constant torture they had to live with. Many did not succeed. Their wounds became infected, dooming them to a dreadful death marked with fever and suffering. They could never tell when punishment would fall or who would receive it, but it was always there, a constant threat looming over their backs, like the sinister figure which dispensed it, always prowling near: the accursed Tormentor. 
 
    “Put your backs into it!” cried the Tormentor. His hollow, powerful voice echoed off the tunnel walls. 
 
    The second blow of the long metallic rod, with its barbed star at the tip, fell full on Honus’ back. He fell to his knees at once, putting his hands on his head to avoid receiving a third blow from the creature whose mission was to turn their existence into a continual agony as he ensured that all the slaves of the section performed as he expected. Seeing his friend subdued, Karm tasted the acid mixture of rage and frustration which always overwhelmed him when the Enforcers carried out their merciless abuses. Covertly, he watched the Tormentor. The first thing that always caught his attention when he saw them was their punishing eyes: an incandescent red which seemed to burn like embers, bringing terror to the heart of whoever dared look at them. They were short compared to a man, but very sturdy. Their upper body was huge, their shoulders robust, their arms extremely strong and muscular. Their skin was the characteristic ochre of the Enforcers, though somewhat more metallic, with the swollen veins which ran through their bodies seeming to carry liquid silver. Their heads were always covered with sinister brown helmets. Over their mouths and noses were round openings, which together with the burning eyes gave them the appearance of monsters from the depths of the earth. They wore long brown robes with black padded corselets, which protected them from blows and falls of earth. But what Karm hated the most about them were the long punishment rods they wielded so adeptly. They were creatures of the Gods who ‒ unlike the Executors ‒ seemed to have been created to subsist in those depths, and they very rarely went to the surface.  
 
    Most of the Senoca knew nothing of their existence until they reached the mines, their underground realm, where they were lords and masters. Some people said they were blind and were guided by sounds, like bats or moles, but nobody knew for sure, and many refused to believe it, since their rods never missed a back. What nobody doubted was their cruelty, and their total lack of pity. 
 
    “Keep working!” the Tormentor ordered as he moved toward the group of slaves on the north face. Karm let out his breath when he saw him leave and crouched down beside Honus. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he whispered. 
 
    “Yeah, just like a bird flying in a summer sky,” grumbled Honus. 
 
    Karm grinned. Punishment would not break his friend’s spirit; they had taken many blows from that hated rod, and although the body still suffered, in the mind it was now a little less painful. It’s amazing what the body can get used to.  
 
    Honus got up. There was pain on his face. “Let’s go on. Make sure we get hold of the Star Crystal.”  
 
    “Have I ever failed you, cross-patch?” 
 
    Honus grunted. “Not in the ten years we’ve been in this bloody mine. But there’s always a first time, and I wouldn’t want it to be today, not when I’ve already had a mark of affection from the Tormentor.” 
 
    “In that case get the chisel and container ready, and don’t distract me with those endless complaints of yours.” 
 
    Karm relaxed his shoulders and shook his arms. He had to relax his muscles before attacking the vein. First he worked on the surrounding area, clearing it so that he could extract the rare mineral. He did not know what the Enforcers used that very fragile material for, with all the extreme delicacy that was need for extracting and handling it, but what he did know was that it was more precious to them than gold and silver. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Honus said. 
 
    “Chisel. I’m going to start.” 
 
    He inhaled the rancid air deeply, then exhaled to relax the tension in his tired muscles. Very carefully, so as not to ruin the vein with a careless blow or a treacherous slip, he began the extraction. Among themselves the slaves called the mineral Star Crystal, since it sparkled like the stars on a clear night and was equally unreachable ‒ more so at that depth ‒ and as fragile as the most delicate crystal which only a few expert craftsmen were capable of working. 
 
    “Come on, you sluggards!” boomed the hollow voice of the Tormentor as his rod of terror descended on another of the slaves, who fell to his knees. He struck again and then, still not satisfied, hit him once again. 
 
    Karm watched the cruel punishment. He recognized the slave from his complexion: it was Oltas the singer. He had been there nearly as long as they had themselves, which was exceptional, since he and Honus were the longest-serving in the mine. This was a real feat considering the high casualty rate. Oltas was tough, used to the punishment and the extreme harshness of life in the mine, but in the last month he had fallen ill and was now weak. He usually hummed songs from the First County during the lunch break and before they slept, and entertained them all, bringing a little cheer to their sad hearts in that place of perpetual darkness and suffering. But it was weeks now since he had sung, which was a very bad sign. Karm remembered that since the day they were all taken down to that section of the mine, a gang of fifty men, almost a score had perished on that shift. How many others had died in the other tunnels he had no idea, but the casualties would be similar. They always were. He sighed. Hold on, Oltas, don’t give up, don’t let them destroy you, he said to himself, wishing his prayers might help the poor wretch, although he knew that wishing, praying or begging were next to useless down there. 
 
    “Come on, Karm, let’s finish. There’s nothing you can do for him.” 
 
    “Bastards…” Karm murmured under his breath. 
 
    “Concentrate, by the guts of all the damned Enforcers!” 
 
    “All right… I’d gladly tear their guts out myself.” 
 
    “Maybe one day your dream will come true, but it won’t be today. Today we earn the pass to the surface, even if I have to get the crystal out with my teeth.” 
 
    Karm breathed out his rage. “All right. Let’s do it.” 
 
    Several hours later, when their shift ended, with infinite care so that the clusters of crystal would not break, they carried the precious cargo to the upper chamber, where the Eye-of-the-God on duty was in charge of the operation. Karm fixed his eyes on him. He wore a strange silver robe hemmed in gold and with unreadable runes engraved on it, which covered his whole body except for his arms. He noticed the repellent skin of the monster, a tanned ochre marked by dark swollen veins. In them, it was said, ran pure hatred instead of blood. 
 
    “Kneel!” he ordered in his shrill voice the moment they walked in. 
 
    They did as they were told at once, head on the ground, showing submission before the Enforcer, who was escorted by four Tormentors. 
 
    “Bring me the container,” he told the Tormentors. 
 
    Karm did not know where the sound came from, as the Eye’s head was always encased in that sinister metallic helmet. The back of the helmet was golden. The front part was made up of two silver triangles, vertical, symmetrical and identical, one of them covering the right side of the face and the other the left. They were separated by a tiny golden strip. 
 
    One of the Tormentors approached and gave the Enforcer the container which held the mineral. He took it over to the Eye, who calmly weighed the contents on a vertical scale on his left, then made a note in the silver book he carried. 
 
    “Pass to the surface granted. Three days,” he announced. 
 
    Honus sighed with relief. That night his big friend would not complain any more. They retreated on all fours, giving thanks as submissive slaves ought to, until they reached the cavern by the elevator. The silvery metal cage could hold thirty or so men. It was the only means out of that gloomy abyss, and was always escorted by half a dozen Tormentors. One Eye-of-the-Gods maneuvered it from the inside, making several daily trips to the surface. It was impossible to escape from there, not without facing those abominations. Among the slaves there was a story about a gang of thirty miners who had tried to take an elevator. They had failed. Their heads were skewered on pikes at the entrance to the mine. Nobody had ever tried again. 
 
    “Let’s go,” said Honus. “Tomorrow it’ll be our turn,”  
 
    They ate their allotted portion, enough to keep them alive and working, although Karm knew that always eating that same muck would end up killing them. Or if not, then it would be the putrid air which poisoned their lungs, the constant cave-ins, the unbridled torture of the Tormentors, the exhaustion of body and mind, or the lack of hope. As tempting a prospect as you could hope for, Karm thought, then checked himself: he was beginning to think more and more like Honus. 
 
    The twenty-odd souls huddled together, wrapped in old linen blankets. It was at this time that Oltas used to entertain them, but tonight he would not. Not tonight or any other night; his dead body lay on the ground beside the pot of stew. He had died amid convulsions. 
 
    “I’ll miss him,” Honus said. “He sang well.”  
 
    “We all will. He was practically the only thing that cheered us up down here.”  
 
    “The bastards.” 
 
    “One day… they’ll pay.” 
 
    “You should stop dreaming about that. It’s impossible.” 
 
    “I’d rather be a dreamer than a grumbler,” Karm replied to his friend. 
 
    “Dreamers end up dead. Us grumblers, we live longer.” 
 
    “You might be right there.” 
 
    “Course I am!” 
 
    Karm eyed his comrade with a half-smile. Honus’ face, lit up by the dancing light of the torches, returned it. His dark eyes and lank, jet-black hair framed a strong chin and forehead which already showed its first wrinkles, even though he was only thirty. But the most remarkable thing about the grumbler was not his character but his powerful build. He was very tall, a head taller than most of the men, and extremely strong: his back and his shoulders were massive. Besides, his energy seemed never to run out, which had allowed him to survive forced labor for so long. His continual complaints and curses enabled him to bear the endless tiredness, constant punishment and hopelessness in that filthy well. 
 
    “It’s time to get a little sleep. Tomorrow we’ll leave this stinking hole and see the sun. It’s going to be a great day.” 
 
    Karm nodded; it would be a good day. He lay down beside the giant and began to rub his body. He was very tired, as he always was; he reached the end of each day with his strength drained. His arm and leg muscles ached from the effort. He was not as strong as his friend, although after ten years of using pick, hammer and chisel his shoulders and arms were now powerful. His legs were less so, and every night he rubbed them so he would not suffer agonies the following day. In that gloom, and with the dirt and rock dust they raised every day, his hair, which used to be blond and bright, was now dark, as was his skin, which had once been as white as chalk. His eyes, sky blue, were now dulled and looked the color of autumn. He had been taken to the mine when he had just turned eighteen, and for ten years all he had known was twilight, exhaustion and agony, both physical and mental. But he refused to give up hope, to die in that ill-omened place without having freed himself from the chains of slavery. Without having obtained the justice he was owed: not to himself, but to the one he had been robbed of and whose life had been cut short. 
 
    “Let’s sleep, my friend, and dream.” 
 
    They woke as they did every morning, to the loud sound of the metallic rods of the Tormentors vying with the summoning bell. Karm and Honus went straight to the elevator. The Eye-of-the-God glanced at them, then at his book, and indicated to the Tormentors that they should let them in. When they entered they saw Oltas’ body in a corner, piled on top of other poor wretches who had also suffered the same fate. Karm felt his blood boil. He was on the point of opening his mouth to protest when Honus’ huge hand grasped his arm tightly. The pain stopped him from saying anything, and though he was not happy about this he knew he would be thankful later on. Addressing an Eye inappropriately meant death. Honus gave him a warning look, and Karm turned his own eyes downward. They knelt in a corner, and the Eye activated the levers of the pulley mechanism. The great metallic cage began to rise, amid shrill creaking. They went up for more than two hours, stopping at some of the other levels to pick up other lucky ones like themselves, but mostly corpses. By the time they reached the surface the elevator had become a great iron coffin. 
 
    When at last they left the elevator they found themselves inside a wooden, windowless building. The daylight crept in through the cracks and hurt their eyes with its piercing brilliance. They were led to a corner, where they remained prostrate while their eyes tried to adjust to the blinding light. 
 
    “How long will it take us to get used to the light? It’s bloody killing me” Honus grumbled. 
 
    “I thought it was what you wanted most,” Karm replied, half-joking. 
 
    “By all the seas they stole from us! Not this, I want to go out without ending up blind!” 
 
    “Quiet, slaves, or you’ll go back down!” came the shrill voice of an Eye, followed by savage lashes from several Tormentors. 
 
    They all kept quiet and lay down on the floor. It took them the whole morning to get their eyes used to the light. They did so gradually, until they were able to look through the cracks and see the world outside where the sun shone strongly. 
 
    At last the big gate of the hut opened and the light flooded in. With arms and hands protecting their eyes from the brightness, they emerged into the open. At the touch of the warm sun on his moist, blackened skin Karm felt reborn. I’d give anything to be able to enjoy this in freedom.  
 
    “This sun’s burning my eyes!” Honus cried beside him. “But by Oxatsi, it’s doing my soul good!”  
 
    They were led to an enclosed area and locked in. Beside them the pack-horses were kept in big wooden pens, and further down the ones that pulled the carts. From the stench around them and the hay under their feet, Karm guessed their enclosure was used for the same purpose. In front of them was an open area with several large wooden buildings, and nearly five hundred slaves who were occupied in supporting tasks. But further away, remote from the suffering of the Senoca, rose the high mountains with their covering of green, the rocky slopes rising to the skies, the blue sky which filled everything around with life. The coolness of the mountain air tousled his hair and blessed his lungs. He nearly choked and coughed, used as he was to the rancid, poisonous air inside the mine. Honus was smiling from ear to ear, filling his enormous chest with the rich air. 
 
    “Look at that landscape, the air, the scents of coolness and life on the breeze from the woods. How long I’ve waited to be able to enjoy this again!” 
 
    “Yes, it’s a delight. A wonder every man ought to be able to enjoy in freedom.” 
 
    “And in bloody peace!” Honus exclaimed. His eyes were on the three Executors who were keeping watch on the enclosures. 
 
    Karm too looked at them. It was so long since he had seen them that he hardly remembered them. For some unknown reason they never went down into the mine, but always stayed above ground. The underworld belonged to the Tormentors. 
 
    So close to freedom, I can almost touch it with my fingertips, he said to himself. All he had to do was jump the fences  ̶ which though high were not high enough to keep them in  ̶ and run like crazy to the forest. Once there they could hide in the thick vegetation and disappear. Then he noticed the Executor by the gate in the fence. He was enormous, as big as Honus, and equally muscular under the swollen veins on his ochre skin. The idea of escaping died within him; he would never reach the edge of the trees, where he could make out several Executors posted. A spear in the back or stomach would be his end. He had seen it happen before. 
 
    The day started to cloud over rapidly, and a storm appeared menacingly on the horizon. Honus’ face twisted, and he began to curse. Suddenly he fell silent and stood looking at the approach-route from the east. 
 
    He pointed. “Look, more meat for the grinder,” he said. 
 
    An endless line of slaves which trailed away around the foot of the mountain was coming up to the checkpoint at the mine entrance. 
 
    “New Quota of miners…” Karm said, watching the procession. 
 
    Karm counted more than five hundred men with an Eye-of-the-Gods at their head. Their hands were tied behind their backs and they were escorted by numerous Executors. 
 
    “The poor wretches have no idea of the fate that’s awaiting them.” 
 
    Karm nodded. He felt deeply downhearted. 
 
    Honus noticed this. “Don’t let this affect you. Enjoy your reward; we earned it the hard way. Soon we’ll be back in the abyss, picking at rock in the dark, breathing poisoned air and getting our daily punishment. Enjoy this air, this landscape, for they’ll soon disappear and you’ll regret not having done it while you could.” 
 
    Karm nodded. He knew Honus was right, but he found it hard to savor the moment knowing the horror which awaited those men. While the two friends tried to enjoy their reward, they watched the process of selection and marking. The Eye in charge ordered the first slave to come near. The Enforcer’s helmet separated into two halves, which moved sideways. In it appeared the ominous blue and golden Eye which seemed capable of reading the soul of men. The hair on the back of Karm’s neck stood on end. A powerful light came out of the eye and swept over the slave, from top to toe. The Enforcer wrote something in his silver book and gestured at one of the Executors around him. Without a word, the Executor pierced the heart of the man with his spear, he died before he even realized what had happened. The Enforcer then dragged the corpse to a huge pit and threw it in. Filled with rage, Karm grasped one of the wooden posts of the fence. He would have given anything to have been able to pull it out of the ground and skewer that monster with it. 
 
    Honus shook his head. “They soon start to disqualify the weak and ailing, the bastards. But then this is no ordinary mine, not like the coal or silver or gold mines. Here they only want the strongest, those who can survive the longest to get hold of their cursed Star Crystal. Many of them’ll never even get as far as being marked with the miners’ symbol.” He gestured at the symbol of a Mole engraved on his Ring. 
 
    Honus was right. Until nightfall, under the threat of the approaching storm, they watched the useful slaves being selected and then led to a large hut. They would be marked the following day, with the symbol of the Mole being engraved over the one they already had. A painful process which Karm remembered well enough, even after so long. The pit was now filled with corpses; almost a quarter of the newly arrived were now in it. Karm had counted them, even though he knew it would only cause him pain. It was early morning when they were doused with oil and torches were thrown on them so that they would burn. He had to close his eyes, raging impotently. The Enforcers retired, leaving the corpses burning. 
 
    “Get some sleep,” Honus said. “There’s nothing we can do about those poor wretches.”  
 
    “They’ve been sacrificed like sick animals. We can’t let them go on doing this to our people.” 
 
    “Oh, yes? And what on earth can we do? We’re penned in like mares and there are Executors on guard. Let it be, or else you’ll end up like them.” 
 
    The breeze turned into a strong wind, and the threatening storm reached them at last. 
 
    “To hell with it! This is just what we needed! The one night we’re free to spend outside and it has to rain! The bloody Gods and my stinking luck!” 
 
    His friend’s fury made Karm smile, and for a moment he forgot both where he was and the tragedy around them. There came a terrible blast of thunder, and they glanced up at the cloudy sky. A great lightning bolt zigzagged down at dizzying speed and struck one side of the mountain. 
 
    “Awesome!” Honus said, open-mouthed. 
 
    The sky now filled with a display of thunderclaps accompanied by fierce lightning, and the winds lashed the surface with intensified fury. The horses began to snort in terror, and things started to turn tenser; the storm was an unusually strong one. Suddenly a great bolt fell on the wooden building beside the pens where the supporting slaves were sleeping. Karm’s blood froze as he saw the tremendous destructive power which sent the roof flying off in the wind. A moment later the building was burning with big flames. The doors were locked from the outside, so that the slaves were unable to get out. The screams of horror inside the building were chilling; the flames were surely going to devour them. The Executors reached the doors and finally opened them. The slaves came out fleeing from the fire, some with their bodies aflame, screaming in agony. In the blink of an eye the whole building was burning like an enormous funeral pyre as the slaves ran for their lives. 
 
    Caught up by panic, the horses bolted. They began to kick wildly and throw themselves against the fences in an attempt to escape from the approaching flames. The pen broke and the horses stampeded, sweeping aside the two Executors on guard. When they realized what was happening Karm looked at Honus, then at the clear route which now opened ahead of them in the direction of the forest. 
 
    “We can’t go on being a race of slaves forever. We have to escape, we have to fight.” 
 
    Honus shook his head and growled. 
 
    “Come on, my friend, I know this is all you know now, but come with me and we’ll find freedom.” 
 
    “We’re more likely to die.” 
 
    “Better to die fighting to reach freedom than here as slaves.” 
 
    Honus thought for a moment. “You’re right. Let’s fight. Let the seas take them like the plague they are!” 
 
    Karm hugged his friend. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Where are we going to go?” 
 
    “We’ll go in search of the red hand, the resistance, and join them.” 
 
    “Are you sure they exist?” 
 
    “That’s what rumor says, and I certainly hope so.” 
 
    Honus scratched his black beard. “Well then, what the hell are we waiting for?” he roared. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Karm said crisply. 
 
    The two men escaped towards the forest under the cover of night, leaving behind the chaos caused by the flames: a chaos which was but an omen of what was yet to come. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Kyra came to Idana’s house, she found her tending to a child whose head was bleeding. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do with him,” the mother was explaining. “He won’t stay still for a moment.”  
 
    “It’s not serious, only a cut in the head. It just looks worse because of the amount of blood.” 
 
    “What on earth were you thinking of, climbing that tree?” the mother scolded. “Haven’t I told you a thousand times to be careful? Look what happened, you almost killed yourself!”  
 
    The child was no longer crying, but the marks left by the tears on his dirty face were clear. 
 
    “Take heed of what your mother says,” Kyra said.  
 
    The boy recognized Kyra and nodded energetically. 
 
    “Hi Kyra, welcome,” Idana said with a smile. 
 
    “Hello, Freckles,” Kyra returned. It was the nickname she had given her friend. 
 
    The boy’s mother knelt before Kyra. 
 
    “For the love of Oxatsi! How often do I have to tell you not to kneel in front of me or give me any special treatment! I’m just another Senoca, like you.” 
 
    “Yes, of course… I’m sorry…” 
 
    Idana smiled from ear to ear. “They’re getting used to me, but of course that’s because they come to me pretty often. Our Shelter protects them from Gods and Regents, but with illnesses and wounds it’s different. Even here it’s difficult to stay away from them.” 
 
    “Go on before the kid faints. He’s very pale.” 
 
    Idana nodded. “But he’ll bear up like the brave Senoca warrior he is. Wont you, my lad?” 
 
    The boy bit his lip and nodded firmly. Kyra watched Idana’s expert hands working on the injury. How fortunate they were to have her there with them. Nobody else had any knowledge of healing, at least beyond the basic remedies Senoca grandmothers taught to the mothers, who in turn taught their daughters. Kyra looked around the house which now served as the Shelter’s hospital. One part was of stone, and this was where Idana lived. Here were her shelves full of hundreds of jars and pots containing different plants, herbs and medicinal substances of all kinds, some even of animal origin. With them were the bowls, mortars and pestles, retorts and containers that she needed. Whenever Kyra had tried to help Idana prepare the potions and balms she dispensed, she had been awed by her knowledge and skill.  
 
    The other, wooden, part of the building was the hospital: more of an improvised extension where a dozen cots had been installed, along with equipment for the more serious injuries and illnesses. Luckily it was usually empty. But it would not always be so. We must be thankful to Oxatsi for Idana. Me most of all, because she’s the best of friends. And more than that, she’s the kindest person I know, someone who’d jump into a crocodile-infested river to save a stranger. Thinking this made her aware that she must take good care of Idana; she was her best friend, and after what had happened to Yosane she could not bear losing her too. I’ll have to make sure she doesn’t jump into a river, or come to any other kind of harm. I’ll have to keep an eye on her and look after her well. That’s what friends do. I won’t fail her.  
 
    When mother and son left the house, Idana turned to Kyra, who was staring at one of the jars with furrowed brow. 
 
    “Frog’s guts? For goodness’ sake, do you want us all to throw up?” 
 
    Idana laughed. “No, silly, it’s for a medicine ‒ although in your case, now I come to think of it, it might be a good idea to give your stomach a thorough cleanout.” 
 
    “In your dreams!” 
 
    “What the eye doesn’t see, the heart won’t grieve over …” 
 
    “You wouldn’t!” 
 
    “Oh yes, I would!” 
 
    They both laughed and hugged each other. 
 
    “So what brings you here today? Friendly visit, or an errand?” 
 
    “Neither. I’ve come because I’m finding it hard to rest… nightmares… and Ikai suggested I had a word with you, to see if you could give me something to help me sleep.” 
 
    Idana stroked Kyra’s arm gently. There was a look of worry on her face. “You’re not sleeping? Is it because of what we went through?” 
 
    Kyra nodded and lowered her eyes. 
 
    “I understand. I have nightmares too, sometimes really horrible ones. What happened there, all that terrible experience, is something we’ll always carry with us. That’s how the human soul works, or our minds, whichever you prefer. It’s hard to get over traumatic experiences, very hard to forget them… I’ll prepare a sachet with some herbs to help you sleep. Make yourself a tisane before going to bed. That’ll help.” 
 
    “Thanks, Freckles,” Kyra said with a grateful smile. 
 
    “What are friends for?” Idana answered. She was smiling too. 
 
    They said goodbye, and Kyra was on the point of leaving when Idana added: “And don’t get into any trouble.” 
 
    Kyra laughed heartily. “You know me, I couldn’t possibly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A little later, sitting on the sand spellbound, Kyra was watching the sea. It was a hot day, with a summer sun shining brightly in a clear sky which vied in beauty with the imposing ocean which awed her so much. Mother Oxatsi’s greatness leaves me breathless. A long wave broke on the shore, and a sea of spray caressed her bare feet. The touch of the sea water made her body relax still more. She was alone on a beach of fine white sand and crystalline blue water. Behind her a line of palm trees gave way to the forest and the path that led to the Shelter. She sighed. This is beautiful. It’s hard to believe what my eyes are seeing. She heaved a deep sigh, and the smell of brine flooded her lungs. White birds filled the sky with loud shrieks, momentarily covering the soft roar of the waves breaking on the beach. 
 
    Sitting there, enjoying a peace her soul had never before known, she felt happy. She had been a slave her whole life. She knew only the hard, never-ending labor of the fields, and the exhaustion, and the hopelessness which never leaves those who go hungry. For the first time in her life she could enjoy a few moments of true peace and happiness. This is the life Ikai can see here, what he wants for us. That’s why he won’t risk letting himself be dragged into something that might endanger this place out of a dream, this peace. A gust of the sea breeze touched her face and made her ruby mane of hair flutter around her face. She felt so well, so contented, she could stay there forever, enjoying that miracle of nature, peace and wellbeing which filled her soul. 
 
    She took a fistful of sand and let it slide between her fingers, enjoying the sensation. Watching the sand fall, she realized why this apparent haven of peace could never be that entirely. In the palm of her hand only a few grains of sand were left. These are us, the few lucky ones who’ve managed to reach freedom in this Shelter. But the rest of the Senoca, more than a hundred thousand slaves who are still trying to survive an existence of pain and suffering: they aren’t free, and they never will be if we escape and forget about them. I can’t forget them, can’t forget that they suffer every day, that the damn Gods and their servants exploit them, torture and kill them daily. I won’t forget what they did to Yosane, what they did to the rest of the Selected. I’ll die sooner than forget! That would be betrayal. No, I won’t shut my eyes to my people’s suffering, however happy I might be here in this paradise. I’ll never forget them! Never! 
 
    She sighed deeply and tried to recompose herself. Her temper had stirred, and once that happened it was hard for her to placate it. I must speak to Ikai, make him see that we have to join the fight. I know he’ll say we’ve already done it, that we welcome refugees, more than we really can, at the risk of the life of everybody in the Shelter. But it’s not enough. For every refugee we save, a hundred die, and that’ll never change, not unless we step in, bring down Sesmok and free the Senocas. If we don’t fight, we’ll always be a slave people. Always. Damn! We have to fight! This place is just a mirage. But she knew that to her brother the Shelter was much more than that, and it was going to be very hard to convince him. But I will! Even if I have to break that thick head of his with a rock and stuff the idea inside it myself. 
 
    Footsteps behind her made her turn. She saw Romen coming out of the palm trees. He approached, trying to read her mood as he came.  
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt one of our Heroes while she’s resting,” he said apologetically.  
 
    “No trouble, and do stop referring to us as Heroes. We’re just Senocas like you.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll try… Kyra… it’s just that for us, for the people, the seven are ‒ I mean you’re ‒ Heroes, and it’s very hard to forget that.” 
 
    “I can assure you there’s very little that’s heroic in me,” she said with a sour smile. 
 
    Romen smiled too, and she noticed that the young rebel had a very attractive smile. She had not noticed him particularly; they had barely crossed paths since the last group of refugees had arrived. He was thin, a couple of fingers taller than her. He moved nimbly and self-confidently. His brown hair was cut short, with a fringe to one side which fell over a pair of penetrating blue eyes. When the sunlight fell on his forehead she saw that his skin was darker than was usual among the pale Senocas, which made him attractive. He reminded her of Malte. The memory of her friend’s fatal end at the hands of the Enforcers filled her with longing, and she looked away toward the sea. 
 
    He too was looking at the infinite ocean before them. “It’s beautiful. It’s hard to believe something so beautiful can be real.”  
 
    “Yes. Whenever I can, I come here to think and enjoy this wonder.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” he said uncomfortably. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you.” 
 
    “Never mind, I’d already done enough contemplating for today.” She smiled. “It’s not my specialty either. I’m more of a one for acting than thinking.”  
 
    Romen laughed. “To be honest, so am I, I have to say. I have a tendency to jump straight on to something before asking. Liriana always tells me to leave the plans to her, then she’ll let me know what I have to do to make it happen.” 
 
    “I can see we’re alike. That’s good. I hate know-it-alls. Have you known Liriana long?” 
 
    “Practically my whole adult life.” He raised his arm and showed Kyra the Ring with the symbol of the eagle. 
 
    “Ah, now I see. You belonged to the Guard, like her.” 
 
    Romen nodded. “I was in her squad. She was my Captain. She trained me and taught me everything I know…” 
 
    “In that case you must be a good fighter.” 
 
    “I’m pretty good with weapons, yes…” 
 
    “Forgive me, I interrupted you. I’m interested in weapons and combat, that’s why I asked. Go on.” 
 
    “That’s unusual in a peasant… but of course, you’re a Hero… I was saying that Liriana trained me. She’s a great woman, a born leader. I’ve had proof of that in all the years I’ve been under her command. When she deserted, I went with her. Me and a few others among the ones she trusted, who were faithful to the cause.” 
 
    “I guess Sesmok must have ordered an investigation of the City Guard after Liriana helped my brother escape.” 
 
    “That’s right. The whole regiment was investigated in depth. There was torture and blood spilled. Several officers were executed as a lesson, and to set an example.” 
 
    “Ugh! What a disgusting pig that Sesmok is!” 
 
    “He’s a treacherous viper, and very dangerous. They say in the capital that if there’s anyone the Regent doesn’t approve of, his days are numbered and he dies a painful death.” 
 
    “We should finish him off. Stab his heart with a poisoned dagger.” 
 
    “Gedrel’s tried… but he’s fanatical about security, and paranoid as well. We’ve never managed to get close enough to him. The worst thing is that now it’ll be even more difficult. He’ll already have heard rumors of the uprising, and he won’t take the slightest risk. He’ll double his personal guard and armor the capital, especially his palace.” 
 
    Kyra clenched her jaw. “If it was in my hands…”  
 
    “That’s the reason… why I came to talk to you.” 
 
    “Out with it. Don’t beat about the bush. Patience isn’t my thing.” 
 
    “Well… you see, your brother has made his position clear, and I respect it completely. The responsibility of leading the Shelter is a very heavy one. Many lives depend on his decisions.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “But Gedrel entrusted me with an important mission, and it’s my duty to try to carry it out by whatever means.” 
 
    “The plea for help you made to Ikai?” 
 
    “Exactly. Your brother doesn’t want to take any more risks. It’s a prudent attitude, and a worthy one, but there are some important people who are crucial for the cause… for Gedrel… They’re in danger.” 
 
    “And you want me to help.” 
 
    “The other Heroes won’t disobey Ikai. You’re the only one I can appeal to.” 
 
    “Ha! And you said you weren’t one of the smart ones. How do you know I’d disobey my brother?” 
 
    Romen shrugged and took on an innocent look. He gave her his charming smile. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Go easy on the smiles. What you’re asking of me is going to get me into serious trouble with my brother.” 
 
    “Will you think about it, at least? I can assure you you’ll be doing a great thing for the cause. We’re risking a lot, and if there was any other way I wouldn’t be asking you.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll think about it. But I can’t guarantee anything. The last thing I want to do is disobey my brother and make him angry.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kyra,” Romen said, and bowed. 
 
    “Stop curtsying, for Oxatsi’s sake!” she protested, laughing. 
 
    Romen smiled from ear to ear and moved away until he was lost in the dense foliage of the forest. She followed him with her gaze. She had been pleasantly surprised by the rebel soldier. Not only by his smile, but by his loyalty to the cause, even though what he had proposed put her in a difficult position. But she liked people with ideals, people who did not shrink in the face of difficulties, who looked for solutions instead of burying their heads in the sand when things did not go as planned. She would have to think very carefully about following Romen against her brother’s will. Very carefully indeed. 
 
    When she thought of Romen another image filled her mind, that of someone who had impressed her even more. She remembered Adamis’s beautiful face, his grey-blue eyes, how he looked at her when he talked to her, and such a feeling of pleasure took hold of her that everything else around her disappeared for a moment. She recalled the slimness of his body, his golden skin and his immense Power. Every time she thought of Adamis something in her stomach awoke, like a small sleeping creature which started to scamper around, upsetting her but at the same time leaving her delighted. But what on earth is wrong with me? I go all silly thinking about him. Am I going off my head? For the love of Oxatsi, he’s a damned God, a spoilt arrogant Prince who waited till my captivity was almost over before he deigned to show me the slightest bit of kindness. But deep inside her she knew Adamis was much more than that, and even though she wanted to believe otherwise, she could not. Without meaning to, she let herself be carried away by the memory of the Prince’s company, of his last words before their farewell, and the feeling of wellbeing came over her once again. 
 
    She remembered the disc of Power which he had given her and which she always wore on her. The conversation with Albana came to her mind, and the wellbeing turned first to restlessness, then quickly to anger. She brought the disc out of the little leather pouch where she kept it hidden and stared at it. The golden pip fascinated her; she knew that Adamis’s Power was in it. It was as though she were carrying a part of him with her. Or rather a part of his life, one he’ll never be able to enjoy because he gave it to me. She studied the arcane disc, trying to make sense of it all. But the more she thought about it, the more she realized Albana might be right: that she must be a hybrid, because Notaplo had come to the same conclusion with his experiment. But I can’t be a bloody hybrid! It’s impossible! My parents are both human, both Senoca! She shook her head. 
 
    She tried to calm herself, without much success. There was only one way to know the truth: she would have to talk to her mother, although she was sure of the answer she would get. Solma was the best mother in the world, but there was no Power in her veins. Quite the opposite: she had been sickly and weak half her life. Why? To hell with it! Why did you have to give me this damn artifact? She turned her anger against Adamis. 
 
    “It’s no good just moaning, you always have to find something you can do. So I’ll do something.” 
 
    She got up and went in search of her mother. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She found her in the kitchen of the house they shared, preparing a stew which smelt so rich it awoke the lion sleeping in her stomach. 
 
    “It smells too good,” she said cheerfully. “It’ll attract more refugees.”  
 
    “Kyra, dear, you’re just in time. Come and help me.” 
 
    “Sure, Mom. What would you like me to do?” 
 
    Solma brandished a wooden ladle. “Certainly not cook. You’re so impatient you hurry everything and never manage to make anything taste good.”  
 
    “I’ll admit cooking isn’t my thing, but I like helping you.” 
 
    “Well, you could always pay attention and learn from your old mother.” 
 
    “You’re not that old, and you know I’ll never learn.” 
 
    “Because you’re not interested. When something interests you, you learn quickly… don’t think I haven’t seen you training with your brother and Urda. Cooking? No way. But if it’s fighting… that’s different.” 
 
    “Mom…” 
 
    “Well, let’s leave it at that … now stir the broth, nice and slow.” She handed her daughter the ladle. 
 
    The conversation between mother and daughter drifted to the trivialities of life in the Shelter, the usual gossip about the newly arrived and their thousand and one needs: from food to medicines, tools and other basic essentials. They lacked everything, but they were free, and with freedom there came the happiness they had so much longed for. Poor, needy, but happy. Kyra went to get the cleaning cloth, but could not find it. She was about to ask Solma when she saw it soaking in a wooden bowl to one side, almost hidden. While her mother was telling her what an excellent hunter Isaz was and how lucky they were to have him to get fresh meat for them, she picked up the cloth and saw it was stained with blood. 
 
    “Did you cut yourself, mom?” 
 
    Solma turned round. When she saw the cloth in her daughter’s hand her face shadowed. 
 
    “No… no, I didn’t… It’s blood from a piece of meat…” 
 
    Kyra was not convinced, either by the explanation or by her mother’s tone. 
 
    “Tell me the truth. You’d never wipe off blood with your cloth, that’s the sort of thing I’d do… and besides, where’s the meat?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing. You soak it and rub it hard and then it comes out,” 
 
    “Blood’s very hard to clean off. You taught me that. Where’s this blood from? Are you sick again? Don’t hide it from me.” 
 
    “It’s nothing, Kyra, let it be…” 
 
    “Mom, tell me the truth!” 
 
    Solma sighed resignedly. “I coughed up some blood this morning, that’s all.” 
 
    “That’s all? You told me you weren’t coughing up blood any more, that the climate of this island was doing you good, that your lungs seemed to have improved, that you were feeling much better.” 
 
    “I was… at first… I thought I was getting better… but it seems to have come back.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to worry you. What good would it do? None.” 
 
    “Mom, you should’ve told us.” 
 
    “I’ve had this illness all my life. It still hasn’t beaten me, and I’m not giving up.” 
 
    “Has Idana seen you?” 
 
    “The good apothecary can’t do anything for me.” 
 
    “I’ll bring her for dinner this evening and have her examine you. She’ll tell us what she can do for you. I’m sure she can prepare something to help your cough, at least.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I’ll bring her, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    Solma gave up in the face of her daughter’s insistence and nodded with a sweet smile. Kyra hugged her, saying nothing, but holding her for a long moment. Then they went on preparing lunch. 
 
    “There’s something I want to talk to you about, Mom,” Kyra said.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Kyra showed her Adamis’s disc. 
 
    “Had you ever seen anything like this before?” 
 
    “No… never. It’s pretty, but it doesn’t look like a jewel. It doesn’t even look like Senoca work. Is it… something to do with the Enforcers?” 
 
    “No, the Gods.” 
 
    “The Gods? What are you doing with something of theirs?” 
 
    “Adamis gave it to me. There’s a tiny bit of his Power in it.” 
 
    “Why did he give it to you, this God who held you prisoner?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I think he wanted me to use it. In fact I’m practically convinced that’s why he gave it to me.” 
 
    “Well, that’s very strange. Why would a God do such a thing? Won’t it be dangerous? Nothing good comes from the Gods, only death and destruction.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. To use it you need to be a Hybrid.” 
 
     Solma’s face showed only surprise and incomprehension. “A what?” she asked. 
 
    “A Hybrid,” Kyra repeated more slowly. “Don’t you know what that is?” She was trying to read her mother’s face, alert to every gesture and movement. 
 
    “Hybrid? No, I don’t know what it means. Why are you asking such strange questions?” 
 
    “To use it you must have Gods’ blood and must have inherited their ability to generate and use the Power.” 
 
    “What strange talk is this? And why should he have given it to you, this God?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to find out, Mom. Am I a Hybrid?” 
 
    “Kyra! What sort of nonsense is this? You’re my daughter, a Senoca. You’re not anything strange.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Mother? The Gods tested me, and they say I’m a Hybrid. So is Albana. Adamis has given me this disc, and I’ve found I can use it. Are you telling me the truth, Mother?” 
 
    “For Oxatsi’s sake! You’re the daughter of Solma and Siul, two Senoca, children of Senoca. You’re not any kind of Hybrid, or whatever it is they told you that you are.” 
 
    “Doesn’t any blood of the Gods run through your veins, Mom?” 
 
    “I’m a Senoca farmer from the Sixth County, just like my parents, and my parents’ parents,” she said in a tone which left no place for doubt. “There’s only Senoca blood in our veins. That I can swear to you.”  
 
    Kyra was bewildered by the answer. She had hoped her mother would be able to clear up the mystery which haunted her. But the conviction in Solma’s voice left no doubt that she was telling her the truth. 
 
    “And Father?” 
 
    “Siul grew up two farms south of my parents’, along the road to Issoli. Your father was a farmer just like his parents and grandparents. He never left the fields, he never left the Sixth County. We were all country folk. We’ve always been, both our families, right back to the beginning.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I am, believe me.” 
 
    Those answers left Kyra in a state of total confusion. What’s the explanation of this? It doesn’t make sense.  
 
    “Stop going over it, my child. Don’t believe anything the Gods may have tried to put into your head. Nothing good will come of that. Everything the Gods touch rots. Where they tread, nothing springs up again. Forget the whole business. It’ll bring you nothing but pain. Take heed of your old mother.” 
 
    “Old? There’s hardly a wrinkle on your face.” 
 
    “Oh, how I wish! Thank goodness we don’t have a mirror.” 
 
    Mother and daughter laughed at the thought. 
 
    “Let’s finish this and clean up,” Solma said with an affectionate smile. 
 
    Kyra nodded, returning the smile. At that moment Solma put her hand to her chest. Her kind expression changed to one of pain. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Mom? Don’t you feel well?” 
 
    Solma tried to reply, but instead of words, what came out of her throat was a racking, uncontrollable cough. Kyra noticed something wet on her face. She put her hand to her own forehead and wiped it off. She looked at her hand with horror, It was her mother’s blood!” 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    But her mother could not answer. She was coughing, such a deep, hacking cough that she seemed to be bringing up her whole lungs. She spat saliva and blood with every cough. Kyra hugged her and gave her a cloth to hold back the cough. And as she did so, Solma collapsed to the ground. She began to convulse uncontrollably before the girl’s horrified eyes. 
 
    “Mom, what’s happening?” she cried, horribly afraid. 
 
    Solma was shaking, banging her limbs on the ground as if she had been struck by lightning in a storm. 
 
    “Mom, don’t die! Nooooo!” 
 
    But Solma was unresponsive. Kyra held her mother’s head as she went on convulsing on the floor, blood pouring out of her mouth, nose and ears. 
 
    Kyra shouted to the heavens: “Somebody help me! For Oxatsi’s sake, call Idana!” 
 
    The convulsions became stronger. 
 
    “Hold on! Don’t die on me! Hold on!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ikai held Solma’s hand in his own. He was sitting beside the bed where his mother lay, his head down. Someone came into the room, but he was so tired and saddened he did not even raise his head. He could not remember how long he had been there; all he felt was impotence the size of a mountain crushing him. 
 
    “You should rest,” he heard Albana say. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do…” 
 
    “All the same, I’ll stay with her.” 
 
    Kyra’s muffled sobs reached him from the other side of the half-open door. His sister was sitting on the floor with her arms around her knees, trying hard not to cry, to stay brave, without much success. Urda was with her, staring at the floor with dull eyes. The atmosphere in the house was so gloomy it was like a wake. 
 
    Idana came into the room, carrying a small bowl, and Ikai stood up at once. 
 
    “Will she live?” His words were a plea. 
 
    The apothecary held Solma’s head gently and forced the infusion down the half-conscious patient’s throat. 
 
    “She’s very weak. Barely breathing.” 
 
    “She must live. She can’t leave us now, after all we’ve been through.” 
 
    “I’m doing everything I can, but she’s very sick…” 
 
    “We need her,” Ikai begged, almost unable to articulate the words for the knot in his throat. 
 
    “We’ll know at dawn,” Idana said. Her face was heavy. “Be strong…”  
 
    The night went by like a slow, unending torture. Nobody slept, and time seemed to stand still. They were all silent, afraid of breaking the somber quiet which hung over the house and hastening that dearly-beloved woman’s final journey. 
 
    When dawn came and the first light crept in through the windows, they all questioned Idana in fear and hope. But Solma had not opened her eyes, she was not moving, and her breathing was almost imperceptible. Idana examined her again, as she had through the night at regular intervals. Without a word she left the room, to return a few minutes later with a green potion in a glass jar. She administered it to Solma, then massaged her chest and back with a brown ointment which smelled nauseating. 
 
    Fearfully, Ikai watched Idana’s every movement. Kyra knelt beside him, stroking Solma’s forehead. When the apothecary finished she turned to both of them. 
 
    “I’ve done all I could ‒” 
 
    “Is she going to live?” Kyra interrupted. 
 
    “‒ but I can’t heal her.” 
 
    “You mean she’s going to die?” Ikai asked. He was dreading the answer. 
 
    “I very much fear so… I’m deeply sorry…” 
 
    “What’s wrong with her? She’s been sick for a long time, but never this badly.” 
 
    “At first I wasn’t sure. I thought it was some sickness of the lungs ‒ hay fever, perhaps ‒ but no, this is something different, unfortunately much more serious. She’s suffering from a strange illness, something that’s killing her from the inside, from her blood. I’ve never seen anything like it, it’s as if her own blood was turning against her and attacking her organs. It’s invading her lungs, and that makes her cough blood. Unfortunately it’s beyond my knowledge… I’m afraid I can’t cure her.” 
 
    “There must be something we can do!” Kyra cried. There were tears in her eyes. 
 
    “She’s unconscious and I very much fear she won’t come out of her dream-state. I can keep her alive for a while, but that’s all I can do.” 
 
    “How long?” Ikai asked . 
 
    “It’s impossible to know. It depends on how strong her body is, and how far the illness has progressed. In this trance-like state the blood-poisoning should progress much more slowly, but how slowly I don’t know. A few weeks at the most…” 
 
    “I won’t accept it! I’m not going to let her die!” Kyra cried in despair. 
 
    Idana went over to the window and watched the dawn brightening with a thoughtful look. “I remember my father telling me about a healer once, someone truly exceptional… one my grandfather had gone to in despair, when everything was lost.” 
 
    Ikai was now full of interest. “A healer? Who?” 
 
    “Not exactly a healer… they called her The Witch of the Lake, if I remember my father’s story aright. She was a sinister character. There were evil rumors about her. They said she made sacrifices… of animals… some even said she sacrificed humans… there was talk of babies…” 
 
    “She sacrificed babies? That’s abominable! How could a monster like that help us?” 
 
    “Ikai, let her finish,” Kyra said. 
 
    Frowning, Ikai crossed his arms over his shoulders. 
 
    “According to my father,” Idana went on, “the Witch lives in an isolated corner of the Fourth County. She’s said to have powers, and that she’s capable of either ending somebody’s life or healing diseases of the blood. Nobody of the Fourth County dares to visit the lake where she lives, so rumor has it: it’s between the three peaks of the Dark Mountains. My grandfather Gusten, who’s also an apothecary like his father and his grandfather before him, had heard of this Witch, and once when things were desperate he asked for her help.” 
 
    “What happened?” Kyra asked. 
 
    “Gusten was called to try and save a patient with a rare hereditary illness. Several members of the family had died from the same thing. Otes, the sick man, was the patriarch of the Lomas family, who were very powerful and influential, distant relatives of the Regent. The best surgeons had already given up all hope and left. My grandfather tried to save him. He did everything he could, but without success. It was then that Nemora, the patriarch’s wife, gave Gusten a desperate ultimatum: either he must save Otes or he and all his family would be hanged for incompetence.” 
 
    “The pigs!” Kyra burst out. “Why should a poor apothecary be expected to cure what the best surgeons couldn’t? If it was up to me I’d send all those noble families to the salt mines, then they’d learn. I really would!” 
 
    Ikai put his hand on his sister’s shoulder to sooth her. 
 
    “Go on,” he said to Idana. He was deeply interested now. 
 
    “My father told me that Gusten, in desperation, consulted the Guild of Apothecaries in search of some solution. It was someone from the Guild, an old apothecary of the Fourth County, who told him about the Witch. As he had no other option, he went in search of her.” 
 
    “Did he find her?” Kyra asked. 
 
    “He reached the hidden lake, in a valley where the sun never shines, in the eternal shadow of the three great peaks. He camped there for four days beside the lake, but saw no trace of the Witch no matter how hard he searched. On the fifth day, just as he was getting ready to leave, the Witch came.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “My grandfather never revealed the details of their meeting to my father or anybody else. What the Witch asked for in return for her help, he took with him to the grave. But my father did confirm one thing. Gusten healed Otes and saved his family from the hangman with a strange preparation the Witch gave him. A remedy that didn’t come from the Senoca.” 
 
    Kyra was excited by the possibility. “Then she saved him? Could she save Mother?”  
 
    “Yes, she saved him. It’s risky letting yourself be guided by a story like that… more fiction than reality… but we could try.” 
 
    “Risky?” Ikai said. He shook his head. “It’s a lot more than that. It’s irrational, if not downright crazy.” 
 
    Kyra ignored her brother’s comment. “Do you believe the story?” she asked Idana. 
 
    Idana thought about this for some time, then nodded. “Yes, I believe what my father told me is true. He had no reason to lie to me, even more so considering it’s such a weird family story.” 
 
    “It sounds to me as though it’s no more than myth and folklore,” Ikai said. He sounded unconvinced. “A story told around the fire to scare the children at dinnertime and entertain the adults.”  
 
    Albana had said nothing until then. Now she did: “As a general rule, there’s always a glimpse of truth behind myth and folklore. And sometimes a lot. We shouldn’t dismiss the story too easily. There might be some truth in it.” 
 
    Ikai shook his head again. “I’d need more than that to make me believe in something so illogical.”  
 
    Urda rarely expressed her opinion, but this time she did: “I’m with Ikai on this. There are many strange stories among our Senoca beliefs. They don’t have to be true. This one seems quite incredible.” 
 
    “Is there anybody in the Shelter from the Fourth County who could corroborate the story?” Albana asked. 
 
    “Isaz comes from the Fourth County!” Kyra said. “He’s always telling me about it. 
 
    “I’ll go and fetch him,” Albana said, and slipped away. 
 
    When Isaz came in, with Albana following him, he greeted them all politely and shook his head when he saw Solma’s state. 
 
     He listened attentively as Idana told him her grandfather’s story. When she had finished, he stroked his chin and considered what he had heard.  
 
    “This business about the Witch of the Lake is bad, very bad,” he said at last. “We shouldn’t go bothering her.” 
 
    “So you’ve heard of her?” Ikai asked. 
 
    “We know of her in the Fourth County… and we know that disturbing her ends in death, nine times out of ten. It’s a bad thing even to talk about her. The Hunters can never locate her. They’ve tried unsuccessfully, time and again. When they get to the lake they lose her trail completely, just as if it had vanished into thin air.” He looked around him with his shoulders hunched, as if worried that the Witch might hear him. 
 
    Ikai found the trapper’s strange behavior puzzling. “I didn’t take you for a superstitious man, Isaz. You’re intelligent and experienced. How come this witch from your own land scares you?”  
 
    “The Witch of the Lake is an evil being, a creature with Dark Power. She sacrifices beasts and humans to drink their blood. She takes babies away in the night, sacrifices them and drinks their blood so she can live forever. She’s been by that lake close to a thousand years. Some say even more, that she was already there when we were enslaved.” 
 
    “But that’s impossible,” Ikai said. “She’d be dead by now.”  
 
    “Not if she rejuvenates herself through her sacrifices,” Isaz said. He made a protective sign to Father Girlai. 
 
    “But have you heard that she’s ever cured people?” Kyra asked. 
 
    Isaz nodded. “Those who seek her out do so for different reasons: some for gold, others for glory, still others for miraculous cures. With those she doesn’t kill and eat, she names a price for their requests. A very high price, which many can’t or don’t wish to pay, but once it’s fixed she won’t let them refuse. And yes, I know she’s cured people of illnesses and deformities which the surgeons and apothecaries were unable to.” 
 
    Ikai was infected by Isaz’s unease. “I don’t like this at all,” he said,  
 
    Kyra looked at her mother’s pale face, then turned to the group. “Idana thinks there’s a chance, and Isaz has confirmed it. I’m going to see this Witch. I don’t care about the risk or the price she asks in return. I’m determined!”  
 
    “You’re not going anywhere,” Ikai said curtly. 
 
    “But we have to go. Mom’s dying, we’re losing her!” 
 
    “Don’t be hasty. Let me think…” Ikai said. He needed a break before he could make the right decision. 
 
    Kyra clenched her fists. “There’s nothing to think about. I’m going!”  
 
    “Kyra, for the love of Oxatsi!” he scolded her. “Does anybody have any other idea?” 
 
    Albana stepped forward. “I do.” 
 
    “Go ahead, we’re listening,” said Ikai, and glared at his sister. 
 
    “It’s as farfetched and risky as the one we already have, if not more so. But it is a chance...” 
 
    “What? Go on, then. Explain.” 
 
    “All right then, here you are. We could kidnap Miratos, Sesmok’s Personal Surgeon, and bring him here to take care of Solma. There’s no better or more experienced surgeon within the entire Boundary.” 
 
    There was silence as they all considered the suggestion. Surprisingly, Urda was the first to speak. 
 
    “It’s a really dangerous idea,” she said, frowning. “Miratos is the second most well-protected man, after Sesmok himself. An Elite Guard stays with him day and night. Nobody can get near him, because he’s the only man the Regent trusts.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” Kyra snapped without even pausing to think. “I don’t care how well protected he is, we’ll kidnap him and that’s that. And we’ll get rid of anyone who gets in our way.”  
 
    “What, a whole Elite Guard Regiment?” Ikai said. He shook his head. “I understand it’s an alternative, Albana, but as you said yourself, a very dangerous one. Besides, we’d have to go to the Capital, into the wolf’s den. We’re wanted there. There’s a price on our heads. To kidnap Sesmok’s Surgeon, in his home territory, under his very nose, seems near-suicidal to me.” 
 
    “I’d already said it was farfetched,” Albana said. “A thousand things might go wrong… the incursion, the actual kidnap, getting away…”  
 
    Ikai turned to Idana and put his hands on her shoulders. He gazed into her eyes and said: “I trust your judgment, Idana. We have two alternatives. And frankly they’re both pretty unviable and hard to carry out. Which would you recommend?” 
 
    Idana sighed and pondered her answer. 
 
    “Miratos is the best and wisest Senoca Surgeon. A man of proven worth. I’d say that’s the most rational choice. But faced with this unusual illness of Solma’s, I honestly believe it’s out of reach of a Surgeon’s knowledge, even if he is the best. My instinct tells me we need the Witch. I may be wrong, though.” 
 
    “Thank you, Idana,” Ikai said. “My head tells me Miratos is the most sensible option, but for once ‒ and I hope I don’t live to regret it ‒ I’m going to listen to what my instinct tells me, which is the same as your own, Idana. We’ll go with the option of the Witch of the Lake.” 
 
    “I hope I’m not making a mistake,” Idana said with a grimace. 
 
    “I hope none of us are.”  
 
    “All right, then,” Kyra said. “We’ll set out for the Fourth County at dawn,”  
 
    Ikai turned to his sister. “No, Kyra, you’re not coming. I need you here.” 
 
    “Of course I’m coming! She’s my mother, and nothing’s going to stop me!” 
 
    “If we both go and both of us die, what’ll happen to Mother? What’ll happen to the Shelter and these people? Have you thought of that?” 
 
    “But… I need to do something! I can’t just stay here doing nothing, watching Mom slowly die!” 
 
    “You stay here and protect her till I come back. Both her and the Shelter.” 
 
    “Why can’t I go and you stay?” 
 
    “Think with your head and not your heart, sister. Which of the two is best prepared for an expedition to some faraway mountains, to face dangers, to kill if necessary?” 
 
    Kyra had a sharp retort ready, but she bit her tongue. 
 
    “Take care of Mother and the Shelter until I come back. That’s your mission. I know you don’t like it, but I need you to do it.” 
 
    She waved her arms furiously. “Oh, to hell with it!”  
 
    “Thank you, sister. I’m counting on you.” 
 
    “I’ll help her,” Urda said. “You can be easy in your minds.” 
 
    Ikai was grateful for this. He thanked her with a smile. 
 
    “Isaz, will you guide us to this lake in the mountains?” 
 
    The hunter shook himself as if he were shivering, then let his shoulders sag. “I’ll guide you there, but I think it’s a terrible idea. Most likely we won’t come back.” 
 
    “That won’t stop me.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you. To make sure you live a little longer,” Albana said with a roguish grin. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Ikai, and grinned in his turn. 
 
    He gave a final look at his mother in her bed, then turned to his sister and friends, one by one, and said: 
 
    “It’s decided, then. We leave at dawn.” 
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    It was mid-morning when Karm and Honus saw the little village from the ash forest where they were hiding. 
 
    “What do you think? Shall we risk it?” Karm asked. As he spoke, he was looking out for any sign of danger. 
 
    Honus hunched his substantial body to hide himself behind some bushes. “Be damned if I know!”  
 
    “It looks like a quiet village. I can’t see any sign of either the Guard or the Enforcers.” 
 
    “Huh. That doesn’t mean the villagers won’t turn us in the moment they set eyes on us. We’re a couple of bloody Pariahs now, and we’ll stand out from a league away.” 
 
    Karm looked at his grumpy friend. Honus was right; their appearance was pitiful. They were in rags, badly in need of a bath, and they had not eaten decently in the three weeks since their escape from the mine. All this time they had been in hiding, keeping away from roads and villages, lurking in the woods and scrub. 
 
    “And what if the damn Hunters are after us? If we leave the cover of the forests the pigs will hunt us down.” 
 
    Karm shook his head. “I doubt they’ll have sent Hunters after us. They’ll think we died in the fire. I don’t believe they even know we managed to escape. There was too much confusion.” 
 
    “With my bad luck, you can bet they know!” 
 
    “If they did, the Hunters would already have caught us. You and I aren’t exactly experts when it comes to hiding our trail…” 
 
    “How am I supposed to know how to hide my trail if I’ve spent most of my life digging underground?” 
 
    Karm laughed. “I don’t mean we should know how, just that all we know is how to dig tunnels, which means they’d have caught us by now.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right… I tell you something, I’m starving. My stomach is growling and I’d give anything for a piece of meat. And I’m well aware we don’t know how to hunt, so spare me!” 
 
    “We’ve managed to survive till now, and that’s what counts, my friend.” 
 
    “Yes, on berries, roots and a few fish from the river. I need something solid, or else I’ll faint!” 
 
    “Then we’ll have to take the risk. There’s not much choice.” 
 
    “All right,” Honus grumbled. “Let’s do it. But you do the talking. You know that’s not my thing.” 
 
    A smile crept over Karm’s face. It was true enough. He would have to be careful. To be captured after managing to escape from that underground hell would be devastating. Although dying of hunger would be even worse. 
 
    They left the forest and approached the village, slowly, keeping a wary eye on everything around them. It was small, a community of farmers, with fields spreading around a dozen plain wooden houses. A little to the east were half a dozen more houses, with a clear brook running between both communities. The size of the village was not big enough to hold a garrison, which eased Karm’s stomach. It seemed to have taken on a life of its own, what with hunger and nerves. 
 
    They came to a square where several small children were playing happily: they still wore no Rings. 
 
    Enjoy your freedom as long as you can, little ones. You’ll lose it soon enough, and you’ll never get it back.  
 
    “Who’s there?” an old voice challenged them. 
 
    Karm and Honus turned to find a white-haired peasant with a wrinkled face. He looked about sixty, but seemed to have lived more than a hundred. Such was life and the struggle for survival. Three women ran out from the houses, fear in their eyes for the lives of their children, whom they gathered and carried away in a hurry. The square was soon deserted. 
 
    “Good morning,” Karm said. He raised his hands to show that they were unarmed. “We mean you no harm.” 
 
    “What do you want, then?” the old man asked. There was distrust in his black eyes. 
 
    “Something to eat. It’s been days since we had a bite.” 
 
    “We’re all hungry. That’s the sign of the Senoca.” 
 
    “Because of the bloody Gods!” Honus barked. 
 
    At this the old man stepped back in fear. 
 
    “Forgive my friend,” Karm hastened to say. He glared reproachfully at Honus. “That’s hunger speaking. He doesn’t really know what he’s saying.” 
 
    The old man looked doubtfully at the two fugitive miners for a moment. Several other figures began to appear in doorways, watching them. 
 
    “That’s blasphemy, and the punishment for that is death. It’s against the Law of the Gods. If the Enforcers heard, we’d all be punished.” 
 
    “It won’t happen again, I promise,” Karm said. He raised a finger to his friend in warning. 
 
    “They’re Pariahs,” a woman said in an unsteady voice from one of the houses. “We can’t trust them. They could kill and rob us,” 
 
    She was middle-aged, and the fear on her face mirrored that of all the others. 
 
    “We’re only asking for a little food and water, then we’ll go on our way,” Karm pleaded. “You’ve nothing to fear from us,”  
 
    Several men arrived in the square, armed with hoes and rakes. “We can’t risk helping them,” said the one in the lead. “The Enforcers…” 
 
    There was silence. The fugitives watched the farmers. They could understand their fear of Pariahs, and most of all of Enforcers. Nobody moved for a long moment, and the touch of the wind on the roofs was all that could be heard.  
 
    At last the old man spoke. “Come to my house. I’ll take you in.” 
 
    “Thank you, from the bottom of our hearts,” Karm said in surprise. He and Honus hurried after the man. 
 
    The old man offered them what little food he had: a spiced soup, smoked meat and fish, cheese and nuts. The two friends ate as if this were the best feast they had ever enjoyed. 
 
    The old man introduced himself as he brought a jug of water. “My name is Adas.” 
 
    “I’m Karm, and this big guy is Honus.” 
 
    “We were starving to death,” Honus said as he bit off a strip of meat. 
 
    The old man smiled. “You certainly look a mess. I have some clothes that belonged to my son. I’ll go and fetch them. Behind there is a basin of water. You’d better clean yourselves up a bit. I don’t fancy ending my days with the stink you two are spreading around you.” 
 
    When he came back with the clothes Karm asked him: “Why are you helping us?” 
 
    Adas scratched his temple. “I wanted to remember what it felt like to do something that defied fear. I wanted to remember what it felt like to do the right thing. We’ve been at the mercy of terror for so long, we’ve forgotten even the most basic humanity. But this old Senoca does remember. Helping those in need is something that should always be done, not letting oneself be intimidated. You’re Senoca, just like me. You need help, and I can give it to you. I won’t let fear get the better of me. I won’t allow terror to defeat human decency once again.” 
 
    “You’re a good man, a decent one,” said Honus. “There aren’t many like you left.”  
 
    “There are some, but they’re so fearful they’ve forgotten who they once were.” 
 
    “Perhaps one day they’ll remember,” Karm said. 
 
    The old man’s lips twisted into a half–smile. “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    The two friends washed after taking the edge off their hunger, then put on the clothes Adas had brought out for them. They felt blissful. 
 
    “Won’t your son need these?” Karm asked. 
 
    Adas shook his head. “The Enforcers took him years ago.” He pointed to the Rings the miners wore. “I don’t know where, but I think it was to the mines. He was strong and tall. I’ve never seen him again and probably never will. My time is up. But I like to think that if he should escape, some tired old man from a little village would help him survive.” 
 
    Karm understood and nodded. “Honus and I will be forever grateful to you.” 
 
    “Go to the back. You’ll find two beds. Rest for the night. You’ll be able to go on your way tomorrow. I’ll beg some victuals from the neighbors and leave them in that satchel.” He indicated an old traveling bag on the table. 
 
    “You’re a great man,” Honus said. “Your son must be very proud of you.” He stepped forward to hug the old man. 
 
    There’s still hope for the Senoca, Karm thought. His eyes were moist. 
 
    The two friends slept as they had not for a long time. Karm even managed to dream: a pleasant dream, very different from the usual nightmares of darkness and pain which used to torment him in the mines. 
 
    “I feel as if I’d slept for a hundred years!” cried Honus as he stretched his eye-catching muscles. 
 
    Karm got to his feet and enjoyed the warmth of the morning which filtered through the window. 
 
    Adas appeared at the door of the room carrying two bowls. “Goat’s milk,” he said with a smile. “You’re in luck.”  
 
    “The luck was finding you,” Karm replied, and both friends drank the milk, which tasted to them like the finest of elixirs. 
 
    “And to go with that…” Adas went on. He tossed them two slices of black bread. 
 
    “I’ll put up a monument to you!” Honus said as he gulped down the bread. 
 
    “The square out there is a big one,” said Adas. “There’s plenty of room!” All three of them laughed. 
 
    They were finishing their breakfast when they heard a muffled sound accompanied by a slight tremor, like a rhythmic, hollow hammering. The birds in the nearby trees flew away. The three remained listening, trying to puzzle out what the strange noise might be. 
 
    Adas’ eyes narrowed. “Enforcers!” 
 
    “Enforcers?” Karm asked in surprise. “Here? Are you sure?”  
 
    Adas put his head out of the door and looked in the direction of the path that led into the village. The sound meanwhile was growing louder. 
 
    Honus recognized it. “Hell! Horses’ hooves!” 
 
    The old man glanced at them. “They’re Enforcers, in carts, coming up the path. You’d better hide, quickly!” 
 
    “Where?” Karm asked. Looking around him, he saw that the house was so bare there was nowhere to hide. 
 
    “I don’t know, but hide or else you’re dead men, and me with you. Quick!” 
 
    Adas went out. With tired steps, his shoulders hunched, he walked to the center of the square. 
 
    The Enforcers soon entered the village. They came in four carts pulled by powerful horses. The first one was a golden cart, drawn by two jet-black coursers and guided by an Eye-of-the-Gods. It was followed by three heavy silver carts drawn by four horses each, carrying a dozen Executors. At the center of the square they stopped and got off without a word. The farmers, men, women and children, came out of their houses at once and threw themselves on the ground, remaining on their knees with their foreheads touching the ground and their arms outstretched. 
 
    The Eye stood in the center of the square, the dozen Executors behind him. From his tunic he brought out something long and metallic. He placed it on his helmet at the level of his mouth. The helmet opened slightly, and the Eye let out a long hissing shriek. When the sound touched the object, the hiss became an ear-splitting scream. Everyone put their hands to their ears, seeking to avoid the insufferable noise. The Eye kept up the call for a long moment, letting the sound spread throughout the fields and forests nearby. Everybody for leagues around would hear the summons. If they failed to come to the village at once, the Executors would set out with the order to find and kill. 
 
    Karm watched, trying to bear the suffering, but his head felt as though it was about to burst. Honus, on his knees beside him, writhed with his hands over his ears. “My ears! Freaking bastards!” 
 
    The Eye brought out his silver book. When he had checked it he gestured to the Executors, who began to search the houses. 
 
    “Quiet, the Executors are coming. We must hide.” 
 
    Honus’ face was twisted in pain. “But where the hell are we going to hide?”  
 
    “I don’t know, but here they come! 
 
    A moment later an Executor entered Adas’ house. The heavy steps of the Enforcer echoed on the fragile wooden floor. The sinister helmet scanned all the rooms in search of slaves, and his ominous spear checked every nook and cranny. 
 
    The Eye finished its summons. Free from the torture, the people in the square breathed out in relief, but none of them dared raise their eyes. The Executors went on searching until they were sure nobody was hiding in the houses, then went back to the Eye. 
 
    “Now what?” Honus whispered in Karm’s ear. 
 
    “Now we wait and commend ourselves to Oxatsi.” 
 
    “I hate heights.” 
 
    “Stop complaining.” 
 
    The two miners had climbed to the roof of the house and were lying on the old thatch, watching what was happening. Honus carefully removed one of the stones which held down the thatch so that he could stretch out his feet. Then he growled something about heights and his own bad luck. 
 
    For more than three hours nothing happened. The Eye-of-the-Gods waited impassively until all the farmers had returned from the fields and knelt before him. He finally counted them again and made a note in his silver book. 
 
    “Who is the leader of this village?” he asked in his shrill voice. 
 
    There was a silence. After a moment Adas spoke. “I’m the oldest, and speak for all.” 
 
    “Come closer.” 
 
    Adas got to his feet without looking directly at the Enforcer and went up to him.  
 
    “On your knees.” 
 
    The good man knelt and bowed his head. 
 
    “The recount is correct. No births?” 
 
    Adas shook his head.  
 
    “Right. If you are lying to me and hiding any newborn, what is the punishment?” 
 
    The old man swallowed. “Death to all the elders of the village.” 
 
    “I see you know the Law of the Gods.” 
 
    “We all know it.” 
 
    “I have a question for you, old man, and you had better answer with the truth. What do you know of those whom the slaves call the Heroes?” 
 
    Adas’ expression changed from fear to disbelief. “Heroes?” 
 
    “I shall not repeat it.” 
 
    “I… I don’t know anything about any heroes…” 
 
    “You lie. What is the punishment for lying?” 
 
    “D…death…” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Suddenly an Executor stepped forward and prepared to run his spear through Adas. 
 
    The Eye raised his arm, and the Executor stopped with his spear ready. 
 
    “He is an old man, he will not care much about dying,” the Eye said. “Better her.” He pointed to a little girl with copper-red hair, no more than seven years old. 
 
    The Executor grabbed her hair and dragged her across the ground to Adas’ feet, screaming and weeping with terror. Her mother’s plea was quickly silenced by another Executor who felled her with a brutal blow, leaving her unconscious. Several men made to rise, but the Executors stood in their midst, waiting for the slightest excuse to strike them. 
 
    The Eye pointed to the little girl. “The Heroes or her life,” he said in a bloodcurdling shriek. 
 
    Adas tried to sooth her. “Easy, little one, don’t cry. Old Adas will take care of you. Your name’s Alasa, isn’t it?” The child nodded, wiping away her tears with the worn-out sleeve of her old tunic. 
 
    “Time is up, old man.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll tell you the rumors that have reached us, but I don’t know whether they’re true or not. It’s just what we’ve heard.” 
 
    “Speak, and for her sake, it had better be something valuable.”  
 
    “They say that the Heroes of the Senoca are seven in number. They say they managed to escape from the Eternal City, they say they can cross the Boundary and take the Senoca with them. They say they’ve created a haven for the Senoca beside Oxatsi, Mother Sea, that a rebellion led by the Heroes is brewing. They say there’s hope for the Senoca, that the people want to follow the Heroes in the rebellion. That’s the message that flies from village to village on the wind, the message that reaches the ears of the people.” 
 
    Adas’ words represented such an act of treason that a silence of absolute terror fell on the square. Fear was in the hearts of all but one, the one whose heart yearned for nothing more than that message. 
 
    There’s hope for the Senoca, and now I know for sure, Karm thought as he watched the scene from the roof. It’s time to rise and fight, to follow the Heroes in the revolution. He turned his head and found Honus shaking his head at the message which meant so much to Karm. 
 
    “You’ve heard it just like me, Honus,” he whispered. “Don’t deny it. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean anything. It’s just rumors.” 
 
    “Say what you please, but I’m going to join the Heroes. I’m going to fight for the rebellion.” 
 
    “To hell with it! You’ll just get yourself killed, and me with you. Why are you so desperate to join this rebellion? Is it because of what happened to you before you were sent to the mines?” 
 
    Karm swallowed. “Maybe. Misfortunes change a man.” 
 
    “You’ve never told me, but I know something really horrible must have happened to you. You cry out in your sleep, you cry out her name…” 
 
    “My past is mine, like my pain. But the pain of our people is everybody’s pain. It affects us all.” 
 
    “If you’ve never told me, then you must have your good reasons for it. Just as I have my own for not wanting to end up dead. By my guts, they’re not going to get me now, not after so much time and suffering, not now that I’m free! You might not have anything to live for, you might want to fight to forget whatever happened to you, but I do have something, and I’m damned if I’m going to let myself be killed!”  
 
    The shriek of the Eye’s voice made Karm and Honus crouch deeper, pressing their bodies against the roof. 
 
    “Everything they say goes against the Law of the Gods and is punished with death,” the Eye said. His finger swept the square from one end to the other. “What else do you know of the Heroes? Who are they? Where are they?” 
 
    “Don’t answer, Adas! Don’t tell them anything else!” came the shout of a young farmer. 
 
    The Eye-of-the-Gods gestured. One of the Executors readied his arm, and in the blink of an eye the spear pierced the farmer’s chest. The lifeless body struck two other men before it fell to the ground. 
 
    The Eye pointed at Alasa, who was stammering in terror. “She is next,” 
 
    Adas closed his eyes and heaved a sigh. Then he spoke with deep feeling in his voice: “Of the seven Heroes… it is known that two are brother and sister, seventeen or eighteen years old, from the village of Issoli.” 
 
    “Their names.” 
 
    Adas shrugged. “Their names are not known. She is a farmer who was Chosen by the Gods. He is a Hunter who went to rescue her from the Eternal City and despite everything, managed to do so. That’s what they say. I don’t know whether it’s true or not, but it’s what the rumors say.” 
 
    The Eye made a note in his silver book. 
 
    Karm dug Honus in the side. 
 
    “That’s where we have to go. To that village, to find those two Heroes.”  
 
    “Not bloody likely!” 
 
    “I’m going. It’s the path I have to follow. Fate’s given me the opportunity I was looking for, and I’m not going to waste it. I’m going to join the Heroes. If you don’t want to come, I understand, and I respect it.” 
 
    “Of course I don’t. I’m not going in search of some hero I know nothing about. Least of all with all the Enforcers looking for them now they know who they are and where they’re from.” 
 
    “All right, my friend. I’ll go alone.” 
 
     “Are you out of your mind? You’re crazy if you think you won’t end up skewered by a spear.” 
 
    The Eye turned to Adas. 
 
    “What else do you know?” 
 
    The old man looked up at the sky, trying to think of something else to say. Before he could reply, the Eye pointed to a woman on his right. Almost in the same moment the Executor drove his spear through her heart. 
 
    “No! Tara!” Adas cried out in agony. But the woman, still staring wide-eyed, was already dead. 
 
    Karm was speechless with disbelief and impotence. He’s killed her just like that, like a sacrificial animal! He looked blankly at Honus. Wrath erupted inside him like a volcano. 
 
    “Murderers!” he cried, more loudly than was wise. Honus covered his mouth with his hand to silence him. He wriggled, but Honus held his face tightly and held him back. 
 
    “My patience is running out, old man,” said the Eye menacingly. 
 
    “They say… they say that one of the Heroes… can let the Senoca cross the Boundary…” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve told you everything that’s reached us. I swear. We have no more information. Please, I beg you, no more deaths.” 
 
    “Who is the leader of the rebellion?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Nobody knows. We don’t know anything else.” 
 
    The Eye stared at him. Suddenly the front of the Enforcer’s helmet divided into its two triangular halves, which moved to either side. The ominous Eye was revealed. A beam of intense light bathed Adas. The radiation was maintained for a long moment, as if the Eye were trying to read his mind, or perhaps find out the truth hidden in his soul. In the end the beam of light vanished and the Eye was again hidden inside the helmet. 
 
    “You are telling the truth.” 
 
    Adas sighed in relief. 
 
    “Whoever repeats the words of treason will be punished with death,” the Eye announced to the terrified onlookers. 
 
    “Let her live, please,” Adas begged with moist eyes as he gazed at Alasa. “She’s just a child.”  
 
    “She will live. She has not committed treason.” 
 
    “Thank you, thank you,” the old man said.  
 
    “But you will not live, since you are guilty.”  
 
    A spear he did not even see drove through Adas’ fragile body from behind. The old man arched, then with a cry of pain he fell to one side. 
 
    Nooooo! Bastards! Noooo! Driven by uncontrollable rage, Karm tried to stand up. He was on the point of leaping down into the middle of the square and tearing the pig to pieces. Honus hit him on the back of his neck with a stone. As he fell on to the roof and lost consciousness, Karm heard the Eye’s final order. 
 
    “Kill all the elders, both men and women. Then burn one third of the houses. Let all the villages of the region know what happens when the Law of the Gods is broken.” 
 
    And blood and fire fell on the Senoca once again.  
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    Sesmok woke with a terrible anxiety in his chest. He felt a rush of heat and his heart accelerated until it was beating like a drum in his chest and ears. 
 
    These cursed nightmares! Damned Golden Gods! He could not remember exactly what he had been dreaming about, but he had a vague memory of the figure of a God lurking behind him, ready to pierce him with a fiery arrow. He opened his eyes and saw the morning light filtering in through the exquisite curtains. He blew his nose and inhaled deeply in an attempt to rid himself of the oppression he felt. 
 
    He sat up, and a moan reached his ears. He turned to look at the two naked slave girls who were sleeping among the silk sheets. His eyes lingered on the beautiful young bodies, and he could not help a smile of enormous satisfaction. Being the Senoca Regent certainly has its advantages, such as being able to have my fill of exceptionally beautiful twins, as well as a harem of sex slaves to satisfy each and every one of my wishes. 
 
    He felt a sting of pain in one temple. Too much wine last night… I must go easy on the wine… But what’s a night of lust without alcohol? A tisane of Miratos’ special herbs and the pain would disappear. He had to admit that his personal Surgeon was a master of healing, as well as other arts which helped to keep the slaves docile. 
 
    He clapped twice to wake the sisters. “Come on, you bitches! Get up! Out of my bed!” 
 
    At his shouts, two of his personal guards came at once and dragged the slaves away. 
 
    Sesmok went on to the aromatic baths to be washed by his personal servant girls, who anointed him with exquisite fragrances, dressed and groomed him. Sesmok abhorred un-cleanliness and bad smells; they reminded him of his disgusting origins, which represented something he never intended to return to. And if I had to kill half the Senoca to make sure of it, I’d do it without remorse. 
 
    He breakfasted, as usual, on exotic fruits, and prepared for the day. He was looking forward to enjoying a quiet day, for after all a man with his responsibilities must not succumb to pressure and needed to relax as much as possible. The fate of the Senoca, the future of our whole race, depends on me. There’s only me between our people and the Gods, between the Senoca and annihilation at the hands of creatures to whom we’re no more than ants. He heaved a sigh. Truly, it’s a huge responsibility: one which I accept and live with daily. But today he would not be able to relax, no matter how much he needed to. They had denied it to him. 
 
    He had to find the Heroes. 
 
    He had to put an end to the Resistance. 
 
    At whatever the cost, come what may… 
 
    His life was at stake, and he was not going to take the slightest risk. I’ll find them if I have to personally search every corner of the Boundary! He did not fear fighting them; what he feared was what they represented. He could not allow a movement to rise against him, could not appear weak before the Gods. A simple misstep, a show of weakness, and the Gods would finish him off. He held the post of Regent because he was efficient at his job and served the Gods well. All the demands they made of the Senoca were met, because he himself made sure of it. 
 
    With somber thoughts plaguing his mind, he went into the throne hall, as he liked to refer to the sumptuous hall from which he ruled the Senoca, with its thermal baths and luxurious hangings. Even to him that much luxury seemed excessive, but he remembered the sewers where he had grown up, the stench, the rats he had been obliged to eat, and felt that no ostentation could ever be sufficient. I’ve come a long way, no doubt of that. And no-one’s going to take it away from me, not even the Gods themselves! 
 
    “Dancers, my lord? asked one of his personal servants. 
 
    “Not today.” 
 
    “Some other pleasure…?” 
 
    “It’s too early for that, and I’m not in the mood … Wait. Bring me the High Priest Torkem, and the Lord Hunter Osvan, I want to speak to them. Presto!” 
 
    “As you order, my lord.” 
 
    Torkem and Osvan did not take long to arrive. They knew what Sesmok’s temper was like when he was made to wait. 
 
    Osvan bowed. “You called for us, my lord?”  
 
    “We have urgent business to deal with.” Sesmok said. His voice was stern. 
 
    The High Priest bent his chubby body. 
 
    Sesmok stood up very straight and glared at him. “What have you found out about the rebellion against me? Have you found out who they are, and who their leader is? There’s a limit to my patience, you know.”  
 
    “My lord, infiltrating the organization has been a very difficult process. It’s taken us a long time. Putting the piece in the right place at the right time is extremely complicated…” 
 
    “The head of the snake must be cut off. Without a head, the reptile will die.” 
 
    “Certainly, my lord. I’ll soon have the information you want; I just need a little more time…” 
 
    “Every day that goes by the rumors grow… more and more of those stupid slaves believe in the rebels and their foolish message of freedom. Freedom! Hah! As if the Gods would allow it! They’ll destroy us all without a second thought! This crazy band of rebels painting red hands all over my villages and cities ‒ in my domains! ‒ they dare defy me. Me! Their Regent! I simply can’t allow that. It makes me appear weak, and if the Gods get wind of that, it’ll be the end of me!” 
 
    “That won’t happen, my lord, I can guarantee it!” 
 
    “You’d better, High Priest. Because if I fall I’ll drag you down with me, I’ll drag both of you down with me, and your deaths will be long and tortuous.” He jabbed his finger at Torkem and Osvan. 
 
    “My faith in you is beginning to wane,” he added to Torkem. “Let me remind you that if you’re with me it’s for your skills at interrogation and gathering information. But if you fail to get it you cease to be useful to me…” 
 
    “I’m very close to it. My spies will report soon, and we’ll have them. I give you my word.” 
 
    “That had better be the case,” Sesmok said menacingly. He was irked at the lack of results. He had been after the conspirators for months, but could not manage to capture the leaders who were planning to overthrow him, and that infuriated him. If this great lump of fat doesn’t get me what he’s promised, I’ll hang him in the garden by his balls and leave him there until the crows eat him.  
 
    “We’ve captured several rebels at a clandestine meeting on the outskirts of the capital,” Torkem hastened to say. “They were preparing messages for the capitals of the Six Counties.” 
 
    “Messages?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord, instructions to keep the rumor of subversion going among the slaves.” 
 
    “Who were they addressed to?” 
 
    “I believe to the leaders of each County. We don’t have their names yet. But I’m putting the captured rebels under my personal interrogation.” Torkem smiled perversely. “They’ll soon talk. Don’t worry, my lord, they always talk…” 
 
    “Don’t fail me, or I’ll have you castrated and then I’ll give you your private parts to savor.” 
 
    Torkem fell silent and nodded with a heavy bow. 
 
    Sesmok gave a deep sigh. “These fools believe I’m blind and deaf, that I can’t read their covert movements behind me. But I see them. I always have. Nobody conspires against me without my knowing. Stupid fools! I’ll skin them all and hang their guts out to dry in the sun!” 
 
    “And you’d do well, my lord.” Osvan said. 
 
    The Regent stole a thoughtful glance at the leader of the Hunters. He could understand why the rabble referred to him as the Black Bear. He was a tall, well-built man, with black curly hair and a thick beard, but above all he was extremely strong. He had an impressive presence, and his temperament inspired fear. He was capable of pulling off a man’s head in a rage, something which had happened once already. 
 
    “I’ll do more than that, Lord Hunter, a lot more… I’ll make a public example on such a scale that no-one for the next hundred years will even dream of a new rising. I’ll skin and hang every rebel and their families in every square of every village. By the Gods, I’ll do it! Your Hunters, Osvan, will have more work than they could ever have imagined!” 
 
    The Lord Hunter and the High Priest remained silent, gazing at him in surprise. It was not often that Sesmok lost his temper. He was an intelligent man, astute and very subtle. This unbalanced overreaction took them by surprise. 
 
    The double door to the room opened and Svariz, the Chief Commander of the Guard, came in with a firm step. He was a broad-shouldered man with an easy walk. He wore white and silver dress armor and carried two short swords at his waist. He gave Sesmok a curt bow. 
 
    “What’s up?”  
 
    “Four Eyes-of-the-Gods are waiting in the ante-room. They desire an immediate audience.” 
 
    “Bloody Enforcers!” Sesmok clenched his fists. 
 
    “My men are watching the area around the palace. They’ve come without Executors.” 
 
    “What can they want now? Why don’t they leave me in peace!” 
 
    “What shall I tell them, my lord?” 
 
    “Tell them I’ll see them. What else can I say to them? Those square-heads wouldn’t take no for an answer.” 
 
     “As you wish.” 
 
     “Svariz.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Reinforce the palace Guard and personally protect the entrance.” 
 
    “Will do, sir.” The soldier turned, saluted Torkem and Osvan with a nod, bowed to Sesmok and went out. 
 
    “You two, take a seat and listen in silence.”  
 
    The Eyes-of-the-Gods came into the hall with their stiff walk. The four moved like one, as if a single entity were driving them. It would not have surprised Sesmok if the Gods pulled the strings of these puppets of theirs in some way he could never understand. He had to hide the disgust they inspired in him, and swallowed hard. They stopped in front of him, but made no gesture of greeting; they never did. He would have given his right arm to yank off their sinister helmets and see what was underneath. 
 
    The four waited in silence, as if expecting Sesmok to kneel before them. I’ll never kneel before you, you lousy dogs! I’m not just another slave. I’m the Regent of the Senoca! And even though you don’t show me the respect I’m due, I’ll never bow to you, you contemptible servants of a bunch of despotic Gods! His eyes lingered on the front of the nearest Eye’s helmet. The two silver triangles which covered the left and right sides of the face, separated by a thin golden strip, seemed to swallow his own image instead of reflecting it back. Those horrible helmets are just a trick to intimidate the slaves, but not me. I’m a lot smarter than that. I’m not scared by them or their Executors. They’re nothing more than brainless puppets of their Gods. He clenched his jaw. 
 
    A tense silence fell between the four Eyes and Sesmok. 
 
    Bloody creatures out of a nightmare! I’d better put an end to this and not make things any tenser. I can’t stand having them here, and I don’t want to run any unnecessary risks. 
 
    He feigned indifference. “You requested an audience?”  
 
    One of the four Eyes stepped forward. “That is so,” he said in his shrieking voice. 
 
    Something inside Sesmok told him to proceed with extreme caution. It was time to use his brain and not let himself be carried away by his temper. 
 
    “What do the Gods want of their humble servant today?” he said. The servility in his own words almost poisoned him. 
 
    “The Gods, my masters, want to make sure the Regent understands the importance of the special order he was charged with.” 
 
    “The Regent understands the importance of the special order,” Sesmok said, immediately realizing the reason for the visit. They’re here to put pressure on me, the bastards! 
 
    “Seven are the slaves my masters have charged you with capturing.” 
 
    “Yes, the seven who escaped from the Eternal City.” Sesmok nodded heavily, so the Enforcer might see it clearly. “We’re searching for them.” He indicated Torkem and Osvan. 
 
    “How many have been captured? 
 
    Sesmok tensed. “We haven’t been able to capture any of them yet. It’s a difficult task to find seven slaves among a hundred and twenty thousand, more so when the only description we have is that they’re around the age of eighteen and that there are five women and two men.” 
 
    “Then you have not understood the urgency of the special order.” 
 
    “I do understand the urgency, but I need more time. The High Priest’s spies are gathering information and Lord Osvan’s Hunters are tracking outside the Boundary. But it’s a very complex task.” 
 
    “Incompetence is something the Gods will not tolerate. You have been given a task. Carry it out.” The shriek of the Enforcer had become shriller. 
 
    “I shall carry it out, you can assure the Gods of that.” 
 
    “This errand comes directly from my House,” the Enforcer said, indicating his blue sash. “It is an order from the High King of the House of the Fifth Ring.” 
 
    Sesmok’s stomach lurched. The cursed Enforcers had forgotten to mention that particular detail. A detail which came with a death threat. He glanced at his two men of trust and saw they had gone pale. All three of them understood that it was their own necks which were at stake. 
 
    “I wasn’t apprised of that detail. I fully understand the importance and urgency of the errand. You may assure your master that it will be carried out without delay. I’ll capture the seven and present them to him.” 
 
    “That is what I shall tell my master. Let me remind you, moreover, that this Boundary, that of the Senoca, belongs to my lord and master, and he can do or undo at his will. One order from him and the entire hierarchy and government will be eliminated.” The shriek was now cold, lethal. 
 
    “I… understand…” Sesmok said. The threat had frozen the blood in his veins. 
 
    “Or he might decide, as is his prerogative as the God responsible for this Boundary, to decimate the population, starting with this city.” 
 
    The Regent nodded and was silent. He did not need any more threats. He knew perfectly well what the Gods were capable of, still more one of the five High Kings. 
 
    The Enforcer eyed Sesmok in silence for a moment longer, as if weighing up the effect of his words on the Regent. He finally turned and left, as stiffly as he had come in. The other three followed. 
 
    It took Sesmok a few moments to assimilate what had happened. This was a direct order from Edan himself, the High King of the House of Aru. My life is hanging by a thread here. I’ll be a dead man if I don’t hand those seven over to them. I’ve got to think of some way to find them and capture them. 
 
    “Those accursed Eyes-of-the-Gods! They dare to threaten me! This is a very, very dangerous situation.” He pointed at Torkem and Osvan. “For all of us.” 
 
    “The High King Edan…” stammered Torkem. 
 
    “We have to capture them, and fast.” Osvan’s voice did not tremble, but his tone was less resolute than usual. 
 
    Sesmok was turning the problem over in his mind in search of some way out. “The stupid cretins haven’t been able to give me so much as a hint as to where to look for them.” 
 
    “My Hunters have been searching outside the Boundary, but there’s no trace of them. The problem is, it’s hard to catch a prey without a trail to follow.” 
 
    The door opened again and Svariz came in. The three looked up with interest. 
 
    “Now what?” Sesmok asked bad-temperedly. 
 
    Svariz bowed. “They’re asking for a new audience, my lord. 
 
    “Who’s asking?” 
 
    “The Eyes, my lord.” 
 
    Sesmok was surprised. The Eyes-of-the-Gods lived for efficiency. They did not forget or repeat anything, ever. 
 
    “How strange… I don’t like this at all. Executors?” 
 
    “No, my lord, just one Eye.” 
 
     “One of the four who were here before?” Torkem asked. 
 
    Svariz shrugged. “How could I tell? They all look the same to me.” 
 
    “Bring him in, but escort him and don’t take your eyes off him.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” Svariz saluted. “On guard, everyone,” he said to his Guards as he went out. 
 
    In fact the Eye-of-the-Gods who came in looked like the four others, with the same helmet, the same robe, the same gaunt look and ochre color. Svariz was behind him, his hands on his weapons at the ready. 
 
    “Has anything new come up? Something to do with the errand?” Sesmok asked. 
 
    The Eye looked around. “I have a message for the Regent, from my master.” 
 
    Sesmok waved his hands. “You have my absolute attention.” 
 
    “The message is for the Regent only.” He looked around once again. 
 
    This is getting worse. Why does he want to be alone with me? Is it some trick to kill me? Tension was beginning to clutch at his stomach. No, think about it, it makes no sense. If they wanted me dead they’d send Executors. He took a deep breath. To refuse would be dangerous, but he did not relish the idea of being left alone with the Enforcer. I could have Svariz and the Guard kill him. Strike before they strike me. But killing an Enforcer of the Gods would be practically signing my own death sentence. I’ll listen to what he has to say and then act accordingly.  
 
    “All right, everyone leave.” 
 
    Svariz and Osvan waited for a sign from Sesmok, but he gave a slight shake of his head. 
 
    The Enforcer waited until the doors were shut. When he had checked that the two of them were alone, he nodded. 
 
    Sesmok came closer to the Enforcer. “What message does the High King Edan send me?” 
 
    The Eye-of-the-Gods looked around once more, as if expecting to see someone spying. He reached for his blue sash and turned it over. To Sesmok’s surprise, the inside was bright red. 
 
    “My master is not High King Edan.” he said. “I belong to the House of Aureb, not that of Aru.” From his robe he brought out a gauntlet and put it on his hand. Then he took out a crystalline object and placed it over the gauntlet. Sesmok saw it was a disc. Something inside him warned him, and he tensed. The disc gave off a golden flash, and he started. Suddenly the disc rose above the gauntlet and threw a powerful beam of light in front of him. He covered his face with his arm, thinking the beam would pierce him. But it did not. Instead an image formed before his astonished eyes, the image of a figure, blurred at first but soon more definite. 
 
    “What… what’s that?”  
 
    “This is the Power of the Gods,” said the figure in its red robe and bright silver armor, which although it resembled a man was not really one at all… Nor was it an Enforcer. It was something different: slim, golden, stern in its gaze, with fiery eyes… terrifying eyes… 
 
    It was a God! 
 
    On the ground, worm! the Golden ordered, like thunder in his head. 
 
    Sesmok threw himself down, with his forehead touching the floor. He was so scared he almost wet himself. In all his life he had only once seen a God: the day he had been chosen to be Regent. It had been a day of abysmal fear. 
 
    That is better, vermin. Show the respect you owe me. 
 
    His legs were shaking and he did not dare look at the image. He remained on the floor in silence, trying with all his might not to tremble. 
 
    The House of Aru has ordered you to find the seven fugitive slaves. 
 
    “Yes… my lord…” he dared to mumble. 
 
    I want you to carry out that mission, but with one exception. 
 
    “Whatever you wish… my lord…” 
 
    There is one among the seven who is mine by right, and I want her for myself. One who was stolen and whom I must possess. One whose suffering and death I intend to enjoy at length. You will not give her to the House of Aru, you will give her to me. 
 
    “To you?” 
 
    “To his Majesty Asu, Prince Heir of the House of Aureb,” the Eye-of-the-Gods announced.  
 
    To me alone. Do you understand, or do I have to carve it in fire on your forehead? 
 
    “Yes, I understand,” Sesmok hastened to reply. “I will… you have my word.”  
 
    You had better not fail me. I want her for myself, and my wishes must not be denied. 
 
    “I won’t fail you. But what am I going to say to the House of Aru?” 
 
    Your problems with that rival House are none of my business. They will not have the slave. If they get her, I shall tear your guts out. 
 
    “How will I recognize her?” Sesmok asked. He was wondering about his new predicament. If he failed to deliver to the House of Aru, they would kill him. And if he did not deliver to Asu, the latter would kill him instead. I’m in a tight fit, and I’m not going to get out of it easily. 
 
    The Eye spoke. “Her name is Kyra, her hair and eyes are ruby-colored. She is seventeen springs old. With her is her brother Ikai. It has been found that they are from a village in the Sixth County called Issoli.” 
 
    “With this information I’m sure to find her.” 
 
    Do it and do it fast, or my flames will put an end to your insignificant existence. 
 
    Asu snapped his fingers and spoke one word. All around Sesmok a ring of fire took shape. 
 
    “No, by the Seas!” he cried in horror as the flames rose to the ceiling. 
 
    And one more thing. This conversation has never taken place. It has never happened. If you should mention it to anyone I shall roast you on a slow fire like a pig, and while you scream in agony, a moment before you die I shall revive you to roast you again. Understood? 
 
    Sesmok was shaking in the center of the ring of fire. “Yes, my lord. This has never taken place.”  
 
    Indeed. And to make sure my wishes are satisfied, I shall send you someone I trust, so that you can hand the girl over to him. 
 
    “How… how will I recognize him?” 
 
    Ha, ha, ha! You will recognize him, you worm, I can assure you of that. 
 
    And with that ruthless laughter echoing in his mind, the image vanished and with it the ring of fire. The Eye-of-the-Gods put the disc away in his robe, took off the gauntlet and left without another word. 
 
    Sesmok was left sprawling on the floor. It took him some time to recover. 
 
    When Torkem, Osvan and Svariz ran into the hall they were stunned to see the Regent trying unsuccessfully to stand up. They helped him to the throne, and he sat down on it, still shaking. 
 
    “What happened?” Osvan asked. 
 
    “I… I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “But are you all right?” Torkem asked. 
 
    “I’m… I mean we’re in really big trouble. And it’s going to be very difficult to get out of it alive.” 
 
    “What needs to be done?” Torkem asked. 
 
    “You follow that Eye. I want him watched. Make sure your spies inform me about every move he makes, and who he meets.” 
 
    “Understood.” He left at a run, surprisingly nimbly considering his girth. 
 
    Osvan glanced at Svariz. “And what about us?” he asked  
 
    “You’re going for a trip into the country, to catch a farmer girl.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For two weeks Kyra did all she could to carry out Ikai’s instructions. She had moved into Solma’s house, leaving her own: the grateful refugees had built each of the seven heroes a small house as a token of respect and gratitude. Kyra wanted to be with her mother at all times. Every morning she got up before dawn, hardly having managed to rest herself, to look after Solma. She waited hopefully for Idana to appear so that she could ask her about any possible improvement. Unfortunately the answer was the same every day: there was none. 
 
    In spite of an afflicted heart and the sadness which weighed on her soul like a mountain, every new dawn she forced herself to believe. She repeated to herself: Ikai will get the remedy that’ll cure Mother, I’m sure he will. After leaving Solma in Idana’s care she trained with Urda and the volunteers, working to strengthen them and improve their handling of weapons. Afterwards she went to the watch-posts and spent some time chatting with the men and women on duty, making sure everything was all right and everybody was safe. In the afternoons she involved herself in the thousand and one tasks still to be done at the Shelter: from building a palisade or houses and barns to felling trees and preparing fields for crops. Now that Ikai and Isaz had left with Albana, it was up to her to take her brother’s place, and she did it willingly, although not even half as well as he did. In another life I’ll ask Oxatsi to bless me with the patience she forgot to give me in this one. 
 
    That evening Kyra was eating her supper of vegetable soup and smoked fish. Dull-eyed, she watched her beloved mother on her bed. But something caught her attention: she could barely perceive her breathing. It startled her. She knelt beside her and took her hands in her own. They were colder than they ought to be. Something’s wrong! She got up and ran in search of Idana. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” she asked, while the apothecary examined her carefully. 
 
    Her friend did not answer, but went on checking the whole of Solma’s body. She massaged her and made her drink one of her herb tisanes. 
 
    “She’s worse, isn’t she?” Kyra asked. There were tears in her eyes. 
 
    Idana nodded. She looked worried. 
 
    “She’s weaker. Her condition’s deteriorating…” 
 
    “I can’t bear it. I’m watching her die. It breaks my heart.” 
 
    “Be strong, Kyra. Your brother will soon be back, and we’ll heal her.” 
 
    “Do you really believe that? How can you be sure?” 
 
    Idana bowed her head and shook it gently. “I can’t be. I wish I was… you know I’d give my right arm to be sure.” 
 
    “I know you do everything you can, that you’d do anything for her. It’s not you I should be upset with, it’s the fate that seems to have it in for my family.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Kyra. It’s normal to be furious, to curse your fate and the whole world. It’s the pain speaking, not you.” 
 
    “Why her? She’s never harmed anybody… She’s an exceptional woman. She raised Ikai and me practically on her own, and she was already sick.” 
 
    “Has she always been like this? When did it start, do you remember?” 
 
    “I really couldn’t say. At first she didn’t want us to know she was sick, but I think she’s been that way since we were babies.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting fact…” 
 
    “There’s something else you don’t know, Idana… that very few people know…” 
 
    “You can trust me. I’ll take your secret with me to the grave.” 
 
    Kyra knew Idana would never betray her, so she decided to tell her what had happened during Notaplo’s experiment, and what Albana had said to her. 
 
    “Hybrid? That’s… that’s fascinating…” 
 
    “I don’t see it that way, not in the least. And I’m not sure I really am a Hybrid. I asked Mother, but she told me I couldn’t be.” 
 
    “Curious… Solma denied it… and yet her illness is one of the blood… degenerative…” 
 
    “You don’t believe she lied to me, do you? She’s never lied to me before. She wouldn’t…” 
 
    “Mothers will do whatever’s necessary to protect their children. Even lie to them.” 
 
    “Do you think her illness might have some connection with this possible blood-mix?” 
 
    “It might very well be. There’s another significant detail… the fact that she became ill right after your birth, or perhaps during it… that makes me think… yes, it’s very significant…” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you’re getting at, Idana.” 
 
    “They’re just guesses. I don’t have any answers, but it opens up possibilities I hadn’t considered. Unfortunately I have no solutions, and her state is worsening…” 
 
    “I can’t just stay and watch her die. I have to do something. Are you sure the Witch option is the right one?” 
 
    “It’s the one my instincts suggest ‒ but no, I’m not totally sure.” 
 
    “What if we don’t run any risks?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What if we choose both options?” 
 
    “Ikai’s already left…” 
 
    “But I haven’t.” 
 
    “No, Kyra, you can’t go after Miratos. That’s crazy!” 
 
    “My mother’s getting worse, she’s dying. I must do something. The Regent’s Surgeon is a reasonable option. I’ll bring him.” 
 
    “But Kyra… the risk… Sesmok’ll capture you!” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of him or his henchmen. You know me. It’s not easy to scare me. And the risk is worth taking if I can save her life.” 
 
    Idana was shaking her head. “Ikai will manage it. Wait for your brother.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t? If he doesn’t get back in time?” 
 
    Idana sighed. “I’m sure he will.” 
 
    “That’s because you’ve got a good heart and you’re an optimist, and I say that affectionately.” 
 
    The apothecary smiled kindly at her friend. 
 
    Kyra put her hands on her hips. “I don’t see any other option. I have to cover all my bets. Tell me, could Miratos be the right option, instead of the Witch? Could he?” 
 
    Idana turned worried eyes to Solma. She sighed and nodded reluctantly. 
 
    “Then there’s nothing left to say. I’ll go for him and drag him here by the neck. And if I have to fight the entire capital Guard, then I will.” 
 
    “In that case you’ll need me,” came a voice from the door. 
 
    The two girls turned to see the robust figure of Urda. 
 
    “How long have you been there listening?” 
 
    “Long enough.” 
 
    “You don’t have to come with me.” 
 
    “Oh, I think I do. Your brother will kill me if I let you go by yourself, and I don’t fancy arguing you out of it. I know you well enough to know that when something gets into your head…” 
 
    Kyra shrugged. 
 
    “Besides,” Urda added, flexing her biceps with a look so sullen it would have scared a panther, “you’ll need me.” 
 
    Kyra was won over. “We leave at dawn,” she said. 
 
    “I’ll be ready.” 
 
    Idana tried to dissuade them, but in vain. Finally she gave up. She needed all the help she could get. Solma was dying, and nothing would put Kyra off. 
 
    “How long do we have?” Kyra asked. 
 
    “Not much. With things getting worse at this rate I think I can keep her stable a few more weeks. I couldn’t say how many… I’ll do my best to keep her alive, but honestly, I don’t believe we have much time. The capital, Osaen, is a long way from here. It takes weeks to get there. I doubt whether you can get there and back before she leaves us…” 
 
    “I’m not going to give up! I have to make it, I must save her! We’ll just have to move fast. Very fast!” 
 
    “Very,” Urda agreed. 
 
    “We’ll make it. You keep my mother alive. We’ll get back in time with the Surgeon. You have my word on that.” 
 
    Kyra bent to kiss her mother goodbye. “Hold on. I’ll come back with a cure for you, I promise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The warm dawn found the two friends leaving the island with satchels on their shoulders and weapons at their waists. Kyra looked back over her shoulder for one last time and said goodbye to the Shelter. Leaving it behind, together with all its people, she felt an unexpected sorrow which surprised her. In the end this place has gotten under my skin. I’m like my brother. She shook off the thought and went into the forest, with Urda at her back. They kept up an unyielding pace until well into the evening, when they were forced to stop for lack of visibility. They sank to the ground under a beech tree to rest and have something to eat. They lit a small fire: in that area there were only wild animals, so they had no fear of being discovered. In fact it was a good idea to light a fire to dissuade the marauding beasts. 
 
    While they were having their supper Kyra shivered. 
 
    “Everything all right?” Urda asked with a frown. 
 
    “I have a bad feeling. Something doesn’t feel right… 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, and that’s why I don’t like it.” 
 
    Urda reached for the bow which lay beside her. “Easy. I’ll be on the lookout.” 
 
    Kyra winked at her. “Thanks. That makes me feel better.” 
 
    With the first rays of sun coming through the branches, they set off again. Kyra set a very fast pace. Time was short, and she was well aware that they had to keep up this exhausting pace if they wanted to get back in time to save Solma. She glanced aside at her friend. She was unsure she would be able to keep up with her, bearing in mind her size. It was already exhausting for Kyra herself, and she dared not even think what it must be like for Urda.  
 
    On the evening of the fifth day her friend came clean. 
 
    “I don’t think I can keep up this pace another day.” 
 
    Kyra nodded. Her friend’s face was drained. She recovered to some extent at night, but each day she walked a little more slowly. The pain showed more and more clearly in her face, even though she never once complained. 
 
    “I know what you mean. I’m at the limit of my strength too.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I hate delaying you… running isn’t my thing… my body…” 
 
    “Tomorrow we’ll go easier and get some strength back.” 
 
    “But you’ll fall behind… your mother…” 
 
    “Don’t worry. We’ll make it.” 
 
    “Maybe you should go on without me… It might be best… I’ll join you in the capital.” 
 
    “I’m not going to leave you. We’ll both go.” 
 
    “Kyra…” 
 
    “We’ll both go, and that’s that.” 
 
    They went on for two more days. In the end Kyra had to give in to the evidence, Urda could go no further; her massive body had taken all the punishment it could. She needed to rest and walk on at an easier pace at least for a couple of days, to regain some strength. The big soldier was as white as a sheet, and though she had spoken little enough before, now it was impossible to get a word out of her. Kyra set up camp for the night beside a brook. Urda leaned back against an oak and fell asleep with a piece of cheese in her hand before she had even had time to eat it. 
 
    Poor Urda, she’s given all she had to give, but she can’t go on. She poked the fire and wondered what she ought to do. I don’t want to leave her behind, but I’ve still got enough strength to go on at a fair pace. At that moment that strange feeling came over her once again, and a shiver ran down her spine. What’s wrong with me! It must be just because I’m so tired.  
 
    “Urda’s right,” came a man’s voice from the darkness. “You’ll have to leave her behind.” 
 
    Kyra’s heart missed a beat. She turned like a panther and reached for the throwing dagger she carried at the back of her belt. 
 
    “You don’t need the dagger, I’m a friend,” the voice said, and a hooded figure appeared by the fire. 
 
    Kyra looked in Urda’s direction, but she was deeply asleep. She would not be able to rouse her in time. She raised the hand which held the dagger. 
 
    “Easy, Kyra, it’s me,” the young man said. He pushed back the hood and removed the scarf that covered the lower part of his face. 
 
    Kyra narrowed her eyes and recognized him. 
 
    “Romen! By Oxatsi, what the hell are you doing here? I almost killed you!”  
 
    Romen smiled. Kyra saw the gleam of his large blue eyes and his handsome face beneath hair as black as night. 
 
    “Yes, you have a certain tendency to throw first and ask later.” 
 
    “By the Enforcers! What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’ve been following you since the evening of the day you left.” 
 
    “But why, for goodness’ sake?” 
 
    “Would you mind lowering your arm?” he asked with a smile. “It makes me nervous when I see that dagger ready to search out my neck.” 
 
    Kyra lowered her arm with a muttered curse. 
 
    “For some reason you forgot to mention this expedition of yours. I found out you had left at nightfall. A goodbye would have been nice.”  
 
    “It’s none of your business. That’s why I didn’t tell you.” 
 
    “But you see, actually it is my business. If Ikai leaves the Shelter, then you do the same, it makes no sense for me to stay. After all, I came to get your help.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t help you. So go on your way and stop following me.” 
 
    “Luckily Idana’s a girl with a great heart. She told me what’s happening and the reason you’re both away. I understand what you’re trying to do, and I think I can help.” 
 
    “Idana!” Kyra moaned. She knew her friend had acted out of goodwill, but she should not have talked to strangers about it. And Romen, even though he was with Liriana and the resistance, was a stranger. 
 
    He smiled. “Don’t blame her. I insisted a lot.” He crouched beside the fire to warm his hands. 
 
    “How are you going to help me?” 
 
    “Kidnapping the Regent’s Surgeon is a crazy idea. But you’ll need someone who knows the capital, Sesmok’s palace and the surgeons’ quarters very well. And that’s me.” 
 
    “For the sake of Girlai Father Moon who’s watching us right now, if you were any more conceited your face would fall off!” 
 
    “And I bet you’ve forgotten that important detail.” Romen laughed. “I admit I’m a little conceited, but in this case I’m sure of my knowledge. I know the city like the back of my hand. I’ve patrolled it with the Guard for years. I’ve been in all the quadrants and neighborhoods and I know every corner. That much I can guarantee. And as far as I know, you’ve only been there once…” 
 
    Kyra wrinkled her nose and muttered something inaudible. 
 
    “Listen to me. You’re going to need me in there. It’s a hornets’ nest. One false movement and the whole swarm will fall on you. You won’t survive.” 
 
    Urda had woken up by now, and she joined them by the fire. “He’s right,” she said. 
 
    Kyra looked at her friend, who nodded. 
 
    She gave in. “All right, then! But if you put my mother’s life in danger I’ll cut you open.” 
 
    Romen smiled and sat down in front of the fire. “That won’t be necessary.” 
 
    At dawn Kyra said goodbye to Urda, put her arms round her and kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    “I’ll be right behind you,” her friend assured her. “See you in the capital.” 
 
    “We´ll meet there!” 
 
    Romen came up by her side, matching his pace to her own.  
 
    “Will you be able to keep up with me?” she asked defiantly. 
 
    “I think so. We’ll soon find out.” 
 
    Kyra went on for days, at the limit of her strength. Every day she went through agonies as she marched as fast as her body would allow. And every day she ran out of breath and was forced to walk instead of run. It was a small defeat which gnawed at her inside. But she kept going all the same. Every evening she was even more tired, until at last she was not even able to set up camp. Her legs ached terribly and she had such cramps that she could not sleep. Romen offered to massage her exhausted muscles, and she threw a satchel at his head. But the following evening the pain was so intense that she swallowed her pride and begged him to help her. His firm hands massaged her back and legs, and she let herself enjoy the pleasant sensation until she fell asleep. That night, instead of nightmares, she had very pleasant dreams. 
 
    The following day they reached the Boundary. 
 
    “How I hate this wretched barrier of the Gods!” Kyra muttered. She could see her left arm shaking uncontrollably now that the Ring was so near the translucent barrier. 
 
    “How are we going to manage this? One of us has to cross, while the other watches till the one who’s crossed wakes up.” 
 
    “You cross and I’ll watch,” Kyra said sarcastically. 
 
    Romen looked at her in amusement. “You realize that then it’ll be your turn to cross, and it’ll be me who’s awake, not you?” 
 
    “That’s enough of that! And stop smiling at me!” 
 
    Romen laughed, bent forward in a mock bow, and crossed the Boundary. 
 
    Kyra watched until the rebel woke up and recovered from the unpleasant effects of crossing. Then he went off to reconnoiter the surroundings.  
 
    “All clear,” he said when he came back. “You can cross.” 
 
    Kyra hesitated for an instant and finally made up her mind. 
 
    “Nothing had better happen to me, or else I’ll wipe that bloody smile off your face with a stick!” 
 
    Romen shook his head, laughing. 
 
    When she awoke, her entire body aching and disoriented, she was between tall shrubs, next to an oak. She looked around to see Romen crouching behind her looking out at the fields.  
 
    “At last! I thought you were going to sleep all day.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you wake me up?” 
 
    “I tried but you were in a pitiful state. I couldn’t manage to bring you round, so I hid you here.” 
 
    “Damn! We have to go on.” She got to her feet and picked up satchel and weapons. 
 
    “Where are we headed? The capital’s more than three weeks away, and honestly, I don’t think you’re in a fit state to get there.” 
 
    “I have a plan.” 
 
    Romen raised his brows in puzzlement. “A plan? You?” 
 
    “Yes, me! Shut up and follow me.” 
 
    “But where are we going? Let me remind you, just in case you’ve forgotten, that here there are Enforcers, the Guard and Hunters, and they all want our heads. Particularly the head of a Hero.” 
 
    Kyra narrowed her eyes “Of course I haven’t forgotten.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” 
 
    “We’re going to get ourselves horses.” 
 
    “Really? And where are we going to get them? As far as I know, only merchants and rich families have them.” 
 
    “I know where to get them.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “In Issoli, my village.” 
 
    “Isn’t it just a village of farmers?” 
 
    “But the Proxy of Issoli has a stable behind where he lives, with quite a few horses in it.” 
 
    “Proxy? You want to steal horses from a Proxy?” 
 
    “Not exactly. I’ll ask him nicely first.” 
 
    Romen shook his head firmly. “Have you lost your mind? How are you going to ask a Proxy? You’ll be put in jail immediately.” 
 
    “This Proxy helped my brother. He might help me too.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t?” 
 
    “We´ll steal his horses.” 
 
    “At least if he doesn’t imprison us first,” Romen said. 
 
    She smiled mischievously. “What would life be without a bit of excitement?”  
 
    Romen rolled his eyes. He was about to reply, but Kyra ran off down the field. 
 
    “Oh hell,” he protested as he ran after her. “This is going to end badly for us. Very badly…”  
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    The door opened with a barely audible creak. Adamis glanced over his shoulder and saw the Champion of the House of Eret coming into his quarters. For an instant his mind played tricks on him, and with a surge of happiness he thought it was Rotec. But sadly his friend would never come to see him again. A stinging pain pierced his heart, as if this absence were a dagger soaked in acid. Tears pricked at his eyes. 
 
    “Excuse me, your Highness,” Teslo said with a brief bow. “Your father the High King awaits you in the Throne Hall.” 
 
    Adamis went on gazing at the landscape revealed from the open balcony. From that height he could see the whole southern part of the First Ring, with its palaces, monuments and translucent buildings, extending in a semi-circle of shining glass forms until it reached the turquoise blue of the sea. Ships swayed in silence at their moorings. Ever since he was a boy Adamis had had the impression that if he dropped a pebble from his balcony it would roll downhill and shatter the glass buildings on its way to the water, where it would vanish in its depths. But that was just an optical illusion, since the glass was robust, just as his wish to escape and follow that pebble into the depths was an impossible illusion. He was the Prince of the House of Eret, and there was no other possible fate for him, except death.  
 
    He took a long breath and went on staring out. To the east he could make out two of the great marble and granite bridges which joined the First Ring to the Second, the house of his sworn enemy. One day they’ll pay, Rotec. They’ll pay for robbing you of a thousand springs of joy and life, I swear.  
 
    “Your Highness…” Teslo insisted softly. 
 
    Adamis turned. “Forgive me, Teslo, I was lost in thought. You may hand me my armor and cape.” 
 
    “Right away, my lord.” 
 
    Adamis finished dressing. He wore a white dress tunic with silver embroidery, and over it the armor of golden scales which covered him from neck to thighs. It was too showy for his taste, but he knew the occasion required it. His limbs were covered by greaves and gauntlets, also of gold. A white cape, almost transparent, hung from his shoulders. He hoped his father would approve. He was a very traditional figure, with fixed rules which had to be respected at all times. 
 
    After checking his attire he looked closely at his new Champion and Protector. He was young, his skin gave off reflections of still-healthy gold, and he was very tall, at least a hand taller than Adamis himself. His shoulders were as broad and muscular as Rotec’s. To have been crowned Champion he must certainly be a remarkable warrior. His head was shaven except for the long braid which hung down his back, in the style of the Soldiers. His face on the other hand was very different from Rotec’s, much more angular, with eyes dark as night. This had surprised Adamis, as it was not very common in his House, where light eyes were the norm. 
 
    “Are you happy with your new position?” 
 
    Teslo stood to attention. “It is the greatest of honors, your Highness.”  
 
    Adamis smiled. “That is not what I asked you…” 
 
    “Of course… yes, your Highness, I am very pleased. The highest aspiration of a Soldier is to reach the rank of Champion of his House, to become a protector of the Royal family and lead the army in battle when his King commands it.” 
 
    Adamis looked at the impressive soldier and nodded with the trace of a smile. 
 
    “Let us hope my father never asks you to, for the good of all… Only dreamers and poets praise the virtue and nobility of war, and only a madman or a fool goes to it with blind eyes and spellbound heart.” 
 
    Teslo narrowed his eyes. “I do not know that saying…” 
 
    “I am not surprised. It is by an old philosopher, Utrumis, who lived some five thousand years ago. His texts fell out of favor with the nobility, particularly among the Royal Houses. All Alantres turned against him. His views on many subjects important to society were considered… let us say, subversive. He had many problems… and one day he disappeared, or else he was made to disappear; it will never be known which. Luckily his works have been kept in the common fount of knowledge. I have always been fascinated by his essays. He reminds me of the reality we face and how close we always are to making a mistake without intending to ‒ or even with the best of intentions ‒ and thus launch ourselves into an abyss of pain and death. Like the one you, my Champion, want to bring about.”  
 
    “I do not understand, your Highness…” 
 
    “I have heard the rumor. I know you are hoping to challenge Iradu, the Champion of the House of Aureb, to a death duel, to avenge the death of your predecessor Rotec.” 
 
    Teslo lowered his head, and his long braid fell to one side. 
 
    “The wish does you credit, and I know you do it for the honor of our House, but let me assure you it is a mistake. For two reasons: first, at this critical moment it would bring about war, and that is something my father has forbidden. And second, you would lose.” 
 
    “I can defeat him, my lord, I assure you! The offense cannot remain unpunished!” 
 
    “No, you cannot. You are too young and inexperienced to face him. As for the offense, I will deal with that, at the appropriate time.” 
 
    “But I am the best warrior in the House of Eret!” 
 
    “You are indeed, but unfortunately the best of my House cannot defeat Iradu. That I know.” 
 
    “Allow me to show you.” 
 
    “No. I forbid you to dare Iradu, I forbid you to let your actions cause offense to our rival House. You shall not draw your weapons without my permission.” 
 
    “I live to serve you. I will obey your command, your Highness.” 
 
    “Then that is that,” Adamis said with a friendly slap on the warrior’s massive shoulder. “And now let us go and see my dear father. I believe he is impatient to give me an exemplary punishment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Adamis walked uneasily into the throne hall. With slow steps he crossed the hall, which was eternally covered by a low mist, glancing at everyone there, and bent one knee before his father the High King, who was waiting on his throne. His Majesty was accompanied by his wife the Queen, who sat beside him on the transparent Ethereal Throne. When he saw his mother Adamis was even more upset; she only came to the throne in the case of some very serious matter for the kingdom. He noticed Notaplo standing to one side. There was no-one else in the chamber, not even the Guard of Honor. They were alone. 
 
    This gets worse by the moment, he thought as he eyed the old Erudite’s worried face. 
 
    “Did you call for me, my lord King?” he said with the respect he truly felt. 
 
    The High King did not answer, so that Adamis was obliged to look directly at him. As he did, he realized this was exactly what his father was looking for. He found the High King’s eyes fixed on him, eyes of such light grey they reminded him of morning mist on a silvery lake. A mist which hid the King’s well-known intelligence deep in that lake which was his profound and prodigious mind. 
 
    Laino nodded, watching his son very carefully as if he did not recognize him, as if he were somebody else. 
 
    Adamis bore the scrutiny stoically, although there was a knot in his stomach which was growing and would soon force him to bend double. 
 
    “What were you thinking of?” the King asked faintly, with a voice as soft and distant as a murmur from the faraway continent of the slaves. 
 
    Adamis looked away, ashamed and troubled. “Always of the wellbeing of my House,” he answered, as he knew he ought. 
 
    “My ears hear the correct answer, but is it truly so?” Laino said. There was doubt in his soft yet penetrating voice. 
 
    “You know it, my father and King. You know me well.” 
 
    Laino clasped his fingers together and watched his son in silence for a long moment. 
 
    Adamis turned pleadingly to his mother, but she was looking elsewhere. The Queen would not help him, not before the High King. 
 
    “There was a time when I knew,” Laino murmured, “a time when I thought I knew my son, my heir. I would even have wagered my honor on it, even my life if it came to it… and yet now I am not so sure.” 
 
    “Father…” Adamis tried to explain, but Laino interrupted him. 
 
    “What happened in my absence is profoundly grave, and the trust I always placed in you, my only son, is now in question.” 
 
    “Allow me to tell you what happened ‒” 
 
    “The facts speak for themselves, Adamis, Prince of the House of Eret. Your words of defense would neither change them nor justify them.” 
 
    “But they might explain…” 
 
    “Explain?” Laino repeated. He threw his head back and gave a long sigh. “How can you explain that in my absence, my heir shed Royal Blood of a rival House?” 
 
    “Let me make you understand…”  
 
    “What should I understand? That you were on the point of not only losing your own life, but of causing a war between the Houses?” 
 
    “Father, I can assure you that was never my intention. The events unfolded that way, but I was not the one who shed the first blood.” 
 
    “That is beside the point,” Laino said coldly. “What happened is unjustifiable, and worse still unforgivable. It should never have happened. You should never have let yourself get involved in a situation like that. I believed my son was bright enough, intelligent enough, skillful enough, to deal with difficult situations. I thought I had educated my heir well, that I had taught him to use his head either to avoid these situations or else to handle them. I believed he shared my vision, understood the values of our House, of our civilization, of everything that is at stake.” 
 
    Adamis closed his eyes and breathed in deeply. These words had opened up a hole in his heart. 
 
    “Who is the Regent of the House of Eret in the Lower Cycle, when the High King hibernates?” 
 
    “I am, as Prince Heir and by your will as High King.” 
 
    “And what is the Regent’s principal obligation?” 
 
    Adamis swallowed; his father was lecturing him as he had when he was a small boy, and the bitter unease in his stomach was rising to his mouth. If he would just let him explain … but he would not. His father had already made his decision, and no matter how much Adamis might try, nothing would make him change his mind. 
 
    “To secure the wellbeing of his House and protect it in the absence of the High King,” he said, reciting the sentence like a creed. 
 
    “And is that what you think you did?” 
 
    “I did what according to my judgment I considered to be best, given the situation I was faced with.” 
 
    “Best? Your judgment?” Laino shook his head. “Has my son lost his mind in this last cycle, while I was sleeping?” 
 
    “No, father, I have not lost my mind or my judgment.” 
 
    “You almost caused a war against the House of Aureb, a war which would have started had the cycle not ended.” 
 
    “Asu shed blood. I merely defended myself.” 
 
    Laino stroked the ancestral medallion on his chest, the sign which identified him as High King, and gave a long sigh. A whitish mist surged from his breath and expanded before him until it surrounded Adamis. On contact with the arcane mist he felt a deeply painful void, sharp, wounding, as if it were robbing him of his essence of life through the pores of his golden skin. He looked fearfully, at his father, not understanding. Why was his father draining his life from him? Could he be going to kill him? He turned an imploring gaze on his mother in the hope she would intervene, but she looked away. 
 
    “Are you going to shed blood, Adamis?” Laino asked in his distant, cold, almost threatening voice. 
 
    “No, my lord Father… of cour… not… I cou… nev… do it.” 
 
    “You will not? But if you do not defend yourself you will die…” The High King’s voice was icy now. 
 
    Adamis shook his head as he doubled over with pain. His father’s Power was consuming him. His body would not be able to withstand the touch of that lethal mist. 
 
    “Never… I will die if necessary… but I shall not raise my hand against my father.” 
 
    Laino nodded slowly. At a word the mist returned into his body through his mouth, as if a spirit which lived inside him were returning to its lair. Adamis shivered and shook himself in an attempt to rid himself of the feeling of death and pain that was torturing him. 
 
    “That ought to have been your answer. That ought to have been your course of action. Never to shed the blood of Asu. Do you understand?” 
 
    Adamis nodded, shuddering. “I understand.” 
 
    “I thought you had learnt that lesson long ago. The House, the Kingdom, comes before anything else. You have failed us all, your family, your House and me. And not just that: to my greater dishonor, I have had to use all my influence and leave myself in debt in order that you would not be condemned at the trial. And I assure you that you would have been if I had not intervened. High King Gar would have made sure of your death. Nothing would have pleased him more, leaving me between the sword and the wall. He nearly had me there, and I would have had to choose between your death or going to war against the other Houses. That is what was really at stake in that trial.” 
 
    “I am sorry, Father.” 
 
    “The political balance between the Houses is extremely fragile. It might break at any moment. The peace we enjoy is the result of the constant efforts of the High Kings, of alliances, of the game of power and of fear of the rival Houses. Whoever fails to play his cards well risks perishing. In a not-too-distant past there were seven Houses, and before that there were thirteen. Do you know what happened to those which are no longer with us?” 
 
    Adamis quoted the History of Alantres he had learnt as a child. “They were conquered. The High Kings, the Royal families and the court were executed.” 
 
    “True, but not completely exact. Notaplo?”  
 
    The Erudite raised his head and scratched his temple. “Not all were annihilated or annexed. One House was banished and another was disbanded; their members fled so as not to be executed. They are believed to wander in distant places, hiding. For a long time they were hunted, but not anymore.” 
 
    “The History of Alantres is both rich and bloodthirsty,” Laino went on. “Never forget that. Do not drag your House to the abyss through your ineptitude, pride or vanity, for we would all perish with it. And believe me, nothing would make High King Gar and his son Asu happier.” 
 
    “I understand, and I know what you mean, my King.” 
 
    Laino rose, and as he did so an unnatural silence filled the chamber, muffling all sound. The ever-present mist on the floor intensified and Adamis felt its bleak touch on his legs. The High King advanced, looking straight ahead. As he did, the incredible Power his being gave off darkened everything behind him, as if night herself followed him as his escort. Adamis felt himself shiver in the face of his father’s immense Power. 
 
    “But that is not what has affected me most in this whole situation,” Laino said, and there was sadness in the distant murmur that was his voice. “What really worries me is what, although you denied it at the trial, we both know to be true.” 
 
    “The Ceremony of Vivification,” Adamis admitted. He knew that lying at that point would be useless. His father was too intelligent to let something like that escape him. Besides, Notaplo’s presence and his worried face could only mean the Erudite had been interrogated first and already knew the truth of it all. Notaplo would never lie to the High King. 
 
    “It is preposterous. Why? I cannot understand it. Why would a Royal heir, Regent of one of the Five Houses, interfere with the most sacred of our ceremonies, that on which his own father’s longevity depended? Why?” 
 
    At that moment his mother turned her head and looked at him questioningly. It was not a caring look, but a reproachful one. 
 
    “How could you do a thing like that?” the Queen asked, shaking her head. 
 
    “I only wanted to make sure the slave girl would not die. The ceremony was never defiled, nor were the High Kings in any danger at any moment, You have my word on that. I would never do a thing like that.” 
 
    Notaplo intervened. “I can assure you the Prince’s words are true. Only a speck of the girl’s life essence was preserved, that is all.” 
 
    The Queen put her hands to her face and rolled her eyes in disbelief. “That is treason all the same!”  
 
    Notaplo fell silent and lowered his head. 
 
    “For a slave…” said Laino. He gazed thoughtfully at Adamis. “I cannot understand it. You have always had a weakness for the slaves, ever since you were little. It is something for which I never judged you, even though it is frowned upon among us. Perhaps that is where I went wrong. Slaves are a necessary evil. They sustain our economy, they help our civilization advance towards its glorious goals. They are a source of wellbeing, of power for the Houses… We even have the possibility of experimenting on them and learning about their race, as Erudites like Notaplo do to further scientific developments. But do not misunderstand me, my son, they are and always will be slaves. They are inferior beings, without Power, primitive and wild. If we let them be, they would tear each other to pieces, like the animals they are.” 
 
    “Perhaps if you knew them you might discover they are not necessarily like that, that they are capable of great things, if they had the chance…” 
 
    “Your mother and I do not share your view. Neither does our House.” 
 
    “They are not so different from us, father…” 
 
    “Yes, they are indeed, and anyone who does not see that is a stain on our House. The Heir of the House of Eret cannot think this way. Slaves are a material good, a coin of exchange, and nothing more than that. So they have been for over a thousand years, and so they will be till the end of time.” 
 
    Adamis sighed deeply. How I would like to make my father understand what I saw in Kyra, to have his eyes opened as she opened mine… But he knew the High King would never listen. For him, as for the others, slaves were so many insignificant ants, to use and crush. That was the established order, and thus it would always be. 
 
    Laino turned to Notaplo, and the darkness followed him.  
 
    “You have always served my House well, Notaplo. You are one of the brightest minds of our whole glorious civilization. I will not blame you for what happened, since you simply followed your Prince’s wishes. But I must admonish you for not stopping Adamis from his reckless foolishness.” 
 
    “The slave, my lord, was special… I tested her myself…” Notaplo dared to say, almost in a whisper. 
 
    “She might have been ‘special’ for your experiments, for your scientific advances. But I can assure you she was not so for me, and I am life and death, law and judge in my own House.” 
 
    “Of course, High King. I beg your clemency and forgiveness for having strayed in my conduct. I allowed myself to be carried away by the hope that it might lead us to an important advance, toward eternal life.” 
 
    Hearing this, Laino became thoughtful. “I see… so that is your motivation in helping the Prince. How many times have you been close to a significant advance, old Erudite, and yet achieved nothing?” 
 
    Notaplo choked. “Well, you see, achieving new goals is extremely difficult … many times we think … many times we wish…” 
 
    “Many,” Laino interrupted him. 
 
    The Erudite nodded, ashamed. 
 
    “My beloved wife Belai says that my greatest virtue is that I do not let myself be carried away by my emotions, that my decisions are always well-thought–out, so that reason prevails over feeling. I can assure you that today I am finding it very hard. I would like nothing more than to make you suffer for the stupid, irreparable act you have committed.” He sighed heavily, and closed his eyes. For a long moment time seemed to stop, as if it was waiting for the High King to return from his deep thoughts. All watched in silence, motionless.  
 
    At last he opened his eyes, and time resumed its course. “I have meditated, and I shall honor that which I am, intelligence over emotion.” His gray eyes, now dulled, turned to Notaplo. “For service to me and to my House, and for your dedication and effort, I shall forget your part in this incident. But if you ever do anything remotely like it again, I shall order your public execution. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord. Thank you, my High King.” 
 
    Laino turned to Adamis and pointed at him with an accusing finger. 
 
    “For the dishonor caused, I forbid you to have contact with the slaves again. You will behave like a worthy Royal Prince and stay away from them at all times. This is a Royal order. If you disobey it I will take your life myself. I shall use the King’s Slayer on you, put that dagger through your heart.” The threat of death was so real that the darkness generated by the Power of the High King arched over Adamis as if it sought to devour him. 
 
    Hurt, he bowed his head and knelt. “I will do my King’s bidding.” 
 
    “And now I shall tell you the punishment the court has charged me with applying to you.” Adamis readied himself for what he knew would be a harsh punishment, for his father had to save face before the other High Kings. “I, Laino, High King of the House of Eret, sentence you, Adamis, Prince Heir of my House, to exile for an indefinite period of time. You will go to the Secret Temple of Eret on the continent, supervise its construction and report on progress. You will take over your cousin Atasos’ functions there.” 
 
    The Queen let out a muffled cry and her face contracted. “Not exile…” 
 
    Adamis received the sentence as if he had been immersed head first in an icy lake. But he bit his lip and kept silent. 
 
    “That is my sentence. Let me hear you will obey.” 
 
    Adamis raised his eyes calmly to his father. “I accept it, and will comply.” 
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    Rapt, Liriana contemplated the ancient oak tree in the moonlight. The silver rays of Girlai, Father Moon, filtered between dark clouds which foretold the storm that was about to break. The tree was monumental, with sturdy branches reaching grandly towards the sky, fearless of the elements, with a deep-rooted integrity. In the center of the clearing the solitary tree looked like a gigantic wooden god. 
 
    “Impressive, isn’t it?” an old voice said behind her. 
 
    “It gives out strength,” she said without taking her eyes off the tree “It won’t let anybody or anything subdue it. It gives me a feeling of safety… I can’t explain it… but I feel it.” 
 
    “That’s right, my child. For more than a thousand years it’s stood here majestically, against men, Gods, heavens and storms, and it’s still here: robust, magnificent, noble, unbreakable.” 
 
    “More than a thousand years?” Liriana turned to seek Gedrel’s benevolent eyes in the darkness. 
 
    “Yes, my child, and it will still be here when I am gone, when you are gone, for there’s still a great deal of life left for it to enjoy. It’s the king of this beautiful grove, its protective spirit watches over it, although it suffers in silence, for part of its domains, of its children and brothers, are on the other side of the Boundary, and that forced, unnatural separation makes its soul weep.” 
 
    Liriana’s gaze lingered on Gedrel, the man she loved as a father. She studied his parchment face, his hair and beard as white as snow, and his leathery body which under his woolen robe was no more than skin and bone. She thanked Oxatsi, Mother Sea, for having blessed them with that good, wise man. She prayed that under her protection he might be kept away from the claws of the Gods and their Enforcers. 
 
    He put his open arms around the great tree. “This place, this powerful oak, represents our spirit, our soul. As long as it stands there will be hope for our people.”  
 
    Liriana caught the fresh scent of the forest mixed with the damp touch of the rain. She searched in the distance, trying to make out the barrier of the Gods, which rose no more than a hundred paces away from them and divided the forest in two. She was beginning to understand why Gedrel had chosen this place for this secret, profoundly important meeting. At first she had thought it was because the oak-wood was a hard place to reach, at the outer limits of the Sixth County and at the furthest point from the capital. It was a good place for a secret meeting: hidden, uninhabited, away from intrusive eyes. There was not a soul for several days’ journey around. But now, listening to her master and leader, she understood that it was something more, a spiritual place. She glanced around the oaks which surrounded them where the clearing ended, and the darkness behind them. 
 
    “Will they come?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. She was worried. 
 
    “We’ll soon find out,” Gedrel said, and winked at her. 
 
    “For the good of our people I hope their hearts will choose bravely.” 
 
    “So do I, child, so do I.” 
 
    A branch snapped under a boot. Someone was coming from the south. Startled, Liriana turned quickly, her hand at her sword. Between the trees there appeared a figure in dark robes, with a scarf covering mouth and nose, carrying something on his back. Liriana was preparing to attack when her heart began to beat like a drum. She had recognized his walk. By Oxatsi! she muttered as she recognized Maruk,  
 
    “How many times have I told you to give people warning?” she snapped, waving her arms furiously. “You’ll end up with an arrow in your stomach one of these days, and the worst thing is it’ll be one of our own!”  
 
    “Sorry, Liri,” Maruk said apologetically. “You know I don’t really take to all this military stuff of yours.” He shrugged as if it were nothing serious and came forward, carrying a heavy leather bag. 
 
    Liriana was about to reply, but when she saw him in front of her, tall, slim, strong-armed, with those seductive green eyes and the dark hair she so much liked to tangle, she could not. The words died in her mouth. Instead she turned to Gedrel. 
 
    “Why does he have to be here? He barely knows how to wield a weapon. It’s a risk. He can’t defend himself, and he’s putting us all in danger.” 
 
    “But he can wield his blacksmith’s hammer. And he can forge what no other Senoca can.” Gedrel pointed at his Ring. “That’s why he’s here. Maruk’s very important for us. He mustn’t fight, it’s true, he must survive, because he’s an open door to freedom. And more important, he symbolizes hope. That’s why he must be introduced to the others today, and he must show them there’s a way to salvation.” 
 
    Liriana shook her head in protest. She understood Gedrel’s motives and Maruk’s importance to the cause, but she did not want anything to happen to him. And she could not go on protecting him forever. That certainty gnawed at her insides. 
 
    Maruk raised his brows at each of them in turn. “I’ll go where he wants me to, and that’s that.” 
 
    Gedrel smiled. “Very well said, my young smith.”  
 
    Maruk raised Liriana’s hand to his lips and kissed the tips of her fingers. “Don’t worry, my Captain. I’m always safe with you, and there’s nowhere I’d rather be.” 
 
    “You’re impossible,” she said as she pulled her hand free. “If the Gods catch you again, I’ll let you rot in their catacombs.” 
 
    Maruk picked up the bag and kept walking, leaving Liriana behind. 
 
    “No you won’t, and that’s what really worries me.”  
 
    He walked on to the great oak, where a hole the size of a small shield had been dug. Around it, at a distance of several paces, seven blocks of wood had been placed as seats. Maruk knelt in front of the hole and put his hand inside. He checked it thoroughly, then opened his bag and tipped the contents into the hole. On his hand he put a coarse glove he had been carrying under his shirt, then from a small pouch at his belt he took out a silvery powder and spread it around the hole. He closed the pouch and hung it from his belt, and Liriana realized it was not the one he usually wore but a much wider one, like a sash of reinforced leather. From it hung more than a dozen pouches of different sizes, together with several metal tubes. He’s brought all his ingredients. What’s he going to do? she wondered as she watched him working. He spent a long time over his preparations, mixing and pouring the contents of the pouches and tubes. 
 
    “Someday you’ll have to explain what all that’s for and what you’re doing.” 
 
    Maruk turned to her and smiled. “I’ll show you my secrets if you show me yours.” 
 
    Liriana rolled her eyes and muttered something rude. 
 
    Finally Maruk announced that he had finished. “Ready, Gedrel. Whenever you want.” 
 
    The old man looked up at the half-hidden moon between the clouds. “It’s almost time,” he said, and glanced at Liriana out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “All right, but first let’s make sure we’re alone. Better safe than sorry.” She put her hands to her mouth and very carefully imitated the hoot of a barn owl. A moment later she repeated the call. 
 
    At first only the night breeze caressing the leaves of the oak broke the silence. Then a moment later a similar hoot came from the south, followed by another from the north. Liriana waited, her ears alert for the sounds she was expecting. The next call came from the east, then a shriller one from the west. She counted to thirty in her head and replied with a final, longer hoot. 
 
    “All the watchmen have reported,” she said to Gedrel. “The forest’s safe.”  
 
    “What would I do without you,” he said, and smiled. “Let’s begin then. May Mother Oxatsi protect us tonight.” 
 
    Maruk nodded and set fire to the piece of wood in his gloved hand. He threw it inside the hole he had been working on, stepped back and gestured to the other two to do the same. Suddenly a dazzlingly intense flare rose almost as high as the great oak behind it. Liriana threw her head back in surprise and covered her eyes. The flare, like a creature of fire savoring the night, remained upright for a long moment, filling the clearing with light and scorching heat. Finally it shrank until it was no more than a foot above the hole, producing an extraordinary heat. 
 
    Gedrel sat down on the wood block in the middle, with the great oak at his back. “Let’s wait, then. The fire will lead them to us.” 
 
    Liriana stood behind the old man, looking through the forest shadows toward the edge of the clearing, with her hand on the pommel of her sword. Maruk sprinkled something powdery on the fire so that it turned blue, then came to stand beside her. He gave her a mysterious smile. 
 
    Time went by, and she began to feel restless. They were risking too much by being there. If anything happened to Gedrel or Maruk, she would never forgive herself. Everything’ll be fine, she told herself, trying to calm the storm in her stomach. Trust Gedrel, he knows what he’s doing. Moving shadows made her eyes turn towards the east of the open area. The sound of footsteps reached her ears, and she could not help drawing her sword. 
 
    “Easy…” Gedrel said. 
 
    Three men appeared in the clearing from the forest. They stopped for a moment and watched the group by the fire from a distance. The leading man was as big as a mountain. Liriana swallowed. If she had to fight him, she would be in trouble. The other two were not so big, but they were solidly-built. The three had axes in their hands; the one the giant carried was enormous and two-headed. They came slowly towards the fire and stopped. She could see their faces now. These men did not belong to the Guard, and neither were they Hunters. They were slaves. She looked at the giant’s Ring: he was a woodcutter. 
 
    Gedrel greeted him with a nod. “Welcome, Rutus of the Third County. I knew you’d be the first to arrive. I see you brought your cousins Usom and Turos.” 
 
    The giant scratched his thick black beard under eyes of the same color. “You called and I came, master.” 
 
    “I’m very pleased you answered my call,” said Gedrel, and stood up. He hugged the woodsman, then his companions, and introduced Liriana and Maruk to the group.  
 
    Gedrel turned to the couple. “Rutus and his cousins are here to represent the Third County. We represent the capital. Please take a seat.” Rutus sat down on one of the wood blocks, while his cousins stood behind him. 
 
    Rutus laid the huge axe across his legs and came straight to the point. “So what’s the plan?” 
 
    Gedrel smiled. “You’re always straightforward, Rutus. Let’s wait for the others. We have a lot to discuss, and it’s better if they can all be present.” 
 
    Soon four men appeared from the south of the forest and came slowly towards them. From their appearance and their Rings, Liriana identified them as miners. They came as representatives of the Fourth County, where the great iron and coal mines of the region’s mountain ranges provided the livelihood for most families. Gedrel welcomed them, hugging their leader Mitas warmly. He was a short, broad-shouldered man who looked as strong as an ox. Soon after, three men came from the west. Liriana had no trouble recognizing them by the smell of cattle and pigs which came before them. They were herders from the First County and they smelled frankly awful. She wished the storm would break to give them a wash, particularly Ganat their leader, who was as tall and thin as he was ill-smelling. 
 
    Gradually the rest of the guests of the secret meeting arrived. With Camptos, of the Sixth County, came three men. Seeing them, Liriana thought of Kyra and Ikai, who were farmers from the same county, as were most people in the poorest of the six Senoca regions. As she remembered this, Ikai’s image came to her mind, and her stomach lurched. She felt a tremendous void as she remembered the Hunter, his courage and determination, his cool head in the face of danger, his strange eyes, the night they had shared… A turmoil of contradictory feelings assailed her, feelings she could neither control or quell. Unconsciously she looked at Maruk, as if to check that he had not noticed what she was feeling, when really it would have been impossible for him to have noticed. She shook her head in annoyance. Leave me alone, Ikai, I’ve got enough problems as it is. But she was aware that she could never get rid of those feelings, no matter how hard she tried; they were engraved in fire in her heart. There are things the heart never forgets, however much you want it to. 
 
    Camptos’ group was followed by Costan’s, of the Fifth County, also peasants from another of the poorest areas. Finally came Pasmal of the Second County, where there were more goatherds and shepherds than farmers. 
 
    Gedrel greeted everyone fondly as if they were members of his own family, which —Liriana realized— was practically true as far as the old man was concerned. He looked at each one as though weighing up an earlier decision, then nodded and cleared his throat. 
 
    “I see you here with me tonight, and I’m deeply proud. The pride of a Senoca father towards children who honor him. I’m aware it hasn’t been easy to answer my call, that you’ve had to cover your trail very carefully to get to this oak wood. I know you’re risking your lives, that if the Guard or the Enforcers were to discover you they’d kill you on the spot. That’s why the first thing I’m going to do tonight is thank you, my children, for the sacrifice you’re making, and for the risk you’re taking for the good of all the Senoca.” 
 
    Mitas replied at once: “You’ve summoned us, master, and we’ve come. The danger’s always with us, right from the day we decided to follow you and spread the message, each in our own County. We live with the fear, but it reminds us that we’re alive, that we’re fighting for the freedom which will come one day. And if we must die, we’ll die gladly.” As he spoke, he mopped his forehead in an attempt to wipe off the soot and mineral crystals stuck in the pores of his skin, which would never come off. 
 
    “Well said,” grunted Rutus, slapping his axe with his huge hands. “I’m not much good with words, but I feel the same way.” 
 
    Camptos put his hand on the sickle he carried at his waist. “If we’re captured and killed, it’ll be a glorious end to a sad existence. Better to die on our feet trying to find freedom than live on our knees as a slave till death.”  
 
    “We were born slaves,” Pasmal agreed, his hands on his shepherd’s crook, “but that doesn’t mean we should give up. We must fight so that our children’s children can inherit a free land. If we must die for this, die we will, and we’ll do it with our heads high.”  
 
    Gedrel smiled broadly. His eyes gleamed. “Your words, my children, are music to my ears. Hearing you speak like this makes this old dreamer very happy. My philosophy of life, my beliefs, have sunk deep roots in your hearts. The message won’t die with me. That’s more than I could have wished for.” 
 
    Costan stood up and showed them a pair of cracked, callused hands which had known nothing but hard work from sunrise to sunset. Looking at Gedrel, he said: “These are the hands of a slave farmer. All my life I’ve only known two truths: one, produce or die, and the second, eternal slavery. One day you came, master, you chose us, you showed us the dream and opened our eyes to something we’d never thought possible. You filled our hearts with hope. Now we look forward to a future of freedom. For that we thank you, master.” 
 
    “This old visionary couldn’t be prouder. For more than twenty years I’ve traveled the counties searching for a group of adepts whom I could trust, to pass my dream on to them, my message of freedom. The way has been long, it’s taken time and effort to assemble this group, to create the web of trustworthy people behind each of you in your different counties. Now tell me, have you finished the preparations?” 
 
    Mitas spoke first. “In the mines, the important villages and in the capital of the Fourth County, my brothers have been working for months delivering the message. They do it carefully, patiently, avoiding risk. Once a week, at midnight, there are small secret meetings, always in a different place, always different groups. The message is told in whispers which are engraved in fire on the people’s hearts, in small groups, which are growing bigger day by day. We started out as a dozen, and in time that grew to a hundred. Now that hundred is a thousand, and still growing. Soon all the slaves of the Fourth County will have heard the message.” 
 
    “The same has been done in the Third County,” Rutus assured. “Some have been captured and tortured, others executed, for refusing to talk. But nothing can stop us.” 
 
    “Cattle travels to the capital from all the villages of the First County,” Ganat put in, “to be slaughtered and consumed. And with it goes the message.”  
 
    “The shepherds and their flocks travel from village to village in the Second County, and at each one they stop and deliver the message. At each well, fountain and drinking trough, the message is passed on.” 
 
    “Make this old man happy and recite the message you’ve given to the people. Recite it for me.” 
 
    Camptos began: The unthinkable has come to pass: a group of Senoca has escaped from the Eternal City, outwitting the Gods in their own home. Seven are the Heroes who have seen the faces of the Gods and escaped from their Power. 
 
    Mitas continued: The Heroes can cross the Boundary. They can free the Senoca people from their Rings. 
 
    Ganat joined them: The Heroes have created a Shelter for the Senoca outside the Boundary, where they can live in freedom and safety beside Oxatsi, Mother Sea. 
 
    Rutus and Costan added their voices: A rebellion is brewing, led by the Heroes. The seed of subversion has been planted and grows strong. All the Senoca people must join the rebellion. 
 
    Finally Pasmal joined them, and they ended as one: There is hope for the Senoca. We must fight for freedom, must follow the Heroes to rebellion. 
 
    Gedrel listened, eyes closed, nodding slowly, to the words he had written himself to lighten the hearts of the people and give them hope. The old man opened his eyes and looked up at the moon. “Then the effort was worth it, for the flame has caught, and soon the whole Senoca people will know there’s hope, that freedom is possible.” 
 
    “The message travels fast from Senoca to Senoca.” Mitas said. “The people want to believe, master. Deep in their hearts there still lives a permanent wish for a better life, in spite of all the suffering. But they’re afraid too, for that same suffering has taught them that their lives have no value for those who enslave them, that suffering, torture and death can come at any moment.” 
 
    “They’re afraid, and so they should be. What we’re doing is extremely dangerous. Simply talking about freedom is punished with death.” 
 
    “That’s why I doubt whether they’ll dare to rise,” Rutus said. “Talking about it in hiding is one thing, but acting against the Regent and the Enforcers of the Gods is a very different thing.” 
 
    “That’s natural,” Gedrel said sadly. “We’ve been slaves for more than a thousand years. We know nothing but submission, grief, pain and death. We have to use our heads. We can’t force our people, we must prepare the way. That’s why we’re here today, to ensure the Senoca will have a path to freedom.” 
 
    “And how will we prepare that path?” Mitas asked. 
 
    Gedrel heaved a deep sigh. “By example,” he said firmly. “The moment has come to take action, to rise, to begin the rebellion. You already know the consequences, and I won’t try to hide or soften them. Pain, suffering and death await us. Many of us won’t see the end of it, but it’s the price which has to be paid for freedom. Nobody will give it to us as a present. We have to take it by force.”  
 
    Gedrel’s words filled Liriana with pride. 
 
    Pasmal bent towards the old man. “If we act openly against the Regent, he’ll fall on us like a madman. All of us here can bear witness to his savage methods. We know what he’s capable of.” 
 
    “True, but don’t be mistaken, my pupils. He’s no madman. Far from it. He’s a sharp-witted, extremely intelligent man, which makes him all the more dangerous. You must understand the consequences of going on, my friends and brothers. Sesmok will get Lord Hunter Osvan to pursue us, and Osvan will send all his Hunters after us. He’ll send the Proxies and the Guard to search every village and every farm for traitors. All who are caught and jailed will suffer inhuman torture at the hands of the High Priest Torkem. Sesmok will want to end the rebellion before it even starts. That’s why he’ll search for us, us sitting here around the fire under this oak, and he’ll want to kill us.” 
 
    Rutus struck his chest with his fist. “I’m not afraid of Sesmok, or his Hunters, or his Guards. If they come for me I’ll die cleaving this axe in the chest of many of them. They’re men, and men bleed, all of them. But the Enforcers are something else… those monsters don’t bleed, not like us. Or at least, so they say.” 
 
    “And we have to fight them as well,” said Gedrel. “They won’t stay on the fringes.” 
 
    “The way you describe it, master, it sounds like pure madness,” Costan said. He sounded downcast. “We don’t stand a chance. They have Hunters, Guards, Eyes-of-the-Gods and Executors. We’re nothing more than farmers, woodcutters and miners. We don’t even know how to wield a weapon.” 
 
    Liriana saw true fear in the eyes of those men. What up till then had been something secret and dangerous was on the brink of turning into something much worse, and they were beginning to understand the magnitude of what lay ahead of them. 
 
    “You’re right,” Gedrel said. “It’s crazy. But crazy or not, we’re going to make it come true. We don’t have an army, but we have the people. We don’t have Proxies, Enforcers or Eyes, but we have men of worth who will lead us along: you who are here tonight. We don’t know how to wield a weapon, true enough, but we have the most powerful weapon of all: the heart of a downtrodden man who’ll fight for what’s just, to recover what was stolen from him, to reach freedom one day. It won’t be easy, and there’s nothing to say we’ll make it, but it’s our own fight, and we must rise to end the tyranny. For us, for our children, for all our people, so that slavery comes to an end and we can live free and in peace in a better world.” 
 
    “I’m ready, just waiting for the order,” Liriana said with intense feeling. 
 
    “Me too,” said Maruk. He stood up beside her. 
 
    Gedrel turned to them gratefully. “And there’s something else we have, something of great worth. We have the Heroes of the Senoca, the ones who’ve already confronted the Gods, Enforcers and Men and come out victorious. Those whose deeds the message whispers to the people, those who represent hope.” 
 
    Rutus scratched his beard. “Don’t take me wrong, master, I’m not doubting your word, but have they really done what the message says, or is it just a poetic song to give the people something to dream about?” 
 
    “I appreciate your directness, Rutus. I don’t want any of you here to have any doubt. The message is true, every word of it. Today two of the Heroes are here with us.” He pointed to Liriana and Maruk. “Tell us the truth of what you went through.” 
 
    Liriana came forward to the fire, which was burning with a blue intensity. Maruk went to stand on the other side of the flames. 
 
    “What I’m going to tell you,” she said, “is what really happened. No fantasies, no exaggerations, just the truth, to let you understand what we’re up against ‒ but also what we were able to overcome.” 
 
    She told the story of what had happened, and they listened mesmerized. At the end of her story there was silence as they came to terms with what they had heard. 
 
    “The Gods exist… they’re real… powerful…” Mitas said, more to himself than to the others. 
 
    “Yes, but they aren’t immortal. They can die. We know that now. And what’s more, we’ve fought their Enforcers and killed them. It’s possible. That’s why you mustn’t lose hope. We can fight, we can win.” Liriana clenched her fist in front of her brightly-lit face. 
 
    “And the rest of the Heroes?” asked Camptos. 
 
    “They’re in the Shelter, outside the Boundary. A safe place, where the Senoca already have a colony, beside Oxatsi, Mother Sea.” 
 
    “How’s it possible to cross the Boundary?” Pasmal asked. “How did you do it?”  
 
    Maruk stepped forward. “I take care of that,” he said. He glanced at the old leader, who nodded. Maruk turned to Pasmal. “Come here,” he said. The man went over to Maruk, who told him to kneel facing the fire, beside him. Everybody looked on curiously. 
 
    Maruk took two tubes from his sash. Carefully he poured their contents into the fire. At contact with the flames they turned a blinding red and to everyone’s amazement, rose to the sky. 
 
    Liriana watched in fascination. Maruk’s arts always intrigued her, and his refusal to explain them made them more enigmatic still. 
 
    Maruk took Pasmal’s left hand and covered it with a thick glove which reached as far as his Ring. 
 
    “It’ll protect you. It’s got a fire-proof lining. I made it myself, and I’ve used it a lot. It works.” 
 
    Pasmal’s eyes were full of doubt, but he said nothing. From another bag which hung at his waist like a sword, Maruk took out another gauntlet and put it on his own right hand. It was the massive glove they all knew and hated: the gauntlet used by the Eyes in the Ritual of the Trade, when at the age of eight all Senoca were forced to have the Ring put on them. Maruk examined the silver gauntlet with its golden ornamentation and runes. He seemed to be checking that everything was in order. The artifact was solid, rectangular, very heavy and robust. 
 
    When it was ready Maruk nodded and looked Pasmal in the eye. “Don’t be afraid, everything’ll be all right. You’ll feel heat, like when you were given the Ring, but don’t resist, trust me.”  
 
    Pasmal stared at him with eyes full of dread, but nodded. Maruk closed his gauntlet over Pasmal’s Ring. Slowly, he moved the man’s arm until the flame enveloped the gauntlet covering the Ring. There were several muffled cries at the sight of the flames coming into contact with the gauntlet. 
 
    Pasmal began to scream with pain. The flame reached his hand and wrist just as it did Maruk’s. They were both protected by the gloves, but not sufficiently, judging by their faces. 
 
    “Hold on… a little more…” Maruk said with a grimace, holding his own and Pasmal’s hands in the flame. “It won’t be long…” 
 
    They suffered for a few more moments until finally a golden flash issued from Maruk’s massive metal glove. The flash grew in intensity, blinding everyone, then went out. 
 
    Maruk withdrew their hands from the fire and they both moved back, enduring the pain as best they could. Maruk, whose gauntlet was still covering Pasmal’s Ring, said: “It’s almost done.” Sweat was running down his forehead.  
 
    Pasmal’s jaw was clenched, but he did not complain. He was staring tremulously at his left hand as if trying to assure himself that it was still there, that it had not melted. Maruk freed the gauntlet, and the Ring was revealed. With his other hand he brought out a small vial and poured a white liquid over Pasmal’s Ring. Another powerful golden flash followed. 
 
    There was an awed silence. 
 
    “Let’s see if it’s worked,” Gedrel said. 
 
    Maruk nodded. 
 
    The group went towards the Boundary, crossing the northern part of the oak wood, and stopped at the barrier of the Gods. 
 
    “Maruk…” said Gedrel, whose hand was shaking uncontrollably now that the barrier was so near.  
 
    Maruk led Pasmal to it. “Don’t be afraid. Trust me. We can do it.” He took him by the left hand, and they both crossed. There came a flash, and both men fell to the ground amid convulsions. 
 
    “Oh no!” cried Mitas. 
 
    “Easy,” Liriana said. “This is normal. Anyone who crosses suffers the same effects.”  
 
    They waited uneasily, watching the two men lying unconscious on the ground. 
 
    “Are you sure they’re alive?” Rutus said. “They’ve been like that for a while.”  
 
    And at that moment, Pasmal woke up. Shakily, he got to his feet and stared at them, wide-eyed. 
 
    “I’ve… crossed… I’m… alive. I can’t believe it!” 
 
    A moment later Maruk woke up and got to his feet. 
 
    Gedrel smiled from ear to ear. “There’s your proof. We can cross the Boundary, we can escape and be a free people. We can fight the power of the Gods. Who’s with me? Who’ll rise to regain their freedom?” 
 
    There was a moment of disbelief, then a unanimous cry: 
 
    “Me!” they shouted with all the power of their lungs. 
 
    “For freedom! For the Senoca!” Gedrel cried. 
 
    “For freedom! For the Senoca!” they all shouted, raising their clenched fists to the sky. 
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    “Are you sure about this, Kyra?” Romen asked. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    He was looking at the Proxy of Issoli’s mansion, on the other side of the busy village square. “It doesn’t sound like a good idea to me,” 
 
    “Nobody’s making you follow me. You can go on your way right now.” 
 
    “This is crazy. You’re about to cross the village square, where everybody knows you and knows there’s a price on your head, to go into the house of one of Sesmok’s Proxies. In full day light! It’s insane!” 
 
    Kyra looked up at the morning sky, breathed in the air, which smelt of earth, and shrugged. “This is how things are. We came to the village by day, and I’m not going to wait around till night. It has to be now. Every moment we waste might mean the difference between life and death for my mother.” 
 
    Romen swore. “We won’t even make it across the square.” 
 
    “Stay here, I’ll go. If you don’t hear from me, you’ll know what’s happened. Go on your way, back to Liriana and the resistance.” 
 
    Romen put a hand on her shoulder. “Think again, please.” 
 
    “I’m not the sort of person who thinks again.” 
 
    And with that farewell she started off toward the mansion. She crossed the square with her chin high, without concealing her identity and without looking at anybody, her eyes fixed on her target. She went to the north side of the square, to the Proxy’s huge residence-tower. She could hear the whispers and muffled cries of her neighbors as they recognized her, but she ignored them and went on. Someone dropped a vase, which shattered, but she did not flinch. Two armed Guards were stationed at the door of the tower. When they saw her approach they went stiff as boards. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” she said flatly, coming to stand in front of them as though it were the most natural thing in the world. Her right hand was hidden behind her, with a throwing dagger at the ready. 
 
    “You’re… Kyra…” muttered the youngest of the guards. Kyra remembered seeing him in the village before. “You… were… Selected… but nobody returns after a Summoning…” 
 
    “I’m special,” she replied with a tight smile. 
 
    The other Guard, middle-aged, pointed his spear at her chest. 
 
    “The crazy rumors among the farmers say you’re one of the Heroes, that you and your brother are two of the seven Heroes…” 
 
    “Is that what they say? And what do you think?” 
 
    Grim-faced, he threatened her with his spear. “You don’t look like a Hero to me.”  
 
    “If you don’t take that spear away, you’re going to regret it.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? What are you going to do, Hero of the Senoca?” 
 
    Before he had finished speaking, her right arm shot out like a whip. 
 
    The Guard took a step back. He dropped his spear, then his shield, and put a hand to his right thigh, where Kyra’s dagger had buried itself deeply. 
 
    “Bitch…” he muttered, and bent over in pain. 
 
    Kyra prepared her other dagger. “You need to make a tourniquet, or else you’ll lose your leg.” She turned to the other Guard. “Can you announce me to your master Ambuk? I need an audience with him.” 
 
    The young man did not know what to do. First he raised his shield and readied his spear, then looked to his partner for advice. 
 
    “Do I have to ask again, or would you rather end up like him?” 
 
    The young Guard glanced at his wounded comrade, his eyes fearful. But the other man, bent double with pain against the wall and holding his leg, could not help him. So he nodded nervously and went into the building backwards, covering himself with his shield. 
 
    I have to risk it, it’s all or nothing, Kyra thought as she waited. Time’s of the essence, and I’m running out of options. Out of the corner of her eye she saw the villagers gathered in the square, not missing a thing. More than half the village was there, already. All activity had ceased, and nobody said a word. From the outskirts of the village more people were coming, drawn by the rumors which were flying through the streets. 
 
    The door of the mansion opened and three Guards came out. Their faces were stern.  
 
    “You can come in,” said the biggest as he stared at his wounded comrade. “But don’t you dare try anything, or it’ll be the last thing you do.”  
 
    Kyra went into the house as though she were a God, as though those Guards were nothing more than slaves she could cause to burst into flames by snapping her fingers. The thought reminded her of the God Prince Asu, and her stomach gave a lurch. You bastard! One day I’ll tear your eyes out, even if it’s the last thing I ever do! She took a deep breath and exhaled in a long sigh in an attempt to calm herself. The situation was complicated and she could not afford to get carried away. I have to act like Ikai would, weigh up my options well and go on calmly. None of my wild impulses, or else I’ll never get out of here. 
 
    In the inner courtyard of the house the Proxy was waiting for her. Behind him stood the young Guard from the door and two others. Added to the three behind her there were now six, which made fighting a bad idea: she would die. Stay cool… don’t provoke them… She recognized the Proxy from Ikai’s description, and was grateful she had asked her brother to tell her every detail of his experiences when he had rescued her. 
 
    “Welcome, Kyra…” Ambuk started to say, then stopped. He stared at her with narrowed eyes and something like recognition in his face. “It’s… it’s amazing how alike you are…” 
 
    She came to stand before him in the middle of the room. “Alike?” 
 
    “You’re the spitting image of your mother… of Solma…” 
 
    “My brother Ikai told me you knew her… and my father…” 
 
    The strong guard interrupted. “Speak to the Proxy with appropriate respect.” 
 
    “I speak to the whole world the same way. Peasant or Proxy.” 
 
    Ambuk waved his hand. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Kyra turned a look of hatred at the Guard, but bit her tongue and said nothing. 
 
    “Yes, I knew your parents… for a moment I went back in time, to those happy days of my youth… Forgive me, sometimes nostalgia gets the better of me. It’s the years of solitude. Make sure you have someone beside you …” He gave her a kind smile. 
 
    Kyra nodded, looking closely at the Proxy. Just as Ikai had told her, she saw goodness in his face. 
 
    “Let me tell you that seeing you here today is something I never thought possible. Never before has one Summoned by the Gods come back. It’s something that nobody expected, and it’s created all kinds of rumors and gossip. It’s as if a ghost had returned in triumph from the dead.” 
 
    “Except that I’m very much alive.” 
 
    Ambuk smiled. “I can see that, and also that you’ve inherited your father’s fiery character. To be honest, I never believed your brother would make it. It’s a real accomplishment, to have managed to reach you and bring you back. Rightly do the people call you the Senoca Heroes.” 
 
    Kyra tensed. She had not expected the Proxy to be aware of that. It was not a good sign. He must have an order to capture her. 
 
    The Proxy was aware of her fear. “Don’t be afraid,” he said with a reassuring gesture. He turned to his Guards and ordered them to leave the two of them alone. There was a moment of tension, but they obeyed. 
 
    “I need to understand how all this is possible. I need to know whether the rumors are true, whether you managed to escape from the Eternal City, avoiding the Gods themselves, killing their Enforcers, that you can cross the Boundary and that there really is a Shelter. Is all this true, Kyra? Or is it no more than a hope, a slave people’s attempt to survive by inventing stories to avoid giving in to despair.” 
 
    “It’s all true. We’re no Heroes, but I can assure you that all the rest is absolutely true.” 
 
    Ambuk gestured towards the sofa. “Sit down, and please tell me everything … my heart needs to know whether there’s hope for our people.” 
 
    Kyra hesitated, she was not sure she could trust this man. After all, he was a Proxy of the Regent, an enemy. 
 
    “I understand that you don’t trust me. But I can assure you that I have no intention of handing you over either to Sesmok or the Enforcers, even though my orders are to capture the Seven Heroes, alive or dead.” 
 
    Kyra looked into his eyes. He seemed to be telling the truth, and Ikai had trusted him and had not been betrayed. 
 
    “All right,” she said. 
 
    She told him everything that had happened, to her and Ikai, and all the others. She told him hastily, but without leaving anything out. As the story unfolded Ambuk’s eyes widened. When she finished, he was obviously very touched, with his gaze lost in the distance, speechless. 
 
    She took hold of his arm, since he seemed about to fall. “Are you all right?” 
 
    For a moment he did not answer, as if he were in some faraway place he could not come back from. But he recovered. 
 
    “Yes… yes… I’m fine. What you’ve just told me changes everything. You don’t know how important this is, for the Senoca, for our future.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because the flame of hope will take hold. Because we’ll be able to wake up from this abominable nightmare which has tormented us for a thousand years. Because not everything is lost, because there’s hope for the Senoca. What you have managed is an unthinkable feat.” 
 
    Kyra frowned in puzzlement. 
 
    “One day you’ll understand,” he told her. 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “And what’s one of the Heroes doing in my house? If you’ve come to me, risking your life, it’s because you need something from this Proxy. Something important. What is it?” 
 
    “My mother Solma is very sick. I need a Surgeon, the best, and I’m going to the capital to get him.” 
 
    Ambuk arched his brow. “You’re not thinking of going to see Miratos, Sesmok’s Surgeon, are you?” 
 
    “Not to see him, I’m going to kidnap him and bring him back to the Shelter.” 
 
    He gave a start. “That’s suicide. You won’t reach him. He’s one of the best-guarded men, and as cautious and wary as the Regent himself.” 
 
    “My brother wasn’t going to be able to get to the Eternal City either, and neither was I ever going to return from there. But we did, just as we’ll be able to save Solma.” She spoke with such assurance that Ambuk’s face changed from somber denial to awe. 
 
    “It’s true, you and your brother are truly amazing. I won’t try to dissuade you, but I must warn you it’ll be extremely difficult to kidnap Miratos. He lives next to the Palace, and is protected by Sesmok’s most trusted men.” 
 
    “I’ll find a way. Anything you can tell me that might come in handy?” 
 
    “He’s undoubtedly the best Surgeon in Osaen, but he’s also a man with a corrupt heart. He only uses his knowledge and experience in exchange for money and favors. He’s been Sesmok’s personal Surgeon for years, and he lives surrounded by luxury and vice. It’s rumored that he has many and varied vices, from very young girls to gambling and drugs. He can’t be bought, because he knows Sesmok will better any offer.” 
 
    “I see. A great man…” 
 
    “It’s curious how Nature bestows exceptional minds on evil men, and the two form an alliance. Sesmok himself, that viper, is extremely intelligent, which makes him a very dangerous man. You must avoid him at all costs, or else you’ll end up in a torture chamber.” 
 
    “I’ll remember. Thank you for the information.” 
 
    “Now that I come to think of it, I haven’t asked you the reason for your visit, and it must be something very serious to make you risk your life. How can I help you?” 
 
    Kyra stood up. “Time is short. I must reach the capital as soon as possible. I need two horses.” 
 
    “I see. They’re yours. Anything else?” 
 
    “Some provisions.” 
 
    Ambuk nodded. He called one of his servants and instructed him to prepare the provisions and two horses. 
 
    “What you’ve told me here today has changed my life. You’ve filled this broken heart with a new hope. I can never thank you enough. I thought I’d end my days alone and in the darkness of despair.” He took a step forward and hugged Kyra as if she were his own daughter. “Thank you, Kyra, daughter of Siul and Solma of the Senoca. Thank you, from the bottom of my heart.” 
 
    Suddenly there came a loud noise from outside: a mixture of frightened voices and authoritarian ones. 
 
    Two of the Proxy’s Guards came hastily into the hall. 
 
    “Hunters, my lord, with the Guard of Osaen.” 
 
    Ambuk gave them a troubled look. “I haven’t been informed, and that’s customary. This is very strange.” 
 
    “They’re rounding people up in the main square. It doesn’t look like a courtesy visit, my lord.” 
 
    “It’s time for you to go, Kyra. Use the back door, into the garden and on to the stables.” He turned to his Guards. “Both of you, go with her. Make sure nothing happens to her and that she manages to get away from the village.”  
 
    “Thank you, Ambuk. I’ll never forget this.” 
 
    The Proxy winked at her. “Run, run, don’t let them catch you.” 
 
    Ambuk’s servant was waiting for them in the back garden. He handed Kyra the satchel with the provisions, and she leapt over the back fence and ran to the stables. The guards followed her closely: the one with the stern face and the young one who had been at the front door. The stable was near; they would reach it in a moment. The din which echoed in the square behind them was growing louder: cries of fear. Kyra dared a glance back and saw armed Guards preventing anybody from getting out.  
 
    A few paces from the stable, two men appeared out of the trees. Kyra stopped in her tracks. She recognized their clothes. By Girlai, Hunters! She looked for a way out. Behind her was the mansion-tower of the Proxy and the square, in front of her the stable and the two Hunters. To her right were trees and at the far end, the river. 
 
    “Who goes there?” one of the Hunters asked, raising his bow. 
 
    Kyra knew she had to improvise, to gain time somehow. 
 
    “A messenger from Proxy Ambuk, on official mission,” she lied with total ease. “I must get to the capital immediately” She indicated the two Guards behind her. 
 
    The two Hunters looked at each other briefly, then lowered their bows. The ruse was going to work! She walked on, head high, past the two Hunters, who did not take their eyes off her. She reached the stable and found half a dozen horses. I just have to get on the first one and gallop away casually, without hurrying. The two servants who were tending the horses came to the door when they saw her coming. They wore the livery of the Proxy’s servants, and one of them was gigantic. 
 
    “She’s one of the Heroes! Get her!” cried the strong Guard suddenly behind her. 
 
    Kyra closed her eyes and cursed to herself. Damn traitor, son of a hyena! She turned slowly and saw the Guard pointing his spear at her accusingly. The other, younger Guard did not know what to do. This went against Ambuk’s orders, and he was totally confused. The two Hunters aimed their bows at Kyra. 
 
    “She’s the one summoned by the Gods who escaped from the Eternal City!” the Guard shouted. 
 
    “Stay where you are!” one of the Hunters ordered. 
 
    She was trapped. She reached back, slowly, until she felt the dagger in her belt between her fingers. 
 
    “Grab her!” the Hunter ordered.  
 
    Suddenly there came a long whistle from the trees to her right. She recognized it at once. It was the deadly hiss of an arrow cutting through the air. 
 
    With a hollow thud the arrow buried itself in the back of the Hunter closest to her. He arched back in pain and fell to the floor. 
 
    “What the…!” the other Hunter cried. He sank to one knee and loosed two arrows towards the trees. 
 
    Kyra turned to the Guard when his spear was almost in her right eye. Instinctively she drew her head sideways, and the spear cut her right cheek. But she barely felt the pain. In an instinctive move her right arm rose and threw the dagger with tremendous strength. The Guard grunted and stepped back with the dagger embedded in his right armpit. He dropped the spear and protected himself with his shield. 
 
    “Kill her!” he cried to his partner. 
 
    The young Guard still did not know what to do. Kyra took advantage of his hesitation to reach for her two other throwing daggers, one for each hand. 
 
    “Skewer her!” 
 
    Kyra’s eyes met those of the Guard’s. She shook her head slowly. “Don’t do it. You’re too young to die like this.” 
 
    “Finish her off, I tell you!” 
 
    The young man made his decision. His spear searched for Kyra’s chest. She threw herself to one side and rolled on the ground. She got to one knee, aimed and threw her left hand dagger. The terrified Guard fell on his knees with it buried in his neck. He died choking on his own blood. 
 
    “Bitch!” the big Guard shouted. He brandished his sword and tried a savage cut to Kyra’s head. But she rolled again, landed on one knee and readied her hand to throw again. 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” 
 
    But she knew he would not. The wound in his armpit was lethal and he would bleed to death. He had not realized yet, although he would in just a few moments. She turned to the Hunter as he let fly another arrow. 
 
    There was a cry of pain beside the trees, and she made out a figure falling among the bushes. The Hunter grinned in triumph and nocked a new arrow, but this time it was aimed at Kyra. 
 
    “Don’t try anything. Lower that hand.” 
 
    Kyra obeyed. 
 
    He nodded towards the trees. “Who was helping you there?” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I hit him all right. Get on your knees, hands together, pointing up. Come on!” He threatened her with his bow. 
 
    In the circumstances, all she could do was obey. 
 
    “She’s… killed me…” stammered the Guard as he realized he was dying. He dropped his shield, fell to his knees and died. 
 
    The Hunter shook his head, and looked towards the stable. 
 
    “You two, stable-hands, come out.” 
 
    The two slaves peered out, reluctant to leave the safety of the stable. 
 
    “Come on now, stop hiding like rats. Take the rope from my partner’s belt and tie her hands and feet.” 
 
    The two stable boys did so, heads lowered. Kyra cursed her bad luck as they tied her wrists and ankles. She was left lying on her side. 
 
    The Hunter stood beside her, his bow pointed at her. 
 
    “So you’re the famous Hero who escaped from the Eternal City. I’m going to collect a handsome reward from the Regent.” 
 
    “I swear I’ll tear out your eyes for this!” Kyra threatened furiously. 
 
    The Hunter laughed. “I very much doubt it.”  
 
    Suddenly his laughter turned to a guttural sound. His bow fell to the ground, and he put his hands to his throat. A knife had pierced it from the back of his neck to his Adam’s apple. He fell and died with a gurgle of blood, his face beside Kyra’s on the ground.  
 
    “Could you tell me why you killed him?” the slimmer of the two stable-boys asked his comrade, who was retrieving his knife. 
 
    “He said she’s one of the Heroes, Karm. We’re looking for the heroes.” 
 
    “I know, Honus, but you could have talked to me before killing a bloody Hunter!” 
 
    The giant shrugged. “There wasn’t time. What was I supposed to do? They just appeared here, right where we were hiding. It’s just my bad luck! Always the same story! What can I have done to offend Oxatsi?” 
 
    “Honus, stop complaining!” 
 
    Kyra stared at the two men, unable to puzzle out what was happening. 
 
    “Could someone tell me who the hell you are?” she burst out furiously. 
 
    The two men turned to her. 
 
    “My name is Karm, and this grumbling giant is Honus. We were looking for you… well, for the Heroes…” 
 
    “You have to help me, quickly,” Kyra said with a nod towards the trees. “My partner might be badly wounded. I have to get to him,”  
 
    “No time for that,” Honus said. “If we don’t hide at once, they’ll catch us all!” He gestured at the square with his huge hand. 
 
    “You’re right,” Karm said. “Let’s clean up this mess, quick!”  
 
    A little later, her hands still tied, Kyra entered the stable on the giant’s shoulder like a sack of potatoes. 
 
    “For the sake of all the Seas, let me down!” she protested. “I have to go for Romen!”  
 
    “As you wish,” Honus said. He dropped her on top of the bodies they had hidden among the hay. 
 
    “You brute!”  
 
    Karm put a finger to his lips. “You’d better be quiet. More Guards are coming.” 
 
    “If we get out of this, you’ll learn a thing or two,” Kyra protested as Honus spread hay over her to hide her. “I swear you’ll have something to remember me by!” 
 
    “If we get out…” said Karm, and hid himself hastily. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Adamis’s eyes lingered on the ship which would take him into exile at dawn. It was a light, fast vessel with a single sail, that would carry him over the ocean far from his home for an indefinite period of time. Palace servants were decorating her as though for some solemn royal funeral. Along the main avenue which led to the docks a number of Oppressors, whips in hands, oversaw the groups of slaves who were cleaning and decorating the streets. This was in preparation for the crowds who would come to witness the departure of the Prince of the House of Eret the following day. 
 
    He raised his eyes and scanned the horizon. The sun was already sinking in the sea to rest until the new dawn, and took its farewell by painting the sky a warm orange. My father wants to make my expulsion into an eye-catching spectacle. The whole kingdom will come down to the docks to say farewell to their Prince, doomed to exile. He shook his head. He could understand why. His father always thought out each move before making it, and this was nothing more than a well-calculated political maneuver. They would all witness the great show: the tears of his mother the Queen, the sorrow in the face of his father the High King, the displeasure of the nobility, the annoyance of the other castes. Everything well-orchestrated and in full view of the other great Houses. He has thought it out carefully. It is a good move, and it saves his face before the other High Kings; it shows him off to advantage, punishing his only child as he promised he would. There’s no doubt he is both intelligent and extremely astute. That is why we are the most powerful House, and my father will make sure we continue to be so, despite my blunders. 
 
    “A beautiful ship,” Teslo said behind him. 
 
    His Champion was followed by six Custodians of Honor. The Prince could not take a step without being followed by the Guard, on his father’s orders. 
 
    He nodded. “Have you ever sailed, Teslo?” 
 
    “Yes. It is part of my training as a soldier. But never beyond the boundaries of the Five Rings.” 
 
    “Have you never left Alantres?” 
 
    “No, my lord.” 
 
    “There is a whole world out there,” said Adamis with a smile, “even though our people refuse to acknowledge it.”  
 
    “I know the geography of the known world.” 
 
    “Looking at maps and the archives of knowledge is not the same as treading the fresh grass of the east of the great continent. Nor smelling the sweet scents of spring in the pastures, or hearing the call of the white eagle as it climbs the skies. Those are fascinating things our fellow countrymen will never experience.” 
 
    “Even less live, I imagine…” 
 
    Adamis winked at him. “Indeed, much less…” and he smiled. 
 
    A slave approached the Custodians and remained prostrate a few paces away. “Go back to your duties, slave,” Teslo ordered her. 
 
    But she did not move. She laid her head on the ground and raised her left arm, showing her Ring. 
 
    “I said…”  
 
    But Adamis interrupted him with a gesture. 
 
    Teslo stiffened, and his eyes filled with alarm. “My lord Prince, remember your father’s prohibition. I will deal with this trouble.” 
 
    “I have not broken my father’s law. I am keeping away from the slaves. This one is several paces away, and I am not touching her. Check her Ring.” 
 
     “Yes, my Prince.” 
 
    Teslo made his way between the Custodians. 
 
    Adamis watched her in puzzlement. There was nothing special about her; she wore a faded brown robe, with an almost transparent white scarf on her head. She was young, and looked well fed. 
 
    The huge warrior reached the young woman and eclipsed her with his own body, then grasped her outstretched arm to check her Ring. 
 
    “She is a messenger, my lord. She has a Hare engraved on her Ring.” 
 
    Without raising her head, the slave girl held out her right hand. In it she carried a silver box. Teslo placed his great hand beneath the girl’s, and she dropped the box into his palm. She nodded in acknowledgment, stood up and left. 
 
    “Bring it to me,” Adamis said. 
 
    Teslo turned back with a frown. “She was carrying this box. I have looked it all over and it seems harmless. I do not sense Power in it either, although perhaps it would be better if a Custodian opened it. It might be dangerous.” 
 
    Teslo’s sudden concern reminded Adamis of something he must bear in mind: they were in the midst of the Higher Cycle. This meant that the five High Kings were in power again, and thus the game of politics and treason, two things which always went hand in hand, became highly dangerous, even lethal. The power-play for supremacy would reach unthinkable levels presently, and all precautions would be inadequate. I myself, with my exile, am the first victim of this cursed game of fools. 
 
    The box was completely smooth, with no sign to reveal who it might belong to, which did not surprise him. He closed his eyes and focused, then summoned his Power and studied it. He could not perceive a trace of any presence, but there was something more worrying: there was a tiny trace of essence of latent Power inside the box. Teslo had not been able to sense its presence, since his sensitivity to the Power was far less developed. He was a soldier, and that was what his Power had specialized in from childhood. Luckily Adamis had spent most of his life among Erudites and had had the privilege of working his Power in a range of fields, although always within the limits imposed on him by his basic element: Ether. 
 
    The box opened with a click. Inside he found a pearl. There was nothing else. 
 
    “A pearl… truly strange…” he murmured. He held it between his fingers and became aware that there was power in it. 
 
    Teslo frowned. “There is no message,” he said. 
 
    “That intrigues me. What is a slave doing delivering an anonymous message to the Heir Prince of the House of the First Ring?” 
 
    Teslo shrugged his enormous shoulders. 
 
    “We’ll have to find out,” Adamis said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Night had fallen by the time he returned to his royal suite after dining with his mother Belai. All the love she had been unable to show in his father’s presence she had given him on that last evening. Adamis knew perfectly well that his mother doted on him, even though they did not always share the same views. Like his father Laino, his mother defended the old teachings and was never likely to change. But she loved him; of that he had no doubt. 
 
    Once in his rooms, he closed the door behind him. Two Custodians remained on guard outside. He went over to the balcony and drew the thick curtains to guarantee the privacy he wanted. He sat on the bed, brought out the pearl and stared at it for some time. 
 
    It has a tiny speck of power in it. I can feel it, as if it were alive. If I activate it, it might be dangerous, but if I do not, I shall never get to the bottom of all this. In fact, he was puzzled by it. His people rarely imbued an object with Power, as the mere act involved a measurable cost in Power, higher than what might be transferred into the object. As a result, it consumed life and hence was inefficient. The practice had long been abandoned, although in olden times it had been used. Nowadays we have discs specially alloyed for this purpose. And yet it is still a process which consumes power, although it is far more efficient. So we must decide when and if it is worthwhile. The more he thought about it the more intrigued he became, and at last he came to a decision. I am going to activate it. I need to understand what is going on. 
 
    He put the pearl in the middle of the bed and moved back a few steps. He summoned his Power and raised a protective sphere of ethereal energy around his body. Better safe than sorry. He concentrated, then stretched out his hand to cause a thread of power to issue from his index finger. He directed it gently until it touched the pearl. When energy and object came into contact, there came a sudden soft gleam and the pearl became activated. Adamis watched an image being projected from it, taking shape before his eyes. The image was weak, with barely any noticeable color, so that it was hard to make anything out. He narrowed his eyes in an attempt to get a better sense of the figure which had formed. Gradually his eyes managed to make sense of the weak gray tones. He was looking at a golden woman, apparently young, but he could not see who she was, since over her nose and mouth she wore a mask in the shape of a tree. Its roots covered her mouth, the trunk her nose and the thick branches her eyes. 
 
    Uncertainly, he stepped forward to come closer to the image and try to see who it might be, or at least what the purpose of that strange visual message might be. At the same moment the image vibrated and emitted a sound like a shrill shriek. Startled, Adamis stepped back. But nothing happened. Once again he moved toward the pearl, and the image vibrated once more with that same shrill shriek. 
 
    This is something out of the ordinary, he thought. That sound is not natural… it seems to be something created on purpose, with a definite aim… Yes, it is definitely artificial. But why does it not reach me clearly? And then he realized. My barrier! It was not reaching him because the sound had an element of Power in it, and the protective sphere would not let anything with Power cross it. And what do I do now? Should I take the risk? The sensible thing to do would be to call Teslo and the Custodians. There is no reason to make it worth exposing myself, least of all now, when enemies are lurking. This might very well be a trap. But the woman intrigued him. I know I ought not, but I am going to. I hope I am not making a mistake. He lowered the protection of the sphere and stepped forward, ready to jump back. 
 
    The image vibrated. 
 
    A mental message reached him. 
 
    Adamis, Temple of the West, midnight. It is important. Come alone. 
 
    The mental communication reached him with absolute clarity and left him utterly bewildered. 
 
    He opened the bedroom door and addressed the Custodians on duty. 
 
    “Call Notaplo the Erudite and Teslo. Tell them to come at once.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Teslo arrived in the blink of an eye, stern-faced, his eyes searching for any danger. Notaplo took a little longer. Adamis invited Teslo to approach the image on the bed. When the sound came, he could not help a smile. 
 
    “Did you get the mental message?” 
 
    “No, my lord. I only heard that annoying noise.” 
 
    Notaplo smiled. He was beginning to understand what was happening. 
 
    “Let this old scholar try.” 
 
    Adamis waved his hand. “Go ahead.” 
 
    Notaplo moved forward, and the incomprehensible sound came once again. 
 
     The Erudite scratched his head. “Curious and puzzling.”  
 
    “More so than you think,” Adamis said. He moved toward the object and the image vibrated. 
 
    Adamis, Temple of the West, midnight. It is important. Come alone.  
 
    He turned to both of them. “Did you receive the mental message?”  
 
    They looked at each other and shook their heads. 
 
    “No, my lord,” Teslo said, confirming what Adamis suspected. 
 
    “It is a coded message, for my ears alone,” he explained. 
 
    Notaplo’s eyes opened wide. The spark of curiosity gleamed in them. “If that is so, it has been done by someone with a great deal of Power. More than that, someone with a great deal of knowledge… Hmm… it is several millennia since the Erudites of the Houses stopped casting spells on objects, imbuing them with Power. That practice was discarded with the discovery of the Diamond Discs. Whoever has sent you this object, my Prince, is an expert in arts which are practically extinct among us.” 
 
    Adamis scratched his chin. “Which only increases my curiosity.”  
 
    “What is the message, my lord, if I may be permitted to ask?” 
 
    “It says: Adamis, Temple of the West, midnight. It is important. Come alone.” 
 
    “You are not thinking of going, are you, my Prince?” Teslo hastened to ask. “It is a trap, it must be.” 
 
    Adamis was silent as he considered what to do. 
 
    Notaplo went over to the image and examined it with the greatest care. His old eyes read every line of that enigmatic woman’s face. 
 
    “Teslo is right,” he said when he had finished. “I fear you are in danger, my Prince. You must be careful.” 
 
    Adamis smiled calmly. “Do not worry. That is something I shall certainly be.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Liriana stood waiting in the middle of the road which crossed the great beech forest. She looked into the distance, but could only see a couple of squirrels leaping from branch to branch and a skittish deer running into the depths of the underbrush. From all directions, she could hear the incessant tweeting of hungry fledglings calling their parents as they flew over the forest in search of food. 
 
    She bent her head to avoid the sunbeams which penetrated the foliage and wrapped the old hooded cloak around her. Her hands were sweaty, and she rubbed them on her tunic to dry. The armor she wore under her cloak and the weight of the concealed weapons hanging from her belt made her hot. Or perhaps she was more nervous than she thought. The tip of her leather boot tapped the ground of its own volition. I’m nervous all right. I’d better try and calm down. There’s a lot at stake. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, emptying her lungs. She felt better, more at peace, and repeated the exercise. 
 
    A distant sound reached her on the gentle breeze which came from the road. She strained her hearing and identified the sound: horses’ hooves and military boots. Here they come. The information our spies brought us was correct. It was not long before she saw several riders, the advance guard of the group, approaching at an easy pace. They were led by a Captain of the Guard, and a Proxy in his characteristic blue and white robe. But that was not what she needed to see. She waited for them to get closer, forcing herself to stay calm, until she saw a long line of large carts with canvas coverings, pulled by Percheron horses. There they are! she thought with a sigh of relief. The carts were escorted by two score soldiers of the Guard, half of them on either side, in a long line. She could not see the end of the huge convoy which disappeared into the forest, but she calculated there would be another score in the rearguard. 
 
     “Some sixty soldiers in all, counting those at the front…” she muttered. It was what she had expected. She knew the Guards’ method perfectly. 
 
    For the rebellion! For freedom! she said to herself, to raise her spirits. She clenched her fists tightly under the cloak and stayed where she was, unmoving. 
 
    She let out a long sigh, releasing all her tension and anxiety, and stood up to face the riders. 
 
    The Captain of the Guard stopped his black courser and raised his arm to signal the column to stop. Brown eyes gleamed from under the plumed helmet. The look he gave Liriana was clearly one of annoyance. 
 
    “Move over, you halfwit!”  
 
    One of the riders behind the Captain readied his spear and shield. “How dare you interrupt the Guard’s progress?” he called out. 
 
    Liriana’s reply was deliberately casual. “Why should I? I was here first.”  
 
    “Have you lost your mind?” the Captain demanded angrily. 
 
    The Proxy brought his white mare forward to the officer’s side, and the armed riders came with him. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” he said. “We can’t waste more time, we’re late already. The Eyes are waiting, and you know they don’t understand anything about delays …”  
 
    “I would say you’ve got about a hundred carts with you,” Liriana observed. 
 
    “And what’s that to you?” the Proxy said disdainfully. 
 
    “It must be the Cereals Quota. Are you taking it to Urasis, the capital of the County?” 
 
    The Captain and the Proxy exchanged suspicious glances. 
 
    “You’re well-informed,” the Proxy said distrustfully. “I’m Proxy Alius, in charge of the Cereal Quota of the Third County, and this is Masium, Captain of the Guard of Urasis. Who are you?”  
 
    “Me? Oh, I’m nobody important. I don’t have a title. I’m just a Senoca slave, like you, like all of us.” 
 
    “You look more like a Pariah who’s lost her wits,” Masium said. He flipped his cloak back and drew his sword. 
 
    Liriana pushed back her hood and revealed her face. Lazily, she let her cloak fall to the ground. Masium was astonished to see she wore officer’s armor and blue and white tunic underneath it. 
 
    “What’s this? That’s a Guard Captain’s uniform and insignia you’re wearing!”  
 
    “I was one a long time ago, just as you are. But now I serve another cause, a much nobler and more important one.” 
 
    “Get out of our way this minute, Pariah, Captain, fool or whatever you are,” Alius snapped out, “or it’ll mean your life. I won’t allow any more delays.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. You must run to bring your masters, the Enforcers of the Gods, the fruits of your people’s labor, while the victims of your robbery die of hunger.” 
 
    “You’re a fool. I serve Regent Sesmok and I obey the Law of the Gods. You’ll pay with your life for this insult. Masium, get rid of her!” 
 
    The Captain gave her a final glance, as if he did not quite see the meaning of all this. What was this lunatic doing in the middle of the road, confronting the Guard? 
 
    Liriana remained firm, her face calm, her hands by her weapons. 
 
    Masium shook his head and came to a decision. “Kill her!” he ordered. 
 
    The first two riders spurred their mounts and charged. Liriana drew sword and dagger and took two steps back. The first soldier aimed his spear at her heart, and she took two more steps back. Suddenly three whistles sounded sharply. She got ready to deflect the spear, but it never reached her. The soldier fell from his horse with three arrows in his body. He writhed on the ground, moaning, while his horse ran off along the road. With a bitter groan, he died. 
 
    “By the Gods!” Masium cried. 
 
    The second rider reached Liriana at a gallop and tried to skewer her with his spear. Swiftly she threw her body sideways and the spear brushed her face. Her stomach lurched. Almost! The soldier passed at full speed. He pulled hard on the reins, and as he began to turn to face her again, a dozen arrows came from between the trees and pierced his body. He fell to one side. 
 
    “Ambush!” cried Masium.  
 
    Proxy Alius hunched down on his mare’s neck. In his eyes was bewilderment and disbelief. How could anyone dare to attack them. “It’s impossible! This can’t be happening!” he cried. 
 
    “Everybody to arms!” Masium yelled to the rearguard. “Pass on the order!” 
 
    Liriana raised her sword and dagger and crossed them above her head. At her signal there came a mighty roar from among the beeches. Other shouts of fury joined in all along the road, growing in strength until they were like thunder. Hundreds of throats shouted in unison. 
 
    And the din came to life as hundreds of men fell on the column, as though two waves of death had closed in over the soldiers. From both sides of the road they came, as if the forest were sending its sons with axes in their hands, possessed by the wrath born of a thousand years of slavery and suffering. 
 
    The giant Rutus appeared at Liriana’s side with his great two-headed axe raised above his head, yelling like a madman. Behind him came his two cousins Usom and Turos, carrying woodcutters’ axes and hunting knives. 
 
    “It’s time to fight for freedom! Today we’ll spill the blood of the traitors to obtain it!” Liriana shouted, and joined the fray. 
 
    In the blink of an eye the attack turned into a bloodbath. The woodcutters attacked the soldiers to right and left with their axes, making up for their limited fighting experience with courage and strength. They struck out furiously, with powerful arms used to hard work and sustained effort: robust bodies, men who had spent their whole lives in the mountains felling and dragging trees to fulfill the wood quotas imposed by the Gods. They wore no armor, only the old cloth tunics and tanned leather pants they wore daily as they worked in the forests. The soldiers of the Guard on the other hand had years of experience and military training. They wore helmets, reinforced leather armor over body and limbs and the blue-and-white uniform of the Guard with its blue cloak. They were armed with spears and round wooden shields and were skilled with them. But the attack had caught them off guard. Never in their lives could they have imagined anything like this happening. The most they had faced were skirmishes against some band of outlaws larger than usual, or more bloodthirsty and daring. Never anything on this scale. There were hundreds of woodcutters, and they were attacking all at once. An organized attack, by slaves: it was something unthinkable, something which had never happened in a thousand years. 
 
    The road was soon patched with red. All along the line of carts the soldiers of the Guard fell, amid a deafening, terrifying uproar. But at the rearguard and at several points along the line of carts the Guard managed to regroup. With military efficiency, they formed a line and began to deliver death to the assailants, spearing them from behind the protection of their shields. 
 
    Rutus reached one of the head riders and with a terrifying yell struck the soldier’s shield with his huge axe. The shield broke in two and the axe penetrated wood, armor, flesh and bone. The rider stared, wide-eyed, at the steel that had killed him and toppled from his horse. Usom and Turos meanwhile were attacking other horsemen on both sides, delivering tremendous blows with their axes. 
 
    When Liriana reached Masium and Proxy Alius she found them both fighting desperately on horseback beside two other riders of the Guard. The bodies of more than twenty good honest men lay around them. 
 
    “Surrender, for the sake of your lives,” Liriana called out. 
 
    Alius’s tunic was splattered with blood and there was a cut on his forehead. He glared at her. 
 
    “If we surrender, there’ll be something worse than death waiting for us. Regent Sesmok will skin us alive.” 
 
    “Or turn us over to the Eyes,” Masium added. “And that will mean an even worse fate.”  
 
    There was a moment of tension, and the fighting around the group stopped. The woodcutters stepped back hesitantly when they saw Liriana talking to the leaders of the convoy. 
 
    Rutus came to stand grimly at Liriana’s right. “Let me kill them,” he said, laconic as always. 
 
    Turos came to stand on her left, axe in one hand and knife in the other. “Today we’re not woodcutters of the Third County, today we’re freedom fighters. Give the order, and we’ll finish them off.” 
 
    Liriana looked at both men with a pride she had never known before. She was proud to be fighting alongside them, proud of their union and strength, of their sacrifice, of that fight for freedom. 
 
    She turned to the enemy. “Surrender and we’ll spare your lives. Dying for a Regent who exploits his people for his own profit, who serves the wishes of a bunch of despotic Gods who enslave us, is a bad way to die.” 
 
    Alius shook his head dismissively. “You’re crazy if you think you’ll get anywhere by this. You’ll only gain more suffering for everybody in the County. The Regent will make you pay dearly for this affront. He won’t tolerate anyone standing up against him, least of all a few miserable woodcutters led by a slip of a girl. He’ll hang you all after making you suffer unending torture.” 
 
    Liriana turned to Masium enquiringly.  
 
    The Captain sighed. “I’m an officer of the Guard. It’s all I am and all I’ll ever be. I won’t risk my family’s life. If I betray Sesmok he’ll kill all my people in Urasis: my wife, my children … My mission is to escort the Quota to the capital and deliver it to the Enforcers, and that’s what I’ll do.” 
 
    Liriana shook her head. “I’m sorry to hear that. Those who serve the Regent, those who serve the Enforcers, are our enemies. And our enemies will suffer just as the people do.” She turned to Rutus, then to his cousins. Crossing her sword and dagger above her head she gave the order:  
 
    “Kill them!” 
 
    Fighting broke out again. When one of the riders killed a woodcutter, Rutus delivered a massive blow which toppled both rider and horse. 
 
    Liriana made her way to Masium, who had been thrown off his mount and was now fighting on foot with sword and dagger. 
 
    “Leave him to me,” she told the three men who were fighting him. She did it more to spare their lives, since she was sure Masium would kill them easily. They were no match for his skills. But she herself was. The Captain turned his attention to her and saluted her with his sword. She returned the salute. They sized each other up, delivering swift strokes as they circled one another. Both blocked the attacks easily. Liriana decided to assess her opponent’s dexterity, and attacked fiercely. Masium blocked and followed with a quick, balanced counterattack. He’s good. I’ll have to be very careful. Then it was Masium’s turn to attack with a feint, but Liriana saw the stroke coming and avoided it by leaping out of reach of the sword. 
 
    A muffled scream behind Masium caught her attention. Rutus had just finished off the last rider of the vanguard with an axe-stroke which clove both helmet and skull. 
 
    The woodcutters assembled around Liriana and Masium to watch the fight as though it were a fencing competition. In fact, that was exactly what it was, except that this was a fight to the death. Masium attacked masterfully, and Liriana was only just able to block him with sword and dagger. She was beginning to think he was too good for her, and she started to feel nervous. Then she saw the hopeful faces of the poor wretches who had followed her into battle. Men who had never in their lives shed blood, who had fought with all their might, without preparation, without knowing how to use a weapon to kill. I can’t fail them. I have to be an example, to give them hope. They must know we can win, that we’ll win in the end. And that’s why I must win this first battle. If he kills me they’ll lose courage, they’ll lose hope.  
 
    She aimed to distract Masium. “Are you going to let a woman beat you in combat?” she taunted him. 
 
    “Nobody’s ever defeated me in combat, neither man nor woman. I’ve been Champion of Urasis for three years in a row.” 
 
    Damn! Why couldn’t he have turned out to be a drunk or a coward? I had to choose the Champion of the Third County!  
 
    “Champion? They must hand out the title for free in this County. All I can see is a soldier who’s a bit clumsy with his sword.” 
 
    Masium looked at her for a moment, trying to guess her intention. “Well, today you’ll die in front all these people,” he said, “at the hands of this clumsy soldier.”  
 
    He lunged with surprising vigor. Liriana blocked the sword, deflected the dagger and dodged him, but received a cut in the forearm in the process. She stepped back a few paces, out of his reach. 
 
    She raised her eyes to see Turos taking a prodigious leap, letting out a howl as he did so, and throwing Alius off his horse. The Proxy got to his feet, sword in hand, stunned. He focused on Turos, who was getting back to his feet and retrieving his axe. Alius turned and found he was surrounded by woodcutters with grim faces and blood-spattered bodies. They were coming to kill him. 
 
    “You’ll all die for this!” he yelled at the top of his voice. 
 
    A dozen axes fell on his body and hacked him to pieces. 
 
    Liriana sighed. It was time to bring it to an end. She had to win, and so she would, for their sake. It would not be pretty, but it would be a victory. She had learnt many things during her time in the Guard, and one was how to fight dirty if necessary. She stepped forward, crossed sword and dagger in front of her face and chest and went for Masium. Taken by surprise, he launched a wide sweep at her unprotected thigh. It was the logical move, and she was expecting it. She blocked it with a downward stroke of her sword. Masium’s dagger, lightning-fast, searched for her neck, and she crouched with the agility of a cat. The dagger cut her temple and very nearly finished her off. She plunged her own dagger up to the hilt in his boot, then rolled over to one side. The Captain’s sword reached her in the shoulder, but the padding of the armor held. She got up and saw the expression of pain on his face as he choked back a scream. His foot was nailed to the ground by the dagger. She raised her sword and advanced. Masium lunged to keep her at bay, but the pain when he leaned his weight on the wounded foot made him grunt out a curse. She moved round in a circle, and the officer knew he was lost. Turning his foot was pure agony. Desperately he held his own dagger by the tip, raised his arm and threw it at her, but it was a weak throw, and it did not hit her. He bent over to pull the dagger in his foot out, but Liriana leapt forward and slashed his arm. 
 
    She waved her sword at him. “No, no,” she said. 
 
    Masium breathed deeply. His eyes fell on the woodcutters who stood around him in tense silence. He realized everything was lost. 
 
    “Will you give me a fair death?” 
 
    “I will,” Liriana said, and saluted him. “You have my word.” 
 
    Masium nodded and let his sword fall. 
 
    She stood in front of him and placed her own on the officer’s shoulder. 
 
    “Good luck,” Masium said, and closed his eyes. “You’re going to need it.” 
 
    She drew the sword back, then with a powerful stroke she decapitated him. The head fell to the ground and rolled to her feet. 
 
    The men stared in astonishment. After a moment, they began to shout their leader’s name. 
 
    “Liriana! Liriana!”  
 
    The clamor spread all along the column, and soon everybody was chanting her name. The whole forest seemed to be shouting it to the heavens. 
 
    “Liriana!” 
 
    The young woman staunched the blood which was flowing from the cut on her temple. That was close, she thought. Very, very close. Then she looked at the exultant men who were shouting her name to the skies. 
 
    “Today is a great day, the day of our rebellion!” 
 
    She raised her sword to the sky and cried: 
 
    “For freedom!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come on, Ikai, hurry up, you move like an old lady,” Albana said, teasing him with her smile, which was as charming as it was sarcastic. She was crouching at the top of the hill watching him. She had been waiting for them for some time. 
 
    “I’m nearly there…” was all he could say. He was exhausted. His legs were barely responding and in agony, his lungs burning from the effort and the altitude. 
 
    “How… how can it be that this woman… never gets tired?” Isaz complained. He was panting as he climbed the steep slope behind Ikai. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ikai said, “but she’s making us both a laughing-stock.” He reached the top and offered his comrade a helping hand. 
 
    “Yes, she is,” Isaz agreed. With Ikai’s aid he reached the summit. 
 
    Ikai, bent double, hands holding his sides, barely able to breathe, looked for the brunette. She had already disappeared again. 
 
    “That girl isn’t normal,” Isaz whispered. He sat down on the ground to get his breath back. “It’s been more than three weeks of forced march since we left the Shelter. We barely stop to rest at night, I’m knackered, my body is on the verge of collapse, and I’m an experienced tracker, used to mountains and long marches. You used to be a Hunter. Nobody’s better prepared than us, and still she leaves us behind as if we were just kids. She’s not normal, I’m telling you.” 
 
    “I know, my friend. She’s surprising in many ways.” 
 
    “Where did you say you met her?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, but rest assured, you can trust her.” 
 
    Isaz bowed his head. “All right, chief. If you trust her, then so do I.” 
 
    Ikai smiled. “I trust her implicitly.” He was not surprised that Isaz should find Albana’s exceptional abilities strange and suspicious. And he had only seen a few of them. Ikai on the other hand, knowing that the brunette was a Hybrid with Power whose abilities he still had to discover, trusted her more every day. She had become an incomparable ally. 
 
    Suddenly Albana came out from behind some rocks. “Rest a little, grandpas,” she said cheerfully. “You need it, you look terrible.”  
 
    Ikai’s eyes lingered on her: eyes black as night, long jet-black hair, roguish smile. She stepped past him with her graceful, provocative walk and winked at him. He felt something stir in his stomach. Since the day she had led them to the Shelter they had become allies, and gradually, through their daily dealings with one another and the harsh life in that small community with its scant comforts, they had become friends, good friends. At first, he had decided to stick close to her. He did not fully trust this wild and enigmatic young woman and wanted to keep her near him, in full view, in case she tried to betray them in some way. But now things were different… they were linked by an honest friendship, a companionship which grew and strengthened with each passing day. She was being more Albana with him: cheeky, wild, with that teasing personality. It meant she trusted him, and that pleased him greatly. 
 
    Ikai sank to the ground. “Yes, let’s rest. I need to get my strength back.” Albana passed him the water-skin, and he drank as if he had just crossed a desert. 
 
    Isaz breathed in deeply, then exhaled with a long sigh. “It smells the way I remember it. It’s been a long time since I was in the Fourth County. It’s nice to be back in your own land.” 
 
    “How far have we got left, Isaz?” Albana asked. She was looking out at the valley in the distance. 
 
    “We’ve reached the smallest of the three peaks of the Dark Mountains. It’s taken us longer than I expected, but that’s because we’ve had to keep hidden since we crossed the Boundary. There’s a more direct route, but it goes through some pretty well-trodden areas, and we’d run the risk of being seen.” 
 
    “You’ve guided us well,” Albana said, and frowned. “The last thing we need is to run into Hunters, or those bloody Enforcers.”  
 
    Isaz pointed. “The valley you see down there, covered by an everlasting fog, is where we’re going. The lake we’re looking for is a little to the northeast. You can’t see it from here. It’s well-hidden and hard to reach.” 
 
    “Then… we’re almost there,” Albana said. 
 
    “Yes… although we shouldn’t really go. That place has a curse on it. The Witch of the Lake is bad news. We’ll die… or worse…” 
 
    “We have to go,” Ikai said. “My mother’s dying. I’ll do anything to save her.”  
 
    “Don’t be a coward, Isaz,” Albana said. She drew her black daggers with amazing speed. “If this Witch tries to play around with us I’ll cut her throat.”  
 
    “You don’t understand, not being from this area. Here everybody knows the Witch of the Lake is an evil being, a creature with Dark Powers. There’ve been rumors for centuries that she sacrifices beasts and humans to drink their blood. And they’re not just rumors, believe me.” 
 
    “Witch or not, dark or not, she doesn’t scare me.” Albana shook her hair to one side. “I’ve faced murderous beasts, men, Enforcers, and worse. I’m not going to be put off by the kind of wild stories you tell children around the fire to frighten them.” 
 
    “They’re not wild stories. She takes babies during the night, sacrifices them and drinks their blood so she can live forever.” 
 
    Albana looked at him reproachfully. “That’s nonsense. I don’t understand how you can believe that. You, a grown man, an experienced tracker who knows the woods and mountains and their inhabitants.” 
 
    “I’m also a man who respects the traditions of our people, their beliefs and their myths, and I’m fearful of something that’s terrorized this region for generations.” 
 
    “Ikai, make him see reason.” 
 
    “However dangerous it may be, I have to go, and there’s nothing more to be said.” 
 
    Isaz lowered his gaze apologetically. “I’ll take you there, don’t worry. I may be scared, but I’m no coward.” 
 
    “That’s better!” Albana said. She smiled and put away her daggers. 
 
    They rested and ate. The air at that altitude was cold, although the sun was shining strongly. Ikai’s mind was seething with worries… I must save her. I can’t let her die, not now that we’ve found The Shelter and have somewhere to rebuild our lives in freedom. Freedom! Whatever it might take, I’m not going to let her die. 
 
    Albana’s touch on his shoulder made him look up. As if those wild black eyes could read his thoughts, she said: “Don’t worry, we’ll save her.” 
 
    Ikai was more than grateful for her words. His spirits rose. “Thank you,” he said, and managed the trace of a smile. 
 
    “I’m with you, by your side. We’ll make it, don’t you fret.” 
 
    She was so confident that he could not help feeling the same. “Yes, we will.” 
 
    They went down from the summit, towards the valley between the three peaks of the Dark Mountains. Ikai soon understood why they were called that. For some unknown reason, most of the valley and the mountainsides were lost in shadow, even with a radiant sun behind them. Hmm… doesn’t exactly look like a good omen. 
 
    Isaz led them, with Albana following and Ikai bringing up the rear. The deeper they went into the somber valley, the worse the feeling that haunted Ikai. It was as if a grim, fateful blanket had fallen on his shoulders, and no matter how hard he might shake them, he could not dislodge this feeling that something horrible was stalking them. 
 
    It was near nightfall by the time they reached the lake where they supposed they would find the Witch. They prepared their weapons and searched the entire perimeter of the lagoon, alert for any sign of the presence of the Witch, or any other monster or beast which might be lurking around. Ikai was tense, Isaz was murmuring protective prayers to Oxatsi, and even Albana appeared less determined and wild than usual. But soon they were forced to stop, for the darkness of the night came to blend with the shadows and they could not see their own hands in front of them. 
 
    They camped beside a great fallen oak and made a fire for the night. Weapons at hand, they rested around the fire in silence. But the hours went by and nothing happened, and the three companions began to relax. 
 
    “Do you think she’ll appear?” Ikai asked Isaz. 
 
    “You can never tell. There’s no telling what she’ll do. But remember what I told you: she kills whoever she wants.” 
 
    “Hah! If she tries that, I’ll gut her,” Albana said. 
 
    “I doubt it… many people have tried to hunt her, destroy her, but they always fail and when their bodies appear they’re headless… and bloodless…” 
 
    “I just want to talk to her,” Ikai said, looking at Albana as he spoke. “Nobody’s going to kill anybody.  
 
    She smiled. “If she appears. Or if she hasn’t left for somewhere a bit less gloomy.” 
 
    “They say the Witch has been by this lake for more than a thousand years. I doubt very much whether she’ll have left it.” 
 
    The three relapsed into silence, waiting, watching the peaceful lake. 
 
    Ikai wondered whether a little conversation would help relax them. “Tell us about yourself, Isaz,” he asked. “Are you from near here?”  
 
    “From Three Rivers, a village about four days’ journey to the south.” 
 
    “Three Rivers? Funny name for a village,” Albana said, so sarcastically that Ikai choked. “Let me guess, they built the village where three rivers meet, and their great minds couldn’t come up with anything better.”  
 
    Isaz smiled broadly. “That’s exactly it.” 
 
    Albana rolled her eyes. “So tell us, how did a tracker and hunter from Three Rivers end up in The Shelter with us?” 
 
    “It’s not something I like to talk about… but as it’s you… I’ll tell you. I had to flee Three Rivers. I killed the Proxy.” 
 
    Ikai looked up in surprise. Albana’s eyes opened wide. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    “I was a tracker and hunter of Three Rivers, so I had permission from Proxy Axpen to carry weapons, go hunting and get fresh meat for the village. There were three of us hunters, and we spent a lot of time away, in the forest and mountains. My sister ran our parents’ farm. May they rest in peace! They died of the fever when we were little kids. As the eldest brother, I’d always taken care of her and been in charge. My sister Lurie was well known, not only in Three Rivers but also in the villages around for her delicate beauty. Nobody believed we were siblings, seeing how unattractive I am.” 
 
    Albana giggled. “True enough.” 
 
    “Many were the young men, and the not-so-young too, who tried to gain my sister’s affection, since she wasn’t married and was already older than the customary age for it. For some reason she resisted the idea or perhaps she didn’t find a man to win her heart. Among all her suitors there was one, Karm, who was well-known as an admirer of my sister. He tried everything: gallantry, gifts, romantic walks, promises of riches and love, everything… but Lurie wasn’t convinced. There was something in him she didn’t quite like. One market morning, in the main square and in front of the whole village, Karm, dressed in his best clothes and bringing all manner of gifts, asked her to marry him. Lurie, very tactfully, refused. I was away hunting and didn’t see it happened. When I came back I was met with the news that the Proxy had put my sister in prison as she was accused of collaborating with the rebel movement. I went to see the Proxy, as I was sure that wasn’t true. I demanded to know who had made the accusation and what proof they had. Proxy Axpen showed me the evidence: in Lurie’s bedroom chest they’d found rebel writings, rolled in a parchment with a red hand on the back. I knew that couldn’t belong to my sister. She couldn’t read or write. She was a peasant. But Axpen wouldn’t listen to me. The evidence would make him look good before the Regent and the Enforcers. I begged him to let my sister go, she was innocent, for Oxatsi’s sake! I even confessed to the crime myself so that the punishment would fall on me and he’d let Lurie go. But Axpen had already reported the matter, and it wouldn’t have looked good to start confusing things. The next morning the Enforcers appeared. One Eye-of-the-Gods with a dozen Executors. They dragged my sister out and took her to the main square. They assembled the whole village and sentenced her to death. I leapt forward to rescue her, but the Executors beat me almost to death. They executed my sister in front of my very eyes. I saw her die just before I passed out.” 
 
    “That’s horrible!” Ikai said. 
 
    “Those heartless bloody Enforcers and Proxies!” Albana cried. 
 
    “I spent three weeks unable to move,” Isaz went on. “When I finally got enough strength back, I slipped into Proxy Axpen’s mansion. I put a knife to his throat and made him confess the name of my sister’s accuser. Karm, it was Karm! he said, a moment before I slit his throat.” He bowed his head in silence. 
 
    “I’m deeply sorry for what happened to you, Isaz,” Ikai said. “It’s truly horrible.”  
 
    Albana’s black eyes gleamed with hatred. “Did you take revenge on that vermin Karm? I’d have taken his eyes out and cut off his arms and legs. And I’d have savored every moment.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t have that satisfaction. The coward fled. I couldn’t lay my hands on him. Once I became a Pariah, pursued by the Guard, I couldn’t go on searching any longer. Shortly afterwards they called in the Hunters. If I’d stayed, they’d have caught me and killed me. That’s why I went looking for the chance to join the rebellion, which I know is ironic after what had happened, but it was all the same to me by then, and I ended up as a guide for one of the refugee groups.” 
 
    “Revenge isn’t the best way,” Ikai said. 
 
    “Nonsense,” said Albana. “Revenge is the only thing that’ll give you any peace, any relief for your soul. As long as that jackal lives, you’ll never find peace. Believe me, I speak from experience. One day I’ll have mine. I’ll kill the one who robbed me of what I most loved in this world, however impossible it might seem, however powerful that creature might be. I’ll have my revenge!” 
 
    Her determination made Ikai’s blood freeze. Albana was talking about her mother’s death, and the object of her wrath was the terrible and all-powerful God Asu. 
 
    “Maybe one day…” Isaz said. 
 
    “You should heed the young panther,” said a cavernous voice coming from the lake. “Her words are full of truth.”  
 
    Instantly the three companions turned. In the center of the lake, against the background of night and in the midst of a reddish mist, a figure was hovering suspended three feet above the water. She was thin, dressed in a brown robe with curious green runes, and her head was hooded. Her face was hidden under a mask. Long silver hair fell to her feet. Ikai’s blood froze at the sight of her. 
 
    “The Witch of the Lake!” cried Isaz. The terror in his voice infected Ikai, who nearly dropped the arrow he was nocking. 
 
    Albana drew her long daggers like lightning, crouched like a cat before her prey, and looked defiantly at the apparition. 
 
    The Witch laughed, a deep, cavernous laughter from the beyond. “Your weapons can do nothing against me, in my lake, my domains.” She swirled about herself in the air, and the silver surface of the lake turned crimson. Ikai looked up at Father Girlai and saw that he was the color of blood. 
 
    It must be the reflection of the lake, he thought. She can’t have turned the moon red. That’s impossible. He was wondering how much power must be needed to manage a feat like that. 
 
    “Come on, young tiger. Let your arrow fly if you so wish.” 
 
    Ikai realized she meant him. In his terror Isaz had not even fitted an arrow to his bow. 
 
    “No… we don’t wish to do you any harm,” Ikai said. His voice quavered. 
 
    The Witch laughed again, and stretched out her arms in the form of a cross. The crimson mist began to move forward until it surrounded the group. It did not touch them, yet it left them no way of escape. 
 
    “I’ve come to see you,” Ikai said. “I need your help,”  
 
    “You come to ask something of me, of course,” she said, and swirled in the air again. Her brown robe with its green trimmings whirled in the night and the mask flashed intermittently, as in some dance in a nightmare. There were leather gloves on her hand and moccasins on her feet. The color of her skin was indistinguishable. 
 
    Albana whispered: “Don’t touch that fog. It’s poisonous. It’ll kill us.” 
 
    “Very perceptive, this young panther. I like that. It’s been a long, long time since anybody interesting visited me.” 
 
    “Will you help us, then?” Ikai asked. 
 
    “That depends on whether I’m interested in whatever it is you’re going to ask me and whether you’re willing to pay the price I demand for it. It will be a high price, and once it’s agreed on, you won’t be able to back out, my young tiger.” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever you ask me.” 
 
    The Witch laughed. “You all believe you can do what I ask, and yet unfortunately very few actually can. And what is it you want from me? You’re not the kind that seeks riches, glory and power. This old Witch can read it in your eyes. Love, perhaps? Help, to save someone? A miraculous healing…?” 
 
    Ikai was astonished. How could she know? 
 
    “Don’t be so surprised, young tiger. This Witch is as old as the centuries. She’s seen and lived a lot, and she can read men like an open book.” 
 
    Albana put her mouth to Ikai’s ear. “Beware,” she whispered, so softly he barely heard her. “I feel Power, a lot of Power coming from her.”  
 
    The Witch swirled in the air several times, laughing, but this time she turned head over heels. 
 
    “The panther can feel my Power,” she said as she stopped still. “That’s interesting, and now I know why. I know what the panther is and what she’s hiding. She’s no mere human, she’s a lot more than that…” 
 
    When he saw the Witch’s interest in Albana, Ikai tensed. “I’ve come in search of a cure,” he said, trying to draw her attention back to him. 
 
    She raised her hand to her breasts. “Who for? There’s no sickness in any of you.”  
 
    “For my mother. She’s suffering from a sickness of the blood, and she’s dying.” 
 
    “Blood… you’re in luck, young tiger, that’s precisely my specialty.” She began to laugh in such a macabre manner that the hair on the back of his neck prickled. 
 
     “Blood, yes. I’ve been studying blood for many years, more than a thousand by now… it allows me to go on living… after so long…” 
 
    “The rumors are true,” murmured Isaz. “She drinks the blood of men and animals, and babies!” His neck was hunched between his shoulders. 
 
    The Witch laughed. “Of course they’re true.” She laughed again. “Even if they’re not very accurate.” 
 
    Albana put her hand to her neck and activated her disc of the Shadows. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary, my little hybrid… I see you wish to protect the young tiger, even at the risk of putting your own life in danger.” With a gloved finger she caused a thread of fog come menacingly close to Albana’s face. “But I assure you I’m not going to do him any harm, for now…” 
 
    Ikai saw that the fog was a finger’s-breadth away from Albana’s eye. “Stay still,” he said to her. 
 
    She glanced aside at him, and her shoulders drooped. 
 
    “Very well. Now we know the young panther has Power and strong feelings towards the young tiger, let’s see if I can fulfill the request which has been made to me.” 
 
    Ikai and Albana exchanged glances. 
 
    “I need the patient’s blood,” said the Witch. 
 
    From his jerkin Ikai brought out a sealed flask which Idana had prepared for him with some of Solma’s blood. He showed it to the Witch. 
 
    “Leave it on the ground.” 
 
    From the crimson mist came a red translucent hand which grasped the flask and bore it to the Witch. In a single movement she opened it and drank the blood as if it were a rare elixir. 
 
    “Hmm… strange… poisoned blood… poisoned by the blood itself. Very strange.” 
 
    “Can you save her?”  
 
    “I can indeed.” 
 
    Ikai sighed with relief. There’s hope! She’ll be saved! 
 
    “But the price will be high: one you might not be able to pay.” 
 
    “I’ll pay. Ask me what you will.” 
 
    Albana held him by the wrist. “Please don’t sacrifice your life,” she whispered. 
 
    “Before I set the price,” the Witch went on, “I need one more test.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I want your blood.” 
 
    Albana tugged his arm hard. “No!” 
 
    He paid no attention to her attempts to stop him. “If you want my blood, you shall have it.” 
 
    “Very well, so be it.” 
 
    From the Witch’s chest there emerged a crystalline sphere, the size of an apple, which advanced through the mist towards Ikai. As it moved it grew until by the time it stopped in front of him it had reached the size of a person. 
 
    “Don’t do it,” Albana muttered. “I have a bad feeling.”  
 
    But Ikai was determined. He was going to save his mother, and nothing would stop him. If he had to die for it, he would. 
 
    “Rest easy,” the Witch said. “Nothing will happen to you,”  
 
    The sphere rose with Ikai inside it. Isaz took a step back and almost touched the fog. Albana pulled him to safety. 
 
    The sphere transported Ikai through the fog over the lake, to the Witch. It was something unreal, like a dream, or rather a nightmare. 
 
    “Hold out your right arm,” the Witch said, “but don’t move. If you leave the sphere, the mist will reach you and you’ll die.” 
 
    Ikai shivered at the threat and warily stretched out his arm. He tried to make out the Witch’s face, but the mask in the form of a tree, together with her clothes, did not allow him to see anything of her. The roots covered her mouth, the trunk her nose, and the branches the eyes. It must have had some meaning he was not aware of. But what most startled him was the long white hair which fell to her feet. 
 
    The Witch held him by the wrist with a gloved hand, and with the other made a cut in his forearm. He did not see any weapon, but he felt an icy touch. Blood started to flow from the cut, and from out of the air the Witch produced a bowl made of ice to hold it. When she had enough she let go of him and turned in the air so that her back was towards him. Throwing back her mask, she drank the blood. 
 
    Once again the sepulchral laughter echoed across the lake. The Witch replaced her mask, then faced Ikai, who was clutching his cut. 
 
    “After a thousand years, you still surprise me. Your presence in itself, my young tiger, seemed extraordinary, but I wasn’t expecting your blood to be so exceptional.” 
 
    Ikai stared at her, not understanding. 
 
    “I know you don’t understand, but never fear, I’ll grant you what you wish.” 
 
    He nodded. “Thank you. And the price I have to pay?” 
 
    “The price has changed. Now I have a personal interest in you.” 
 
    “Because of my blood? So, what is the price?” 
 
    “The price is this: one day I shall call you, and that day you will leave everything and everyone and do whatever I order you to. Whatever I may wish.” 
 
    “No! Don’t accept!” cried Albana. “She might order you to take the life of a loved one, or your own. It’s a trap!” 
 
    Ikai thought about it and a chill ran down his spine. I have no option, I have to accept, he thought resignedly. 
 
    “I accept.” 
 
    “Your arm,” the Witch said. 
 
    Ikai held it out. 
 
    The Witch held his wrist again. With her other hand she made a gesture, and he felt another icy touch on the wound. 
 
    “Very well,” said the Witch. “The deal is sealed,”  
 
    The sphere transported Ikai back to his companions and vanished. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Albana asked. 
 
    When he looked at his arm he saw a tattoo on the wound, a tree like the Witch’s mask. He looked at Albana, searching for an explanation, but she shrugged and shook her head. 
 
    “When the tree of life awakens on your arm, the moment will have come.” 
 
    He nodded. “And the medicine for my mother?” 
 
    The Witch made a circling movement with her arms and intoned a chant. The reddish fog turned white. 
 
    And descended on them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ikai woke up in terrible pain. His body hurt terribly, and his head felt still worse, as if he had been given a hundred blows with a blacksmith’s hammer. It was hard to open his eyes and focus. It was daylight, and the lake was absolutely calm. Albana and Isaz were asleep beside him. What on earth’s happened? Was it a nightmare? he thought, and looked down at his forearm. The tattoo of the tree was there. It wasn’t a nightmare! He rose, horrified, and noticed something tugging at his neck. At his chest he found a small jar with strange runes on it hanging from his neck. 
 
    The potion to heal Solma! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two Guards came into Proxy Ambuk’s stable and searched the ground floor, among the horses. Buried in the hay, her hands tied, Kyra tried hard not to sneeze. Her nose was very itchy, but if she sneezed she would be lost. She controlled herself, closed her eyes and clenched her jaw furiously. She endured until the two Guards went out to continue their search in the nearby woods. 
 
    Karm clambered down from under the eaves and after fishing her out, cut the cords that tied her. 
 
    “Come on, quick!” he said. “We’ve got to get away!”  
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with you two!” 
 
    “I realize you don’t trust us, but we just saved you from the Hunters.” 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked, although finding herself free she felt a little more at ease. 
 
    “We’re two bloody fugitive slaves! Pariahs!” Honus said angrily from above. “We escaped from the crystal mines.”  
 
    Karm gave him a look which said let me do the talking, and Honus’ reply was to wrinkle his nose. 
 
    Kyra meanwhile was searching among the bodies they had hidden under the hay and straw. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” Karm asked. 
 
    “These!” She showed him her daggers. “I never go anywhere without my weapons.” 
 
    “What the hell are we going to do now?” Honus asked. 
 
    “Escape on horseback,” Kyra said. 
 
    “That’s not a very good idea,” said a voice from the far end of the stable. 
 
    Karm drew his sword and faced the figure that was coming into the stable. Kyra readied her daggers. 
 
    “There are half a dozen Guards coming this way,” the stranger said. 
 
    “Romen!” cried Kyra as she recognized him. “He’s with me, don’t worry.” Honus grunted from above. He did not seem very convinced. 
 
     “Was it you shooting at the Hunters from the trees?” Kyra asked. 
 
    Romen nodded. “The Hunter’s aim was better than mine,” he said, and showed them the blood on his left shoulder. “He got me.” 
 
    “Oh no!” Kyra felt around the broken arrow in his shoulder. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes, except that the tip’s still inside. I need you to take it out and sear the wound so it doesn’t get infected.” 
 
    Honus meanwhile had been keeping a lookout from the opening under the eaves. “You’ll have to wait. More guards are coming. Climb up, quick.” 
 
    Karm and Kyra hid the bodies more carefully by covering them with a pile of hay and straw, then climbed to the loft up an old wooden ladder with several rungs missing. 
 
    From that height, Kyra was able to see the square and what was going on there. Her blood froze. The Guard had rounded up a number of the peasants and were pushing them to the center with their spears and shields. There was no escape; all the entrances to the square had been blocked. 
 
    “I’ve never seen so many Guards together,” Kyra cried in disbelief. “There are hundreds of them!”  
 
    “They belong to the Guard of Osaen, the capital,” said Romen. He was sitting watching beside her on the straw. “There are a thousand soldiers… a display like that for such a small village… that’s strange. Very strange.”  
 
    “How on earth do you know there are a thousand soldiers?” Honus grunted as he strained his neck to count them. 
 
    “Because I’ve counted ten regiment captains, and each regiment is made up of a hundred men. You can see them there, in front of the Proxy’s house. They’re the ones riding horses. A little further on is Svariz, the Commander-in-Chief of Sesmok’s Guard. He’s an extremely dangerous man. They call him the Black Adder.” 
 
    Honus was eyeing Romen warily. “And how do you know all that?” he snapped. 
 
    “I used to belong to the Guard of Osaen. I’ve served with them, under the Adder.” 
 
    “You’re a bloody Guard!” Honus cried, and drew his powerful arm back ready to punch him. 
 
    Kyra moved to protect him with her own body. “Easy. Romen’s with me.” 
 
    Honus hesitated. 
 
    “Listen to what she says, she’s one of the Heroes,” Karm reminded him as he pulled back the giant’s arm. 
 
    “This doesn’t look good at all,” Romen went on. “Ten regiments from the capital, sent to this small village, with Svariz himself at the head… I don’t like this one bit.” 
 
    “And why have they rounded up the whole village?” Karm wondered aloud. “They’re no more than peasants.”  
 
    “No idea,” Romen replied in a low voice “But it looks ominous…” 
 
    “Shhhh,” Kyra said, “let’s hear what he says.” 
 
    Proxy Ambuk came out of his residence to greet Svariz. With him were two of his personal Guards. He spread his arms wide 
 
    “Commander Svariz,” Ambuk said. His voice was meek and amiable. ”Welcome to our little village. It’s an honor to receive you here.”  
 
    Svariz did not get off his horse, and neither did the ten captains behind him. He simply stared at Ambuk and spat to one side. 
 
    “How can this humble Proxy in the service of the Regent help the great Commander-in-Chief of the Guard?” 
 
    “You can forget him,” came another, powerful voice. “The one you have to deal with is me.” From the north side of the square came a rider dressed as a Hunter, escorted by a dozen others. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Romen said. He shook his head. 
 
    “What is it?” Kyra asked. “Who’s that?”  
 
    “He’s not just any Hunter, he’s their leader. He’s Lord Hunter Osvan. The fact that he’s here is a very bad sign. He hardly ever leaves his master’s side. He’s the Regent’s rabid dog, with an iron jaw and an infallible sense of smell. He carries out all his master’s orders, and he delights in blood. Particularly shedding it…” 
 
    Kyra felt a shiver run down her spine. 
 
    Ambuk meanwhile was bowing low. “How can I serve Lord Hunter Osvan?”  
 
    “I don’t like this,” Honus protested. 
 
    “Sh,” Kyra said. She wanted to hear the conversation. Luckily the wind was blowing towards the stable. 
 
    Osvan came up to Svariz, whom he greeted with a nod. All the riders took their places behind them protectively. 
 
    Svariz raised his fist and ordered: “Form a circle!” 
 
    At his order the Guard closed in behind the riders around the villagers in the square. The people were pushed into the middle where they crowded, with a solid circle around them, shield against shield. 
 
    Watching the scene, Kyra felt her stomach lurch. Why were they surrounding all those defenseless farmers? What did they intend to do? 
 
    “Ambuk,” said Osvan as he watched the maneuver behind him. “an unfortunate rumor has reached me: one that leaves you in a rather awkward position.”  
 
    Ambuk tensed. “Over the years I’ve learnt not to pay too much attention to rumors, my Lord Hunter. Life is too short to be wasted on giving credit to gossip…” 
 
    “That’s very true. And it’s even shorter for the Regent’s enemies.” 
 
    “My lord knows I’ve always been a faithful and devout servant of Regent Sesmok. I’ve loyally governed this farming village for his greater glory.” 
 
    “And that being the case, how come you didn’t report that two of the traitors, those the peasant rabble call the heroes, are from this village?” 
 
    Kyra’s eyes opened wide. “How do they know that?” she whispered to Romen, who met her gaze in astonishment. 
 
    Ambuk stiffened at the accusation. “I’ve never given credit to these rumors about the Heroes. They’re nothing but the gossip of the rabble, in my humble opinion.”  
 
    “You’re clever, I have to admit. But that won’t save you. Not from me. Two siblings, from a family of farmers: surely you remember? The boy, particularly. He was a Hunter… Ikai’s his name… hers is Kyra. Do you remember them now?” 
 
    Kyra swallowed. They knew about them, even their names! How was that possible? 
 
    “Yes, I remember the boy… Ikai. A Hunter, young…” He did not mention Kyra. 
 
    Osvan scratched his beard. “I understand he came to see you before he left for the city.” 
 
    “He came to see me a while ago, that’s right. His sister had been Summoned. He wanted my help. But I couldn’t do anything for him. It’s the law of the Gods. Once she’d been Selected by the Golden, his sister’s fate was sealed.” 
 
    Osvan narrowed his eyes. “But you did reveal something you shouldn’t have, didn’t you, Ambuk? Something that mustn’t be divulged, a place where his sister was held. A piece of information the Hunter could only have learnt from someone with privileged information, from you…”  
 
    Ambuk remained silent, trying to think up a reply. The accusation had unsettled him. 
 
    “I didn’t tell the young Hunter anything, I assure you. And I never heard from him again.” 
 
    “Maybe not. But we have. That hunter was captured and taken before the Regent. He escaped when he was being interrogated by the High Priest Torkem. Someone helped him, a traitor Captain of the Guard, one Liriana. Do you know anything about her?” 
 
    Kyra swore. They already knew of Liriana’s existence. It would not be long before they made the connection and discovered the rest of the group. She clenched her jaw. This was very bad news. 
 
    Ambuk shook his head. “I assure you I know nothing of any traitor, and I didn’t help Ikai or Kyra in any way which might go against the laws of the Gods.” 
 
    “But the crimes of that fugitive Hunter go even further. He made an attempt against the life of his own Master Hunter, and he killed several of his comrades in his flight.” 
 
    “I assure you I have no idea what all this has to do with me.” 
 
    From inside the Proxy’s house came one of the Guards, limping, a bloody bandage on his thigh.  
 
    Kyra covered her mouth to muffle a cry. “Oh no! It’s Ambuk’s guard, the one I wounded!” 
 
    The guard was intercepted by the Guards as he went to Svariz, but the Commander waved at him to come closer and he was allowed through. He whispered something in the Commander’s ear. 
 
    Svariz’s face turned crimson with fury. He pointed his sword at Ambuk. “He sheltered the fugitive! Get that traitor!”  
 
    Four of Svariz’s soldiers grabbed the Proxy and forced him to his knees, to the amazement of the villagers. 
 
    “Good,” Osvan said in a menacing voice. “And now we’ve established that you’re a traitor who’s helped two of the so-called Heroes ‒ fugitives who’ve broken the law of the Gods and acted against the representatives of the Regent ‒ tell me where we can find them.”  
 
    “I have no idea where they might be. Their farm is to the east of the village.” 
 
    Osvan smiled crookedly. “Yes, I know that. My Hunters have already searched the farm. It’s curious: I’ve been told it was burnt to ashes, just like their neighbors,’ and both families have disappeared. Could that have been so that my Hunters couldn’t follow their trail?” 
 
    Ambuk remained silent. 
 
    “You don’t even have to confirm it. I know that was the reason. I’ll ask you again, Proxy. Where are Kyra and Ikai?”  
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    Karm, watching the scene beside Kyra, breathed out heavily. “This is going to turn nasty very quickly.” 
 
    “Then we’d better get out of here as fast as we can,” said Honus. 
 
    “I’m going to get the horses ready. Come with me and check that no Hunters or Guards come anywhere near.” 
 
    Kyra glanced at Romen, who was staunching his wound with a bloody hand. She gave Karm a warning look. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not going to leave him. If he’s with you, he’s with me. Your cause is mine.” 
 
    Kyra nodded in acceptance. Karm climbed down to the floor of the stable with Honus following. 
 
    “I’ll ask this for one last time,” came Osvan’s booming voice. “Where are Kyra and Ikai?” 
 
    The Proxy was silent. 
 
    “I see I’ll have to use one of my skills on you,” Osvan said, and took a braided leather whip from one of his saddlebags. He uncoiled it slowly, letting it fall to the ground, then smiled and cracked it. The leather lacerated Ambuk’s forehead, and he moaned in pain. 
 
    “Swine!” cried Kyra, and Romen had to cover her mouth. 
 
    “Turn him round and hold him fast,” Osvan ordered the Guards who were holding Ambuk. “Don’t worry, I never miss.” 
 
    The whip cracked ten times, searing the air, spattering both the Guards and the ground with blood.  
 
    Kyra was overcome with fury. She wanted to leap down and run to the square to help Ambuk, but Romen held her back. 
 
    Ten more lashes echoed in the square, carrying a message of pain and blood. Ambuk was on his face on the ground, his back crossed by bloody lacerations, his robe in tatters. He moaned in pain, while the villagers remained dumbstruck at what was happening. 
 
    Osvan smiled sardonically. “Perhaps now you’ll feel more inclined to cooperate. Where are Kyra and Ikai?” 
 
    Ambuk raised his head to look at Osvan. Blood was running down his forehead. 
 
    “I… don’t… know…” 
 
    Osvan sighed. “I see I haven’t been convincing enough. I’ll have to try a bit harder.” He gave a signal to Svariz. 
 
    Svariz turned in his saddle, raised his fist and shouted: “Guards, get ready!” His men stood straight and readied shield and spear. “Shield blow!” 
 
    With a sharp clash a thousand shields drove at the first row of villagers. With cries of surprise, pain and horror they fell backwards, toppling others as they did so. 
 
    “No…” Ambuk said from the ground. 
 
    “If you don’t want your villagers to suffer, you’d better speak. I’m not leaving here without an answer, and if I have to sacrifice these stinking farmers to get it, I will.” 
 
    Ambuk tensed, and a murmur of fear filled the square. 
 
    “He won’t dare,” Kyra whispered to Romen in horror. 
 
    “I see I’m not quite managing to convince you,” Osvan said. He gave a signal to Svariz, who raised his fist and ordered: “Guards, get ready! Spear strike!” 
 
    In a near-simultaneous movement a thousand spears stabbed at the first row of villagers. Cries of horror broke out. In panic, the villagers tried to escape from the circle, but were either skewered by the spears or driven back by brutal shield-blows. None of them could escape, and hundreds died. 
 
    Kyra, struck dumb, felt she would lose her reason. They were slaughtering her neighbors like cattle.  
 
    Beside herself with rage, she cried: “I’ll kill you all!” and drew her daggers. Romen struggled to hold her back, but was handicapped by his wounded shoulder. Kyra pushed him aside and ran down the ladder. “I’ll gut you all!” 
 
    Karm tried to stop her with his arms outstretched. 
 
    “Calm down. You can’t. They’ll kill you!” 
 
    But she was blinded by the force of her own impotent rage. She raised her daggers to Karm. “Let me go,” she cried. 
 
    There was a sharp thud, and her legs buckled under her. 
 
    Osvan’s shout reached them from the square: “Where are they, you bloody traitor? Tell me, or Svariz will give the order again. It’s a very effective move: shield strike, followed by spear strike. His men are masters of it. If you don’t want any more peasants wiped out, tell me where they’re hiding. Tell me!” 
 
    Ambuk raised his bloody arm in defeat. “The… stable…” He pointed. “Don’t kill any more… I beg you…” 
 
    “Search it!” Osvan ordered his Hunters. 
 
    They did not take long to find the bodies. But by then three horses were galloping fast, following the river, fleeing towards the capital. 
 
    Honus looked at Kyra, who was lying unconscious on Karm’s horse. “That one’s really going to hate me. I only just met her and I’ve already hit her twice on the head, the second time with a log.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Romen said. He winced in pain. “She’s tough, and rather get a blow on the head than fall into the hands of those murderers. You did the right thing. And now ride. We’ll soon have the Hunters on top of us. Ride for your lives!” 
 
    In the square, the Hunters reported their findings to Osvan. The Lord Hunter turned to Ambuk, crimson with rage. Saliva flew as he shouted. 
 
    “That means she was hiding in the stable all this time. That fugitive, with the help of whoever was with her, has killed Svariz’s men. She’s killed several of my Hunters! My men! While you were stalling me! While you were laughing in my face!” 
 
    Ambuk tried to plead, but his head failed him and his face fell back on to the ground. 
 
    “Lift that treacherous bastard up!” Osvan ordered, and two guards lifted him by the arms so that he hung like a broken puppet. 
 
    Osvan dismounted, grasped Ambuk’s hair and pulled his head back. 
 
    “I want you to witness what happens to traitors,” he whispered into the Proxy’s ear. Then he turned to the horrified villagers. “I want all of you to know what awaits traitors. Nobody escapes the law of the gods! Nobody escapes what Sesmok’s decided! Those who shelter or aid the Heroes are sentenced to death! Those who know the Heroes and yet fail to deliver them to us will be sentenced to death! That’s what you need to learn, and learning comes with blood!” 
 
    Svariz looked at him, awaiting his command. 
 
    “Kill them all, and burn the village to ashes,” Osvan ordered. “Let it be an example to the other villages, to all the Counties. Leave a few alive so they can spread the word.” 
 
    Svariz raised his arm amid the terrified sobbing and pleading of the villagers. 
 
    “Attention, Guard! Spear strike! All the way!” 
 
    While the soldiers delivered death and the cries of horror rose to the heavens, Osvan looked into Ambuk’s eyes, half-closed and covered in blood. 
 
    “That’s what awaits those who oppose Regent Sesmok.” 
 
    “One day… the Heroes will kill you… and free the people from slavery… and from monsters…. like you…” 
 
    “That will never happen, you fool!” said Osvan, and killed him. 
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    The entrance to the Western Temple shone faintly in the light of two big braziers. Like flaming guards they stood at the concave double door which gave way to the sacred precinct. The building was spherical and completely golden, which made it unmistakable, even more so in the First Ring where the buildings were crystalline. 
 
    Adamis watched warily from a prudent distance. His face was hidden under a cloak with a white hood. Most of the temples, of different sizes according to their importance, kept that rounded shape, following the ancient beliefs. The sphere: representing the protection of The Five. Gold: the glorious final destiny awaiting the Golden, he mused, alert to any suspicious movement. On the façade the carved runes in honor of the founders of the Golden Dogma stood out. The temple was in the less privileged part of the Ring, where the third caste lived: the Commons. As the most populous of the castes, they occupied a third of the whole extension of the Ring. They were mostly Warriors, Seamen, Priests, Healers, Craftsmen and minor Merchants. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes and made sure he could not perceive any Power or other danger near him. I suppose they must have chosen this temple because it is in the very center of my father’s realm. They must know I would never come to a temple in any other Ring. Even though temples are sacred and blood cannot be shed in them, that is the law, punishable by death.  
 
    He knew the place. He had been there to represent his Royal House on several occasions for ceremonies and sacred rituals. Once, when he was a child, he remembered being there with his father. He could not remember the occasion, but the High King had presided over the ceremony. The Five High Kings were the highest authority, above the high priests who served them faithfully, always following the path to eternal life. Adamis remembered well the solemnity his father had shown on that day; perhaps that was why the place had become engraved in his memory. 
 
    He scanned the area, in front of the temple. It was deserted. This did not surprise him; everybody was resting, masters and slaves alike. At that late hour only a few Enforcers were wandering about: some on watch-duty, like the two Custodians standing by the Square of the Roses a little further down, others finishing their work and their preparations for the following day, like several Eyes-of-the-Gods who were heading for the docks. The sky was overcast that night, with the moon hidden behind dark clouds. 
 
    Not a good omen for an appointment which may very possibly be a trap. The Prince assessed the situation one last time and came to a decision. Let us find out who wants to speak to me in secrecy, and why. He lowered his head and crossed the square towards the temple. 
 
    He found the door open, as it should be: the priests’ duty was to care for the wellbeing of all their people, day and night, without rest, for all eternity. He went in cautiously, ready to react at the least sign of danger. The temple proved to be empty except for a single priest who was nodding off beside a brazier.  
 
    When the priest woke and saw him, he got to his feet with a start, lost his balance and nearly fell. When he had recovered, he bowed. 
 
    “Well… welcome! How may I help you tonight? Are you looking for the way to eternity?” 
 
    Adamis stopped a few paces from him and gave him an appraising glance. The man of faith had not activated his power, and judging by his appearance, which was rather disheveled and self-satisfied, he seemed to be a genuine priest. This was something Adamis had not expected. He certainly was no soldier or assassin. 
 
    Adamis returned the bow. “We are all looking for the way to eternity.”  
 
    “You have come to the right place. The Western Temple, although the most distant from its destination, is the one that reminds us that the path is long and that we must never falter.” 
 
    Adamis nodded. 
 
    “Come in, and we shall look together upon the golden path, for our conjoined spirits make the wait for the glorious day more bearable, as the Golden Dogma says.” 
 
    Without really knowing how to reply to the words of faith, Adamis followed the priest. 
 
    “Or perhaps you might prefer to meditate alone? Yes, you would, of course, wouldn’t you? How unperceptive of me. You must forgive me. The hours of solitude are so many that one is grateful for company.” 
 
    Adamis gazed at him without saying anything. 
 
    “Of course you prefer to meditate alone. I shall leave you to it. If you need me I will be at the back.” The priest turned and vanished through a round door. 
 
    Odd, Adamis thought. He must spend too much time shut up in here. He waited for a moment, tense and alert, but nothing happened. Yet he had the feeling that at any moment half a dozen soldiers of the House of Aureb would attack him from behind. But nothing happened. Perhaps they will not come. Perhaps they have thought better of it. 
 
    There came a metallic click, and he half-turned. A round trapdoor was opening in the floor a few paces away. He invoked his Power at once and prepared to attack. 
 
    A light came out of the trapdoor, followed by a mental message. 
 
    Fear nothing, Adamis. It is not my wish to cause you any harm. You are among friends.  
 
    It was the voice of the woman from the pearl. He almost raised his protective sphere, but held back. He used his Power to send a fine mist down the trapdoor, as if it were a spirit, the mist inspected what was awaiting him on the lower level. It reported: A person: woman, powerful, alone.  
 
    Come down, I beg you. We need to talk. 
 
    He hesitated. He knew he ought not to put himself in danger. His father would be furious if he did. 
 
    Please. It is extremely important. 
 
    The Prince measured the Power the woman emitted. She was Powerful, of a noble family, ancient… but not as Powerful as he was, as his own family was. 
 
    If he kept alert he could defeat her, should she threaten him, although nothing was ever certain when weapons, or the Power, were drawn. It would not be the first time that one of lesser lineage and with less Power had killed a noble with far more. There were too many variables at work in a confrontation. But he had been trained to use his Power, and in combat, few of the Golden could defeat him. Still, his father’s words came to his mind: “There is always someone better, stronger, more powerful. Remember this, or else it will be your downfall. There is no place for pride or vanity in my House.” 
 
    I have no wish to disobey my father, but I must find out what is behind all this. He went down the opening. A flight of stone stairs led him to a damp, cold underground chamber lit by two oil lamps. The trapdoor closed after him. At the far end he saw the woman of the pearl come in from an adjoining room. Her face was hidden by a curious mask in the shape of a tree, and she wore a simple green linen robe. From her shoulders fell a brownish-green cloak with little decoration. 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” she said, stretching out her arms, palms up, and bowing her head solemnly in a gesture of peace. “I am truly grateful.” 
 
    Adamis watched her with a frown, searching for a possible hidden trap. He was not prepared to let himself be fooled by the young woman’s friendly aura. 
 
    “I did not think you would be willing to come, not in this irregular fashion… and particularly being as you are a Prince of one of the Five Houses… I am pleased that you have. I can understand that the secrecy of this meeting makes you wary, but you have nothing to fear from me or my intentions.” 
 
    Adamis was frowning. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Forgive me, your Highness. My name is Ariadne. I am a Commoner, a Healer.” 
 
    “Healer? For which House? Whom do you serve?” 
 
    “All of them and none, my lord, or so I like to think. I serve whoever is in need, the infirm, the wounded, whoever suffers.” 
 
    Adamis was not happy with this answer. She must belong to one of the Five Houses, whatever her profession may be. 
 
    “Which House?” he asked again, sternly. 
 
    “I was born in the House of Aru, the House of the Fifth Ring.” 
 
    Using a tiny fraction of his Power so that the Healer would be unaware of it, he tried to perceive the essence of the young woman’s Power. I feel water, so she is not lying; she does belong to the Fifth Ring. But there is something else… as if there were a little of each of the other elements, as if they were mixed. That is very uncommon. Power develops around one element and one alone.  
 
    “If you had asked for an audience I would have granted it. All this… was not necessary simply to speak with me.” 
 
    The woman raised her head, but the mask prevented him from seeing her eyes clearly. 
 
    “You see, your Highness, this meeting must be, and remain, a secret. Many lives depend on that.” 
 
    Adamis was not at all happy about this. The last thing he needed was to get mixed up in more trouble and upset his father even more. 
 
    “You had better explain yourself,” he said firmly. 
 
    “This meeting has been arranged in this way for two reasons. First, so that no one can know it has taken place, since we both have many enemies who spy on every step we take. As a result of a notorious incident, for which you are to leave at dawn for the distant land, you are the focus of all eyes in the Five Rings. For this, an audience would have betrayed my presence to many unwanted observers. We cannot allow that. My actions must remain secret. The second reason has to do with your character. We needed to know whether you would come, by yourself, and that I would not be arrested. The fact that you have come says much in your favor, and confirms what we were expecting.” 
 
    “We? I thought you were alone.” 
 
    “Tonight I am, but nevertheless I could not be more accompanied and supported. I am not here for myself. I have come as an ambassador, to strengthen connections before you go into exile.” 
 
    “Ambassador? I do not understand you. Relations between my House and that of Aru are excellent.” 
 
    The young woman shook her head. “I am not here to represent the House of the Fifth Ring. I am here to represent the Children of Arutan,” and she pointed at the mask she wore. 
 
    Adamis took a step back in amazement. “The Children of Arutan were exterminated several millennia ago.” 
 
    “That is what the powerful Five Houses believe and wish.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, it cannot be. The archives of knowledge make it clear that all members of the sect were exterminated more than five thousand years ago.” He vaguely remembered the emblem of the secret order: an oak in flower. 
 
    “Sect? That is what the powerful called them, those who pursued the peaceful founding fathers, hunted and killed them, then catalogued them. But they were never a sect.” She spread her arms wide. “And we have not been exterminated, as you can see.”  
 
    “You mean to tell me you are trying to revive the Children of Arutan?” 
 
    “They were never dead. We have always been here, watching, protecting our Mother Nature Arutan, serving her with absolute loyalty, living according to her principles, being her good children. We have kept ourselves hidden from the eyes of the powerful, from the ancient noble families. Always carrying out our work from the shadows, with the fear of being discovered, of being pursued once again, of being all-but-exterminated once again, if our existence were revealed.” 
 
    “Are you looking to reintroduce their dangerous beliefs?” 
 
    “You say dangerous, your Highness, but in truth they are not, not for the Commoners. They are indeed for the powerful families of the Five Houses: not for their content, but because they go against the established order. What is the danger in respecting Mother Nature? What is so dangerous in caring for her, protecting her and living according to her wise teachings? What is so dangerous in renouncing violence, following the way of peace, living in harmony with other races, other species, other creatures? There is nothing dangerous in us, in our ideals. On the contrary, I believe it is the way we must follow, abandoning our present one, which is full of death, pain, slavery and the vain search for immortality for the greater glory of the powerful. All that will only lead us to a cataclysm. One which is already on its way.” 
 
    “You speak of peace and harmony but your true message is one of treachery. You seek the downfall of the established order, as you have always done, and that is to go against the Five High Kings, against my father, my family… against me. You speak of protecting Nature and following her teachings. Is that not the foundation of our beliefs? That is precisely what the Dogma is based on. And from the need to protect Mother Nature came the creation of the High Kings, so that the old families would not fight among them for the power, so that they would rule wisely.” 
 
    “And has it been so, I ask you?” 
 
    “It has indeed been so. We have enjoyed peace for several millennia, and it has seldom been broken. The system is not perfect ‒ I admit it myself ‒ but it has allowed us to prosper, without wars, with order, with purpose.” 
 
    “The Five Houses are at perpetual war with each other. Blood might not be shed as often as in the olden days, but that is an illusion. The struggle for power continues, stronger than ever, even in the heart of the Houses themselves. The ancient families fight to stay in a position of privilege and wait for the slightest misstep so as to gain power for their own House. Or does your father, the High King, not keep a close watch on his own cousins and the longest-lived and most powerful families within the House of Eret?” 
 
    Adamis was silent, Ariadne was right on that point, but the families guaranteed order and progress. So they had done for thousands of years. 
 
    “You speak of prosperity, but at what cost? Alantres, our wonderful city, grows out of hand, perversely, giving free rein to its lords’ vainglorious dreams. The cost: slavery for thousands of people, suffering and death such as we have never before caused. Why? Because we want to live like the Gods we are not, because we want to reach the divinity which immortality promises us. And to that end our Erudites twist and pervert our Mother Nature’s most sacred principles, making hybrids, creating monstrosities, cruel servants without a will of their own, to serve us so that we may live better, believing still further in the promised falsehood, developing new technologies for a corrupt end. No, the Children of Arutan do not wish for this false and abominable world. We do not wish it to go on poisoning our Mother. We wish to return to her basic principles, to the beginning, to the harmony, when we were not corrupted by greed for false divinity.” 
 
    Listening to Ariadne’s words, Adamis could not avoid feeling rage. Rage because the young woman’s vehement words meant treason, and rage too because he knew that to a certain extent she was right. 
 
    “That vision is unfair and extremist,” he said haughtily, “and also high treason.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Or perhaps it is the chimerical Golden Dogma which is that: proclaimed by false priests to a misled society, all in the service of five High Kings and their long-lived, powerful families.”  
 
    “Very well. In that case, tell me: how do the Children of Arutan want us to live and prosper?”  
 
    He wanted to understand the young woman’s position. Before meeting Kyra, he would never have tolerated a speech like this. It represented high treason. Now, though, he wanted to understand the reasons behind the words. Perhaps he was no longer the same vain aristocrat he had been, or perhaps he still was… what he knew for a fact was that Kyra had changed him. Changed him for the better, even though there was still much left in him to change. It is not enough for a Prince to be born, he must be made. 
 
    Ariadne heaved a deep sigh. “By respecting Mother Nature, following her teachings. By discarding the Golden Dogma, since we will never be immortal, nor should we wish to be. By rejecting the manipulation of Mother Nature, whether it involves searching for immortality or creating servants and other aberrations. By abolishing the regime of the Five High Kings, since their rule benefits them and their families alone. By doing away with the three classes, since we all come from Mother Nature and to her do we return at the end of our days. By uniting the Five Rings, since we should not be separated but united, like brothers and sisters. The Power, the greatest gift Arutan has given us and the thing which sets us apart from other species, does not have to be specialized and divided; the five elements can coexist in any one of us. And most of all, we must look for peace and harmony: not only among ourselves, but among the rest of the races, since we are all children of Arutan.” 
 
    Ariadne’s declaration was so moving and honest, and defended with such conviction, that Adamis was left speechless. He could not find words to refute the young woman’s arguments, and this unsettled him even more. For a single moment his thoughts turned to Kyra. He remembered her courage, her dedication, her fire, the truths she had spoken, and Ariadne’s words began to leave their mark on his spirit.  
 
    And yet they could not be allowed to. All this was high treason, after all. The woman sought the downfall of his father and his family. All the same, he felt a deep unease in the pit of his stomach.  
 
    “Why do you come to me? Why are you revealing your existence to me? I belong to the establishment, I belong to one of the oldest families among our people, whose origins lie in the dark days. Everything you have told me goes against my family and my principles.” 
 
    Ariadne’s face was now deeply worried. 
 
    “A turbulent time is coming, a time of great danger, for everyone. We are nearing the precipice of the eternal void, and if we do not change course we will fall into it, never to return. The time to act is now, before everything is lost, before there is no salvation left for the Golden, before we are consumed by our own ambition and wrong-headed vanity. We must fight, and that is why I was sent to look for you. We need to join forces, to seek allies, since by ourselves we cannot defeat the evil which will soon come to threaten our people. That, your Highness, is why we came to you.” 
 
    “To me? Have you forgotten who I am? I am a Prince. You talk of fighting, of opposing the Five High Kings. You talk of treason. I should hand you over to the Guard.” 
 
    “But you will not do that, your Highness. Not if the Ancients, our spiritual guides, have chosen well. Not if there is still hope for the Golden.” 
 
    Adamis knew he should turn in that subversive young woman. It was not the first time the Houses had faced internal rebellion, nor would it be the last. Where some rule, there will always be others who oppose that rule. That is logical and natural. Accepting things as they are, just because they are, is not rational. But she speaks of fighting, and that is a step too far. 
 
    “Why me?” he insisted. He wanted to know the specific reason before he made his decision and handed her over to be taken for trial. 
 
    “The rumor has reached our Wise Ones that one of the most powerful Princes, the son of one of the High Kings, member of one of the most powerful families which go back to the dawn of time, has fought another Prince as powerful and highborn as himself, shedding blood, during the lower cycle.” 
 
    Adamis attempted to make light of this. “It has happened before.” 
 
    “So it has, but never to defend a slave.” 
 
    He was petrified. The details of what had happened were secret. And he had never admitted it had been for a slave. Not even to his father, although the King had guessed. 
 
    “Who told you that? Answer me!” 
 
    “The Children of Arutan have eyes and ears in all the great houses. They notice anything significant that happens. And this one, your Highness, is deeply significant. For a long time the Ancients have been following you with interest, as they do others among the privileged classes who are different, who do not submit themselves to the system, who think for themselves, who have their own voice. Your actions reveal much about your honor and courage, and that is how the Ancients have interpreted them. That is why they have sent me. They wish to have you as an ally, to be able to count on your support in the dark times which are coming.” 
 
    “Your Ancients see too much where there is very little. What times of darkness are you talking about?” 
 
    Ariadne bowed her head. “The Erudites of the Five Houses, in their misguided eagerness for immortality, in their stubbornness to achieve advances for our society, are corrupting the elemental principles of Mother Nature. Very soon they will make abominable discoveries which go against the very existence of what is natural. The Ancients know that the technological race, the experiments with animals, humans and our own vital essence are reaching a point of no return. Your own Erudites carry out their research tirelessly, do they not?” 
 
    Adamis thought about Notaplo’s experiments, then of the other Houses. It was true that there were rumors of secret, dangerous experiments being conducted in several Houses, seeking not only to reach immortality but to gain more Power. He was thoughtful as he looked into the eyes of the young woman, deciding her fate, considering everything she had revealed. It was too much information, too important to allow him to make a hasty decision. Ariadne seemed to read the doubt in his eyes. 
 
    “Will you turn me in?” 
 
    Adamis considered it. “No. You may leave.” 
 
    “What answer should I give the Ancients?” 
 
    “Tell them I will meditate on what you have told me.” 
 
    Ariadne produced a pearl and gave it to him. “Through this you will find me, and through me you will reach the Ancients.” 
 
    He nodded and took the pearl. Ariadne turned and left the underground chamber. 
 
    As soon as Adamis set foot in the street, Teslo appeared from among the shadows of the night. With him came a squad of his trusted soldiers, armed and ready. 
 
    “Shall I have her arrested?” he asked, his eyes fixed on Ariadne’s figure in the distance. 
 
    “No, have her followed. I want to know where she goes and who she deals with. Keep an eye on her.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    Adamis looked at the pearl in his hand. He could feel the Power it gave off. Curious. Certainly an interesting meeting, and a very dangerous one. I will have much to think about during my journey of exile to the continent… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand why we have to wait here,” Kyra said. She crossed her arms and leaned back against the stone wall of the busy tavern with a snort. She stretched her legs under the table and breathed in the rancid air of the place. 
 
    “Take it easy,” said Karm, who was sitting beside her. He was surveying the undistinguished customers of that ill-reputed inn. “It’s what your friend Romen asked us to do. This isn’t the moment for impatience. He said he’d be back with the information we need. Or so we hope.” 
 
    “We’d better not arouse suspicions, spitfire,” Honus said. He raised his beer mug to her from across the table. 
 
    Kyra sat up straight on the wooden bench. “I’m not going to arouse any suspicion, ugly. And don’t point at me, you great lump. The only one who’s going to attract attention here is you. You’re as ugly as you’re big. And don’t make me angry. I’ve got my eye on you.” She put her hand to her neck, which luckily hurt less now. Honus’ two blows a couple of days before had been both accurate and powerful. 
 
    “I know perfectly well I’m not much to look at, but here among whores and drunkards I’m a king,” Honus said. He laughed and took a swig of beer. 
 
    “Have you forgotten Romen’s warning already?” 
 
    “Yeah… yeah… the soldiers of the Guard use this joint too when they’re off duty. They come for the women and the alcohol… I haven’t forgotten.” 
 
    “I can’t afford to waste time,” she said impatiently. “Time’s exactly what I don’t have. I must get to Sesmok’s surgeon,”  
 
    “Stay put,” Karm said. He put his hand on her wrist to hold her back. “Wandering around the streets of the capital when you don’t know it is suicide. They’re all looking for you: the Guard, the Hunters and the Enforcers. Do you really think you’d get anywhere near the palace by yourself without being caught? You wouldn’t, and I’m not going to let them capture one of our Heroes, not as long as I can help it. You’re too valuable to all of us.” 
 
    Kyra wrinkled her nose. “I got to this stinking tavern in the Merchants’ quarter, didn’t I? I just have to get a bit further north.” 
 
    “Hah!” said Honus, and took another gulp. “I like this girl, she’s got guts! If she’d been with us in the Crystal Mines we wouldn’t have lasted a month. The Tormentors would’ve torn us to pieces because of her.” He laughed again. 
 
    “Tormentors?” 
 
    “They’re the Enforcers they use at the mines,” Karm said. He gestured to one side. “We’ll explain later. I see Romen’s just come in.”  
 
    Romen, his arm in a sling and his head covered by a hood, made his way over to them through the throng of customers, who did not pay him any attention. He sat down in front of Kyra, beside Honus. 
 
    “It’s taken you forever!” said Kyra. 
 
    Romen smiled at her with his usual charm. His blue eyes gleamed. “I’m glad to see you too.” 
 
    “Beer?” Honus asked cheerfully. 
 
    “Yes, good idea.” 
 
    Kyra frowned. Sparks flashed from her eyes. “Beer? What do you mean, beer?” 
 
    Honus ignored her and asked one of the serving-girls for another round. 
 
    “We have to put on an act while we’re waiting,” Romen said. 
 
    “Wait? What, even longer?” 
 
    “I went to see my group,” began Romen, and his face grew somber. “Things are very bad. Two of them have died at the hands of the Enforcers. A third was captured by the Guard. He shook his head. “They’re looking for the Heroes and the leaders of the resistance. They’re combing the capital. I had to take a risk to reach my last contact here in Osaen. I gave him the message that we’re here. If he manages to pass the message on without being caught, we might get help from the resistance.” 
 
    “But, aren’t you with them?” Karm asked “Can’t you pass on the message yourself?” 
 
    Romen shook his head. “It doesn’t work that way. I only know my own group, and that’s just five rebels. And they only know another five. That’s how we communicate, and that’s the guarantee that if one’s captured, the whole resistance doesn’t fall with him.” 
 
    “By Oxatsi, that’s good thinking!” said Honus. 
 
    “On the other hand,” Kyra said, “it might take an eternity to contact Liriana. The plan was to contact her and get information that would let us get to the Surgeon.” 
 
    “Liriana’s a leader. I don’t have direct contact with her precisely because I know her. She’s the one who calls me when she needs me, not the other way around. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “And what about us?” Karm asked. 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten about you. To be able to enter the organization you have to speak with someone of rank. Liriana’s the right person.” 
 
    “So what now?” Kyra asked. She sounded bad-tempered. Time was slipping by and they were making no progress. 
 
    “For now we wait. I know you’re upset, but if you go out there they’ll catch you, and that’s something I can’t let happen.” Romen looked hard at her, his blue eyes imploring her ruby ones. “You’ve got to listen to me for once, do as I say,” 
 
    Kyra would have liked to get up and leave, but his anxious gaze was too much for her. 
 
    “All right, then. But I’m not going to wait for long.” 
 
    The serving girl arrived with the drinks, and Honus paid her a gross compliment. Karm glared at him, and his reply was a shrug and another swig from his beer. Time passed slowly. Kyra was feeling more and more anxious, and the fact that the place was filled with drunkards and women of easy virtue was not helping. 
 
    Suddenly someone came over to them. They did not see where he had come from, and started in surprise. The stranger picked up a stool from a nearby table and sat down with them. Kyra looked toward the door, but he had not come in that way. She stiffened, and her hand went to her dagger. 
 
    “The Guard’s patrolling every corner of the city, with the Hunters backing them up,” said the stranger in a low voice. “They’re searching for you. They know you managed to get into Osaen.” 
 
    “Damn!” said Kyra. “I thought we’d lost them.”  
 
    “It’s very hard to lose Hunters,” said the stranger without lifting his head. His voice had the conviction of experience. “In the open field, or in the forest, it’s practically impossible. Here in the city among all the Senoca trying to survive one more day, maybe …” 
 
    The four were staring at the newcomer, but his manner did not change. 
 
    Kyra realized that she had let slip too much information. She stared at the shadow which was the man’s face under his hood. “Who are you?” 
 
    “A friend,” he replied softly. 
 
    “I have no friends in the capital.” 
 
    “That’s not quite true, Hero of the Senoca, you have a friend here, another Hero, like you, and we share her friendship.” 
 
    “Liriana?” Kyra asked. 
 
    “Shh. Better not to mention names in Osaen, they might fall into enemy ears. But yes, I’m her friend.” 
 
    “Who are you? Show yourself.” 
 
    “I will for just a moment, so that you recognize me in the future, but I can’t show you more because my life’s in danger. I’m a wanted man, almost as much as the Heroes.” 
 
    The stranger’s hands pulled the hood back half-way, revealing his face. Kyra had never seen it before, but she knew at once he was a friend. He must have been more than seventy. His face was leathery, his hair and beard as white as snow and his features angular. His eyes, an intense blue, shone with the unmistakable gleam of deep intelligence. 
 
    She glanced at Romen, but he shook his head. He did not know him either. 
 
    The stranger drew his hood back over his face. 
 
    “If you’re here, and you know Liriana, then you’re with the rebels,” Kyra said, more as a question than a statement. 
 
    “Yes, I’m with the cause. A message reached me from one of our own” ‒ he turned to Romen ‒ “asking for help. He said he had one of the Heroes with him. This old dreamer had no choice but to come and see. The last thing I’d want is to see one of the Heroes in the hands of Sesmok, or the Enforcers.” 
 
    “Then help us, old man. I don’t have much time.” 
 
    “I see you’re more straightforward and down-to-earth than your brother…” 
 
    “You know my brother?” 
 
    “Yes, I know him. Our paths have crossed several times.” 
 
    “So, will you help us, then?” 
 
    “I’ll make you a proposition, young Hero, as I did to your brother before he set off to rescue you from the Eternal City. I’ll help you in exchange for your help in the difficult days which are coming. Unfortunately that’s the way things work in this ungrateful world…” 
 
    “What do you want of me?” Kyra asked. There was distrust in her narrowed eyes. 
 
    “The message of freedom already flies high, like an eagle: unstoppable, majestic, over fields, villages and cities of the Six Counties. It’s a message of hope, of a dream the Senoca had lost and are now regaining little by little. It’s been a long hard effort organizing ourselves so that this rumor can reach the peasant, the farmer, the woodcutter, the miner, the shepherd, the apothecary, the craftsman, the people, every one of the Senoca. And we’re succeeding.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with me?” 
 
    “What’s enabled the message to spread so quickly and reach so many is the appearance of the Heroes who have defied the Gods in their own dwelling and emerged victorious. You are a symbol for the people. You represent what they wish to be, but which their defeated and fearful spirits will not let them be. At night they dream of being Heroes, but fear overcomes them by day.” 
 
    “I still don’t know why you need me.” 
 
    The stranger gave a bitter laugh. “Youth gives us energy, courage, momentum, but not vision. That comes with experience, with time. We need you because the whisper must become a shout, the unanimous cry of an entire people demanding their freedom.” 
 
    Kyra began to understand. 
 
    “The time has come to rebel, for the people to rise against the tyranny of the Regent, against the cruelty of the Enforcers and their masters the Gods. What was once a spark is now a flame, the flame of rebellion. It’s already begun to burn fiercely, and it will keep growing as the Counties join and rise in an unstoppable fire that will consume the whole Boundary. And from those ashes the Senoca people will rise again, free and filled with hope.” 
 
    “Hey, this guy can speak all right!” Honus muttered. “I almost feel like joining the rebels.” Karm kicked him under the table and put his finger to his lips. 
 
    The stranger turned to Kyra. “But in order that this may triumph, the people need leaders to follow, and those leaders are you, the Heroes. And that’s why we need you.” 
 
    “Honus is right,” Kyra said. “You talk beautifully, you’re a real visionary… I’d even say the prophet that the people need.” 
 
    “We all have our part to play in this critical moment in the history of our people. My role in the movement that will make us free one day is that of philosopher and thinker.”  
 
    Honus’ mouth twisted. “And agitator,” he said  
 
    “True. I don’t deny my responsibility. I’m the organizer of the rebellion, and that’s why I’m here today, because for it to triumph I need you, Kyra.” 
 
    “You don’t have to convince me,” she said. “I’m with you. I always have been. Until now I haven’t been able to follow my own way. I’ve been helping my brother with his. But as soon as I finish what I came to do and my family is safe, you can count on me. I’ll join the cause.” 
 
    “I’m delighted to hear you say that. It’s excellent news.” 
 
    Kyra raised her finger in warning. “But I’m just speaking for myself. My brother doesn’t share my views.” 
 
    “I know,” the stranger said. “Perhaps one day he’ll change his mind and join us.” 
 
    “I doubt it, although I know he’ll help us if necessary.” 
 
    “And what about you two?” he asked Karm and Honus. “Will you join the cause?” 
 
    “You can count on me,” Karm said with absolute conviction. “There’s nothing I’d like more. It’s why I came here. It’s time to fight for freedom, or else die for the dream if necessary.” 
 
    “Hmm… I don’t know,” said Honus. “I just wanted to get out of that infernal mine. And what with all this fuss, I haven’t had time to think. But if Karm joins, I guess I will too.” His voice was gruff. “Although let’s be clear about one thing, I’m not thinking of dying.”  
 
    “Very well,” said the stranger. “As Romen’s group has been discovered and killed, you’re now part of it.” 
 
    “Let’s hope we’re luckier than they were,” Honus muttered. 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Romen agreed heavily. 
 
    “Right, then,” Kyra said. “Now will you help me kidnap that bastard of a surgeon?” 
 
    The stranger leaned back and stretched his back and shoulders. “Tell me what you need, and I’ll see what we can do for you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miratos, Sesmok’s Personal Surgeon, was sitting on his luxurious bed waiting impatiently. He had had a terrible day at the Regent’s palace, and now, free from his obligations and back at his own rich mansion, all he wanted to do was give in to the pleasures of life and forget about it. He poured himself a glass of wine to make the wait more bearable. 
 
    “Every day he gets more paranoid and unhinged,” he told his parrot, and immediately regretted it. 
 
    “You heard nothing,” he hastened to say.  
 
    “Nothing,” the bird repeated. 
 
    “That’s my boy.” 
 
    The last thing he needed was to fall out with Sesmok because of the indiscretion of a parrot. He thought of getting rid of the bird, but looking at the huge room filled with exotic exuberance, he dropped the idea; it went well with the decoration. After all, what was the good of being one of the most powerful men among the Senoca if he could not even have a parrot to turn to? 
 
    He drank from his silver cup and sighed. Sesmok had called him to the palace urgently in mid-morning. Luckily, or rather for the Regent’s convenience, Miratos’ villa was next to the palace. Sesmok had asked for his services because of a bout of migraine. In fact it had been brought on by Lord Hunter Osvan and Svariz, the Commander-in-Chief of the Guard, who had come back with bad news about the Heroes. Miratos had needed to work wonders to alleviate it. 
 
    He took another sip of wine. It’s no fun treating a migraine when the patient’s yelling at his two men of trust like one possessed, he said to himself. I can’t understand why he gets so upset about two farmers he hasn’t managed to catch. He threw a tantrum and was yelling out that peasant girl’s name like a madman: Kyra! Kyra! Kyra! Bring me Kyra! Kyra! Kyra! The halfwit! He nearly deafened us all. 
 
    In any case, that was none of Miratos’ business. He was a Surgeon. Politics and all the other concerns of Regents and Gods failed to interest him as long as he was able to enjoy all the pleasures he fancied. 
 
    After all, there isn’t a more intelligent man in the whole Boundary, or one who knows his own field better, than your humble servant. 
 
    “And no, I’m not modest. I know that.” 
 
    “Modest,” the parrot repeated. 
 
    Miratos laughed. “How could I get rid of you when you make me laugh so much? I think I’ll ask them to bring me another one like you.” 
 
    His eyes fell on the silken sheets of the bed, the velvet cushions in soft tones. He would shortly enjoy a night of lust and pleasure the way he liked them, until dawn. He had sent Autas, his loyal old servant, to find him someone new and exotic. I hope he finds me something worthy of my discerning palate. He’s been rather a disappointment lately. 
 
    Two knocks on the door caught his attention. Autas came into the room at his signal and bowed deeply. 
 
    “Have you brought me what I asked you to?” 
 
    “Indeed, my lord.” Autas stood aside to make way for two guards, who were escorting a young girl. 
 
    Miratos smiled and moved forward to check the quality of the “dessert” he was about to taste. The girl was dressed in transparent silks which allowed all her charms to be glimpsed. He noticed at once her pretty figure, lithe and well-molded. He liked that. He was attracted to sensuous, well-rounded young women. He walked around her as he sipped his wine, taking a good look at her. 
 
    “I like her, Autas. I won’t need to whip you today for your incompetence.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” the servant replied with an exaggerated bow. 
 
    “Although I might have you whipped anyway, just to keep you motivated.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Autas said dejectedly. 
 
    “Now then. Out with you all, I want to start enjoying myself.” 
 
    The door closed, leaving Miratos alone with the young prostitute. His gaze focused on the girl once again; her eyes were the color of rubies, very intense in the candlelight, her long curly hair the color of fire. 
 
    “You’re not excessively pretty, but I find that fiery air of yours very intriguing, and I like your body. I have a feeling we’re going to spend a magnificent night.” 
 
    “I certainly agree,” said Kyra, and knocked Miratos out with a powerful right hook. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few moments later she was shaking him ruthlessly by the shoulders. “Wake up, you oversexed slug.” 
 
    “What…? Where…? What happened?” 
 
    She held the surgical blade in front of his eyes, then touched it to his Adam’s apple and pressed. 
 
    “Not a sound, or else I’ll cut your throat.” 
 
    “What… what do you want?” 
 
    “We’re going for a walk, you and me. If you try anything stupid, it’ll be the last thing you ever do.” 
 
    “I don’t understand… what do you want? Don’t you know who I am?” 
 
    “I know very well who you are, you pervert. Your fame in the brothels of this city goes before you.” 
 
    “I won’t touch you, I swear. You can leave. I’ll pay you whatever you want, but don’t hurt me.” 
 
    “I don’t want your money, you reptile.” 
 
    “Then, what do you want of me?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you. And I’m only going to say it once, so listen carefully, because your life’s at stake.” 
 
    Miratos’ staring eyes betrayed his terror as Kyra explained the plan to him. 
 
    A few moments later he called Autas. When the servant appeared, he bowed to his master. 
 
    “Did you call, my lord?” 
 
    “Bring me my surgical case. I have to go to the Regent urgently.” 
 
    Autas glanced at Kyra out of the corner of his eye, then nodded. 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” 
 
    “Now let’s go,” Miratos said. He began to walk towards the door. 
 
    Kyra pressed the blade against the Surgeon’s back. “Stop.”  
 
    Miratos obeyed. 
 
    “We’re not going out by the door. I like risk, but not that much.” 
 
    The Surgeon looked at her blankly. 
 
    “I made you call him so your guards wouldn’t suspect anything. But we’re going out by a different way. Isn’t that so, Autas?” 
 
    The old servant straightened and smiled from ear to ear. “Through the secret entrance,” he said, and pointed to the wall behind the parrot. 
 
    Miratos clenched his fists and turned crimson with rage. “Trai―” 
 
    Kyra put her hand over his mouth. There was a real threat in her voice as she whispered in his ear: “Autas decided to cooperate with us as soon as we intercepted him at the brothel with the young lady he was sent to bring you. It wasn’t hard to convince him.” 
 
    “I’m delighted to help you. All that miser deserves is a painful death,” Autas said. He spat at the Surgeon’s feet. 
 
    Kyra applied pressure to the blade. “See? That’s for abusing the helpless. You’ll never hurt this old man again. Open up the passage, and don’t make me have to say it twice.” 
 
    Miratos turned, cursing to himself. 
 
    “You’ll pay for this,” he told Autas. 
 
    “No, they’re going to hide me. It’s already been sorted out. I’ll never see your despicable face again.” 
 
    Miratos growled with rage. 
 
    “The passage… or you’ll have to be your own surgeon and stitch yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few hours later Kyra, together with Romen, Honus, Karm and her prisoner, met with the hooded stranger in a small grove on the outskirts of the city. 
 
    “The way’s clear, but you’ll have to hurry. They’ll soon find out about the kidnap.” 
 
    “We’re leaving right away,” Kyra said. “Get Miratos on a horse, and make sure he can’t take the gag out.” 
 
    Honus nodded. There was malice in his eyes. “Don’t you worry, little one, I’ll take charge of the Surgeon. If he so much as blinks, I’ll break his legs.” 
 
    Romen turned to the stranger. “Orders for my group?” He looked at Karm and Honus. 
 
    “Your orders are to accompany and protect the Hero.” 
 
    Romen nodded solemnly. “We’ll do that.” 
 
    “Good luck, Kyra,” the stranger said. “And my best wishes for your mother’s recovery.”  
 
    “Thank you… you haven’t told me your name.” 
 
    The stranger smiled. “In these lands I’m known as Gedrel.” He held out his hand to her. 
 
    Romen threw his head back in surprise, taken aback. 
 
    Kyra returned the old man’s smile and shook his hand firmly. “I already suspected. Ikai told me about you.” 
 
    “Give my regards to your brother. He’s a wonderful young man.” 
 
    “I will. Oh yes! One more thing, Gedrel.” 
 
    “What’s that, young lady?” 
 
    “Don’t start the rebellion without me,” she said with a wink. 
 
    Gedrel burst out laughing. “Don’t worry. I’ll wait for you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Adamis watched the Enforcers working incessantly inside the huge underground chamber of the Secret Temple of Eret. The hollow hammering on walls, the chiseling of runes on domed ceilings, the dragging of blocks of rock and stone, all enveloped in a muffled echo, made up a dull, a-rhythmic melody which came to take over his mind. He recalled his father’s words: 
 
    I, Laino, High King of the House of Eret, sentence you, Adamis, Prince Heir, to exile for an indefinite time. You will go to the Secret Temple of Eret on the continent and will supervise its construction, reporting to me on its progress. You will take the place of your cousin Atasos in his duties there. 
 
    The sentence had pierced his heart like an arrow with a four-angled tip. 
 
    This is my sentence. Let me hear you say you will observe it. 
 
    Adamis had raised his gaze to his father and replied: “I accept, and will observe it.” 
 
    And although this was true, it hurt him to be here, in the center of the great continent, in this secret underground site where his father was building his great funerary temple: the place where he would come to rest for eternity, when the day should come. To build temples and secret chambers was a tradition among the Golden, or rather among the Great Houses. And it hurt, not because of being here, since it was considered an honor, and not because he was unable to go back to the Eternal City; it hurt because his father had not defended him, had not supported him. 
 
    Footsteps behind him made him turn. 
 
    “Impressive, is it not?” Atasos asked him, as he greeted him with an ivory smile. 
 
    “Indeed, cousin. You have done a magnificent job.” 
 
    “I have been here for a hundred years. My predecessor was here another hundred, his predecessor for a hundred more, and the one who started the work another hundred.” 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me something, cousin?” Adamis’ smile hid the sadness he was feeling.  
 
    “Yes: that we have been here for over four hundred years and the great project never seems to end. But now you are here, perhaps you will manage to finish it.” 
 
    “I shall do my best to do so. I do not really fancy spending a hundred years underground.” 
 
    Atasos gazed proudly around the hall. “It has been a real honor for me,” 
 
    “It is a great honor, cousin. My father only reveals this project to those he trusts completely. You will be well rewarded for your loyalty and excellent service.” 
 
    “Thank you, Adamis. I serve my House and my High King. That is all the reward I need.” 
 
    They moved to one side to make way for a group of servants who were carrying an enormous and ostentatious crystalline coffin of unusual beauty. 
 
    “They are raising the royal casket” 
 
    Adamis turned and studied the hall. “How many Enforcers work in the temple?” 
 
    “There are nearly a thousand here in the great funerary chamber, with about a hundred in the chamber below this one, the chamber which houses the portal. Working in the other chambers and sub-chambers at different levels, there must be about another two thousand or so.” 
 
    “An impressive display.” 
 
    “It is a funerary complex worthy of the greatest of kings, on a scale hitherto unseen. It will be decorated with the luxury of the Royal Palace, and every detail will be scrupulously tended to. Nothing less for my lord Laino, High King of the House of Eret.” Atasos finished his sentence with a deep bow. 
 
    Adamis could not understand the need to build something as grand as this, still less as a funerary temple. He understood the need for other underground constructions which his House had previously made on the continent, but not this one. Particularly because the more than three thousand servants who had worked on it would never leave it. They would be sacrificed to guarantee the secret of its existence and its mode of construction. A short while ago he would never have stopped to consider this, but now, after meeting Kyra and having his eyes opened to the value of all life, this useless sacrifice seemed cruel to him. More than that: unpardonable. He sighed at the memory of Kyra… her accusing, vivid eyes, her fiery, uncontrollable temperament, her blazing hair… something inside him leapt when he thought of her. He felt a sweet emptiness in his chest which he longed to fill in some way but could not. Those bittersweet feelings puzzled him, since he had never experienced them before. 
 
    “Is it true?” 
 
    Adamis turned to Atasos, coming back from his thoughts. 
 
    “What is, cousin?” 
 
    “That the other Houses too are building temples for their High Kings.” 
 
    Adamis looked around to check that there was nobody near to hear them. “Yes, it is true. Our spies have confirmed it. We do not know where, it is top secret, but the others are building just as we are. The end of a long era is coming… the Five High Kings are preparing their final journey. They wish to withdraw and rest in those final days before the great voyage. And of course nobody and nothing must disturb that. It would be a gross revenge, a treachery out of all proportion. That is why it is essential that the existence of this temple is never found out.” 
 
    “But they still have long to rule,” Atasos said. His eyes were distant as he calculated the length of time that had passed. 
 
    “Not so long, cousin, not so long.” 
 
    Atasos lifted his arm and snapped his fingers, using some of his Power. “The time has come for me to leave,” he said, and five Eyes-of-the-Gods appeared at his call. Each carried a large marble-white volume under his arm. “These are the Scribes. They will bring you up to date with everything.” 
 
    “Very well. Go through the portal to the coast. My bodyguard Teslo will be waiting for you on a ship to take you back to Erandel. Make sure nobody traces you.” 
 
    “Of course. I hope and wish that your exile may be brief, and that we may meet again soon.” 
 
    “As do I. I shall wait here for my father’s summons. Teslo will come for me when the day arrives.” 
 
    The two cousins embraced one another. 
 
    “Good luck,” Atasos said, and turned to leave. 
 
    “The same to you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For weeks Adamis studied the details of the work with the Scribes: its current state, the amount of progress made, problems found and solutions adopted. The days flew by. Despite this, every day when he retired to rest a single thought lit up his mind: Kyra. She filled his thoughts and dreams. And the more he thought about her, the more he missed her and the more he longed to see her again. It was only now that he understood, now that he could no longer enjoy her company, how short the time they had spent together had been.  
 
    How my spirits would soar if I could find her beside me when I turned, with her bright eyes, with her intensity and commitment, with her staunch defense of all that is good, with her incessant fight against all that is unfair. But there was nothing he could do about it. His father had ordered him not to go near the slaves and to comply with the terms of his exile, and so he must. Under no circumstances could he disobey and betray his honor. I am the Prince Heir, and I must behave as such.  
 
    Trying in vain to put aside his thoughts of Kyra, he focused on his duty. The construction of the great complex was going well, and he was satisfied. It is time to report on the progress. He went down to the forbidden section of the temple. It had been the first to be built, and those who worked on it had died inside it to preserve the secret of what it contained. He went across to the round door and looked at the twenty-four golden runes carved along the edge. They were there to protect it. The chamber was sealed, and whoever tried to open it would die. With the exception of the members of the Royal House of Eret. 
 
    He placed his hand on the door and summoned his Power. From his palm issued a probe of energy which spread across the surface of the door as far as the outer symbols. The protective runes were activated and shone with the gold of the Gods themselves. Adamis’ body was bathed in their powerful radiance. The Prince closed his eyes and bit his lip while he bore the pain as best he could. If he had been an intruder, the pain would have grown stronger until it killed him. As he was a member of the Royal House, it dwindled and disappeared. The door slid to one side with a clang, and the chamber was revealed. 
 
    The door closed behind him. From the runes carved on the walls issued a faint golden light. The room was round, and in its center stood a translucent monolith which reached to the ceiling. He placed both hands on the smooth surface of the object of power. At his touch the monolith shone, and two golden circles first surrounded his hands, then began to rotate around them. He closed his eyes and began to interact with the powerful object. A low buzzing filled the chamber. Golden gleams issued from different levels of the monolith at indeterminate intervals. Symbols slid along its four crystalline surfaces. Finally came a great flash, accompanied by a loud boom, and a beam of golden light issued from the monolith. 
 
    He took a step back and watched the beam of light. From it emerged an image. At first it was blurred, but it became sharper until at last it formed a scene, not physically there yet so real he could almost touch it with his fingers. In another chamber, beside a very similar monolith, the figure of his Erudite Notaplo took shape. 
 
    “My Prince,” Notaplo said, and bowed. 
 
    Adamis smiled broadly. “My dear Erudite.”  
 
    “How glad I am to see you, my lord.” 
 
    “I am still happier to see you, my old friend.” 
 
    Notaplo smiled and nodded. “You must feel deeply lonely in your exile. You have no idea how much I regret all that happened. I should have taken the blame on myself.” 
 
    “No, Notaplo, it was my responsibility and I must bear it, just like the punishment. Do not worry, it is not so bad. I have a lot to do, and time here in this underground level passes very quickly.” 
 
    “It is not worthy of a Prince… Much less of my Prince and lord…” 
 
    “That is why my father chose it, to teach me a lesson in humility, I suppose… Is he coming?” 
 
    “No, my lord, I am sorry. I told him today was contact day, but he said he was too busy to attend something unimportant… I am sorry.” 
 
    His father’s attitude hurt him, although he had expected it. “I guessed he would not come. It is part of the punishment.” 
 
    “Perhaps in the next contact…” 
 
    “It will be in a year’s time, and I do not believe he will change his attitude.” 
 
    “The contacts must be few and brief, as you know, my lord, otherwise they might be intercepted by a rival House and the origin of the communication traced. They would find out where you are.” 
 
    “I understand. The same happens with the Portals. They must not be used directly. That is why we use ships.” 
 
    “So it is, my lord. Any precaution is too little in these times…” 
 
    “The security system which has been created is the right one, and I will respect it. I will not endanger this Temple. Now, tell me: is there any news?” 
 
    “Not very much. The Five High Kings are fighting behind the scenes to strengthen their power and position, as always happens during the High Cycles. There is no risk of open war for the moment, but friction is growing. Let us hope it does not end in a rupture that provokes a bloodbath.” 
 
    “Let us hope so… And your experiments: is there any progress?” 
 
    “Well, I find I have reached a crucial point.” Notaplo was clearly excited. “After analyzing and experimenting with the slave Marcus, the hybrid with power you found, I am on the brink of discovering what I could not find in the hybrid Arga: the key component that might be transferred to our own people and allow us almost infinite longevity. Marcus is the living proof that the passing of time can be slowed down. I am very close to taking a giant step for our civilization. I am on the verge of being able to preventing us from growing old, of making us into an immortal civilization!” 
 
    “That is amazing, Notaplo! If anyone can achieve it, you are the one. I have complete faith in your studies. Keep going. Never give up. You will make it! There is no mind more privileged among the Golden.” 
 
    “You are too generous, my lord. I am just an old erudite who enjoys studying and experimenting. But do not worry, as long as I have a drop of Power left I will go on with my studies and reach what our people have been pursuing for millennia.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about the fugitives? Have they been captured?” 
 
    “About Kyra?” 
 
    “Yes, about Kyra…” 
 
    “No, my lord. They have not been captured, and the High Kings are growing impatient. They wish to wipe away the stain the incident left on the honor of the Houses, and they are unhappy. They are demanding results and if they do not get them someone might act.” 
 
    “The High King of the House of Aureb. Am I right in my guess?” 
 
    “My lord is very rarely wrong. He has already made known his intention to act, if the incompetence of the High King of the House of Edan, the one responsible for that Boundary, continues.” 
 
    “He wants to ridicule a rival House and win Power. The stain on his honor is the excuse he needs.” 
 
    “Yes, and I very much fear that he will act soon if they are not captured.” 
 
    “Keep me informed, Notaplo. I will contact you in another year. If anything important should happen…” 
 
    “Do not worry, my Prince, I shall take care of your interests… And about our young friend: Kyra is special, very special… an extraordinary anomaly … we must take care of her, for it is in her and in those like her that the secret of our survival as a civilization lies.” 
 
    “Thank you, old friend.” 
 
    “There is one more thing, my lord.” 
 
    “Go ahead. There is little time left.”  
 
    “A disc has arrived… from Lord Asu… I was asked to show it to you when you made contact. Do you wish me to activate it?” 
 
    “If it comes from that jackal it cannot be anything good. I have not the slightest interest in hearing about him. But on the other hand if he wants me to see it, it must be for a reason… better to know what he is up to. Activate it.” 
 
    “Very well, my lord. I have taken precautions. The chamber is sealed and protected. He will not be able to trace the communication to the Temple.” 
 
    Adamis nodded and prepared himself mentally for what was coming. 
 
    Notaplo placed a disc on the floor beside the monolith and activated it. From the object charged with Power came Asu’s projected image, so real that Adamis blinked, believing he was facing him in person. 
 
    “How is exile treating you, Prince of Ether? Well, I hope.” There was a smile of venomous sarcasm on Asu’s disagreeable face. “I wanted to send you this friendly message. After all, there is no reason why our enmity should last forever.” The words said one thing, but Asu’s face showed marked disdain, and Adamis did not believe a word of what he was hearing. “I am offering you my arm in a sign of friendship,” Asu said with a slight bow, which greatly surprised Adamis. “And I wish the incident that occurred between us to be a thing of the past. For that I apologize humbly.”  
 
    Adamis was dumbfounded. What was this treacherous viper planning? Asu would never apologize; he would sooner die than admit his fault. He gazed at the face of his rival and noticed the tight lips, the clenched jaw, the eyes glaring with contained rage, the face a mask of malice.  
 
    Asu rounded off his bow with an elaborate gesture and straightened defiantly. “This formal apology, although private, has been imposed on me. I say this because I can imagine the surprise on your face. It was not my idea. It is part of the punishment that my father the High King of the House of Aureb has commanded.”  
 
    Then Adamis understood. It could not have been Asu’s will, of that he was certain. “My dear father” (Asu went on) “wants to prevent this situation from escalating between our Houses, and I find myself obliged to apologize. Also publicly, before your father and the nobles of your House.” 
 
    The image blinked, and Asu vanished for a moment. Notaplo and Adamis looked on uncertainly. It stabilized, and Asu appeared again, wearing different clothes. 
 
    “Now that I have got rid of my lord father’s punishment, I have one last thing to tell you, Adamis. I hope you appreciate it. I want you to know that I am going to get the slave girl you stole from me for myself, the one who is your favorite and whom you helped escape. I want you to know that I intend to use all the means in my power to make her mine, and when I have her I will make her pay for her dishonor and your treason, many times over. She will suffer in such a way that her screams will be heard in all the seas that are known. I will not rest until she is mine, until she pays a thousand times in blood and suffering. She is mine, and she will be mine again. So enjoy your exile knowing this: she will soon be in my power, and do not worry… when I have her you will be the first to hear her scream.” Asu began to laugh, and his laughter was heavy with hate and malice. The image blinked again and vanished, leaving behind only the macabre laughter. 
 
    Moments later the disc burst into flames and was consumed. 
 
    Notaplo stepped back and tripped, he almost fell. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes, my prince, I am fine. Such scares at my age… not good… not good at all. But now I am worried about Kyra. That wicked Golden will not cease in his evil intent…” 
 
    “I know, Notaplo. This threatening message has left me very worried. I have to think what I should do… Thank you for everything.” 
 
    “Always at your service, my Prince.” 
 
    Adamis turned to look at the closed door of the chamber. Kyra is in danger of death, and I am buried in this mausoleum. A feeling of violent unrest came over him. I have to do something. I cannot let Asu capture her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the Eternal City, in an underground chamber of the Royal Palace of the House of Aureb, of the Second Ring, Lord Asu felt a tingle creep across the back of his neck. He concentrated, searched for the trace of Power and smiled when he recognized it. 
 
    “That bastard Adamis has received my message,” he murmured, and began to laugh with pure satisfaction. “How I wish I could have seen that moron’s face.” His laughter bounced off the polished red walls of the three-sided pyramidal chamber. The silver runes of the walls reflected his laughter with a gleam. 
 
    “Is anything wrong, my lord and master?” Moltus asked. He was manipulating the red monolith of knowledge. A ring of golden light ran throughout the surface of the object until it merged with the upper vortex of the pyramid and disappeared sixty feet above. 
 
    Asu turned to his ancient, decadent Erudite. The truth was that the man’s mere presence made his stomach turn. He was so decrepit that he was forced to lean on a jeweled staff. The copper-gold of his shriveled skin and the silver hair which fell half-way down his back left a sense of disgust in Asu, which was only surpassed by what he felt at the sight of Moltus’ face, with those icy-blue eyes and the horrible burn on his right temple. 
 
    Shaking off his distaste, he said: “Nothing that concerns you. Is everything ready for the experiment you have told me about? Patience is not exactly one of my virtues.” 
 
    “My powerful lord, after eight hundred years of devoted search, the voices tell me I am going to achieve it. We shall attain immortality. We shall manage to restore the essence of life which was stolen by the Power from our bodies. The voices confirm it, and they know, my Prince and master.” 
 
    “You and your voices! You are nothing but a fool!” 
 
    “I assure you I have done it. The voices do not lie. We shall obtain essence of life to restore what was consumed by the Power, and you will be able to use as much Power as you wish, without fear. You will be the most powerful of all, and nobody will be equal to you.” 
 
    “By the Fire! You had better grant me what you promise, or you will suffer the most tortuous of deaths!” 
 
    “But… my lord… I live to serve you…” 
 
    “You have exhausted my patience, you old fool! Give me what I want!” 
 
    Iradu’s voice sounded behind him. “Did you call, my lord?” 
 
    Asu turned to his Champion, who had arrived with Oskas, his Master-Spy. Beside the gigantic, imposing presence of Iradu, Oskas, even though he was an Enforcer of great physical strength, looked like a mere slave. But the sinister figure, always dressed in black and wearing the Helmet of Oblivion, gave off a lethal aura. Here they come: the strength and power of the best warrior among all the Golden, and the intelligence and somber arts of the best of my Enforcers. One could not ask for better company, and they are faithful to me, by obligation and by fear. Asu smiled in satisfaction. 
 
    “Yes, I want you to witness this. According to the result this fool of an Erudite has obtained, I have plans for both of you.” 
 
    “Very well, my lord,” Iradu said, and folded his muscled arms over his powerful torso. Oskas made a brief bow and said nothing. 
 
    “Very well. Go ahead, Moltus. And you had better not disappoint me.” 
 
    Moltus smiled timidly and clapped his hands twice. Three of his disciples came at his call, dragging a terrified slave with them. 
 
    “Give her the reactive,” Moltus ordered. Excitement glittered in his eyes as his body bent over his staff. “I have made it stronger.”  
 
    The slave was forced to drink the dark potion from a crystalline phial. A moment later she began to convulse, so that they had to hold her firmly. Her eyes turned completely black. 
 
    “She is ready,” said Moltus, who was watching her carefully. 
 
    He placed a disc with two silver circles on her forehead, and there was a metallic snap. The object divided in two, and the upper part began to rotate while the rune flashed at intervals. Black veins began to appear on the young slave’s face. She stiffened, looking upwards with her arms stretched out behind her and her mouth open. The black veins spread from her face through her neck, then to the rest of her body, until it was completely corrupted. 
 
    The disc stopped. The slave fell dead. 
 
    Moltus removed the disc and studied the two circles. Letting his staff drop, he raised his arms in the air and gave an abandoned cry. “Golden! The circles have turned golden! I did it! The voices knew it! I did it!”  
 
    Asu took the disc from the Erudite’s hand and contemplated it in astonishment. 
 
    “Golden…” he muttered in disbelief. Could it be? Had it really absorbed the essence of life of a slave who had not been selected? Had this lunatic really attained what he had pursued for so long?” 
 
    “The voices knew! I have made the greatest discovery of all times! We will be immortal!” Moltus was shaking with ecstasy. His assistants ran to grab him to prevent him from falling in his enthusiasm. 
 
    “Get him to calm down!” Asu snapped. He was now very nervous and excited. The implications of this success, if such it was, were unthinkable. The whole established order would change. And he would reach the peak from which he would rule the world. 
 
    Iradu rushed to the Erudite and seized him by the shoulders. The disciples moved back. 
 
    “I did it, my lord…” Moltus repeated. He was exhausted by now. 
 
    “Do you mean to say you have found the way to obtain vital essence, and so manage to regenerate all the Power my body consumes?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Will I be able to use all the Power in me without fearing the consequences, without being consumed, without aging prematurely and dying? Will I be able to obtain vital essence from all the slaves? Think well before you answer, and do not lie to me or Iradu will tear your head off.” 
 
    “You will, my lord. The voices say that now you will be able to harvest slaves, extract the essence of life and restore your Power. It will be infinite ‒ as long as there are slaves, of course…” 
 
    “I cannot believe it!” Asu was euphoric. “Nobody will be able to oppose me, nobody! Today is the day in which the destiny of this civilization, of this world, will change forever! Today is the day I become a God!” 
 
    The others remained silent, trying to come to terms with the discovery and its crucial importance. 
 
    Asu laughed with his whole being. Unlimited power. There will be no way of stopping me. I shall rule over this and all worlds. 
 
    “How is the essence of life to be transferred to my body?” 
 
    Moltus straightened and tilted his head to one side. “The process has not been validated, my lord… never before have we been successful.” 
 
    “We shall validate it now!” 
 
    “Very well, my lord, but not on you yourself. The voices say it is dangerous… possibly fatal…” 
 
    Asu felt impatience devouring his chest. “You,” he said, pointing at one of Moltus’ disciples. “You will validate it.” 
 
    The disciple nodded, his face twisted by fear. He lowered his head. 
 
    “Put the Claw on him,” Moltus said. 
 
    From a silver container the other two disciples took out a golden bracelet five fingers across, with a clasp in the shape of a claw. They put it over the disciple’s right wrist. On the upper part of the bracelet a circle had been engraved. 
 
    “The disc, my lord,” Moltus said. 
 
    Asu handed it to one of the disciples. 
 
    “The voices say the moment has come.” 
 
    The disciple placed the disc over the circle of the bracelet, where it fitted perfectly. The claw closed on the wrist. From its nails emerged five pins which buried themselves in the flesh. The disciple groaned, but said nothing. The disc flashed and divided into two. The upper part began to rotate, gleaming as it did so. Black veins began to appear in the arm. Very soon the whole arm had turned black as far as the shoulder, reaching the neck and then the face. 
 
    “Do you feel the essence?” Moltus asked his disciple. 
 
    “Yes, my lord, I feel it… my source of power is restored… but…argh… something… is not right…” The disciple fell to the ground and began to tremble uncontrollably. They held him firmly, but he went on shaking and finally he lost consciousness. 
 
    “Is he alive?” Asu asked. 
 
    The disciples examined him, “Yes, my lord, he is alive, for now.” 
 
    “It is a reaction of the organism, similar to a poisoning,” Moltus explained.  
 
      
 
    “If it is similar to a poisoning,” Asu said, “you can create an antidote, something that will allow me to counter the noxious effect.”  
 
    “Yes, my lord, the voices say there is no doubt.” 
 
    “How long will it take?” 
 
    “Not long, I think. I shall experiment with the disciples.” 
 
    “Iradu, stay with him, get him everything he needs. This is vitally important. There is nothing more so. Is that clear?” 
 
    Iradu glanced at Moltus out of the corner of his eye. “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Oskas, I have a new task for you.” 
 
    “Always at your service, my Prince.” 
 
    “It is a mission that requires your special skills. You must get me something I crave fervently.” 
 
    “I will get it for you, have no doubt about that.” 
 
    Asu grinned. What a wonderful day this was. 
 
    I shall dominate the Golden, and then I shall dominate the world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ikai bent down to drink from the stream. They had been traveling at a forced march all day, and he was desperately thirsty. The Witch of the Lake’s potion swung from his neck. He reached for the phial, then for the pendant his sister had given him, the sea horse she had carved for him. He always wore it, as she wore hers. 
 
    How I wish I could tell you we’re coming, that I’ve got the medicine to save Mother. Don’t worry, I’m already on my way back. 
 
    “Back to thinking about a certain Captain I know?” Albana asked as she filled the water-skin. 
 
    “You know perfectly well I’m not,” he protested. “What happened between Liriana and me is already forgotten. It’s just a memory of a moment in a long-gone place and time.” 
 
    Her smile was wide and malicious. “Are you sure of that, Hunter of Hearts?”  
 
    “Of course I am!”  
 
    Her previous comment had stung, but this one was much worse. Reminding him of his old job in the service of the Gods, something which shamed him no end, was a low blow. Albana’s biting wit always hit its target, with a scalding lash. That tongue of hers, full of irony, always ready to bite when it was least expected, was another of her exceptional skills. The brunette’s witty, ever critical comments had chastised him since they had first met in the Dungeons of Oblivion. “And anyway, remember she’s with her fiancé,” he retorted. 
 
    “Yeah… it would be interesting to see good old Maruk’s face if he found out…” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare!” 
 
    “Sure I would, and you know it,” she replied, laughing, and deliberately splashed him. 
 
    “You’re impossible!” said Ikai, and splashed her in return. 
 
    They both laughed, splashing each other like children who had been given permission to play after a very long punishment. 
 
    They ended up lying in the sun on the grass, panting, happy for the first time in a very long while. 
 
    “We’ll make it,” she assured him. 
 
    “We have to.” 
 
    “Will you keep the deal with the Witch?” 
 
    He looked down at the tree tattooed on his arm. “Yes… I gave her my word. If the potion saves my mother, I’ll honor my word.”  
 
    “Don’t. I wouldn’t. If there’s one thing I’ve learnt in this life it’s that you can’t trust anybody. They’ve all got some hidden motive for lying, betraying and killing. That Witch is no different. She wants something from you, and I have a feeling that it’s bad news. Believe me.” 
 
    “I believe you. I don’t trust her, but I gave her my word and I’ll keep it. And not all of us have a hidden motive. I’d never betray you. And I’m not after anything from you.” 
 
    She laughed. “That’s because you’re an idiot who doesn’t learn from his mistakes!”  
 
    “However much you tease me ‒ and you do that the first chance you get ‒ you won’t make me angry at you. I’m not going to let you have it all your own way.” 
 
    Albana laughed even more. “Let me remind you, Hunter, that not so long ago you couldn’t even stand being with me and wanted to get rid of me at all costs.” 
 
    “That was before, before I knew what you’re really like, before I could decide whether to trust you or not… And let me tell you, you’ve more than earned it. Or do I have to remind you that you’ve already betrayed me, not once but twice?” 
 
    “That’s because you’re gullible. Your heart’s too big, and you need to get a bit sharper.”  
 
    Ikai laughed with her. He knew she was right. Still, what he had lived through had opened his eyes to the cruelty of both Gods and unscrupulous men. I’m no longer so gullible, or so good-hearted. Evil had scratched his soul with its poisoned claws, and now he’d never be the person he used to, however much he might wish he was. Life, experience and suffering: they change you. He hoped it would all be for the better. 
 
    They relaxed, enjoying a peaceful interlude which Ikai’s soul gave thanks for as if he were being refreshed by the water of the stream. They ate from their supplies and rationed what was left, since they could not waste time hunting. 
 
    Albana checked the contents of the satchel. “There’s barely enough for one more day,” she said.  
 
    “Isaz will get us supplies from his village, Three Rivers. He’ll soon be back with them. We’ll get there, don’t you worry.” 
 
    “It’s a bit risky. Isaz’s a wanted man, particularly in his village, after what he did to the Proxy…” 
 
    “He told me he can still count on friends who’ll help him. Besides, he wanted to visit his sister’s tomb. Who knows when he’ll have another chance?” 
 
    “Yeah… I guess so…” 
 
    Ikai nodded thoughtfully.  
 
    “Where’s Isaz meeting us?” 
 
    “At the Cave of Farewell.” 
 
    “Funny name for a place. Was it always called that, or is it the name that stuck after we all said goodbye and left the Boundary to set up the Shelter?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say… We all call it that. For me it’s the cave where Maruk freed our people from the Rings. I didn’t think he could do it, but he did, and we were able to escape. My mother was able to cross.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s a hidden, symbolic place. Although I think we should find another spot to cross.” 
 
    “Why do you say that? We always cross there. It’s safe. Nothing’s ever happened to us.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why. You, Kyra, Liriana, the others… too many people always crossing at the same point. I’m not happy about that.” 
 
    “You could be right. I’ll think about it…” 
 
    They went on with their journey, and Ikai thought about what Albana had said. As always the cat-like brunette was walking a couple of steps ahead of him, as though making a path for him, as if protecting him so that no enemy could reach him. He would have liked to go first, since after all he had been a Hunter, but as far as Albana was concerned that was so much nonsense. 
 
    “I’m a better tracker and fighter than you are, and don’t make me prove it,” she had replied with a glare when he had made the suggestion. “And if you dare mention the fact that I’m a woman, I’ll give you my fist to swallow.” 
 
    That had put an end to any discussion. Albana went first, clearing a path, and he accepted the fact willingly. They went on all day without stopping to rest again. Night was beginning to fall when she leapt on to some rocks and looked out to the east. 
 
    “Hurry up,” she said, and gave him her roguish smile. “You’re like a snail. I can see the cave.”  
 
    They made haste. Ikai heaved a sigh of relief when he recognized the rocky formation. Once in the cave they would be safe, and from there to the Boundary it was no more than five hundred paces. He looked behind him, fearful he might find a group of Executors or Hunters on their trail, but there was only tall grass and scrub. 
 
    Suddenly Albana stopped, crouched and readied her bow. Ikai followed her example. She raised a finger, then pointed at the entrance to the cave. He understood. She slipped noiselessly to the left of the entrance. He moved towards the right, somewhat more heavily. They tensed their bows. 
 
    But nobody peered out. Could Albana have been mistaken? No, she’s never wrong about these things. She has an extra sense when it comes to detecting danger, or maybe a skill she’s learned… Whatever it is, she’s never wrong. He waited, because it was the only logical thing to do. And the wait bore fruit when a silhouette loomed out among the shadows of the cave-mouth. He prepared to release an arrow before they were discovered. 
 
    Albana raised her fist. Ikai thought in surprise: They’re going to see us!  
 
    And the silhouette came out into the light: the figure of a strongly-built woman. 
 
    “Urda!” he muttered. 
 
    She looked at Albana, then at Ikai. Albana made an enquiring gesture. 
 
    “I’m alone,” Urda said. “Don’t worry, there’s no danger.”  
 
    Ikai sighed with relief. They went up to the cave and hugged her warmly. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked in puzzlement. “Has anything happened at the Shelter?” 
 
    Urda sighed. 
 
    “There’s a lot to tell you, Ikai, and you’re not going to like it. We’d better go into the cave.” 
 
    “Kyra?” 
 
    Urda nodded grimly. 
 
    Ikai rolled his eyes. “Let’s go inside. Tell me everything.” 
 
    Urda told them what had happened to Solma, then about Kyra’s idea.  
 
    “… and they left me behind. I tried to follow as fast as I could. My plan was to reach the city and join them there to help them with the kidnap. But while I was trying to go faster than I could really manage, I tripped and twisted my ankle. It was a bad sprain, and it’s still a bit swollen. I’m big, and clumsy with it! Hell!” She shook her head in real distress. “I had to turn back, and I stayed here to wait for them. They’ll have to come this way. It’s the route we always use.” 
 
    Ikai swore. He was getting more worried all the time. 
 
    “Don’t blame her, Ikai,” Albana said. “She didn’t know whether we’d get back, and time was pressing.” 
 
    Urda nodded. “We didn’t have much of a choice. And asking Kyra to stay put, watching Solma die, was asking the impossible.” 
 
    “I know that, I know you’re right, but suppose something’s happened to her? Suppose she’s been captured? We’ve got the medicine now.” 
 
    “And we’re not absolutely sure it’ll work,” Albana put in. 
 
    Ikai tried to stay calm and think. He went outside, where night had already fallen. I have to get to Mother and save her. Now more than ever, knowing her condition’s worse. I can’t risk it. Kyra will have to make it on her own. I’m sure she can. I’m sure she will. He looked up bitterly at the God Father Moon. 
 
    Girlai, protect my sister, don’t let anything happen to her, he begged the husband of the Goddess Oxatsi. 
 
    “There’s nothing else you can do today,” Albana said, “either for your mother or your sister. We have to rest, get our strength back and go on at dawn.”  
 
    Darkness was swallowing the landscape. Ikai nodded. 
 
    “You’re right. We’d better rest. It’s still a long way to the Shelter.” 
 
    Urda gestured towards the cave. “I’ll make a fire inside, where it won’t be visible from outside,” she said, and limped away to gather timber. 
 
    “Everything’ll be all right,” said Albana with a wink. In the silence their eyes locked. They neither moved nor spoke, her black eyes fixed on his ill-matched ones, sharing a common intensity, heavy with feelings and emotions. They took no notice of the night breeze and its caress, trapped in a moment they hoped would not break. 
 
    At last Albana sighed, and the moment vanished. “Do you know you have the eyes of a madman? One blue, the other green.” She did not take her eyes off his. 
 
    “And do you know you have a very loose tongue?” 
 
    She winked at him, giggled and went to help Urda. 
 
    Ikai watched her go, with her sensuous, cat-like walk. How things had changed between them. There had been a time when he had hated her… But now… everything’s different. Now, every morning when I see her my spirit soars. I feel happier, more optimistic, even with her constant attacks, her wild, untamable nature. When she’s with me I feel more sure of myself. Being with her makes me better, and I don’t want night to come and separate us. I don’t know why, but that’s how it is. And I feel it growing stronger all the time.  
 
    An hour later, the three of them were enjoying the warmth of the fire. While they finished their supplies of food, Ikai told Urda what had happened with the Witch of the Lake.  
 
    “I’ll take the first watch,” Albana said. Ikai did not know what to make of her enigmatic smile. Does it mean friendship? Fondness? Something more? No, it couldn’t be anything more than that. That was his imagination. She was only being a good companion. She watched him for a moment longer and smiled again, almost tenderly this time, then she was gone. And that last smile? What did it mean? It was something… I’m going crazy! He shook his head and decided to forget about the whole business. He was too tired. He lay down by the pleasant warmth of the fire and was asleep, exhausted, almost before his eyelids had closed. 
 
    Sounds nearby brought him abruptly out of a deep sleep. He opened one eye with an effort and saw Albana talking to someone on the other side of the dying fire. 
 
    He struggled to his feet. “What… what’s going on…?”  
 
    “Easy, Ikai, it’s Isaz. He caught up with us.”  
 
    Ikai half-closed his eyes and focused on the man’s face. Immediately he recognized Isaz’ smile and weathered features. 
 
    “I brought some food,” he said, and showed them a satchel. 
 
    “Excellent,” Ikai said. “And now why don’t we all catch up with a bit of sleep?” All he wanted to do was go on resting. 
 
    Isaz did not have to be told twice. He lay down by the fire. 
 
    The morning cool and the dampness of the cave woke Ikai up with its unpleasant embrace. His body was stiff and sore. He stepped past Urda and Isaz, who were still asleep, and went outside. The sun was already climbing the horizon, tinting fields and forest with gold. He let the sunshine bathe him fully and warm his body. The feeling was so pleasant he could have stayed there for hours. 
 
    “Someone’s coming!” came the warning. He turned in every direction, looking for the source. As if she had fallen from the sky, Albana appeared at his side. 
 
    “Eh? How…?” 
 
    “I was up there.” She pointed to the top of the cave. “We’re in trouble. Riders are on their way.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Five.” 
 
    “They must be Hunters, or maybe men of the Guard.” 
 
    “Whichever way, we’ll have to fight.” she said, and left at a run. “Where are you going?” ‒ but she had already disappeared along the side of the cave. 
 
    “Urda! Isaz! Grab your weapons!” Ikai shouted. He crouched at the right-hand side of the cave entrance, where a boulder gave partial cover, and took out an arrow. Urda went to the other side and did the same. Isaz hid in the shadows inside. The sound of galloping horses reached them more and more clearly. 
 
    “Get ready,” whispered Ikai as the first rider came into sight. 
 
    He drew his bow and aimed at the hooded figure galloping fast towards the cave. Another rider was beside him, with three more following a little behind. 
 
    Ikai turned to Urda and held up two fingers. They needed to take advantage of the surprise factor and bring down the first two before they were discovered. She nodded. Ikai pointed a finger at his chest, then two at Urda, who nodded again and aimed. The first two riders stopped their horses in front of the cave under a great oak with massive protruding roots. Ikai held his breath, concentrated and aimed at the first rider, leaving Urda to take down the second. Both riders looked back, but waited for the others instead of dismounting, it was the right moment. 
 
    Ikai was about to release his arrow when something caught his eye as the first rider turned. He narrowed his eyes until he recognized what he had glimpsed. A pendant… with a carving…of a sea horse! 
 
    “Urda, hold your fire!” he shouted in horror. 
 
    But a moment earlier she had let fly. 
 
    The shout alarmed the two riders, who turned. The arrow brushed by the head of the second. In an attempt to avoid it, he fell off his horse and hit the ground with a muffled cry. 
 
    “Romen!” Kyra cried, and ran to him, taking cover behind her horse. 
 
    Ikai got to his feet. “Don’t shoot, it’s Kyra! Don’t shoot!”  
 
    Urda and Isaz lowered their weapons in amazement. 
 
    Ikai ran to his sister. “Kyra, it’s us!” 
 
    She turned to see her brother running towards her. Spreading her arms wide, she stared at him incredulously. 
 
    “You almost killed us!” she protested. 
 
    “Where the hell are you going on horseback and hooded? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you later,” she said and went across to Romen, who was still lying on the ground unmoving. 
 
     “Is he dead?” asked Ikai. 
 
    “I don’t think so. The arrow just grazed him. It’s not fatal, but he must have hit his head when he fell. He’s unconscious.” 
 
    Ikai gasped with relief. “Thank goodness for that!”  
 
    Kyra looked at the biggest of the three other riders. “Honus, could our good surgeon tend to Romen? It looks as though we’re going to need his services sooner than we thought.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure he does, with pleasure,” Honus said. He gave Miratos’ back a massive slap, and the surgeon could not even protest for the pain. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Urda said as she reached them. 
 
    Kyra fell on her massive friend and threw her arms around her. “Urda! I’m so glad to see you!” 
 
    “We thought you were Hunters, or the Guard,” Urda said. She lifted Kyra off the ground in a bear-hug. “How did you get hold of horses?” 
 
    “And who are these people?” Ikai asked. 
 
     “Don’t frown like that, brother, they’re friends.” She hugged her brother affectionately and kissed his cheek. “Gedrel got us the horses. He’s a man of resources. He sends you his greetings. That giant there is Honus, and the other one is Karm. They’re fugitive miners, Pariahs, and they helped me kidnap Miratos.” She indicated the Surgeon, who was already tending to Romen amid much grumbling, though the presence of Honus nearby forced him to keep his voice down. 
 
    Ikai shook his head. “I can’t believe you did it.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll have to think again. And what about you? Did you get it?” 
 
    Ikai nodded and showed her the phial round his neck. 
 
    “That’s wonderful! We’ve got both options now. Mom will come through, one way or the other.” 
 
    “Or both ways,” Albana said as she appeared from behind a tree, bow in hand. 
 
    “Yes, or both,” Kyra admitted with a smile. 
 
    “So you were there?” Ikai said. There was a trace of reproach in his voice. The brunette had not told him of her plan beforehand. 
 
    “Of course. It was the best place for a clear shot,” she said, and the independence in her voice only irritated him further. 
 
    “I’m so glad to see you,” Kyra said, and threw her arms affectionately round her. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you’re still yourself and still following your instincts,” the brunette replied with a warm smile. 
 
    “Thanks. At least you approve, even if my brother certainly doesn’t.” 
 
    “That’s usually the case.” 
 
    The two girls turned their gaze to Ikai. He felt a desire to douse them with reproaches, but instead took a deep breath and let it pass. 
 
    Isaz came towards them with a smile. “I’m happy to see you in one piece too, young hero,” he said. 
 
    Kyra greeted him with a smile and a small bow. 
 
    “By Mother Sea Oxatsi!” Karm said all at once, and leapt off his horse. “I never thought this day would come, not in a hundred lifetimes.” He drew a long hunting knife from his belt and moved forward. 
 
    They looked at him in puzzlement. The hood of the cloak he was wearing partially hid his face. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Karm?” Kyra asked. 
 
    “Every day and every night I’ve prayed to our mother goddess that one day I might find justice. I never thought I’d see that day. I’d lost all hope, but Oxatsi has decided to grant me my wish, my revenge.” 
 
    Ikai tensed at the sound of the words and the sight of the knife. He drew his short sword as Karm came forward. 
 
    Honus did not understand what was happening. “Karm, what on earth…?” 
 
    Karm came up to Kyra and Ikai, who stepped in front of his sister to protect her and raised his sword in warning. Karm ignored them completely and went on, with his eyes fixed on Isaz. 
 
    He stopped in front of the tracker, who was watching him with his head to one side, trying to make out his face under the hood. 
 
    “Don’t you recognize me, you murderous scum?” Karm asked. 
 
    Isaz shook his head. “You must have mistaken me for somebody else.” 
 
    “No, I’m not mistaken. I know very well who you are, Isaz of Three Rivers, you treacherous snake, you heartless vermin, liar, and above all, murderer.” 
 
    Karm threw the hood back. Isaz’s face lost all color, as though he had seen a ghost from the past coming back from the tomb. He opened his mouth to speak, but could only stammer: “You… you… it can’t be…” 
 
    “What’s going on here? What are these accusations?” Ikai asked in confusion. 
 
    Isaz had recovered a little from the shock by now. He stepped back and looked at Ikai. “It’s him … Karm, who killed my sister in Three Rivers.” 
 
    “I killed your sister? You say I killed her?” Karm cried. 
 
    Isaz’s face was distorted and his eyes glared with rage. “You killed her, you swine! And you’ll pay for that!” He drew his hunting-knife. 
 
    Ikai took a step towards them. “Stop, both of you!” he ordered. 
 
     “I’m going to gut this murderous, lying swine,” Karm cried, and lunged at Isaz. 
 
    There was determination in Isaz’ eyes as he brandished his knife. “You killed my sister. Get ready to die.” 
 
    “Stop!” Ikai shouted. He recalled what Isaz had told them about his terrible past. 
 
    But it was too late. Karm’s knife stabbed towards his opponent’s heart. Isaz stepped aside, and the knife just missed his ribcage. He counterattacked with a blow to the neck, but Karm threw his body back and turned his head. He felt the cold sharp edge cut his chin. 
 
    “Stop it!” Kyra shouted. “Both of you! Right now!”  
 
    Karm launched two fierce cuts at Isaz’s face, but he dodged them by stepping to one side. He tried another feint to the chest, but Isaz deflected it with his forearm. Taking advantage of his position, he lunged at Karm and caught him in the ribs. He doubled up in pain and took up a defensive position. 
 
    At that moment Ikai threw himself on Isaz, pulled him down and pinned him to the ground. “Stay still, Isaz, don’t kill him,” he said. 
 
    Karm took two steps forward and made ready to finish Isaz as he lay there. But Kyra stepped between them. “No, Karm! Don’t!” 
 
    He glanced at her, but in his eyes there shone a murderous fury. He tried to take a step, but Kyra hit him in the face with all her strength, and he toppled. 
 
    “Honus, hold your friend back before there’s a tragedy,” she said. 
 
    Honus hastened to Karm’s side and helped him to his feet. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    Karm said nothing. His eyes were still on Isaz, who was getting up with Ikai’s help. 
 
    Albana came to stand between the two men with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Well now,” she said, looking first at one and then at the other. “It looks as though we have a serious dispute to settle…”  
 
    “Isaz told us what happened in Three Rivers,” Ikai said. “Karm must be lying.”  
 
    “I didn’t lie,” shouted Karm. “That swine made the Enforcers execute my sister!”  
 
    “That’s a filthy lie,” Isaz shot back. “It’s exactly the other way around. It was my sister they executed, just because this unscrupulous bastard was a sore loser.” 
 
    Albana studied both men. “We have an interesting dilemma here. One of you is lying, but which?” 
 
    Kyra turned to Honus. “You know him well. Is what he’s saying true?” 
 
    Honus’s eyes were on his friend. “We’ve spent years in the mines, we’re outlaws, I can tell you that much. I can assure you he’s the best man I know, I can vouch for that. But he’s never told me about his past. It’s something I’ve always known tormented him, but he never said a word about it and I respected his privacy. So I couldn’t tell. But if I had to bet on which of them is telling the truth, I’d bet my life on him.” 
 
    There was a silence. 
 
    “That’s not fair,” Isaz protested. “I’ve got no-one here to defend me.” 
 
    “You have us,” said Ikai. “You’ve been at the Shelter for a while. I trust you.”  
 
    “Isaz is one of us, that’s true,” said Kyra, “but it’s also true that Karm’s helped me on several occasions… and he could have turned me over to the Guard. I don’t know…” 
 
    “Who’s telling the truth and who isn’t?” Albana said. Her almond eyes were half-closed. “If there’s one thing life’s taught me, it’s that you can never trust anybody. For that reason I don’t believe either of them.” 
 
    “How do we sort this out, then?” Kyra asked.  
 
    “I think there’s something more here than meets the eye,” Albana said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “One of them isn’t telling the truth… but how is it possible that they’re both with us now? Coincidence? Really? One of them isn’t who he says he is, and happens to come across us, four of the Heroes? The most wanted individuals of all? I don’t believe it’s just coincidence. There aren’t many of those, and the most logical explanation is usually the right one.” 
 
    “A spy?” Ikai asked. He too was thinking about the possibility of a secret betrayal. 
 
    Albana nodded vehemently. “One of them’s a spy, and very probably either has already betrayed us, or else is going to.” 
 
    Kyra was reluctant to accept this. “That’s impossible!” 
 
    “Albana’s right,” Ikai agreed. “It’s no coincidence that whichever of them’s lying is here among us. This is betrayal.” 
 
    “I can get the truth out of them, if you want me to,” Albana said to him. 
 
    He read what was in her eyes, and knew it was within her power. 
 
    “It won’t be pleasant, though…” 
 
    He bowed his head. “All right then, do it.”  
 
    “Let the Surgeon tend to the wounds first,” begged Kyra. Ikai nodded. 
 
    Afterwards they were tied to the oak, one on each side of the thick trunk so they could not see each other. Miratos was tending to Romen inside the cave, and Honus was watching both him and Albana from the entrance. 
 
    Kyra and Urda watched Albana in silence. 
 
    “This is your last chance,” she said. “Confess now and you might come out of this alive. Once I start, I won’t stop. And there won’t be any mercy.” 
 
    “I’m telling the truth,” said Isaz. 
 
    “I have nothing to fear,” said Karm. 
 
    Albana drew the black daggers, then with a whiplash movement of both arms threw them at the two prisoners. The daggers stuck in the oak, one finger’s-breadth from their heads. Their eyes widened in horror, and they stiffened. She concentrated and with an incantation, invoked her Power. With a turn of her wrist, she produced a thread of unnatural blackness from her hand. As if it were alive, it danced sinuously and silently, expanding like a mist of horror. The watchers were held, fascinated and aghast. The two prisoners, with growing unease, watched the approach of the mist, like a black adder searching for a prey to sink its fangs into. The mist swirled around their bodies and covered them completely, from head to toe. Isaz and Karm began to whimper with pain as their faces vanished into the darkness. Albana murmured under her breath, and the mist thickened. The moans turned to screams of real pain. The two of them yelled as if a thousand flesh-eating beetles were devouring them. 
 
    In a deep, serene voice Albana said to them: “The one who is telling the truth has nothing to fear. The pain will go very soon. The one who is lying, though, will suffer this torture until he dies.” She murmured a few words more, and the torture intensified. By now the cries of pain were unbearable. 
 
    Ikai and Kyra turned to her, but she took no notice. She raised her arm and gave another turn of her wrist. The screams stopped as if swallowed by the mist, but the suffering went on. 
 
    Amid a gloomy silence, the torture went on for an eternity. But now that they could no longer hear the two prisoners, it was impossible to tell which was crying and which was not. 
 
    Finally Albana raised both her arms and twisted her wrists. 
 
    They heard a cry: “Stop it! For the love of Oxatsi, by all that’s most holy, stop it!”  
 
    “Confess,” said Albana. 
 
    “I confess! It’s me! It’s me!” 
 
    Albana turned her wrists again and the sinister mist vanished, revealing the bodies of both men. They were unharmed. 
 
    Ikai went up to the oak and faced the culprit. 
 
    “You had my trust, my affection, so why? Why, Isaz?” 
 
    “I had no choice,” he said. He was sobbing with pain. “They gave me no choice.” 
 
    “Who are you spying for?” 
 
    “Torkem, Sesmok’s High Priest…” 
 
    “Free Karm,” said Ikai. 
 
    Honus hastened to set his friend free. Karm fell into his arms. 
 
    “What have you told them, you treacherous rat?” said Kyra. 
 
    “Who you are. Torkem ordered me to set up an ambush to catch you. They want to bring you to the capital alive, to make a public example out of you in the main square.” 
 
    “So the people can see the heroes die and know there’s no hope,” Albana commented. 
 
    Ikai drew his sword. “What else have you told them?”  
 
    “Nothing, I swear. I didn’t have a chance.” 
 
    “Do they know about The Shelter?”  
 
    “No. They know it exists, but not where it is.” 
 
    Ikai looked at Albana, who shook her head. 
 
    Kyra punched Isaz hard in the stomach. “You bastard!” 
 
    Karm stood up and turned to Ikai, “Will you grant me the justice I’ve been looking for, so that my sister’s soul may rest in peace?” 
 
    Ikai thought about it. He did not wish to kill this man, who had been his friend and his companion. But he was a murderer and a spy for the enemy, and he could not be left alive. He glanced at Albana, who nodded. He turned to Urda, who nodded in turn. Then he turned to Kyra.  
 
    “Grant him his justice,” she said. 
 
    Ikai turned to Karm, “I grant it to you,” he said, and offered him his sword. 
 
    “Nooo!” Isaz cried in desperation. “Have mercy!” 
 
    They left the spot, leaving Karm alone with Isaz. Inside the cave, Ikai said to the group: “I have a very bad feeling about this. We need to get to the Shelter as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Do you think that traitor might have told them where it is?” Kyra asked. 
 
    “Most likely.” 
 
    “In that case it won’t be there by the time we arrive,” said Albana. “The Enforcers wouldn’t lose a moment destroying it.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of,” said Ikai bitterly. 
 
    “What are we waiting for, then?” said Kyra. “Let’s go!”  
 
    The sword pierced Isaz’s heart. The last thing his eyes saw was the four Heroes of the Senoca galloping away free. 
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    They marched without stopping. Ikai could feel an emptiness in his chest he could not get rid of. Isaz’s betrayal had affected him deeply, and what was worse, left him with a fear for the lives of his mother and all the others at the Shelter. 
 
    “They’ll be all right, don’t you worry,” said Albana, who was riding beside him. 
 
    Ikai spurred his horse. They were already going at a gallop along the sand of the endless beach. To his left Mother Oxatsi, in all her emerald splendor, followed them in this race against time. 
 
    “I have a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    The sea breeze whipped his face and tousled his hair, and he felt a brief relief. He did not want to think the worst ‒ his nature was not a pessimistic one ‒ but it was the most logical conclusion… and he always let reason guide him. If Isaz had given them away, then Sesmok would destroy the Shelter and kill everyone in it. 
 
    “They have to be all right,” said Kyra as she came up to them on her horse. His sister’s flaming hair flew in the wind and her ruby eyes gazed fearlessly into the distance. Clinging to her waist was Miratos the Surgeon. Ikai wished with his whole soul that his sister was right, but his mind told him the opposite. He glanced over his shoulder. Further back Urda and Romen were sharing a horse, with Karm and Honus sharing the last mount. 
 
    “They’re lagging further and further behind,” said Albana. She too was watching them. 
 
    “Too much weight,” Ikai said. He looked aside at his sister. 
 
    “Leave me behind. You two go on. I’ll follow as soon as I can.” 
 
    “We can leave him here and come back for him later,” Ikai said, with a nod towards Miratos. 
 
    “No way!” Kyra said flatly. “This one’s coming with me. I’m not going to let him leave my side, not after all it took to get hold of him!” 
 
    Ikai calculated the distance. It was not far; they could make it by nightfall if the horses held out. 
 
    “All right, little sis. We’ll go ahead. Don’t run your horse to death.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t.” 
 
    “Very well then. We’ll see you at the Shelter!” 
 
    “Good luck!” Kyra said. There was concern in her eyes. 
 
    Ikai nodded and spurred his horse. Albana followed at once, leaving Kyra and the rest of the group behind as they set off along the final stretch of beach. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was almost nightfall when he recognized the island in the distance. They were following the coastline. They had left the huge beaches behind them and were now riding along rocky cliffs. 
 
    He pointed ahead. “We’re there!” 
 
    Albana had already glimpsed the Shelter. “I’m not sure these poor beasts will last the course.” 
 
    “They’ll have to,” said Ikai.  
 
    But he too had doubts. He did not know much about horses, which were a luxury reserved for Proxies, nobles and the Guard. As a Hunter he had been trained in their use and care, but all he really knew was how to ride, together with the basics of looking after them. He was pleasantly surprised at how well the two horses had held out. When they had been made to cross the Boundary he had thought they would die. But those noble steeds had recovered from the traumatic experience. It had been hard work calming them down when they came back to their senses after crossing. They had been terrified. But now they knew that horses could cross the Boundary, even at the expense of some trauma. Necessity forces us to experiment and learn things we’d never imagined.  
 
    They turned a bend, and the island was revealed. The tide was high, lapping against the imposing cliffs. Against an orange sky, with the sun returning to the lap of Mother Sea, Ikai saw something which filled him with dread. 
 
    From the center of the island there rose a column of black smoke. 
 
    “Oh no!” he cried, and felt his worst forebodings had come true. 
 
    “It’s a big fire… and it’s coming from the village,” Albana said uneasily. 
 
    “No, no, no!” He cursed. The image of his mother and the other refugees, all dead amid an inferno of burning houses, came to his mind. 
 
    “The pass is underwater,” Albana said. “We’ll have to swim.” 
 
    “Then that’s what we’ll do. We have to help them.” 
 
    They reached the pass and dismounted. He was ready to dive into the water when Albana caught his arm. 
 
     “Wait!” 
 
     He turned.  
 
    “If we swim over we’ll be an easy target for whoever might be waiting for us on the other side.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” He pointed at the black smoke rising sky-high. “We’ve got to help them.” 
 
    “The Guard and the Hunters are waiting for us ‒ or something worse, the Executors. It’s madness, Ikai, we have to think up a plan.” 
 
    “There’s no time, I must help them or else they’ll die… they’re my responsibility!” 
 
    Albana gazed at him, took his face in her hands and kissed him. She kissed him with a mixture of wild passion, tenderness and admiration. He felt an explosion of intoxicating feelings, and for an instant his senses swam. 
 
    “Go, but for Oxatsi’s sake, don’t let them kill you!” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I’ll take another route. We’ll have more chances that way.” 
 
    He nodded. He was about to dive into the water, but checked himself. He turned to her and kissed her, with unbridled passion, putting all the love, fire and anxiety he felt into that kiss. Then he leapt into the water. 
 
    He swam as if possessed. The anxiety for Solma’s fate and the rest of the refugees was eating him up from within. When he reached the island he got to his feet and looked towards the watch-post: it was deserted. 
 
     Where the hell are the Arken brothers? Why is nobody on duty? This looks bad. He ran to the village, through forest and jungle. He went so fast that he tripped and stumbled several times, but managed to keep his balance and avoid falling. At the edge of the village he stopped. If he kept on he would come into the open and be seen. He crouched, then from his hiding-place in the underbrush watched the huge column of smoke. He could hear shouts and voices from the village. He narrowed his eyes to see more clearly, but the glare of a great fire momentarily blinded him. He opened and closed his eyes several times until he recovered from the glare. 
 
    And then he saw what was happening. A dozen houses in the center of the village were burning. The people were running everywhere, trying to put the flames out. But there was no sign of Guard, Hunters or Enforcers. He could not believe it. He came out into the clearing and went on looking for the enemy, but they were not there. All he could see was the refugees fighting desperately against the flames in an attempt to save the village. 
 
    When he went closer he saw Idana carrying a pail of water, with her face smeared with ash. He ran to her. 
 
    “Idana!” 
 
    She stared at him in amazement. “Ikai! How? When did you get here?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later. What’s happened?” 
 
    “Lightning hit two of the houses. They caught fire as if they were made of straw, and we couldn’t stop it spreading to the next ones.” 
 
    “I see. And my mother?” 
 
    “She’s all right, don’t worry. We took the sick and children to the mill by the river. They’re safe there. The others are here trying to put the fire out.” 
 
    He stared at the terrible scene, the frantic efforts of the refugees to fight the fire while the flames destroyed their homes. Albana appeared at a run from the river. 
 
    “If we don’t control it now, it’ll destroy the whole village,” she said, and pointed to the center, where the flames were massive. 
 
    Ikai was watching his people’s uncontrolled, desperate efforts. “We need to get things organized. They’re running around like headless chickens, and they aren’t going to manage to put it out.”  
 
    “But how?” Idana asked. “What do we do?”  
 
    Ikai saw the Arkens and called them over. “Go with Albana and pull down the neighboring houses. We need a barrier to stop the fire spreading.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” asked the father. “The flames are too strong.” 
 
    “Albana will deal with it. Don’t be afraid of what you see her do. It’s for the good of everyone.” 
 
    Albana put her hand to her disc of the Shadows round her neck, charged with Power. “I’ll demolish them, don’t you worry,” she said, and took the father and his two sons with her. 
 
    “Come on, we have to organize the others,” Ikai said to Idana. He ran to them and made them form a human chain from the river to the heart of the flames, and the water began to reach where it was most needed. Two other groups beat the smaller outbreaks of fire with wet blankets and branches to stop them spreading. 
 
    After many hours of struggle they managed to isolate and reduce the main fire, and by dawn they had put it all out. 
 
    Idana, exhausted but happy, hastened to prepare balms for burns after helping those who had inhaled smoke. 
 
    “What a welcome, brother!” Kyra said with a malicious grin. She sank down beside Ikai where he was sitting on the ground, exhausted. 
 
    He smiled at the gibe. “You might all have hurried a bit more, instead of getting here when it’s already over and we don’t need you.”  
 
    “Hah! Already over, he says,” Honus protested as he wiped his face. “If it hadn’t been for us all this would have been lost. Not much doubt about that!” 
 
    Kyra winked at the giant, who had fought the flames like a whirlwind. He responded with a friendly nod. Karm, Romen and Urda had also done their utmost to stop the catastrophe. The truth was that they had arrived just in time. 
 
    “Miratos, get a move on and help Idana,” Kyra ordered the Surgeon. He protested under his breath, but at a glare from Honus he did as he was told. 
 
    “Have you seen Mother yet?” Kyra asked. 
 
    Ikai shook his head. “No, I couldn’t. I got here in the middle of the fire. I was just going to…” 
 
    “You’d better take a break. You look dreadful.” 
 
    “I have to go now, before I collapse. I don’t think I could get up once I do.”  
 
    “Right then, let’s go.” 
 
    Romen offered his hand to Ikai and helped him to his feet. 
 
    Brother and sister looked for Idana and Miratos, then went to the watermill. A small crowd had gathered there after the fire, on both sides of the river. Inside the mill they found Solma lying on an improvised bed of grain sacks, with one of the village women tending to her. 
 
    “She’s resting quietly, but she’s very weak,” she said as soon as she saw them arrive. “I’ll leave you with her. She’ll be so glad to see you.” She smiled affectionately at the two siblings as she left. 
 
    Solma woke at their arrival. Seeing her children, her eyes filled with joyful tears. “Kyra, Ikai, you’re back!” 
 
    Kyra kissed her mother’s face tenderly as Ikai bent over and held her in a tight embrace. 
 
    “My children, my dear children, with me again,” she said between sobs. 
 
    “We’re going to get you better,” Kyra said. “I brought the best Surgeon among the Senoca. And Ikai got hold of the Witch’s potion. We’ll get you better.” 
 
    She smiled gratefully. “Whether you manage that or not, no mother could ever feel more proud of her children.”  
 
    Kyra glared vindictively at the Surgeon. “Miratos, examine her, and you’d better cure her if you want to see another dawn.”  
 
    “There’s no need to threaten me. I’m very much aware of what’s at stake for me here.” 
 
    Ikai moved back and let Miratos get on with his work, but kept a close eye on what he did. Idana whispered in his ear: “So you’ve opted to start with the Surgeon rather than trying the Witch’s potion?” 
 
    “It’s logical. I thought about it, and I believe it’s the most sensible thing. That’s what we agreed,” He looked towards his sister. 
 
    “I agree too, I think it’s the right thing,” Idana said. “You should rest. You’re both exhausted and you’ll collapse any moment now.” 
 
    “I want to keep an eye on him.” 
 
    “I’ll do that. Trust me. In any case, you don’t have enough knowledge to detect whether what he does is correct or not. I’ll deal with it.” 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    “Idana’s right,” Kyra said, her shoulders drooping. “No matter how much we’d like to, we won’t be able to watch everything he does…” 
 
    Ikai gave way. “All right then, I’ll leave it in your hands, Idana. At the slightest sign of anything wrong, come and get us.” 
 
    “Rest easy.” 
 
    Kyra and Ikai did not even make it to the door; they collapsed on to a pile of sacks of grain on the other side of the mill-wheel and fell asleep immediately. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Idana woke them up gently. 
 
    “What happened?” Kyra asked as she struggled to wake. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” Ikai asked. He could hardly stand. His body felt as though a giant had hit it with a hammer. 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” Idana said in her most soothing voice. “You both needed to rest. You were on the verge of collapse. Here’s something to eat. You must be famished.” 
 
    “How long have we slept?” 
 
    “Its past noon.” 
 
    “So late?” Kyra said in disbelief. “It was just a while ago!” 
 
    “Well, rather a long while,” Idana said with a smile. 
 
    “How is she? Ikai asked. 
 
    “Better. I’ll bring you to her now. We moved her to my house. Luckily my scruffy old home was spared by the flames.” 
 
    “Let’s go, then.” 
 
    Idana put her hands on her hips, trying to keep a stern face. “Eat something first. Apothecary’s orders.” 
 
    Kyra burst out laughing. “Idana, who are you trying to fool with that face? You’ve got a heart of gold.” 
 
    “Well, authority might not be my thing, but I don’t want you fainting in the middle of the village. Eat, or I’ll be very upset.” 
 
    Ikai reached for the food and smiled at the apothecary. “The last thing I want to do is upset you. We’ll eat.” 
 
    After doing full justice to the food and the berry juice, they went through the village towards Idana’s house. As they went, they watched the villagers busy with the rebuilding of the houses: men, women and children, all helping according to their own capability. Some were cleaning and carrying away the rubble, while others were already beginning to put up wooden structures to start building the burnt houses again. They were busy everywhere, working without pause, with hope on their faces. 
 
    “They’re… they’re truly remarkable,” Ikai said at last. He was filled with wonder at the way they were all working together after the catastrophe. 
 
    “They’re so brave,” Kyra said. “They fill me with pride. I’d like to hug them all, one by one.” 
 
    “With all they’ve suffered already,” said Idana, “and they’re sacrificing themselves all over again, without a second thought.” 
 
    As they passed, everyone stopped to greet them and thank them for their leadership. Ikai tried again, unsuccessfully, to tell them they themselves were the heroes, for their devotion, their courage. Kyra started to hug the closest ones, leaving them breathless. Urda, Honus and Karm came out of one of the houses and joined them. 
 
    “Who’s watching Miratos?” Ikai said when he saw them. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Idana said. “Albana’s keeping a close eye on him.”  
 
    “Have the watchmen gone back to their posts?” 
 
    Idana assured him. “Yes, there’s nothing to report, all quiet.”  
 
    “Thank you for taking charge.” 
 
    “Oh well, you were all out. It’s my duty, although I’d rather be healing people.” 
 
    “Any casualties?” 
 
    “Unfortunately there was one: we lost Ilos to the flames. But seeing the scale of the fire, it seems to me we’ve been very lucky. There were a lot of burns, and smoke intoxication, but only that one casualty.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. He remembered Ilos well, a tough, good-humored farmer from the Second County. 
 
    “It’s a pity. He was a good man.” 
 
    Idana turned to look at the others. “Think of all that were saved.” 
 
    Ikai nodded, grateful for her encouragement. 
 
    In Idana’s house they found Miratos sitting beside the bed where Solma was resting. They were greeted by a voice dripping with sarcasm. “So the sleepyheads decided to wake up at last!” Albana was sitting on a table at the end of the room, sharpening her black daggers. 
 
    Kyra laughed, waved at her and hurried to her mother’s side. 
 
    “How are you, Mom?” she asked with a hopeful smile. 
 
    “I’m fine, my dear. Miratos has worked a miracle. I’m not coughing any longer or spitting blood, and I feel much better.” 
 
    Kyra turned to the Surgeon. 
 
    “Have you cured her? Have you really cured her?” 
 
    Miratos got to his feet slowly, with everyone staring at him. It was a moment before he spoke, and to Ikai it seemed an eternity. 
 
    “I’ve treated the illness. It’s a very rare one, seldom seen among our people. The blood of the patient herself is poisoning her body, which is rejecting it. The result is a vicious circle which ends up undermining the health of the sufferer with the passing of time, until finally death occurs.” 
 
    “But you’ve cured her?” Kyra insisted. 
 
    Miratos raised his hand. He craved his moment of glory, and he was going to enjoy it. 
 
    “Luckily, this is an illness I’d already encountered once, a long time ago, when I was younger and had a brilliant future ahead of me. A future which as you know came to pass and carried me to the top of my profession as Surgeon to the Regent.” 
 
    “If you don’t tell me whether you’ve cured her or not, I’ll tear your head off, you pompous old man!” said Kyra threateningly. 
 
    Miratos shook his head disapprovingly. 
 
    “As I was saying… I was confronted with this extremely rare illness. I studied the patient for five years, trying different treatments, deeply intrigued by its strangeness and bent on finding a way to defeat it. I have to admit that I was, and still am, rather obsessed when it comes to defeating illness. I don’t give up, nor did I then, and now I see a new reward.” 
 
    “Miratos…” growled Kyra. 
 
    The Surgeon ignored her and went on with his explanation. “At first I focused my efforts on extracting and purifying the patient’s blood to transfer it back into the body. But that wasn’t the right approach, since the body simply poisoned the blood anew. After many experiments I finally found a way to treat the condition, to make sure that the body didn’t reject the poisoned blood. Unfortunately it was too late for my patient, who died shortly after I discovered the cure.” 
 
    In the face of this ominous commentary, nobody said anything. 
 
    “But in Solma’s case, I came in time. I gave her a tonic, and she improved almost immediately.” He indicated several phials on Idana’s working table, with different liquids in them. “So my reply to your question, young lady, is: yes, I have cured her.” 
 
    Kyra jumped with joy, almost to the ceiling. Ikai could not believe it. Solma was going to be all right. She was going to get better! 
 
    Happiness burst out, and everyone hugged and congratulated each other. Kyra and Ikai embraced Solma, who was smiling happily. Idana on the other hand —Ikai could not help noticing— held back a little. At that moment Albana spoke. 
 
    “Tell them about the but, you self-opinionated Surgeon.” 
 
    Kyra turned to Miratos like a tigress. “But? What but?” 
 
    Miratos sighed deeply. “The but is that the cure is only temporary. For a while Solma will be perfectly well, better than ever before in her life, since her body will resist the poisoning. But eventually her blood will poison it again, and she’ll fall sick again.” 
 
    “Why?” Kyra demanded. 
 
    “Because her blood will change, and in the process her system will be poisoned all over again.” 
 
    “Isn’t there anything you can do to stop it?” Ikai asked. 
 
    Miratos bowed his head. “All my attempts at manipulating the blood have been in vain. That’s the root of the illness, and I can’t alter it.” 
 
    “What about creating a new tonic?” Kyra asked. “Like you did now?”  
 
    “It took me five years to create this one. Creating a new one might take me another five or more, and by then the patient will have…” 
 
    “Damn!” Kyra exclaimed. 
 
    Ikai was looking at his mother. “How much time do we have?” 
 
    “I don’t know… I couldn’t really say. Two years, maybe, or perhaps two seasons. Only her body knows the answer.” 
 
    “Damn it!” Kyra cried. 
 
    “My child…” said Solma, trying to sooth her. 
 
    “There’s still one option left,” said Ikai. He raised his hand to his neck. 
 
    “The Witch’s potion?” Albana said. She sounded distrustful. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “We’ve gained time for her,” Idana said quietly. “Do we want to risk it?” 
 
    “The Witch swore it would cure her.” 
 
    Miratos preened himself like a peacock. “I don’t believe in tales of witches. Science is what can save her.” 
 
    “Science or tales of witches ‒ it might be the same thing,” Kyra said. “I saw a lot in the Eternal City. Incredible things, which to you would be witches’ tales but for the Gods were science.” 
 
    “The decision is yours, Mother,” Ikai said. 
 
    Solma gazed lovingly at her children. “What do you think is best?” 
 
    Brother and sister considered their answer carefully. 
 
    “The Witch’s potion,” Kyra said. 
 
    Ikai agreed with a nod. 
 
    “Then I’ll take it.” 
 
    Carefully, Ikai uncorked the phial and offered the potion to his mother. Without hesitation, Solma took it from her son’s hand and gulped it down. She smiled at both of them. Suddenly she arched and stiffened. The veins in her arms and legs started to blacken. 
 
    “Mom!” Kyra cried in horror. 
 
    Ikai held Solma, trying to comfort her, but she was unresponsive. 
 
    The veins in her neck too began to turn black. They crept up her face to her forehead as if a plague had infected her. Ikai knew that if she were to die it would be his responsibility, his fault, and he would never forgive himself. Solma began to shake, then collapsed into his arms. Idana came over to them immediately to offer her help. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Solma woke up at dusk. She opened her eyes wide and looked around, without seeing anybody in the room. 
 
    “Mother, how are you?” Ikai asked. 
 
    “Well… very well… don’t worry, I’m fine. I don’t know what happened, but I feel all right.” 
 
    Idana examined her and was surprised to find no trace of the horrible black veins, nor any other physical problem. “She’s better than ever,” she said. 
 
    “Did the potion work?” Kyra asked. “Is she better?”  
 
    Idana shrugged. “I wouldn’t know how to verify that.” 
 
    “But I would,” Miratos said, in his self-satisfied voice. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Ikai said, and gave him a warning look. 
 
    At Idana’s table Miratos prepared a mixture of liquids and powders in a bowl, then took Solma’s hand. Looking around at everyone so they could see him clearly and would not stop him, he made a cut with a small dagger. Ikai and Kyra tensed, and he made a soothing gesture. Blood began to flow, and he put the bowl under the cut. 
 
    Turning to everyone he announced: “Blue: she’s cured. Green: she’s still poisoned.” 
 
    All eyes were fixed on the silver liquid in the bowl. The color began to change with the blood. Miratos stirred it with the knife, and they could all see the new color of the liquid. 
 
    It was Blue. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was midnight, and in an infinite sky, dotted with countless stars, the moon gave a sheen to the waves which bathed the quiet beach. Ikai, sitting on the fine sand, had withdrawn to think about the whirlwind of events of the previous few days. Things had happened so fast he had had no chance to stop and think, and for him that was unheard-of. I need to put my ideas in order, or else I won’t get any peace of mind. 
 
    He watched the water licking his bare feet on the sand and thought how grand and divine was the Goddess Oxatsi, who cared for her children the Senoca. Thank you, Mother Sea, for saving your daughter Solma. A mother like you, who loves her children and who’s given everything for them. He was filled with joy, his mother was saved and there was no greater satisfaction for him than this. I didn’t think we’d make it. It was a risky bet, but it worked. Sometimes in life there’s no choice but to risk everything for those we love. Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose, but unless you put everything you have into it, with all your heart, there’s no way to salvation.  
 
    The hushing of the sea and the sound of the waves breaking on the beach made up a melody which charmed his ears. Sitting there, in that little paradise, evil seemed distant, almost non-existent… But evil’s out there; the Gods, the Enforcers, Sesmok and his Guard and Hunters are all there. And they’re all looking for us, to kill us. I have to prevent that. I have to look after my own people, look after this wonderful place, this shelter for our people. I know it’s not my responsibility, that it’s a load I never asked to carry, but I’ve taken it on. I have to use every means possible to care for this little corner of peace and keep it safe from the evil of the Gods.  
 
    This worried him deeply. The betrayal by Isaz, a friend whom he had trusted, had affected him and made him feel he had come to a crossroads. No matter how much I love this refuge, the truth is it might very well be compromised., In his treachery Isaz might have betrayed us to Sesmok or the Enforcers… Doubts about what he should do tormented him: stay and rebuild, or gather everything together and go somewhere else, leaving behind all their hard work, all the hopes they had set on that shelter? I have to make a decision, and it’s a hard one. I can’t afford to be wrong in this. He looked up at the moon and wondered… 
 
    A voice spoke behind him. “Difficult decisions, leader of the shelter?”  
 
    He recognized both voice and seductive tone at once. His heart turned a somersault. 
 
    “Lurking secretly in the dark, Shadow?” he replied without turning his head. 
 
    Albana let herself fall on to the sand beside him, with the lightness and stealth of a feather swaying in the warm sea breeze which enwrapped them. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” she asked as her eyes gazed out at the immensity of Mother Sea. 
 
    He inhaled the salty breath of the ocean. After letting it out slowly he said: “I’m wondering whether to call a meeting tomorrow, to decide whether we stay and rebuild or leave in search of some new home that’s safer than this one.” 
 
    Albana nodded slowly. “I guessed that if you were here it was to think over difficult decisions. I see I was right. Would you rather I left you alone?” 
 
    Ikai put his hand on her arm. “No, please, stay,” he said urgently. He did not want her to leave; he wanted her to stay with him, for company and help. 
 
    She gazed at him and nodded, understanding what he needed. As their eyes met, Ikai felt anew the desire and passion he had felt the night before when they had kissed on arrival at the Shelter. He felt his heart racing, beating with the strength of war drums, and feared she would notice, even though he was sure the enigmatic brunette could read him like an open book. 
 
    “I think they’ve already made the decision for you. They’re rebuilding. I must admit they have an unshakeable spirit. For all the pain and suffering they’ve been through, nothing stops them. They’re still clinging to the hope of being able to live in freedom.” 
 
    Ikai looked away from her black, almond-shaped eyes, where his soul seemed to lose itself, and gazed musingly out to sea. 
 
    “That makes my decision more difficult still.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “To call the council and tell them we must leave. The Shelter isn’t safe any longer, not after Isaz’s betrayal. I can’t guarantee their safety if we stay. We have to find another home. I know it won’t be very popular, but it’s what my gut feeling and my head tell me.” 
 
    Albana’s gaze turned to the moon. “I read Isaz’s eyes when I interrogated him. He passed on information about us, but not about the Shelter. I’m sure of that. In the Eternal City, as a Shadow, I was trained to betray, to spy, to kill… but also to detect lying and deceit. Isaz wasn’t lying, he didn’t tell them about The Shelter. I can assure you of that.” 
 
    “He didn’t? Why?” 
 
    “Corrupt men act for different reasons, all of them powerful: greed, hate, fear… but they’re still men. Hope still lives in them. Perhaps Isaz had some hope of escaping… hiding from the evil he served, taking shelter here and escaping… like all of them.” She waved in the direction of the forest and the village behind her. 
 
    “Maybe… but the risk’s too great.” He looked into her enigmatic, penetrating eyes. “I’m not denying you may be right. I don’t understand your dark arts, and I don’t try to. If you say you read it in his eyes, I believe you, I trust you completely. But I don’t want my people to die because of an unnecessary risk I decided to run, because of a mistake of my own. I have to do what’s right, what’s most sensible. I’ll put the idea forward to the council tomorrow and let them all decide.” 
 
    Albana smiled. This time it was not one of her bitter, sarcastic smiles but a sweet one, and her sharp gaze softened. 
 
    “You’re sensible,” she said, “you really are. And intelligent too.” 
 
    Ikai looked at her, taken aback. The cat-like brunette rarely paid compliments. 
 
    “Don’t be so surprised. If you weren’t, I wouldn’t have stayed with you. Or do you really think I’d put my life in the hands of a brainless leader? Not for all the Power of the Gods!” She twisted her mouth in amusement. 
 
    Ikai could not help a small laugh. 
 
    “Stop carrying the world’s burdens on your shoulders for one night and relax. Tomorrow’s another day, and you can’t do anything more for now.” She nudged him playfully with her shoulder. 
 
    At the sight of her cat-like, enigmatic features, now softened by a warm smile, he felt an irrepressible desire to take her in his arms and kiss her. Albana, seeming to read his feelings in his eyes, bent her head towards him, and he kissed her with all the fire and exultation of an erupting volcano, letting himself be carried away by his passion. Albana responded, and both fused in a tight embrace, in a kiss which welded together two young hearts in search of eternal love. 
 
    When they moved their lips apart and broke the kiss which joined their burning souls, Ikai remained lost in her. He did not want the link, the powerful feelings which were running through him, to stop. She got to her feet and undressed very slowly, letting her clothes fall to one side. She smiled at him with irresistible roguishness, and stepped into the sea with her sensuous, swaying walk. She stopped when the water reached her waist. Ikai watched her in fascination. Her body, her sensuality, the manifest femininity revealed by the moon, left him spellbound. 
 
    “Come with me,” she said, turning towards him with her hand outstretched. Her eyes shone and her jet-black hair danced wildly in the sea breeze. 
 
    Ikai too stood up, undressed and took her hand. As he did so he felt the water caressing his body. Shyness gave way to exuberance, then abandon, and finally to ecstasy. The two young lovers united body and soul in a joy as immense as the sea which enveloped them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A distant, troubling sound woke Ikai. He opened his eyes as he emerged from an intoxicating dream, not understanding what the buzz in his ears could be. He was lying on the beach, fragments of the wonderful night he had just enjoyed with Albana dancing in his mind. The first rays of light struck his eyes like two shining arrows launched by a vengeful star, and he had to cover them with his arm. He felt around, but she was no longer with him. How typical of her, he thought with a smile. 
 
    The annoying sound echoed again, and now that he was awake he recognized it. His heart almost leapt out of his mouth. It’s an alarm horn!  
 
    He jumped to his feet and dressed as quickly as he could. Suddenly he saw smoke to the east, at the far end of the bay. It was the harbor. The fishing boats were burning. 
 
    And then he saw them. Three huge triremes were coming into the harbor. 
 
    “Oh, no, by Oxatsi! Enforcers!” 
 
    He ran with all his might towards the village. He crossed the beach and the forest which separated him from the houses like a runaway horse, leaping over vegetation, fallen trees and rocks. Blood was drumming in his ears and his lungs were burning by the time he reached the village. In the square the villagers were beginning to gather together. They looked around in confusion, not knowing what was going on or what to do. Fear was beginning to show on their faces. He found Kyra in front of the Council House with Urda and hastened to them. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Kyra asked in alarm. 
 
    “Triremes… in the harbor… they’ve found us,” he managed to articulate breathlessly. 
 
    Kyra’s face was suddenly grim. “Sesmok? The Guard?” 
 
    Urda shook her head. “Worse. Enforcers. The Guard doesn’t have triremes.” 
 
    Kyra clenched her fists. “That means Eyes-of-the-Gods… Executors… How can they have found us out?” 
 
    Ikai shook his head. He had no idea. 
 
    “Isaz,” Urda said. “Unless we have another traitor.” 
 
    The horn went on sounding the alarm, and the refugees gathering around them were getting more and more nervous and excited. 
 
    Karm, Honus and Romen appeared from one of the houses. 
 
    “What shall we do?” Urda said. “They’ll soon be here.”  
 
    “We’ll fight!” Kyra cried furiously. “We’ll stand up to them! Let them know what the Senoca are made of!” 
 
    Ikai looked at his sister, then at the expectant crowd around them. Most were peasants, and very few of them knew how to wield a weapon. They were all there now, around five hundred of them crowding the square. No, if they confronted the Executors, they would be killed. He could not let them be massacred. He saw the pleading eyes of the men and women in front fixed on him; he heard the whispers and murmurs of the poor wretches. He knew that if he asked them to fight they would, but he could not. It would mean a death sentence at the hands of the Enforcers. 
 
    “Where are our warriors?” he asked. 
 
    “Here!” said one of those he had trained. 
 
    “Bring me the weapons.” 
 
    The man nodded and left at a run. The thirty warriors came closer to Ikai. 
 
    Kyra looked around. “That’s it then, we’ll fight!” she cried. 
 
    But the faces of the people showed fear, and in their eyes she read that they wanted to run, not face the brutal Enforcers of the Gods. There were children there… 
 
    Idana’s voice reached her as she made her way through the throng. “We can’t fight against them. They’re Enforcers. They’ll kill us. We’ll have to get away from here before they arrive. There’s still time if we hurry.” 
 
    Kyra shook her head. 
 
    “Think of the women, the children and the sick,” Idana insisted. “We have to get away. Please.” 
 
    Seeing the terror in the faces around her, Kyra folded her arms. “I’d fight,” she said. “But it’s Ikai’s decision. He’s the leader.” 
 
    Her brother breathed deeply and considered. He had to make a decision, and fast. The Enforcers would be landing on the beach by now. Two opposite choices, fight or flee, and I must decide, I’m responsible for what happens to these people. The refugees were waiting, their pleading eyes begging for a way out, for someone to lead them. My decision, my responsibility… he repeated to himself, and then he made his choice. 
 
    “Listen to me, everyone!” He raised his arms and the crowd fell silent. “The Enforcers are coming for us. They’re landing on the beach and they’ll soon be here. There’s no time to lose. You must flee to the sunken pass and then go to the eastern woods. Don’t turn back. The Enforcers will destroy the Shelter and kill anyone they capture. Leave everything. There’s no time!” he shouted as loudly as his lungs would let him. “Leave the island!”  
 
    There was a moment of silence, followed immediately by a tumult of gabbling, excited, fearful voices.  
 
    “Idana, take all the sick with you. Urda, help her and take care of Solma.  
 
    Warriors and guards, come with me. We’ll face up to the Enforcers, distract them while everybody else escapes. We’ll try to gain enough time for you to get away.” 
 
    “I’ll fight beside you,” Kyra said. Her eyes were sparkling. 
 
    “No, sis, I need you to guide them. Without someone leading them, they’ll never manage. They’re defenseless, terrified, they’ll fall off the cliffs or trample each other in a stampede. They won’t make it. Lead the way for them and get them off the island. Get them to the forest and hide there.” 
 
    Kyra shook her head stubbornly. “I’m not leaving you.” 
 
    “You must.” 
 
    “You go. You’re the leader. I’ll stay and fight.” 
 
    “I’m the leader, and that’s why I have to stay. Don’t argue with me, there’s no time for that. Save them, save Mother.” 
 
    At the mention of Solma, Kyra hesitated. 
 
    “Go with them and get them to safety. Please!” 
 
    At last she relented. There were tears of rage in her eyes. 
 
    “All right, damn it! But don’t let them kill you!”  
 
    “Don’t worry, sis, I won’t give them that satisfaction.” 
 
    “Romen, help me,” Kyra said, and the young man followed her. 
 
    “The rest of you, go! Go at once! Now! Follow Kyra!” Ikai cried at the top of his voice. 
 
    At this urgent command, the refugees obeyed him. They ran to the pass, crossing the village and the adjoining fields, leaving everything behind: their homes, their belongings and their hopes. They were fleeing for their lives in terror once again. It appeared to be the mark of the Senoca. 
 
    Ikai watched them leave, trying to find a way of gaining time. Nothing occurred to him. Karm and Honus came to his side. 
 
    “We need weapons,” said Karm. 
 
    “You can leave. If you stay you’ll be facing the Enforcers, facing death.” 
 
    Karm met his gaze. “You believed in me and gave me justice. It’s time to return the favor. I never thought I’d ever get justice for my sister, and for that I’ll be forever grateful. I have nothing else to live for except this.” He waved at the buildings and the men behind him. “This is my fight now. For years I suffered in the mines, as thousands do every day. I managed to escape, and it’s my duty to fight against the ones who enslave us. If I must die, so be it, but I’ll die as a free man, fighting against the Gods. And if I survive, I’ll go on fighting until every one of our people is free.” 
 
    “Thank you, Karm,” Ikai said. He offered him his hand, and Karm grasped his forearm. 
 
    “Damn my rotten luck!” Honus said. “If he stays, so do I. In any case, I wouldn’t know what to do without him. We’ve been together too many years, day after day and night after night. But I’d like the world to know it’s not because I have any time for sentiment or lost causes, like this bleeding-heart here. I still have some wits left and there are no cobwebs inside my head. I’ll fight for my friend, and to take revenge on those bastards who kept me for years in those mines like a bloody rat. Those bastards are going to pay!” 
 
    “Thank you, Honus,” Ikai said, a little put off by the giant’s speech. Then he turned to the fifty braves who would fight with him and thanked them as well. 
 
    “The honor of fighting alongside a Hero of the Senoca is ours,” one of them said. 
 
    Ikai sensed the men’s courage and devotion. “The honor is all mine,” At the same time he saw the fear lurking in their eyes. They had never shed blood, never confronted an Enforcer. “Now listen to me carefully. I’ve killed men, and I’ve killed Enforcers too, and I can assure you that even though it’s harder to kill them, Enforcers bleed and die just like men. Lean on your companions, fight together. Today these Senoca will shed the blood of the Enforcers.” 
 
    “We’ll fight,” a voice cried. “They’ll bleed and die!”  
 
    “For the Senoca!” cried another. 
 
    The cry was picked up by all: “For the Senoca!” 
 
    Ikai’s spirits rose. 
 
    The Arkens appeared, bringing the weapons with them. Colmes, the patriarch was first, his arms loaded with spears. His sons Telmas and Voltes carried bows and quivers of arrows. There was no fear in their eyes, only determination. Ikai felt admiration for that family. Only a few months ago they had been his neighbors, poor slave farm-workers. Now they were ready to fight the Enforcers and die if necessary. The Shelter had given them, as it had to all around them, the hope they had never had before.  
 
    Over his shoulder he slung the quiver of arrows Voltes had handed him. Out there in the open the Enforcers would cut them to pieces. Think! We have to gain time but how?  
 
    And then the idea came to him. 
 
    “Follow me!” he cried, and ran towards the Council House. “We’ll lock ourselves up in the houses in the square. Bolt the doors and windows so they can’t come in! Quickly!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyra was guiding the refugees to the pass. The tide was coming in. “Damn!” she muttered. This would make things much more difficult. She climbed on to a boulder and watched the column moving through the thick vegetation. 
 
    “Hurry up! Don’t lag behind!” she urged them. She was aware of the danger behind them. 
 
    The refugees advanced along the abrupt terrain as fast as they could in a long line. Luckily panic had not spread and they were able to help each other as they went. But they were scared, and hysteria could easily break out at any moment. Urda was carrying Solma piggy-back as though she was a little girl. Idana was helping a sick man, almost sweeping him off his feet in the process. Kyra gave thanks to Oxatsi for her friends.  
 
    “Follow the path!” 
 
    Romen appeared carrying a little girl in either arm. “Their mother is sick and she can’t manage,” he said with his charming smile. 
 
    “Stop playing the hero. You won’t be able to cross with them in your arms either.” 
 
    He winked and went on. “Well, that remains to be seen.” 
 
    “Come on, get a move on!” Kyra urged them on as her eyes scanned the end of the column. The fear of seeing the Enforcers appear was eating away at her stomach. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first group of Enforcers emerged from the dense vegetation of the forest, leaving the beach behind, and headed to the village. There were two groups: on one side one Eye-of-the-Gods and twelve Executors, and a second Eye leading a dozen more on the other. They moved in formation, without fearing anything or anyone, sure of their lethal strength. They were impressive: the gaunt Eyes, with their long-hemmed robes and the helmets of horror; the Executors in their red robes and cloaks, silver armor shining in the sun, their long silver spears a promise of death. 
 
    When they marched into the village an absolute silence received them. The place was deserted. There was not a soul in sight, and no sound to be heard save that of the birds in the distance. The breeze whispered through the village, and its murmur as it brushed the walls was all the Enforcers could hear. They moved forward into the square and stopped in front of the Council House. The two Eyes scanned the area with their helmets of horror. 
 
    Ikai appeared on the roof. 
 
    “Are you looking for the Heroes of the Senoca?” 
 
    The Eyes-of-the-Gods raised their helmets in his direction. 
 
    “Well then, you’ve found me! Loose arrows! All of you!” 
 
    Before the Eyes could give any order to their Executors, there came a lethal whistle and fifty arrows cut through the air to strike the bodies of the two Enforcers. There was a tense silence as the warriors watched breathlessly from the roofs of the adjacent houses. Like felled trees, both Eyes fell forward. 
 
    Ikai turned to his people. “You see? They bleed and die just like us! They’re not immortal, neither them nor their Gods! They might be stronger than us, their blood darker than ours, but we can kill them! Don’t be afraid, fight! Fight with courage, we’re the Senoc―” A spear flew straight at his head, and with a brusque movement he managed to avoid it by a finger’s-breadth. He searched among the Executors for the one who had tried to kill him, then pointed him out. 
 
    “Kill him! All release against him!” 
 
    Another fifty arrows rained on the Executor. For a single moment he did not move. Then he pulled two arrows from his body, without flinching. Watching him, the warriors feared the worst. A moment passed. And he fell to the ground. The warriors cheered. Several spears flew against them, thrown so hard they were impaled. Suddenly without leadership, the Executors began to attack, each on his own. Some tried to force their way into the houses, others hurled their spears against the warriors on the roofs. Ikai saw the enemy’s confusion and knew it was his only chance. 
 
    “All together! That group there!” he cried, pointing at the Executors who were trying to pull down the door of the Council House. A few moments later only two of them were left standing, wounded but still on their feet. 
 
    He was well aware that a single Executor could easily kill six of his men. “Don’t let them break in! If they do, don’t fight them, flee!”  
 
    The Executors split up, trying to break down the doors of the adjacent buildings. With two of them they succeeded and went up to the roofs, but following Ikai’s orders the warriors jumped to the next building. 
 
    “Release! Release! Don’t let them get to you!” Beside Ikai, Karm and Honus let fly arrow after arrow. 
 
    “To bring down one of these bastards you need a dozen arrows!” howled Honus. 
 
    “Release faster, then! For each one of yours I launch three!” Karm retorted. 
 
    “Riddle them with arrows!” Honus cried. 
 
    The last of the Executors was brought down on one of the roofs. With his chest and legs full of arrows, he toppled to the street. 
 
    There was a terrified silence. Nobody spoke. They were all staring at the lifeless bodies of the Enforcers, unable to believe what they had just achieved. 
 
    “Go down there, finish them off and retrieve the arrows. We’ll need them.” 
 
    Honus gave a huge smile of satisfaction. “I’ll finish off those bastards,” he said, and ran down with a dozen warriors following him. 
 
    Karm stared out towards the beach. “Will more of them come?” he asked Ikai. 
 
    “They will, and we won’t be able to surprise them again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyra reached the end of the path that led to the pass, where the two watchmen were waiting for them. 
 
    “Have you seen any Enforcers?” 
 
    “We haven’t seen anybody,” the youngest one said. 
 
    “Are you sure? They landed on the big beach.” 
 
    “Sure, Kyra,” the older one said. “Everything’s quiet and clear. We haven’t seen a soul.” 
 
    Kyra looked at the pass, which was barely visible under the water. But it was there: a stretch of firm rock which would take them to the beach on the other side. 
 
    She pointed to the coast. “And there?” 
 
    “Nothing. All’s quiet.” 
 
    “Very well then. You go first and make sure there’s no danger. Signal to me from the edge of the forest behind the beach.” 
 
    The two watchmen nodded and went down to the pass. 
 
    “Right then, on we go!” Kyra shouted, and waved at the line of refugees. They went on at once, leaving hope and sanctuary behind. Their steps were heavy with the weight of despair. The fire in their souls was dying out. They were no longer free, no longer able to live in peace. Their dream was dying, and with it a great part of their souls. 
 
    They climbed down the boulders, careful not to tumble, until they reached the water which covered the pass. Kyra signaled to the two watchmen who had already crossed and were waiting on the other side. In reply they signaled to her to continue. There was no danger. 
 
    We might make it after all, maybe we’ll be safe, she thought hopefully. But she was not entirely convinced. 
 
    She gazed at the long line. “Children, sick and women first,” she said.  
 
    And they started to cross over the pass. The water came to the waists of the adults. Romen crossed with the two girls in his arms, making sure the water did not reach their chins. Urda followed him with Solma. Kyra smiled at her lovingly. Her mother smiled back.  
 
    “Don’t worry, everything will be all right,” she said.  
 
    But Kyra was uneasy, as she always was. Idana came near her and nearly fell headlong as she tried to help the sick man. 
 
    “Give her a hand, quick!” Kyra said to two men who were waiting their turn. 
 
    “Thank you,” Idana smiled. 
 
    “Keep going!” Kyra urged. If the tide went on rising things would get complicated. Many of them did not even know how to swim. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ikai was not mistaken. Two new sets of Enforcers appeared. They managed to repel the first with a concentrated rain of arrows, but the second attacked one of the houses and managed to get in by breaking down the bolted door. They climbed up to the roof, and there they slaughtered the Senoca warriors who stood no chance in close combat against the brutal Executors. 
 
    “Loose against them! Ikai shouted to his warriors. “Don’t let them get across the roofs!” 
 
    The colossal Executors took two more roofs. The warriors stood up to them bravely, but with tremendous blows the Executors threw them off like paper dolls, or ran them through with their spears as if they were made of straw. They reached the next roof. The Arkens were defending it, along with half a dozen more men. They let fly against the Executors, but failed to bring down the last two. Colem stepped in front of his two sons and faced the Executor advancing towards them. The monster shed black blood from multiple wounds, but did not fall. Colem loosed at close range and the arrow sank deep into the Executor’s chest, piercing his armor. But even that did not stop him. With a dull blow, he ran Colem through with his spear. 
 
    “Colem, no!” Ikai cried, powerless to help. 
 
    Telmas and Volte threw themselves at the Executor with shouts of rage and buried their knives in him again and again. The Executor tried to finish them off, but at last his strength failed him and he fell to the ground. Telmas and Volte stabbed him desperately. Colem died in his sons’ arms. 
 
    A great man, an exemplary father, a free Senoca, Ikai thought. May Father Girlai be with you in your new voyage. “Keep shooting! Don’t let them take the roofs or we’ll be lost!” 
 
    Karm gestured towards the east with an arrow. “Two more teams,” he said. 
 
    Honus pointed to the west. “And two more over there, but they’re not coming near, the swine.”  
 
    Ikai saw that the Eyes-of-the-Gods were talking among themselves, but did not attack. 
 
    “Come and get me, you swine!” Honus shouted at them, “Come on if you have the guts!” 
 
    But instead of moving, the Enforcers kept out of reach of the arrows. 
 
    Honus was still taunting them. “Look at those cowardly rats! Look at them trembling with fear” They don’t even dare come any closer!” He turned to the Senoca warriors. “There they are, the terrible Executors, the slaughterers of men, scared to death!” 
 
    Karm took over from his friend. “Today is a great day! A day that will go down in the annals of our history! Today’s the day when a bunch of slaves fought the Enforcers and won! This is the day when these Senoca will make history! And I’ll die proudly today, so that my death can be an example for those who come after us!” 
 
    Karm’s words filled Ikai with strength. It was more than likely that they would all die, but it would not be in vain. Their sacrifice would inspire others. The Senoca would know what had happened there and never forget it.  
 
    Suddenly the smell of burning wafted to his nostrils, and he turned to face the wind. 
 
    “Fire! On both sides of the square!” 
 
    The Eyes had given the order to burn the houses. That was how they were going to force them down from the roofs. Hell! His gaze followed the two teams as they set fire to the outer houses. They’re closing us in. They’re going to burn the whole village, from the outside in, to cut off our escape. They’re going to roast us alive. The Senoca warriors became aware of what was going on. Nervousness spread through them. 
 
    “They’re going to burn us to a crisp!” Honus roared. 
 
    “We have to get out of here!” Karm said. He pointed towards the beach. “Now, before there’s no escape route left.” 
 
    The raging fire spread everywhere. Hungrily, the flames devoured the fragile buildings of wood and straw. The smoke thickened, the heat was suffocating and they could barely breathe. The Enforcers went on with their work. 
 
    Ikai watched his home, his refuge, his dream, going up in flames. Well… here ends the dream, my hope. All I wanted was to live in peace in this wonderful place, out of reach of the Gods. Now it’s all burning… it seems we’ll never live free… not as long as the Enforcers of the Gods come after us. It was such a beautiful dream… But the square was not burning yet, and they had one last possibility of escape. He made his decision. 
 
    “Everyone to the square! Fast!” 
 
    Ahead of him a narrow alley of flames opened out between several blazing houses. He did not need to think twice. 
 
    “Follow me! To the beach!” 
 
    He ran with the flames licking his body. All was heat, smoke, suffocation. He was burning. He ran faster and at last reached the forest. He turned and saw that the warriors were following him. In the flames, burning even more fiercely now, came Honus and Karm, with twenty or so warriors, including Volte and Telmas, running after them. The last few warriors failed to make it when a house collapsed on them. 
 
    They hurried to the beach by the forest path. Behind them the village blazed. The Enforcers had seen them escape and were coming after them, running with a heavy, warlike tread. The beach and the sea opened up before them like salvation. But it was no more than an illusion. There was no salvation from the Enforcers. 
 
    “Now what?” Karm asked him as he reached his side. 
 
    “They’re… at our heels,” panted Honus. 
 
    The rest of the warriors arrived at a run. To the east, bordering the rocks, Ikai new the pass was there, Kyra and the others must have been crossing at that moment. To the west was the tiny fishing village. Anchored by the pier like nightmarish sea beasts were the three great triremes. 
 
    “We have to drive them as far away as possible from the sunken pass. Run to the harbor!” 
 
    Although he knew there was no possible escape, he was going to try every way he could to gain time for the others to reach safety. As he ran, he glanced back and saw the two groups of Executors following them. Luckily they were much slower, but they also had more stamina. Sooner or later they would catch them. 
 
    At the end of the beach they stopped, undecided. Ahead was the tiny harbor. Fifteen or so Executors were guarding the ships, led by an Eye-of-the-Gods. Ikai glanced at the forest; the best option was to go back into it and make them follow. He was about to give the order when two more teams appeared at the edge of the trees in a line. 
 
    “They’re cutting us off!” said Karm. 
 
    Honus was looking back at their pursuers. “So what the hell do we do now?” 
 
    Ikai weighed up the situation. They were trapped. They might try to break the enemy line and escape into the forest. It was the logical thing to do, even though many of them would not get through. Or we might try something crazy… like Kyra would. He considered it again and decided. We’ll do it Kyra’s way! 
 
    “Follow me!” he shouted, and ran to the harbor. The guardian Executors saw them approach and formed a double barrier of brutal bodies across the entire width of the wooden pier. Their way was blocked. 
 
    When they stepped on the first planks Ikai raised his arm and shouted: “Stop!” 
 
    Stumbling, his men obeyed. Facing them, ten paces ahead, was the barrier of Executors. Behind them, approaching from the forest, were the remainder. 
 
    The Eye pointed at him with his silver book. “Turn yourself in, Hero, and your men will be spared.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to him, Ikai,” Karm said. “They’ll kill us anyway.”  
 
    “You have no way of escape, you are surrounded,” the Eye said, still more shrilly. “Turn yourself in and you will not die.” 
 
    “In your dreams, you filthy pig!” growled Honus. 
 
    Ikai considered the possibility of surrendering. I might be able to save them. They don’t deserve to die like this, at the hands of these ruthless beasts. A shadow emerged from the water and crawled stealthily along the pier behind the Enforcers. He realized at once it was not a shadow at all. We’ve still got a chance. I’ll have to take the risk and grab it. 
 
    “Split up! Half of you hold the rearguard, the other half charge against the barrier!” 
 
    “Stupid slave!” the Eye said. “You will pay for this!”  
 
    The shadow took shape behind the Eye at the exact moment the warriors charged against the Executors. Albana materialized out of the shadow, and her two black daggers slit the Eye’s throat. The Enforcer died without even realizing what had hit him. The charge of the warriors was repelled with brutal strength by the Executors, whose spears ran the first Senoca through, giving them a clean death. Devastating blows hurled the second wave of warriors down into the sea and on to the beach. 
 
    Ikai, Karm, Telmas and his brother Volte were releasing their arrows against the Executors at the ends of the line, but the monsters, even when struck by many, fought on. 
 
    “We have to clear a way through!” Ikai cried. But the pier was too narrow to permit a united charge.  
 
    “I’ll do it,” Honus said. “Leave it to me!”  
 
    He hurled himself against the two Executors in the middle of the line like a raging bull, crashing against them with all the weight and momentum of his huge body, toppling one to the ground and forcing the other to give way. Albana, behind the fallen warriors, started to deal death, stabbing mercilessly at inhuman speed. A spear sought to pierce Honus, but he deflected it to one side. Seizing it with both hands, he gave a mighty heave and wrenched it out of the Executor’s hands, then speared him with a brutal blow. 
 
    More warriors joined in the fray. Ikai, Karm, Telmas and Volte loosed their arrows and advanced, trying to avoid their own men in the process. The warriors struggled and fell amid screams, while the Executors came down with no more than a few cavernous grunts. A spear flew towards Ikai’s chest, but Karm shoved him and saved him from being skewered. One of the Executors broke free and hurled himself at Telmas. Both of them fell to the ground. Immediately Volte and Karm stabbed the Executor in an attempt to save Telmas. Ikai got to his feet and went to support them. Under their blows the monster’s black blood formed a pool, and at last the monster died. They shoved it aside in order to free Telmas. But it was too late; the Executor had broken his neck. Volte bent over his older brother’s body, tears rolling down his cheeks. 
 
    “I’m … so sorry,” Ikai said.  
 
    Volte wiped away his tears with his bloody sleeve and said: “I’ve lost my father and my brother. And I don’t care if I have to die myself too. Let’s fight, Ikai, let’s fight until these filthy beasts and their ruthless Gods are no more than a painful memory.” 
 
    “We’ll fight!” Ikai answered, and offered his hand to help him get up. 
 
    Volte stared at the Executors, filled with hate. “Death, for the Senoca!” ‒ and he ran back into the fray with Ikai and Karm following him. The line of Executors fell soon afterwards in the face of the bravery and despair of the last Senoca. Ikai turned to give the order to retreat to the rearguard, but he realized to his horror that it was already too late. The Executors had reached them and were decimating them. None of them would survive. 
 
    “Run!” Albana cried, and gestured with her bloody daggers. 
 
    Ikai watched his men being annihilated behind them. An infinite rage and pain filled his heart. 
 
    “Come on, Ikai!” Albana urged him. 
 
    He cursed and ran down the pier, jumping over the bodies of the Executors and of his own men. Albana ran ahead of him, followed by half a dozen surviving warriors. Among them was Honus, with a tremendous cut in his forehead which was bleeding profusely. They reached the first trireme and saw the Executors already coming down the pier after them. Ikai saw Albana ignore the trireme and keep running. As he approached it, he realized that its stern was blazing. When they passed the second trireme it was also burning. Ikai began to understand her game. They reached the third trireme, which was not burning. 
 
    “On board! Quick!” she shouted. 
 
    On the ship they found two Executors lying dead on the deck. Honus and Karm went to the oars at once, and two warriors followed them. 
 
    Albana pointed to where the enormous ropes held the ship moored at the pier. “Cast off!” she cried. 
 
    Ikai freed the ropes on one side, while Volte and another warrior did the same on the other side. 
 
    “Get a move on! They’re nearly here!”  
 
    An Executor raced up to Volte and his companion just as they freed the ropes. 
 
    “Watch out!” shouted Ikai. 
 
    The Executor hurled the spear with such force that it went through the warrior beside Volte. The young man grabbed the spear with both hands and fell dead with a moan. But Volte did not cower. Eyes glaring, he attacked the Executor. Ikai, fearing he would be killed, drew sword and knife and attacked. The Executor was a head taller than the farmer and twice his size. Volte’s knife sank deep in the Executor’s groin, seeking the vital points, as all the warriors of the Shelter had been taught. But the Executor, without flinching, hit Volte’s shoulder with his massive forearm. There was a crack, and Volte fell to the ground as if he had been split in two by a hammer. 
 
    “Noooooooo!” Ikai cried when he saw the youngest of the Arkens fall. He launched a furious blow which pierced the Executor’s thigh. A knife shaped like a half-moon searched out his neck. He bent to one side, and the silver edge brushed his head. He rolled on the ground and crouched on one knee. Watching the monsters fight, he had noticed they had difficulties against small mobile targets. The Executor struck from above, bending awkwardly with an unbalanced move. Ikai rolled nimbly to one side and stabbed twice at the other leg. 
 
    Blackish blood fell down both greaves. “Stand up and fight, slave,” came a cavernous voice. Ikai, still crouching, positioned himself behind the Executor, who started to turn ponderously. Ikai stabbed at his legs again. His enemy tried to reach him with two powerful horizontal slashes, but his nimbleness and speed allowed him to avoid them. The monster’s legs failed him and he toppled over. Ikai went to finish him off. 
 
    He heard Albana call: “Ikai, behind you!”  
 
    Several Executors were about to reach him. He moved away from the wounded monster and lifted Volte on to his shoulder. 
 
    “Leave him! You won’t make it carrying him!” 
 
    But he was not prepared to leave Volte there. He would save him; he would not let him die like his father and brother. He made his way to the ship as fast as he could. The whistle of Albana’s arrows told him how close they were. He reached the gangplank. One last effort. He was very tired, and when he set foot on the gangplank he lost his balance and almost fell into the water. 
 
    “Come on!” Albana cried desperately. 
 
    He took a deep breath, adjusted his precious cargo on his shoulder and staggered across the gangplank, then stumbled headlong on to the deck. Two Executors came up the plank, but Albana blocked their way from the deck. 
 
    “Don’t even dream about it, you’re not coming on board!” she said. She murmured several words, and from her hand there issued a dark mist which moved towards the Executors. They hesitated in surprise. The mist circled them and turned solid, like an arcane rope. With a twist of her arm she made them fall in the water. 
 
    “Row for your lives!” she cried. 
 
    The ship began to move, leaving behind the port where the rest of the Executors were now arriving. The other two triremes, useless now, continued to burn. 
 
    Ikai staggered to his feet and made sure Volte was still breathing. He did not know whether he would recover, but at least he was alive. He went to Albana at the guardrail and watched the fire which was destroying the Shelter. A great column of smoke rose to the sky from the interior of the island. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll have made it?” he asked her. 
 
    Albana looked back at him. “Let’s hope so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment Kyra was swimming across the pass. The others had all crossed, and she and the last few men were swimming towards the beach where they were waiting. She looked back, fearing she would see the Executors, but there was no-one. 
 
    She spat salty water. “Thank you, brother,” she murmured.  
 
    When they reached the beach she moved on among the refugees, who were waiting to continue their flight, soaked and terrified. The beach looked like a shipwreck, with the refugees as the castaways of a sunken dream which would never now be made real. At the edge of the forest she stopped to decide which way to go. To the east along the coast, or through the woods to the west? The woods would be safer, though it would be hard going for those poor souls. 
 
    She turned to tell the expectant refugees, but at the same moment she remembered something. She looked toward the edge of the forest, searching for the two watchmen. They were not there. She looked all along the beach, but did not find them. 
 
    “No…” she muttered under her breath, and turned to the forest again. 
 
    From among the trees thirty Eyes-of-the-Gods appeared, spread out along the entire beach. They advanced with their right hands extended. In the middle, standing out, was a figure in black which froze her blood. 
 
    “Oskas… the Master spy…” 
 
    Before she could react, the Eyes opened their hands. Held on their palms were Discs of the Gods. Kyra reached for the dagger at her waist. 
 
    A dreadful roar, like the thunder of a great storm, filled the beach. It came from the discs. Just as in a storm, lightning followed. From the discs came bolts of light that aimed for the bodies of the Senoca. Kyra stared in horror as the flashes reached her people, leaping from one to the next. She saw Idana fall amid spasms. Romen covered the two little girls with his body, but the three were hit and fell. Urda resisted amid convulsions, but ended up falling too. Solma crumpled to the ground beside Urda. 
 
    “Mom!” cried Kyra an instant before she was hit. 
 
    And darkness overcame her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kyra!” 
 
    “Ugh…”  
 
    “Kyra, wake up!” 
 
    “Ugh, my head…” 
 
    Kyra opened her eyes slowly. Her head and body hurt as if a herd of wild horses had stampeded over her. She put her hands to her temples, hoping the pain would subside, but it did not. She was lying on the ground, and through a row of bars she could see a circular silver ceiling. She stretched out her head and saw that the floor of the room was silver too. One of the Enforcers’ prisons. Her stomach shrank, as if icy water had been poured on her navel. She half-rose, holding on to the bars, and looked around. Forming a perfect circle, she saw a dozen black spheres with bars at the front. Each sphere held a prisoner. 
 
    It’s impossible! I’m in the Dungeons of Oblivion! 
 
    “You’re awake at last,” Urda said from another of the spherical cages. 
 
    “What happened? What are we doing shut up in here?” 
 
    “They captured us, don’t you remember?” Idana said from another sphere. 
 
    “Yes… I remember… but how did we get here?”  
 
    “They brought us in a huge trireme, full of Eyes-of-the-Gods and Enforcers,” Urda said scornfully. 
 
    Kyra ran her gaze along the other spheres, trying to identify the prisoners inside. They were all from the Shelter. A handsome face smiled at her. “Welcome to the waking world,” Romen said with his characteristic smile as their eyes met. “You took your time.”  
 
    “Romen, why don’t I remember anything?” 
 
    “Unfortunately he paid special attention to you.”  
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Urda spat to one side. “The monster in black with the helmet that steals souls.”  
 
    Kyra remembered the sinister figure in the ambush at the beach. “Oskas! The Master Spy!” A shiver ran down her back, and she had to shake it off. 
 
    “He did something to you… to keep you unconscious the whole journey,” said Idana. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He’s not exactly one for explanations,” Romen said. He sounded low-spirited. “I begged him to wake you up. We were afraid for your life, and by the grace of Oxatsi he didn’t strangle me.” He showed her his neck, where there was a nasty bruise. 
 
    With a start, Kyra noticed that Solma was not there with them. “And my mother? Where’s my mom?” Asking the question made her feel so sick she thought she was going to throw up. 
 
    Romen bowed his head. “He took her…” 
 
    “Where? Why?” Kyra shook the bars fiercely, trying to get out to help her mother. 
 
    “We don’t know,” Idana said. “We’ve been here for days. Calm down, for goodness’ sake, or you’ll hurt yourself. Escape’s impossible. You must calm down…” 
 
    “How can I calm down when they’ve taken my mother? I have to get out of here! I have to help her!” 
 
    “Idana’s right,” Romen said, looking defeated. “We’ve already tried forcing this sphere-cage. We’ve been trying for days, but there’s no way …”  
 
    Kyra looked to Urda for support. 
 
    “I’ve already tried, but I couldn’t,” her friend said, and shook her head decisively. 
 
    “Well, I won’t give up! I have to get out of here and find my mother!” She shook the bars again with all her strength, kicked the back of the sphere, leaned her whole weight against it and tugged. She tried everything, furiously and energetically, but in vain. Deep inside herself she knew perfectly well she would not manage it ‒ she had already been caged in there ‒ but her spirit forced her to keep trying. Exhausted, beaten, she had no choice but to give up. She sat down and took in deep breaths of air. 
 
    “You had us all very worried,” Idana said. “We couldn’t wake you up. I don’t know what Oskas gave you, but your body needs rest. Don’t over-exert it.” 
 
    “I feel weak, empty… but I’ll feed on rage.” 
 
    “Better save it for later,” Romen said, and winked at her. 
 
    “And my brother? And the others?” 
 
    Nobody answered. 
 
    Urda spoke at last. “We don’t know anything about Ikai and the warriors. They might have survived.” 
 
    “My brother has survived. I’m positive about that.” 
 
    “He went to fight the Enforcers so we could escape,” Romen said. “That was daring, brave and honorable, but I wouldn’t be too hopeful. Nobody survives a confrontation with the Enforcers…” His voice was so soft it was almost a whisper. 
 
    Kyra shook her head. “Nobody had ever escaped from the Boundary before. Nobody had ever reached the Eternal City. Nobody had ever returned from there. My brother did all those things, He’s alive, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “We all hope so,” Idana said. “Ikai’s noble and brave. We need him, the Senoca need him. He’ll have survived, so don’t lose hope.” 
 
    Kyra nodded. “And the rest of the refugees?” 
 
    “They’ve taken them all,” Romen replied. “If I’m not mistaken, to the lower caverns. It doesn’t bode well. We’re kept here in one of the upper ones, for some reason…” 
 
    “I see our guest of honor has woken up at last,” said a voice so cavernous that Kyra leapt to her feet. At the entrance of one of the two tunnels which gave access to the chamber, Oskas appeared. He was followed by three Eyes and several Executors. 
 
    They all turned to him, filled with fear and wariness. All but one: Kyra, who glared with hatred. 
 
    “Guest of honor? What do you want of me, you mangy dog?” 
 
    “Be silent and show some respect, you filthy slave!” cried the shrill voice of one of the Eyes. 
 
    “If you want me to shut up, come and make me,” Kyra said defiantly, and raised her fist. 
 
    Two Executors took a step toward her. 
 
    “Stop!” Oskas ordered. 
 
    “My lord ‒”  
 
    The master-spy raised his hand. “I’ll deal with her.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lord.” 
 
    “You should be more careful with that tongue of yours,” Oskas threatened her. “It’s going to cause you a lot of trouble.”  
 
    “Hah! You’re not the first one to tell me that. 
 
    “You should listen to advice. It’s a valuable virtue.” 
 
    “And you should go back to the Eternal City to lick your master’s boots.” 
 
    “How dare you!” shrieked another of the Eyes. He took out a disc. 
 
    “No!” said Oskas firmly. “She belongs to Lord Asu. She must not be marked.” 
 
    “I don’t belong to anybody! Much less to that filthy scum!” 
 
    “Show some intelligence, girl. You should never speak of a Golden God like that, least of all the one I serve. It’s one thing to be brave, quite another to die for not thinking about what you say.” 
 
    “I’ll speak however I want to about whoever I want to.” 
 
    Oskas folded his arms over his powerful torso. “In that case you’ll end up as food for worms. And you’ll have achieved nothing.” 
 
    “Maybe yes, maybe no. We’ll see.” 
 
    “Let me remind you that you don’t have Lord Adamis here to save you.” 
 
    “I don’t need anybody to save me. If you don’t let us leave, I swear I’ll tear your guts out, and do the same to that pig of a God you serve.” 
 
    “You can threaten me all you want, girl. But I can’t let you offend my lord in public. I’ll have to teach you a lesson, because I can see you’re too pig-headed, and some lessons are only learnt with blood.” 
 
    Kyra straightened. “You don’t scare me.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re just a child who knows nothing. Because I assure you, you ought to fear me.” 
 
    Kyra made a face and stood staring at him with folded arms. 
 
    Oskas stretched out both his arms and then let them drop at his sides, open. The lifeless helmet shone briefly. A blackness began to form in the monster’s hands, enveloped them and then uncoiled downwards to the floor, forming two vipers. Kyra watched in awe. She swallowed. She knew the punishment she was about to receive would be terrible. Me and my big mouth. Why can’t I keep quiet? I’m going to pay for this. 
 
    Oskas’ hands rose to the ceiling, and with a sudden movement he whipped them down. The vipers moved straight towards their prey, growing as they moved forward. Kyra closed her eyes and waited with her whole body in tension. But it was Idana who screamed. Kyra opened her eyes in horror to see that one of the vipers had slipped between the bars and was coiled around Idana’s neck. The other was coiled around Urda’s. Her friends were trying to breathe as the gaping jaws of the vipers threatened to bite their faces. 
 
    “No!” she cried. “Please! Stop!”  
 
    Oskas was controlling his terrible creation with his outstretched hands. “How would you prefer to see them die? Asphyxia or poisoning? I recommend the second option: the bite barely hurts, and they’d die at once. Strangling’s longer and more traumatic …” 
 
    “Please, don’t kill them!”  
 
    “You’re not so brave now, are you, little girl?” 
 
    Idana fell to one side, her face purple. Urda was fighting the viper’s head, trying to avoid being bitten. 
 
    “I’ll do whatever you want, but don’t kill them!” 
 
    “I’m just asking you to use your head instead of your fury.” 
 
    “I will, I will! Leave them, please!” 
 
     Oskas shook his arm hard and freed the two girls. The vipers returned to his hands and coiled around his forearms. 
 
    “I trust you’ve learnt your lesson.” 
 
    “I have, don’t worry,” Kyra said. She was controlling the wrath streaming through every pore of her body as she watched her friends on the floor, trying to get their breath back. 
 
    “Self-control is one of the most precious virtues. Anyone who lacks this quality will soon reach the end of his way, since it will be a short one. Fear, rage, love, pain, can all be controlled, if mind and willpower are strong enough.” 
 
    “Why do you preach to me? I’m not one of your Shadows.” 
 
    “I see you know of me, and my disciples. Only one person could have told you… someone very close to me… someone who betrayed me.” 
 
    Kyra realized her mistake and bit her tongue. 
 
    “My dear disciple will pay dearly for her betrayal. I will find Albana, as I found you, have no doubt about that. Her betrayal was painful. It’s still very fresh. Her punishment will be exemplary.” 
 
    “You’ll never find her.” 
 
    “There’s a long road ahead of you if you’re to find the control you need. Unfortunately your time is up. As for Albana, I’ll deal with her in due course. Such treachery as hers cannot be forgiven. It shows weakness, and I have none of that. You must understand that those who get in the way of my master’s wishes cease to exist. That’s one of my functions, and I never fail. I’m here to make sure Lord Asu’s wishes come true, and the wish of my lord and master is to have you.” He jabbed his finger at her chest. 
 
    “If it’s me he wants, if you’ve come for me, all right then,” she said, and spread her arms wide. “Here I am. I won’t resist. Let the others leave. Let my mother leave.” 
 
    “That’s impossible. They’ve broken the law of the Gods. They must be punished.” 
 
    Fear clawed at Kyra’s stomach. “Where have you put my mother?” 
 
    “You’ll see her soon.” 
 
    “What have you done to her? Why have you taken her away?” 
 
    “I haven’t said I’ve done anything to her. You should pay more attention.” Oskas made a sign to the two Executors, who took Kyra out of her cell with brutal efficiency. Each of them took one of her arms and lifted her like a straw dummy, then took her away without her feet touching the floor. She kicked and cursed with all her might. 
 
    “Let her go!” Romen shouted. 
 
    “Don’t harm her!” cried Idana. 
 
    “Silence, slaves,” snapped one of the Eyes. 
 
    Urda ignored this. “If you hurt her I swear I’ll kill you!”  
 
    Kyra turned her head a moment before leaving the chamber and saw two Executors hitting Urda. 
 
    “You filthy swine!” she cried helplessly. 
 
    They took her down a long, narrow tunnel. After several turns the passage opened out into a strange triangular hall. The floor of the chamber was black, and a rectangular monolith with polished surfaces rose in the center. It was as black as a moonless night, nine feet or so tall. It gave off a strange hum, like a swarm of bees. It seemed to have a life of its own. 
 
    Oskas stretched his arm and put his hand on its marble-like surface. A white flash came out of the monolith and illuminated the chamber. Kyra stared wide-eyed, not understanding. The floor began to change color, slowly turning crystal clear.  
 
    Suddenly she was able to see the floor below, as if ceiling and walls had turned to glass: not only what was directly under her feet but the whole underground complex. She saw a labyrinth of dungeon-cells, linked by tunnels and filled with sphere-cells. What is this nightmarish place? 
 
     The floor vibrated and they began to descend, as though they were on a platform descending into the depths of a mine. As they went down, she was able to see each sub-level, and the horror was repeated again and again: each one was packed with dungeons. They went down five levels more before stopping at the deepest. I can’t believe it. Every floor of this insane place is made up of an infinity of dungeons filled with sphere-cells. She sighed deeply, puzzling over this. These dungeons are gigantic. There must be thousands of our people in here. But what for? This thought, simply the idea of how many slaves must be imprisoned there, filled her with such unease that bile came up to her mouth. 
 
    The Gods can’t be planning anything good in these catacombs. I fear the worst.  
 
    Oskas made his way into that deepest level, and as they went on Kyra noticed something different. On that final level, the dungeons did not contain sphere-cells as in the other, higher levels, but pods. Pods which Kyra recognized immediately, since she herself had been inside one of them before ‒ in Notaplo’s laboratory. They were the pods the Gods used for their experiments… 
 
    I’m getting a worse and worse feeling about this place… it’s sinister…  
 
    They reached the first of the chambers, and here Oskas stopped. The two Executors holding Kyra left her on the floor. In the chamber were a dozen pods which formed a perfect circle around a monolith in the center. This was rectangular, more than fifteen feet tall, black as night. A pipe, equally black, linked each of the pods to the monolith. It was guarded by two Eyes-of-the-Gods. 
 
    Oskas turned to Kyra and pointed to one of the pods. Not understanding, she narrowed her eyes to try and make out what was inside it. And then she saw a human figure. She stepped forward and recognized it. 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    “Kyra!” came Solma’s muffled cry from inside. 
 
    Kyra ran to the pod. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she cried. She struggled to open the crystal cover, or else break it open. But it was impossible. 
 
    “You can’t free her. The pods are unbreakable.” 
 
    “Why’s she there? What do you want to do to her?” 
 
    “What I want with her is none of your business.” 
 
    “Let her go, she’s only a child,” Solma begged Oskas. 
 
    “In your eyes she may be, but not in mine. She’s a young woman who’s powerful, both in blood and in spirit. But she needs to learn a lesson in life, a lesson my master wishes her to learn.” 
 
    “What lesson?” Kyra asked. She was fearful after what she had seen Oskas do to Idana and Urda. 
 
    “A rule which can never be changed: by the grace of the Golden Gods we exist, and to them we belong. All of us: Slaves, Enforcers, and Hybrids. This is an unalterable truth. To them belongs the land we walk on, and everything upon it.” 
 
    Kyra fixed her eyes on Oskas’ helmet. She felt the rage which was consuming her going cold, as if that silver surface were swallowing it. 
 
    “May I say what I think?” 
 
    Oskas nodded. “With moderation.” 
 
    “They won’t be able to enslave us forever. We’ll rise, fight, and one day we’ll gain our freedom.” 
 
    The leader of the Shadows shook his helmeted head from side to side. “A mistake: you’ll all die. It’s a beautiful dream, a precious ideal, and it will lead you all to death. Ideals have that unfortunate habit.” 
 
    “Ideals, dreams, will unite us, and one day we’ll win.” 
 
    “Don’t you understand that it’s useless to confront the Gods? With a snap of their fingers they’ll put an end to you and your revolution alike.” 
 
    “I confronted the God you serve, and I’m still alive.” 
 
    “You’re still alive because another God protected you with his life. Something which has never happened before. No God has ever protected a slave, still less risked his life for one. It’s an anomaly. An exception, and as such it confirms the rule. It will never happen again. Listen to my words. If you wish to live, if you wish your mother to stay alive, you have to accept the inevitable: there is no hope. The Gods cannot be defeated.” 
 
    “I can’t accept it. I never will. Your lord God killed my friend, and sooner or later he’ll pay for it. For everything he’s done, for all the suffering he’s caused.” 
 
    “Who’s going to make him pay? 
 
    “Me. I will.” 
 
    “Do you really believe you could kill a God? You? A slave?” 
 
    “I don’t just believe it, I’m going to do it.” 
 
    “Kyra…” Solma begged. 
 
    “Only a God can kill another God. Not even I, a hybrid with superior power, could do it. Nobody has ever been able to.” 
 
    “Just because it hasn’t been done before doesn’t mean it can’t be done.” 
 
    “Kyra.” Solma said, “don’t talk like that, I beg you.”  
 
    “You should listen to your mother. She’s an intelligent woman.” 
 
    “My mother’s the best of women, a wonderful person. But you don’t understand the point of what I’m saying. You only know the will of your masters. To serve and obey, blindly.” 
 
    “You’re wrong again. I know and have known a lot more than you think, more than you can even imagine, because at one point I wasn’t so different from you. My life wasn’t very different from yours. My dreams, my ideals, weren’t so different from yours. But the Golden changed all that and made me into what I am today. And let me tell you, I’m much more than what I was, and I never would have become what I am if I’d gone on with my old life. I would have died a long time ago, as will happen to you, led on by foolish, impossible ideals.” 
 
    “You and I have nothing in common. Not before, not now, not ever!”  
 
    The master-spy clasped his hands behind him and appeared to meditate for a moment. “It’s time I showed you what the power and technology of the Gods can achieve. Only then will you understand.” 
 
    He whispered something to the Executors which Kyra was unable to hear. They both left briskly at once. 
 
    “Let her be, I beg you,” Solma said, with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “She must learn. That’s what Lord Asu has decided.” 
 
    “Leave her, please, for the sake of what you once were.” 
 
    “That which I was I am no longer, by the grace of the Gods.” 
 
    Kyra was listening to this without understanding what they were talking about. 
 
    “If there’s anything of you left within you, I beg you to let her go.” 
 
    “There’s nothing left, woman. The Gods made sure of that. I’m an Enforcer in the service of the Golden, nothing more than that.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. There’s something in you still, I know it. I beg you on my knees, let her go.” 
 
    “I do what must be done. Before I take her into Lord Asu’s presence.” 
 
    “No! I beg you, don’t hand her over to him!” 
 
    “It’s my duty. It’s my life.” 
 
    Solma burst out weeping.  
 
    Kyra did not understand why they were talking like that. She did not know what to think. 
 
    The Executors came back together with three Oppressors who were dragging a strongly-built slave behind them. 
 
    As they passed Kyra she realized who it was. Her stomach lurched. 
 
    “Urda!” 
 
    Oskas turned to Kyra. “It’s time to learn a lesson in humility.” 
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    Kneeling on the hill, Ikai stared at the great door which gave access to the city, far to the north. “This doesn’t look good,” he said. 
 
    Albana crouched down beside him. “They seem to have secured the capital. They’re searching everyone that goes in or out. The line of carts is endless.” 
 
    “Sesmok, or the Enforcers?” 
 
    “Sesmok. He must be looking for us… us, and the resistance…” 
 
    “I have to get in somehow. They must have taken Kyra, Mother and the others there.” 
 
    “Hmm… your instincts are usually good, but before we go into the wolf’s den we need to be sure…” 
 
    “I can’t know for sure.” He reached for the pendant his sister had given him for his birthday, which always hung round his neck. “If I had the Falcon Eye I could locate her the way I did in the Eternal City. But I left it behind in the battle.” 
 
    “At the Shelter?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then forget about it. The Enforcers destroyed the Shelter. They burnt everything down to the foundations. They didn’t leave a thing.” 
 
    Ikai nodded ruefully. “How are we going to get in? You’re much better at this than I am.” 
 
    “Is that a compliment?” said Albana with a sideways grin. 
 
    He looked at her, and for a moment the tension in his chest eased. “You know I’m no good at this kind of thing, but I can tell you, if you keep looking at me that way I’m going to end up losing my head.” 
 
    The brunette opened her eyes wide in mock-surprise. “At this rate I’ll make a gentleman out of you,” she said, and smiled even more sensuously. 
 
    He shook his head. “You’re impossible. Even in the worst moments you make me blush.” 
 
    “I’m what I am, and I’m glad you like me that way. Now let’s concentrate on finding how to get in. First we need to understand what’s going on.” 
 
    “And how do we find out?” 
 
    She turned and scanned the valley behind them, then pointed. “There.”  
 
    Ikai made out the lonely cart in the distance. “All right, I’ll warn the others.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Drawn by two mules and loaded with barrels, the cart moved along the road towards the capital. All that remained for it to do was leave the forest for the plain which led to the city. 
 
    Honus came out from behind a tree and stood in front of it, hands on hips. 
 
    At the sight of the giant in the middle of the road, the driver tugged the reins hard. The mules stopped, neighing in protest. 
 
    “By the Gods!” he said. He was a middle-aged, bald, chubby man. “What on earth are you doing? Are you crazy?”  
 
    “Some people say I’m a bit wrong in the head, yes. But they tend to end up unconscious, with a couple of teeth missing.” 
 
    The man straightened, looking frightened. “I didn’t mean to offend you… don’t get me wrong, it’s just that standing in front of the cart like that… there could have been an accident.” 
 
    “And an accident’s what there will be if you don’t answer what my friend here’s going to ask you.” 
 
    The man, by now thoroughly scared, looked around in all directions. 
 
    “Here,” said Karm. He came out from behind another tree, with an arrow ready in his bow. 
 
    “By the Moon! Don’t hurt me!” 
 
    “That’s not our intention,” Karm said amiably. 
 
    The man was trembling like a leaf. “What are you? Pariahs? Don’t kill me, please, I beg you!”  
 
    “Take it easy. My friend’s as big as a mountain and as ugly as a toad, but he won’t hurt you if you cooperate.” 
 
    “I might anyway,” Honus said. “I need a bit of fun.”  
 
    Karm gave him a withering glare. He shrugged and smiled. 
 
    “What… what do you want of me? The beer I’m carrying? It’s yours, but let me go.” 
 
    “No, we don’t want your beer.” 
 
    “I do,” Honus said. He went to check the cargo. 
 
    Karm rolled his eyes. “We just want information.” 
 
    “Information? I’ll tell you everything I know.” 
 
    “Very well. What’s going on in the capital? Why’s access restricted?” 
 
    “Regent Sesmok has sealed the city. Nobody can enter or leave without authorization, and anyone who does must be searched.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Haven’t you heard? These are very dangerous times. The rebels have dared to assault the tributes. They fought the Guard and took the taxes. They shared them out among the people, which is something unheard of. And it’s happened in several counties. Organized attacks, which is unthinkable. And they’ve done sabotages in the county capitals, poisoned the water of the barracks, burnt down stables, and more… All very well–thought-out and executed. It’s said they’re getting ready to rise against the Regent. At first it was just rumors, but now it seems they’ve taken action and everybody knows about it. There is talk of their undercover activities everywhere… there are rebels inciting subversion in the Six Counties. They say a great uprising’s being prepared. The Guard and the Enforcers are after them, they’ve killed a lot of resistance members, and they’re taking reprisals. But the people are with the rebels… they protect them, shelter them and help them. And there are more and more, or so they say. The Regent’s beside himself. He’s ordered a house- to -house search of the capital to find the leaders of the rebellion and execute them in the main square. He’s forbidden people to walk the streets at night, and whoever’s found outside after midnight is executed on the spot. This is happening in all six capitals. Things are getting very ugly…” 
 
    “Just listen to him talk,” Honus said. “And I didn’t even have to prompt him.” He sounded disappointed. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Karm asked. 
 
    “Lodi.” 
 
    “Very well, Lodi. What else is being said?” 
 
    “The latest rumors talk about a confrontation between the Heroes and the Enforcers, something never heard of…”  
 
    “Where did this happen?”  
 
    “That’s the strangest thing of all… they say it was outside the Boundary… can you believe it? Outside… That would confirm what the rebels say, that they can free us, that we can leave the Boundary. Can you imagine? It’s crazy, but more and more people are beginning to believe them.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I don’t even dare to dream. It would be wonderful…” 
 
    “Those aren’t the words of a slave, Lodi,” Honus said warningly. 
 
    “No, forgive me, you’re right. I thought maybe you… well… you look more like rebels… than Pariahs… And it’s difficult not to get carried away by the optimism, the hope… but you’re right, I’ll keep my opinions to myself …” 
 
    “How come you can enter the city?” 
 
    “I have a safe-conduct.” He searched in his satchel and took out a parchment which bore the seal of the Guard. 
 
    “How did you get hold of this?” 
 
    “I work for an important merchant in the capital. He’s from a good family… he got it for me.” 
 
    “With this safe-conduct and the cart, we could get in,” Honus suggested. 
 
    Karm thought about this, then turned towards the trees. 
 
    “The Ring,” came Albana’s voice, although they could not see her. 
 
    “Show me your Ring,” Karm said. 
 
    The beer-carrier showed it to him. 
 
    “The Horse, the symbol of the merchant,” 
 
    “Do they check the Rings?” 
 
    “Think carefully before you answer,” Honus said. “If you lie to us I’ll break your skull.”  
 
    The man nodded several times. 
 
    “Hell!” cried Honus. 
 
    “Let him go,” came Ikai’s voice. 
 
    “You heard,” Karm said. 
 
    “Thank you, thank you, you won’t regret it, thank you so much!” He urged his mules and sped on toward the capital. 
 
    Ikai and Albana came out of the undergrowth. 
 
    “We should have kept him,” Honus said. 
 
    “We won’t see him again, don’t worry,” said Ikai. “And we already have the information we needed,”  
 
    “Life always has a few nasty surprises in store,” Honus said. 
 
    “The giant’s right,” Albana said, “but just let it be. It’s time to think up a plan.”  
 
    “Do you have something in mind?” Ikai asked. 
 
    “Of course. But let’s go back with the others. It’s time to split up. The four of us’ll go to the city. The others must hide.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll talk to them. They’re not going to like it, though. They’ve fought like heroes and come all the way from the Shelter with us. They won’t want to separate now.” 
 
    “I understand, but this is a question of infiltration. We can’t take them with us.” 
 
    “Very well,” Ikai agreed. 
 
    Honus frowned. “If there aren’t going to be any fisticuffs, you won’t need me.”  
 
    All eyes turned to him. 
 
    “Don’t be so grumpy. I know deep down you want to come,” Karm said. 
 
    “Besides,” Albana added, “it’s more than likely I’ll be needing a tough man.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say so before! In that case I’m in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was nighttime by the time they reached the position, two hundred paces from the foot of the wall. They had calculated their point of entry by watching the movements of the Guard who were patrolling the battlements. The four lay flat on the ground behind a fallen tree. 
 
    Albana pointed to the sky, where the stars could not be seen. “Dark clouds.” 
 
    “That’ll help us,” Ikai said.  
 
    “This is the moment.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll make it,” she said, and gave him a reassuring smile. 
 
    But he was not reassured. “Be very careful. If anything should happen to you…” 
 
    She put a finger to his lips. “Shhh… nothing’s going to happen to me.” 
 
    He was about to say something, but she kissed him with the passion of a hurricane and left him reeling, then set off at a run. 
 
    As he watched her go, her silhouette darkened and suddenly melted into the night. 
 
    Honus peered over the trunk of the fallen tree. “Where is she? I can’t see her.” 
 
    “You won’t see her,” Karm explained. “She’s special… she has skills.”  
 
    “I know she’s special. Even a blind man could see that.” 
 
    Suddenly her figure appeared against the base of the wall. 
 
    “But how is she planning on climbing that damn great wall?” 
 
    “Watch,” Ikai said. 
 
    Like a black spider, Albana began to climb the wall. Her hands and feet seemed to adhere to the rock as she ascended. Suddenly she disappeared before their eyes. 
 
    “By all the wine in the first county!” Honus cried in astonishment. 
 
    “Something really special,” Karm agreed. 
 
    She certainly was that for Ikai, and in more than one sense. I can’t lose her. Protect her, Girlai, Father Moon. I beg you, don’t let anything happen to her.  
 
    They waited, staring up at the battlements. Two guards were patrolling the section Albana had climbed. Ikai was uneasy. If they find her… At that moment one of the guards disappeared behind the parapet and did not reappear. 
 
    “It’s her,” said Karm. 
 
    Ikai bit his lip. 
 
    A moment later the second guard disappeared. There came the hoot of a barn owl. 
 
    “It’s the signal,” said Ikai. “Let’s go.”  
 
    They ran, crouching, to the wall, and waited. A rope came down to them. 
 
    “It’s too short,” Honus protested. 
 
    “That’s why we brought you,” Karm said, and started climbing on to him. 
 
    “I knew I could smell a rat. Don’t step on my mouth!” 
 
    “Shhh,” Ikai said. He started to climb up over Honus, then over Karm, until he could reach the rope. Not without difficulty, they managed to climb the wall. Albana was waiting at the top beside a watch-tower. 
 
    “And the guards?” Ikai asked. 
 
    Albana gestured inside the tower. Honus took a look and saw the two guards, dead. 
 
    “I think I’ll call you the black widow.” 
 
    Albana turned an amused gaze on him. “I like that. Only be careful I don’t sting you by accident.” 
 
    “May Oxatsi forbid it,” the giant said, and took a step back. 
 
    “And now?” Karm asked. 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” Ikai said. “They’ll find the bodies when the watch changes.”  
 
    “We’ll follow Ikai’s plan,” Albana said. “I’ll go in search of the resistance. I know where to find a few contacts in the city ‒ well, if they haven’t been killed already, which is quite possible… anyway, I’ll manage. You two guide Ikai to the tavern Romen took you to, where you met Gedrel. He might be there, either he or some of his men. That way we’ll have more chance of success. The important thing is to get in touch with the rebels so they can take us to Gedrel.” 
 
    “Right,” Karm said. 
 
    She pointed out a dozen Guards in a square nearby. “The guard’s patrolling the city, so be careful.” 
 
    “We certainly will,” said Ikai. He looked at her with concern. 
 
    Albana winked at him and stroked his cheek, then left at a run and disappeared into the night. 
 
    Honus followed her with his gaze. “I’d give my right arm to know how the hell she does that.”  
 
    “Better not,” Ikai said. “We need both your arms. Now let’s go. We don’t have much time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The tavern was quiet: too quiet. Ikai was restless. He looked around for anything suspicious, but there was nothing: a few regulars, judging by the way they talked about the inn-keeper, and some women of easy virtue who were having no luck. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the tavern?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Karm said. 
 
    “The last time it was a lot livelier,” said Honus as he looked around. “Still, the whores are the same, not much doubt about that.” 
 
    “It must be because of the clampdown by the Guard,” Karm said. 
 
    Ikai nodded. “We’ll wait.” 
 
    After the second round of beers he started to feel nervous. There was no sign of Gedrel or Albana, and the atmosphere at the tavern was too gloomy. Stay calm, they’ll come. It’s a matter of time. I must be cool, avoid taking any risks. But unfortunately time was precisely what they did not have. He tried not to look at the door of the tavern, to avoid raising suspicions, but with every moment that went by he found it harder not to look. Honus did not lose sight of the women, and smiled with each gulp of beer. Suddenly Karm pointed to the door. 
 
    “Look out,” he whispered, and Ikai hoped with all his heart that this was not the Guard looking for them. He looked casually over his shoulder. Two figures wearing dark hooded cloaks were coming towards them, heads down. They were not part of the guard. They came to their table and sat down without a word. Honus growled defiantly, and Karm and Ikai reached for their daggers. 
 
    “Easy, it’s me,” said a woman’s sensual voice. They all recognized it immediately. 
 
    “Black widow,” Honus said with a smile. 
 
    “Albana…” muttered Ikai. He sighed in relief. The brunette pushed her hood back to reveal her wild features. 
 
    “Did you miss me?” she said with a wink. 
 
    Ikai felt a wave of relief that she was back safe and sound beside him once again. She kept up her usual humor, that innate sarcasm which attracted him so much. That meant everything had gone well. He sighed, and her black eyes reassured him. 
 
    “I was worried about you,” he admitted. “It took you a long time.”  
 
    She smiled affectionately at him. “You worry too much. Anyway, I brought you a surprise.” She turned to her companion. “That’s why it took me so long.” 
 
    The stranger’s hood was pushed back. Ikai held his breath, hoping it would be Gedrel. But it was not, and he was left speechless. He was greeted by eyes turquoise as the sea and a wide smile in a face which had once captured his heart.  
 
    “Liri… ana…” he stammered. 
 
    “Greetings, Hunter,” she said with a nod, smiling broadly. Her short blonde hair shone in the candlelight and her eyes recalled the immensity of the sea. “It does my heart good to see you again,” she whispered, putting her hand to her heart and leaning over the table so only they might hear. “But it’d be better if we didn’t use names. There are plenty of indiscreet ears in this city, and the reward on our heads is very high…”  
 
    “Of course… excuse me… it was the surprise. I didn’t expect to see you.” 
 
    “My friend came for me,” she said, nodding towards Albana. “And when she calls, I come.” 
 
    Albana nodded. “We’ve been friends for a long time. Nothing will ever change that.” Her inquisitive eyes were fixed on Ikai as though she were measuring each one of his reactions. Her smile was neither friendly nor sarcastic, but something else, something that made him uneasy. He swallowed. I’d better tread carefully, or Albana’s quite capable of tearing my heart out if I put my foot in with Liriana… I must act cool toward her, or else I’ll be in a real fix. As he thought this he could not stop looking at Liriana. He remembered the ordeal they had shared during Kyra’s rescue. Everything that had happened, what they had lived through together, especially the night they had shared, and what it had meant for him. He remembered the absence that followed, and the discovery later on that she was sworn to another. He remembered the pain. All those memories, all those powerful and painful emotions, hit his mind and his stomach. He had to make an effort to hide the turmoil of emotions that surged up in him. 
 
    Albana arched one eyebrow. “Cat get your tongue?” she asked with an edge to her voice. 
 
    “No… no…. I still can’t believe it’s her,” he said in some confusion. “It’s been a long time since we’ve seen each other.” 
 
    “More than a year… a long, hard year,” said Liriana. 
 
    “A year in which you’ve done an incredible job organizing the resistance and preparing the people for the uprising,” an old voice said behind them. Startled, they all turned. All except Liriana. 
 
    “Relax,” she said. “He’s with me.” 
 
    The old man drew a stool close to the table and sat down. Ikai had recognized the voice. There was no doubt it was Gedrel. The old leader of the resistance pushed back his hood. 
 
    “How are you, my dear young man?” he said to Ikai. 
 
    “Very well, old friend,” said Ikai, and gave him a warm embrace. 
 
    “Are you still that same poised, alert young man who saved the life of this crazy old poet?” 
 
    “I think so… maybe a little less calculating, a little more impulsive. Every man changes with the experiences he lives through… and you know very well I don’t like being characterized as cold and calculating.” 
 
    “I said poised, you have an innate calm which very few men possess. When our paths crossed by the grace of Oxatsi, I saw you fight and kill four men without flinching. Not everybody can do that.” 
 
    “Anybody trained to fight can do that. Remember, I was a Hunter.” 
 
    “And a very good one.” Gedrel smiled, and the creases in his face deepened. “You look good, which gladdens my soul, and at my age few things make me glad.” 
 
    “I’m still in one piece,” Ikai said with a smile. 
 
    “By a hair’s-breadth, according to what I heard… the Shelter…. You surprised me, very positively, I have to admit. Only a fool or a brave man who doesn’t mind dying would stand up to the Enforcers in battle. Only a Hero would come out alive… Didn’t your calculating mind warn you it was impossible? I’m sure it did… How is it you chose to fight?” 
 
    “I had no choice.” 
 
    “A man always has a choice. He can choose to follow his own heart and fight for good, or he can choose to turn his back and let evil triumph. But when all’s said and done, it’s always a choice each man must make. One that you made that day, which drove you to fight the Enforcers.” 
 
    “You always read too much into things. I just did what I could to save our people.” 
 
    “You tried to save the Shelter from the wrath of the Gods. You tried to protect the refugees with your life in the face of almost certain death. Those are the actions of a leader, of a Hero.” 
 
    “I’m no hero…” 
 
    “Are you sure? As I interpret it, a Hero, a symbol for the people, is that man who gives everything for his people with his generous, epic acts, with his sacrifice and devotion. I’d say you amply fulfill the definition of a Hero, for your own people, for those you’ve protected on so many occasions, putting your own life in danger without caring about the magnitude of whatever you faced. What you are is decided by your actions, not your words, or your vision of yourself, and your actions have spoken. Whether you like it or not, they’ve made you a hero for many. And I’m sure that very soon they’ll make you a hero for all the Senoca, and it’ll be on the basis of your own merits.” 
 
    Ikai shook his head, smiling. “I’ve missed your crazy philosophy of life. I see you’re still the same.” 
 
    “It’s the only thing we old fools have left, our philosophy, which we need to pass on to the young ones ‒” he looked at Liriana ‒ “so they can lead us into a new, glorious future: one which only I dare to dream about, and which I’ll certainly never get to see.” 
 
    “They say weeds never die,” Albana said teasingly. 
 
    “Very true, my lethal, feline child. But in my case, it would seem I’m not as bad as the Regent and the Gods want me to be, so in all probability they’ll end up pulling me up out of the earth, and then this crazy philosopher and poet will cease to exist.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Liriana scolded him. “We need you. Without you we’re lost.” 
 
    “Thank you, little one, but you’re much better prepared for what’s coming than you think. You’ll be able to carry on without this old dreamer.” 
 
    “You’re our leader, the seed which has spread the message our people are now taking to their hearts.” 
 
    “I’m just an old dreamer, an epic poet who’s trying to strike the spark of freedom in the hearts of a hopeless people. If the breeze is favorable, that spark will become a flame which can never be extinguished: a dream of freedom for the Senoca, so we may go back to the Mother Sea and live in freedom and happiness for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    Liriana put her hand on her heart. “It’s what we all wish for, and that’s why we follow you. That’s why we need you.” 
 
    “Little one, the message is already flying over the Six Counties. The wind carries it to the hearts of all the Senoca. It can’t be stopped. My work is done. Now it’s the turn for strong young leaders, like those I see sitting around this table, who’ll finish what we started.” 
 
    Liriana clenched her fist. “We’ll rise up and bring down Sesmok and the Enforcers he serves,” she said with such conviction that Ikai could only admire her courage and faith in the cause. He knew she was a born leader. 
 
    Gedrel watched him for a moment. “You haven’t come because of the rebellion, have you, young hunter?” 
 
    “I’m here because of my family. They’ve been captured, along with those who were fleeing from the Shelter. The Enforcers took them and destroyed everything. A lot of people died.” 
 
    “That’s terrible news,” Gedrel said with a deeply-felt sigh. “The Shelter was a beacon of hope for everyone, for the cause. Losing it, losing the refugees, is a terrible thing. I’m sorry the dream came to an end. I know how important it was for you.” 
 
    “My family and my friends are even more so,” said Ikai. 
 
    “Your sister Kyra is very important for all of us. She’s the key to ensuring that this revolution which has begun and cannot now be stopped doesn’t fail.” 
 
    “Kyra?” Ikai asked in surprise. 
 
    “Indeed. You may not see it, but that young woman is very special, the personification of the fire which will take hold in the hearts of our people: the flame which will kindle the rebellion and cause the Regent and the Enforcers to burn.” 
 
    “Not if they kill her first.” Albana said. 
 
    Gedrel scratched his chin, and for a moment his gaze was distant. “This little meeting comes to a critical moment, not just for us here but for our people, for all the Senoca. The path to rebellion is becoming clearer. We’ll only reach freedom, justice and happiness if we all join together and fight for them, shoulder to shoulder, side by side.” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever has to be done,” said Ikai. 
 
    “I’m with him,” said Albana. 
 
    “Us too,” Karm and Honus put in. 
 
    “Excellent. In that case the first thing we have to do is find out where they’re keeping your sister and the others. It must be somewhere here in the city. Our agents would have let us know if they’d been taken somewhere in the counties. No, they must have brought them here. And I can only think of two places where they might be: in the cells at Sesmok’s palace, or in the Dungeons of Oblivion.” 
 
    “That’s the most likely thing,” said Liriana. “They’re definitely not in the Guards’ barracks. I’ve got people under cover there, passing out information.” 
 
    Ikai glanced at Albana. “If they’re in the Dungeons of Oblivion I can go there. I’ve already been inside once before.”  
 
    “I’m afraid, my calculating young friend, that won’t be possible now. Because of your break-in, the Enforcers have doubled their security. The place is swarming with Executors. You wouldn’t be able to sneak in.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t, but I would,” said Albana.  
 
    “It’s too risky,” Liriana said. 
 
    “It’s the only way of knowing whether they’re there or not, and what they’re planning to do with them.” 
 
    Ikai felt divided. He did not want Albana to risk her life, but on the other hand his mother and sister needed them both.  
 
    Gedrel intervened. “If they’re holding them in the palace, we’ll know. We have undercover agents in the service. I’ll let it be known among our agents that we’re looking for them. If they’re there we’ll soon know. As for the Dungeons of Oblivion, I fear they’re the domain of the Enforcers and we have no way of knowing what goes on there, or who they may be holding. What Albana’s proposing, though it’s heroic, is more or less suicide. If they’re holding them, they’ll know we’ll make an attempt to find them. They’ll be waiting for us. It’s risky in the extreme.” 
 
    “I realize that, but it’s the only way.” 
 
    “I need to think,” said Ikai. “Let’s not rush things.” 
 
    At that moment the inn-keeper approached Gedrel and whispered something in his ear, then went back to the bar straight away to carry on impassively with his chores.  
 
    Gedrel stood up. Urgently he said: “We have to leave. There’s a patrol on its way here. Follow me.” 
 
     They followed him to the back of the tavern. He opened a heavy wooden door with an iron key. Inside was a room with a staircase which led them down to the cellar.  
 
    “Make way for the Guard! We’re carrying out a search!” they heard. 
 
    “Come on,” Gedrel urged them. 
 
    “There’s no way out,” growled Honus. 
 
    Gedrel pointed, and they saw a trapdoor. 
 
    “Where does it lead to?” Ikai asked. 
 
    “To the sewers,” Gedrel said with a smile. 
 
    Honus twitched his nose. “Sewers? Ugh!” 
 
    “The way to freedom is not a pretty one. Let’s go!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyra yelled with rage and ran to her friend.  
 
    The Oppressors were controlling Urda by tugging the whips they had coiled around the brave woman’s neck and arms. She was resisting as best she could, her face purple for lack of air, her brow furrowed with frustration at being unable to use her arms.  
 
    Two Executors blocked Kyra’s way and held her firmly. 
 
    “Let me go, you bastards!” 
 
    “It would be better if you didn’t resist,” Oskas said. “What’s about to happen is inevitable.”  
 
    “If you hurt her I’ll kill you! I swear I’ll kill you!” 
 
    “That’s precisely the spirit I have to subdue. You must learn that resistance ‒ confrontation with the Gods ‒ leads only to pain and death. If I have to break your spirit to teach you, I will.” 
 
    “Please let them go,” Solma pleaded. 
 
    “That I cannot do. My Lord Asu has charged me with a mission, and I must see it through.” 
 
    Urda had turned her head towards Kyra. “Don’t… give… up!” she managed to stammer.  
 
    “No! Leave her alone!” Kyra cried, and fought back so hard she almost broke free. 
 
    “Let her watch what’s about to happen,” Oskas said. 
 
    The Executors forced Kyra to kneel. Each placed one hand on her shoulder and pushed her down with brutal strength, while with the other they held her arms behind her and twisted them so that she could not move out of pain. 
 
    “Put her in the pod,” the master spy ordered them. 
 
    The Oppressors led Urda to one of the pods. In a last attempt to free herself she pulled with both arms and two of the Oppressors lost their hold on her. But the third gave a tremendous yank on the whip coiled round her neck and brought her down. They pushed her inside the pod, freed the whips from her body and closed the lid. 
 
    “It’s time to start,” Oskas said to the two Eyes-of-the-Gods who were waiting impassively beside the central monolith. Although they wore the typical helmet of their kind, their clothes were black and silver, something which Kyra had never seen before. On their hands they wore golden gauntlets. The purpose of these Enforcers was different, specialized, and she felt it would bring only pain and suffering. 
 
    The two Enforcers nodded and turned to the pod. Urda hammered on the cover with all her strength, but it was unbreakable. The two Eyes calibrated the artifact by moving different levers on the metal sides. When they activated runes of Power on the upper part, the pod began to glow with a soft silver light. When they had finished, they turned to Oskas. 
 
    “The pod is ready,” one of them shrilled. 
 
    Oskas nodded. 
 
    The Enforcers now stood on either side of the monolith and placed their gloved hands on the shining surface. Two golden circles surrounded them, rotating over them, and began to interact with the object of Power. A low buzzing filled the chamber, like a distant litany. Kyra felt goose-bumps. Silver flashes were emitted from the monolith at different levels and intervals. Incomprehensible runes slid along the four surfaces in all directions. 
 
    “What House, my lord?” the Eye asked. 
 
    “The House of Aureb, the House of my Lord Asu.” 
 
    The two Enforcers manipulated the monolith, and suddenly the symbol of the House of Aureb appeared on it. It gleamed with the golden sheen of the Gods. 
 
    “What are you doing?” cried Kyra. 
 
    Oskas ignored her. 
 
    “What Class, my lord?” 
 
    Oskas looked at Kyra, then at Urda. “Such a magnificent specimen… we can’t afford to waste it. It’s unusual to find someone so strongly-built among the slaves. Class: Custodian.” 
 
    The Enforcers manipulated the monolith again, and under the symbol of the House of Aureb there appeared a new symbol, that of the guardian. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” 
 
    “It’s useless to shout and resist, child.” 
 
    The buzzing intensified until it was disturbing, then finally downright painful. Kyra bowed her head and shook it, but the sound pierced her ears and she could hardly think. The pod began to fill with a greenish liquid which first covered Urda’s feet and ankles, then slowly rose to her neck. She kept beating on the lid and walls of the pod with all her might, but to no avail. Finally a gas came to fill the pod, clouding her neck and head. Her resistance began to weaken, her arms fell to her sides, until in the end her eyes were half-closed, her jaw slack. 
 
    “Urda! What are they doing to you!” 
 
    “She’s paralyzed.” 
 
    A fearful anguish clutched at Kyra’s chest. He’s going to kill her! By Oxatsi, he’s going to kill her!  
 
    Suddenly a hundred silver rods rose up inside the pod and advanced slowly until they had pierced Urda’s entire body: starting at her feet, then up her legs, body and arms as far as her neck, as though a hundred silver needles had pierced a pin-cushion. 
 
    “Noooo!” was Kyra’s desperate cry. 
 
    “What you are about to witness is the Power of the Gods. A power so great and exceptional that the mere idea of rebelling against it is both useless and suicidal.” 
 
    Oskas raised his arm, and the Eyes activated the monolith. The pipe that linked the monolith to the pod swelled, and a new substance, ochre this time, entered the pod. Urda’s body began to react at the contact with it. Her skin began to lose its natural color, and turned metallic and sickly. Her body swelled as though reacting to an allergy. 
 
    The Master Spy went over to the pod, hands behind his back, and watched Urda. “This conversion process usually lasts between three and five days and nights. Many don’t come through. The conversion ratio is quite low, which is a real shame. Although it’s understandable, as the process is traumatic and painful. Only those with above-average health and constitution manage to survive. Luckily your friend meets both requirements, even exceeds them. You don’t need to worry. She’ll probably survive.” 
 
    At that moment Kyra realized what Oskas was about to do. He can’t do that, he can’t transform her, it’s not possible! She shook her head at the horror of it. As she did so, another thought struck her. They aren’t human. They’re Enforcers, not human beings. Her mind was struggling between what her eyes and understanding showed her, and the concept that the Enforcers were a sub-species of the Gods, distinct from men. It cannot be! That would be an abomination!  
 
    The monolith began to flash, and strange runes appeared and disappeared on it. 
 
    “Do we inject, my lord?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    The Eyes-of-the-Gods manipulated the monolith. The rods embedded all over Urda’s body turned black. A liquid the same color began to enter her body. Flesh and veins took on the same tone. 
 
    “Noooooo! Please!” 
 
    Urda’s body began to shake uncontrollably, but the rods held it in position. The substance she was floating in was turning ochre, and the transformation was beginning to have an effect on her body: it expanded, with muscles and veins swelling disproportionately. Her skin was turning a deeper ochre, with the veins now swollen and black. 
 
    “Your friend is strong. I like that. Look on the power of the Gods, look on the futility of rebelling against them.” 
 
    “Nooooo, stop!” 
 
    “It’s too late. If I stopped now, your friend would die. The conversion must be completed.” 
 
    “I’ll kill you! I swear I’ll kill you!” 
 
    “I’ll leave you now, so that you can witness the process and think about it. I’ll be back when it’s over. For your own good, I hope you’ll learn your lesson.” 
 
    “You’re insane! You won’t make me change what I think!” 
 
    “You’re wrong once again, child. I can change what you think, what you feel and who you’ll serve to the end of your days. I can turn you into that” ‒ he indicated one of the Eyes ‒ “just by putting you in one of those pods. Don’t tempt your fate.” 
 
    “Bastard!” 
 
    Oskas turned to Solma. “Make your daughter understand, or it’ll be the end of her.” 
 
    Solma bowed her head, and tears ran down her cheeks. 
 
    The master-spy turned toward the exit. “Don’t let her miss a single detail,” he ordered the Executors. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For three days and nights Kyra watched her friend suffering an agonizing torment while her body changed under the effects of the corrupting liquid she was submerged in, and the black poison she was being injecting with. She saw her shake with pain, convulse uncontrollably, cry out in muffled desperation, and with every moment of that torture another piece of Kyra’s heart broke. The Executors forced her to witness the torment as Oskas had ordered. Solma, now out of the pod, tried to comfort her with tender words, but to no avail. They were killing her friend slowly in front of her, and there was nothing she could do. She was powerless, and it was eating at her soul. During the few moments she was able to sleep, her dreams turned to nightmares, at which point she would be hit by an Executor to be woken up and brought back to reality, which was only another, still more horrible, nightmare. 
 
    The sight of her friend’s torture made her feel enormously guilty. Urda’s body was no longer hers. It had been transformed into that of an Enforcer. It was stronger, more muscular, bigger than before. Her skin was now ochre, her veins black and swollen. Even her face was changing: the black corruption had spread up her neck and her face had broadened. She had also lost all her hair. She looked like a muscular yellow-brown giant with some lethal illness coursing through her veins. But one thing was still intact: her eyes, which were unchanged. 
 
    Suddenly Urda closed them and lay there calmly, as though she had ceased to suffer. This worried Kyra. Is she dead? The monolith flashed, and a rune appeared at the top. No, she can’t be dead. She’s the strongest woman I’ve ever known. She has to survive.  
 
    “What’s happened, Mother?” 
 
    “I don’t know, my child. Hold on.” 
 
    “What has happened is that the process of transformation has been completed,” said Oskas. He had appeared from nowhere, as if taking shape out of the gloom of the ceiling. For an instant Kyra thought she saw him descending, suspended in the air.  
 
    “Is she alive?” she asked in anguish. 
 
    Oskas looked at the Eyes, who nodded. “She is.” 
 
    “Thanks be to Oxatsi!” cried Solma. 
 
    “She’s a magnificent specimen. She only needed three days.” 
 
    “She’s no specimen! She’s Urda!” 
 
    “No. Her body isn’t that any longer. And soon her mind won’t be either.” 
 
    “No! What else are you going to do to her? Let her be!” 
 
    “I’m going to complete the conversion.” 
 
    “You’re a monster!” 
 
    “Oh, I’m much more than that, even though you’re unable to appreciate it,” said Oskas. He turned to Urda. “Let’s finish it.” 
 
    A new humming filled the hall. The rods embedded in Urda’s body drew back slowly. She remained suspended in the ochre liquid which covered her. There was an abrupt pop, and the liquid drained away through another pipe. Urda collapsed on to the floor of the pod. 
 
    “Take her out and complete the process.” 
 
    The Oppressors seized Urda and placed her on a black marble table. She was now so large and heavy that it took four of them to move her. They shackled her hands and feet, and Oskas went to examine her. 
 
    “Excellent. Just as I hoped.” 
 
    “You bastard! Stop it!” 
 
    “Remember, I can still kill her if I choose to.” 
 
    Kyra bit her tongue. Bitter, helpless tears ran down her cheeks. 
 
    “The helmet,” Oskas ordered, and one of the Eyes brought the two halves of a Custodian’s helmet. 
 
    “No, please…” Solma implored him. 
 
    “It must be done. It’s the only way she’s going to learn.”  
 
    “I’ll do whatever you want,” Kyra begged, “but stop it, please, stop…”  
 
    “I’m pleased to note that you’re beginning to see the light.” Oskas took hold of the back of the helmet, raised Urda’s head and neck and placed it on her. 
 
    “Please…” Kyra begged, sobbing. 
 
    Oskas took no notice. “The disc,” he said, and held out his hand. 
 
    The Eye-of-the-Gods on his right handed him a disc the size of a cherry. It was golden, and completely flat. Oskas placed it on Urda’s forehead, between her eyes, which opened at that moment. He pressed it against her forehead, and there was a metallic click. The disc began to turn like a screw, penetrating flesh and bone. 
 
    “Look at your friend for the last time. Once the disc’s implanted, she’ll cease to be who she was and become a faithful Enforcer of the Gods. Her mind, her being, will belong to them. Forever.” 
 
    Kyra looked into her friend’s eyes, and Urda gazed back at her. She did not seem to be feeling pain. Her gaze was one of peaceful recognition. Kyra was sobbing desperately. 
 
    “Urda… my friend…” was all she could say before tears choked her. 
 
    Urda looked at her one last time, proudly, and clenched her fist hard as though telling her to keep fighting. 
 
    There was a new click, and the disc was left embedded in her forehead. 
 
    Oskas activated it, and it flashed with the golden of the Gods. 
 
    “Now she’s one of us,” said the master-spy to Kyra, and showed her Urda’s eyes. They had turned completely golden. 
 
    “Nooooo!” Kyra screamed. She tried to reach her friend, but the Executors pushed her down on to the floor and held her there. She tried to fight, but she had no more strength; she was empty. 
 
    Oskas picked up the front of the helmet and held it above Urda’s head. 
 
    “Seal it,” he said to the Eyes-of-the-Gods. 
 
    “You didn’t have to…” Kyra said from the floor. Her voice was no more than a whisper. 
 
    “Oh, but I did. You had to learn that nothing can be done against the Gods. That those who rebel end up dead, or like your friend. That’s a rule you need to learn. And in your case, it could only be the hard way.” 
 
    “Why so much suffering?” Solma put in. “Why kill her friend so that she has to bear that on her conscience?”  
 
    “Look at your daughter now. She’s broken. Broken by agony and suffering. She’s learnt the lesson, and she’ll never forget it. It’ll always be with her.” 
 
    “It’s a cruel lesson. Abominable.” 
 
    “So it may be, but it’s a lesson which will save your daughter’s life. You don’t see it now, but I assure you it’s so. One day, very soon, that lesson will save her life. And you’ll have to thank me for what I’ve done.” 
 
    Solma bowed her head and shook it. “Will I have to thank you for saving the life of your own daughter, Siul?” 
 
    Kyra’s head whipped towards her mother. “What are you saying? It’s impossible!” 
 
    “Don’t ever utter that name in my presence. I’m no longer that man. The Gods gave me a new existence; they made me into someone superior. They’ve taught me the Golden way, given me a divine purpose to follow. One I shall attain.” 
 
    “What purpose could be stronger than your own family, than your own blood?” 
 
    “He’s not my father! Tell me he isn’t, Mother! Tell me my father’s dead, that he’s not that monster!” 
 
    Solma looked at Kyra with tears in her eyes and nodded. “He’s your father,” she said full of pity and regret 
 
    “No! I refuse to believe that! He can’t be!” 
 
    “I was a man, but not just any man. I was a hybrid, one with the Power. They made me into an Enforcer. But one day, not very distant, I’ll become one of them. One day I’ll become a Golden.” 
 
    “You’re crazy! You’ll never be one of them!” Kyra yelled. 
 
    “Inside you there must still be something of Siul,” Solma said to him, “some trace of who you once were, no matter how slight...”  
 
    “You’re wrong, woman. Now I’m Oskas, and when I ascend I’ll be a Golden. There’s nothing left in me of that weak man I once was! 
 
    “For the good of your soul, I hope there is.” 
 
    Oskas laughed. A deep, disdainful laugh. “Don’t you worry about my soul, the Gods hold it. It’s already doomed. But remember my words, woman: today I’ve saved your daughter’s life, our daughter’s life.” 
 
    “I’m not your daughter, you miserable freak!” 
 
    “Take her away and lock her up. Keep her well guarded. I don’t want any surprises, and she’s not to be trusted.” 
 
    The Executors nodded. 
 
    “As for you, Solma: I can do nothing more. The Regent has plans for all you captured rebels. I’ll give you to him, since my mission was to capture Kyra and that’s what I’ve done. You might survive, I don’t know, although the chances are slim.” 
 
    “You swine!” cried Kyra from the floor, broken in body and soul. 
 
    “You’d better save your energy, child. We leave tomorrow for the Eternal City. Lord Asu has been waiting for your arrival for some time now. He’ll be very pleased.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyra opened her eyes in terror. She had fallen asleep from sheer exhaustion. She felt empty, and her chest was deeply painful. She looked around and found she was a prisoner. She had no idea how long she had slept, but she guessed it could not have been much. She had been shut inside a sphere-cell again. Three Oppressors and two Executors stood guard along the walls of the chamber. Oskas would not allow her to escape; he had made sure of that. But she had to try. She had to get to Ikai, who would be searching for her. She could not allow Oskas to take her to that monster Asu. Thinking about Oskas made her stomach lurch. 
 
    It just can’t be. I refuse to believe it, even though Mother said so, She breathed in deeply in an attempt to calm herself. Focus on trying to escape, that’s the important thing now.  
 
    She stretched her hands through the bars. “Water, please...” she pleaded.  
 
    None of the Enforcers moved. 
 
    Damn brainless Enforcers. It’s not going to work. “I’m dying of thirst... If I die Oskas won’t like it, not to mention Lord Asu...” 
 
    But none of them moved. 
 
    An Eye-of-the-Gods appeared through the entrance tunnel and came over to her. 
 
    “Tricks won’t help you to escape.” 
 
    “It’s not a trick. If I don’t drink, I’ll die.” 
 
    “Weak, stupid slaves,” he said in his shrill voice. “I’m in charge of you, and you won’t die of thirst.” He went out and came back shortly afterwards with a bowl of water. “Here,” he said. 
 
    “If you opened the sphere I’d be able to drink more easily.” 
 
    The Eye let out a shriek, a mixture of a growl and a laugh. “If you want the water, take the bowl and drink as best you can. Only Oskas will open that cell. Those are his orders.” 
 
    Kyra clenched her jaw. She looked upwards, cursing the heavens, and saw something unusual. Fog was floating beneath the ceiling of the chamber. She blinked hard. I’m so exhausted I can’t see straight, she thought. 
 
    “Do you want the water or not, slave?” the Eye-of-the-Gods asked. He sounded annoyed. 
 
    “Give it to...” she started to say, when she saw something that left her speechless. 
 
    The fog which covered the ceiling began to spread downwards into the chamber: a thick fog which expanded as it came down. Alarmed at the sight of this strange phenomenon, the Enforcers reached for their weapons. Suddenly a figure in a gray cloak appeared floating within the fog. It descended rapidly to the floor and landed with the lightness of a feather, then remained crouching in the center of the chamber. 
 
    Kyra watched, her eyes wide. 
 
    The Enforcers raised their weapons: their whips for the Oppressors, their spears for the Executors, a disc for the Eye. 
 
    The stranger spread his arms wide and made a circular movement with them. At the same time a whitish substance flew from his hands and enveloped the Enforcers. The Oppressors were thrown into the air and hit the walls with massive force, breaking their bodies in the process. The Executors crashed into each other with a dull crack, breaking their backs as they did so. All died in the blink of an eye. 
 
    The figure stood up and turned to the Eye-of-the-God. The Enforcer tried to use his Disc, but the stranger’s gloved hand made a gesture. A thread of the strange fog struck the object, which flew out of the Eye’s hand. Then it coiled around his neck. There was a crack, and the Eye collapsed to one side. 
 
    Kyra had already seen that type of Power before, in a friend. But this fog was white, and more powerful. 
 
    “Albana? Is it you?” 
 
    The figure did not reply, but instead pointed at the bars. Instinctively Kyra drew back. The bars flew off into the air. 
 
    “You’ve come... to free me?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    The figure nodded. 
 
    She got out of the cell but stopped. “I won’t go anywhere if you don’t tell me who you are.” 
 
    The figure raised a hand and made a downward gesture. The fog sank to the floor and enveloped them completely. Kyra could barely see a thing. The figure came to stand in front of her, very close, almost touching her. Then she realized it was very tall. It could not be Albana. She began to feel nervous. The hood fell back, and almond eyes in a beautiful golden face looked into her own. 
 
    “By Oxatsi, Ada―!”  
 
    His hand covered her mouth. “Shh,” he said, and put a slender finger to his lips. Kyra understood and nodded. 
 
    The mental message reached her with absolute clarity: I’ve come to rescue you. We must get away before we’re discovered.  
 
    Kyra smiled, filled with indescribable joy. She nodded. 
 
    Adamis put his arm around her waist, and they rose into the fog, in search of freedom.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Honus made a face and covered his nose and mouth with his great paw of a hand. “It smells like a dead rat here!” he protested. 
 
    “And something else, much worse,” Karm said. He was looking around with narrowed eyes, trying to make out their surroundings in the gloom of the sewers. “But don’t grumble. We’re safe, and that’s what matters.” 
 
    Ikai was walking on beside Albana, who for some reason remained curiously quiet, as though she were angry with him. He had tried asking her what was troubling her, but had only got a cryptic you ought to know for an answer, and to be honest, he had no idea. All the same, he suspected it had something to do with Liriana, even though he had said and done nothing to upset Albana. Or at least, so he thought. 
 
    Gedrel and Liriana were in the lead. They seemed to know that gloomy labyrinth of tunnels and channels well. Ikai was taking in every detail of the strange underground world they were losing themselves in. He had the clear feeling he was entering the gloomiest and most inaccessible part of the city. 
 
    “I never thought I’d find myself wishing I was back in the mines,” Honus burst out in a fresh protest, “but I swear today’s the day. This place stinks! It’s disgusting!”  
 
    “And that, my dear brute,” Gedrel said, giving him a slap on his back, “is precisely why we’re safe here. The Guard doesn’t come down to the sewers, or at least this part, the foulest-smelling and hardest to reach. Even the Hunters can’t follow our trail down here. For some unknown reason the Falcon Eye doesn’t work underground. A very significant discovery, which has driven us to ‘colonize’ this lost, hidden and ill-smelling world.” 
 
    Liriana went on towards a collapsed section of one of the tunnels. Ikai watched her in puzzlement, there was no way through.  
 
    “Can you help me?” she asked Albana. 
 
    The brunette nodded, and between the two of them they shifted one of the blocks of rock to make a way through. 
 
    “It’s false,” Liriana said as she saw their looks of puzzlement. “It’s been put there on purpose.” 
 
    Gedrel went in through the opening, and they all followed him. Afterwards they replaced the fake rock. 
 
    “This place is now our secret home, where we meet and organize and create our base,” said the leader of the resistance. 
 
    He went around a corner and spread his arms wide to show them a great section of the cave-like tunnel filled with tents and fires on both sides of the channel where the ill-smelling liquid flowed. More than a hundred people were living there: they had set up a campsite with all the basic needs for subsistence. 
 
    “Do you live here?” Honus asked in horror. 
 
    “This is the heart of the resistance,” Gedrel said with an ironic smile. 
 
    “But you can’t even breathe here! I’m going to be sick and pass out.” 
 
    Gedrel laughed. “Hah! Didn’t you want to join the resistance? Well, this is the glorious destiny that awaits you.” 
 
    He jabbed his thumb at Karm. “I didn’t want to join you. He’s the one with the crappy ideals. I only stay with him out of habit, too many years together in the mines, and mostly so he doesn’t get killed.” 
 
    “To find freedom and return to the lap of Mother Sea, we must first suffer the drawbacks of this existence we’re sworn to.” Gedrel said. “The one who suffers the lash of the Oppressors, who’s forced to hide in the sewers because his life has no value to the Gods, appreciates the true meaning of freedom infinitely more. Don’t expect the rich merchants of the capital, the Regent’s friends and relatives, the privileged and powerful castes, to join us in our revolution. Those who suffer, those who flee from death, those you see here, are the ones who’ll lead us on our path to rebellion, and from there we’ll gain our freedom. One day soon we’ll rise against the Regent and his people, and it’ll be from this very place.” 
 
    “You can count on me,” Karm said. “I’ll put up with whatever I have to. This has to stop. We have to put an end to Sesmok’s tyranny and throw out the Enforcers. We have to make them pay for all the evil and suffering they’ve caused our people. We have to find freedom.” 
 
    “And if possible, try to stop them killing us all,” said Honus. “Although come to think of it, this place will probably do it first.” He grunted at the rebels on guard duty at the camp entrance. 
 
    Ikai smiled. Honus was always complaining, but in the end he always did the right thing. 
 
    Gedrel’s tent was a large one, made of linen and patched in various colors, probably picked out of the garbage. They made themselves at home and rested. Furniture and basic comforts were limited to unsteady stools, worn-out cushions and moth-eaten rugs. It was a home made out of oddments and leftovers, but curiously enough it was cozy in the candlelight. At the sight of the other tents along the channel Ikai had the same sense of welcome. A peaceful silence reigned there, with only muffled murmurs audible. A singular peace and soothing harmony surrounded them. Little by little they were getting used to the smell, and it did not take Honus long to start asking for some food, which Liriana brought them. The camp had a pantry with barrels of water, wine and beer. Further back were sacks of wheat, barley and vegetables. 
 
    “We don’t have meat or fish, and there’s only some overripe fruit,” Liriana said apologetically. “They’re luxuries we can’t get hold of.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s more than enough,” Ikai said as he took the plate she was offering him. Their eyes met, and for an instant remained locked. Neither of them looked away, with Ikai’s oddly-contrasting eyes boring into her turquoise ones. He felt strange, nervous, and something was beginning to rebel inside him. 
 
    “Will you please pass me the water-skin?” came Albana’s voice, cold and hard. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Liriana said and turned to get it. 
 
    The moment passed, and he relaxed. He was about to eat when he noticed Albana’s black eyes glaring at him. She frowned and half-closed her eyes, and her glare turned to icy fury. Ikai started to sweat. I’m in big trouble.  
 
    They were so hungry they gulped down everything Liriana put in front of them. Honus had a second helping, and even Albana ate an extra portion, as if she knew she would be needing it for what was coming. Ikai decided it was a good idea and did the same. Honus fell asleep on the floor and began to snore. Karm followed his example soon after. They were so different and at the same time so similar. They had spent so long together that the actions of the one mirrored those of the other, like twins. Gedrel and Liriana excused themselves and disappeared among the crowd of rebels to deal with the thousand and one things they had to arrange. Albana leaned back, and Ikai squatted in front of her so that their faces were only a breath apart. Their eyes met. 
 
    “Why are you angry?” he whispered. 
 
    “You know very well why.” 
 
    He looked away. “I was surprised to see her, that’s all.”  
 
    “It’s more than that, and you know it.” 
 
    “I swear there’s nothing more.” 
 
    “Your eyes don’t lie.” 
 
    “I can’t tell what my eyes are saying or what you see in them, but you’re reading more than is there. I was surprised to see her after all this time. There’s nothing more to it than that.” 
 
    “You look at her as if she’d stolen your soul.” 
 
    He sighed. “Once that was true. But it was long ago, and it’s over now.” 
 
    “Is it? Or is the flame still alive?” 
 
    Ikai took her hands in his own. “My soul belongs to you and no-one else. What’s past is past. We owe ourselves to the present. My now and my future are both you.” 
 
    Albana stared hard at him, reading his soul in his eyes. “It’d better be that way. I’m not a woman who forgives betrayal.” 
 
    “I know that,” Ikai said with a shy smile. 
 
    “Choose well…” 
 
    Ikai nodded. “Am I forgiven?” he asked teasingly. 
 
    Finally she smiled. “For now. But I’m watching you. If you slip up, I’ll make you pay.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will.” 
 
    They held each other closely and kissed, each fearing the loss of the other. Exhaustion overwhelmed them, and they fell asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gedrel’s voice woke them all. “Come on, sleepy-heads. Time to wake up!” 
 
    Ikai opened his eyes. “How long have we been asleep?” 
 
    “You’ve slept all night. Morning came a long while ago up on the surface.” He jabbed his finger upwards. 
 
    “You should’ve woken us up before,” said Ikai. 
 
    “Oh, you youngsters think you’re indestructible, but you forget your bodies need rest. Particularly in these difficult times. We don’t know what awaits us, so the more rested we are, the better we’ll be able to face whatever fate puts in our way.” 
 
    “I’m very grateful,” Honus said as he stretched. “I’ve slept like a king. In a sewer, but like a king.”  
 
    “Any news?” Albana asked. “I need to set off for the Dungeons of Oblivion.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what we wanted to talk about,” Liriana said as she came into the tent. 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Our spies in the palace have reported back. Something’s up. Something big.” 
 
    “What?” Ikai asked. He was getting worried. “What did you find out?”  
 
    “During the night they transferred a number of people to the cells in the Regent’s palace.” 
 
    “Is it them? Do you think it’s them?” 
 
    “It seems that way. I can’t think of anybody else it could be. There haven’t been either Summonses or Quotas these last few weeks. And they’re not from the mines either. Our agents would have informed us. We haven’t been able to find out where they’ve come from, but it was Enforcers escorting them, not the Guard.” 
 
    “Then most likely they’ve come from the Dungeons of Oblivion,” Albana said. 
 
    “That’s what I think too,” said Liriana. 
 
    “In that case, you needn’t risk yourself,” Ikai said to Albana. 
 
    “Are you sure they’re in the palace?” she asked Liriana. 
 
    “Positive. We have eyes on them.” 
 
    Albana nodded. “Right. Then we change plans.” 
 
    “Sesmok’s up to something,” Gedrel said. “He’s mobilizing the Guard. I have a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    “That vermin’s never up to anything good,” said Liriana. 
 
    “We need to get ready and be alert,” Gedrel said. “All the men and women need to go up to the surface and infiltrate the city. We have to find out what’s happening.” 
 
    “Very well,” Liriana said. “I’ll take care of that.” She left to pass on the orders. 
 
    Two hours later, the sewers were deserted. All that remained were groups of children. With scared faces they listened to older people telling them epic stories to calm them. But even the smallest of them could feel something stirring. 
 
    Gedrel drew Ikai to one side and spoke to him in a whisper. “Tumultuous times are coming, young Hunter. I feel it in my old bones.” 
 
    “You’re not often wrong.” 
 
    “The day I’ve been waiting for is coming closer.” 
 
    “The rebellion?” 
 
    “Yes. Soon the Senoca will rise united against the tyrant, against the Enforcers.” 
 
    “I don’t think that day’s so close. I don’t see the people ready. Fear’s made slaves of them.” 
 
    “They only need the oil that’ll set off the spark in their hearts and turn it into a flame. When it happens, and it will, they’ll rise.” 
 
    “And the Regent and the Enforcers will crush them. You know that. It’s one thing to dream about a revolt, a very different one to make it happen.” 
 
    “That’s why I need you, young Hunter.” 
 
    “Me? You already have Liriana and the rest on your side. Even my sister. Why d’you need me?” 
 
    “I need you for two reasons, my friend. First, because the seven heroes must rise united against tyranny. The people expect it. You must lead them: the seven Heroes of the Senoca, those who defied the Gods themselves. That way the people will rebel and follow you. They won’t follow a decrepit old man like me. They need Heroes who can fight against Gods and inspire them.” 
 
    Ikai understood. He knew the importance of symbolism. But to rise against the Gods still seemed to him against all logic. It was impossible. And before and above all else, he was a rational man. 
 
    “And the second?” 
 
    “The second… yes… You see, of the seven heroes only one has the capacity for coolly making those difficult decisions that will be necessary. Decisions which will affect thousands of lives. Decisions that will have to be made with the cool-headed detachment which only one of them possesses.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yes, my young friend. That’s always been your signature. A gift very few possess. I knew it the moment we first met.” 
 
    “It won’t be necessary. You’re there to make the decisions.” 
 
    “And if I can’t? What if I’m captured, or wounded, or ill? Take a good look at me: I’m an old man who finds it harder to move every day. I’m nothing but skin and bones, and I haven’t much time left. Age gives you wisdom, but it takes away your life. Someone has to guide the people, someone with a good head, when I no longer can.” 
 
    “Liriana’s your successor, and one of the heroes too. She’s the one who could make the decisions.” 
 
    “True. She’s a born leader and she’ll lead them well, with both courage and honor. She works ceaselessly for the cause and does amazing work. But she’s not a thinker like you, she’s no strategist, her heart takes over. Something like that happens with your sister. She’s all fire, she’d get the people to rise up in arms all by herself, but she’d lead them straight to the enemy, and that probably wouldn’t be the best option. I need a thinking head, and that’s you. Your sister’s the soul and you’re the brain. I need you both. The Senoca need you both.” 
 
    “I can’t promise you anything… right now I have to rescue my own people… later on we’ll talk. I’m not refusing, but I have to think about it. You’re asking a lot of me.” 
 
    “I know. And I wouldn’t do it if it weren’t necessary.” 
 
    At the sound of running footsteps echoing against the walls, they both turned. It was Liriana, followed by several men. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Gedrel asked, sounding troubled. 
 
    “It’s Sesmok. The horns are calling for a meeting. You can’t hear them down here, but they’ve been calling for an hour.” 
 
    “In the Great Square?” 
 
    “Yes. The whole city’s gathering. The Guard’s going round house by house. Everybody in the capital has to attend. There’s something serious afoot. This isn’t normal.” 
 
    “Most likely there’ll be an announcement,” Gedrel said thoughtfully. 
 
    “What’s he going to announce?” Ikai asked. 
 
    “That’s what we need to find out,” Gedrel said, trying to hide his concern with a smile. 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” Liriana said firmly. 
 
    “We’ll all go separately,” Gedrel said. “It’ll be safer. Mingle with the people and go unnoticed. Whatever happens, don’t give yourselves up. The square’s in the hands of the Guard and Enforcers.” 
 
    Ikai and Liriana exchanged a worried look. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The square was packed with people. Ikai stopped to watch. The Guard surrounded the square and were pushing everyone further inside the huge rectangle it formed. They were coming from the grand main avenue, between the stone statues representing proud warriors and beautiful maidens carrying instruments and amphorae. They were coming from the lower city, from the poorer quadrants, those of the Workmen. The privileged of the Merchant’s Quadrant, being very near, were already in the square. Thousands of people were gathered there. The shining white granite paving had disappeared under the human tide. The whole city’s here. Sesmok’s got something in mind, and I don’t like this one little bit. He moved among the crowd as he scanned the, tall, well-cared-for buildings around the square. They’re not decorated, the way they are when there’s a Summons… This isn’t something to do with the Enforcers. It’s on Sesmok’s orders. On the north side a hundred marble steps ascended from the square to the platform, and here he stopped to look at the great Sacred Monolith above the platform. The Artifact of the Gods… He shivered, and shook his body to get rid of the feeling.  
 
    The horns were still calling, and that prolonged, disturbing sound, like a languid droning, faded in Ikai’s mind as he stared at the grand object. More than a hundred and twenty feet tall and fifteen across at the base, it was perfectly rectangular. Its dark, pristine surface shone, even at night, with an aura of power: a sinister power. It rose threateningly above the square, above the whole city, a shadow of death. The instrument of the Gods. Maybe one day we’ll find out what it’s there for. And maybe we’ll be free of it. Behind the monolith, on the high plain to the north of the city, he saw Regent Sesmok’s huge palace with its great golden columns. 
 
    But something caught his attention. Something strange, new, out of place. Half-way up the stairs a wooden platform had been placed, and on it stood a huge black cupola which filled it completely. It resembled a sinister dome with no supporting structure. Beside this strange object an Eye-of-the-Gods waited. What’s that? And why have they put it there? I’m beginning to like this less and less…  
 
    The horns stopped at last. He shook his head to make sure the disturbing hum had ended. Three people in rich silks appeared at the base of the great monolith, at the end of the stairs. Here they come: Regent Sesmok, High Priest Torkem and the Commander of the Hunters. It’s beginning. I’d better be on my toes. He looked around, searching for some friendly face. But around him were strangers, watching what was unfolding with fear in their eyes. Behind the three rulers a dozen Eyes-of-the-Gods appeared, as though they were their bodyguards. But Ikai knew they were there not to protect them personally but to protect the Gods’ own interests. 
 
    Sesmok took a few steps forward and faced the crowd with his arms outstretched. “Welcome to all of you, my dear people,” he thundered. 
 
    Ikai recognized him at once. He recognized the icy evil of that heartless man, the lethal danger in him. 
 
    “Today you will witness with your own eyes the Power of the Gods,” he announced. 
 
    The words were a bad omen. The Power of the Gods was one of death and destruction. 
 
    Fearful, the crowd remained silent. 
 
    “Today you will learn a valuable lesson. A lesson I wish you to witness so it will be engraved in your hearts, in order that you can announce it to the four winds. I want the message to spread throughout the six Counties. I want every one of the Senoca to take full note of it.” 
 
    The silence grew still more ominous. Barely daring to breathe, the crowd listened with a growing fear in their souls. 
 
    “And what is that lesson? That is what you will be asking yourselves, my dear people,” he went on with an ironic smile. “A very simple one.” He raised his finger and paused to make sure he had everybody’s attention. Then he cried out: “Whoever rebels against the established order, dies. Dies a horrible death.” 
 
    Ikai was beginning to feel deeply uneasy. 
 
    Sesmok turned to Torkem. “Go ahead, High Priest,” he said.  
 
    The religious leader stepped forward. Ikai remembered how he had almost died at this man’s hands. Torkem was as self-satisfied as ever, with a massive double chin: a repellent face with its flat nose and bald head, with the exception of the lock of white hair which hung from his crown. 
 
    “Bring the prisoners,” he ordered. 
 
    A dozen or so people began to make their way down the stairs, escorted by Enforcers. Their heads were bowed, their hands tied behind their backs. They were led to the black dome. Ikai narrowed his eyes and tried to identify them. His soul shrank as if it had been squeezed by an icy hand: they were his companions from the Shelter. Martin the miller, the smith, several fishermen. 
 
    Torkem bowed. “Whenever you wish, my lord.”  
 
    Sesmok stretched out his arms once again. “Witness the Power of the Gods.” 
 
    The Eye nearest to the dome touched it with a disc. There came a golden flash, and the dome began to change color. The black faded, turning gradually white, and then became transparent crystal. 
 
    The crowd gave a cry of terror. Ikai started back in shock. Inside the dome was a gigantic lion, a monster of unthinkable size. Its eyes were golden. At the sight of the crowd it roared in defiance. Moans and mutterings of fear filled the square. The prisoners stepped back in horror at seeing the beast so close, but were prevented by the Executors. 
 
    “Look at this beautiful and terrible creature which the Gods have created. Do you see how magnificent it is? Can you appreciate its lethal strength? Do you understand the Power of the Gods?” 
 
    The beast leapt, trying to reach the crowd. Ikai stepped back. But the lion crashed against the translucent barrier of the dome. It’s a barrier, and it can’t cross it. Thank goodness. If it escaped… 
 
    Sesmok clasped his hands behind his back. “There are some among you who have dared to break the Law of the Gods. And you all know the punishment for such an offense. The Law of the Gods, and under it that of the Regent, must always be respected. What happens to those who break it, High Priest Torkem?” 
 
    “The punishment is death, a very painful death. So says the Law.” 
 
    Sesmok nodded vehemently. “There are rumors… unfounded rumors… about certain Heroes… who managed to leave the Boundary, who confronted the Gods themselves…. who created a shelter…” 
 
    “Utter nonsense!” cried Torkem furiously. 
 
    “Exactly. A tissue of lies, to deceive you, my dear people. And these rumors cause harm, a great deal of harm: not to me, but to you, the people, since some of you in your ignorance, naturally credulous, were deceived by those lies. Some, like those you see here” ‒ he indicated the prisoners ‒ “deceived by inventions and chimeras, broke the law.”  
 
    “Fools!” Torkem said, and raised his arms to the sky. 
 
    “Watch carefully,” Sesmok went on. “This is what awaits whoever dares disobey the will of the Golden.” He gestured to the Eye-of-the-Gods beside the dome, who manipulated the barrier. In a shrill voice, he gave the order to the Executors: “Carry on!”  
 
    Before the eyes of the stupefied watchers, the Executors pushed the prisoners inside the dome. The poor wretches, caught by surprise, could not react. Before they could realize what was happening they had crossed the barrier. 
 
    “No! By Oxatsi, no!” cried Ikai. 
 
    The great beast hurled itself on the prisoners. What ensued filled the hearts of all in the square with shock and horror. The monster tore them to pieces in the blink of an eye. Several of them tried to flee, but found that the barriers would not let them out. Amid cries of despair, every single one of them died. The beast tore them to pieces, then began to devour them. 
 
    The watchers tried to move away from the grotesque spectacle, but the Guard formed a line and restrained them. Ikai still in a state of shock, moved to the fore in an attempt to help, but the shield of a Guard hit him hard in the chest and he was forced to step back. 
 
    “Back! Nobody’s to leave the square!”  
 
    He was about to reveal himself when he saw the chain they were forming. They were held in place, completely surrounded. 
 
    “See the Power of the Gods, see their punishment!” Sesmok said haughtily. 
 
    Torkem joined in. “Out of their divine goodness, the Golden Gods allow us to live and prosper. But they are our masters, and they watch us. They neither forget nor forgive when we fail to follow their Law, when we allow ourselves to be deceived and turn against them. Their intentions are merciful, but the punishment for disobeying them is merciless.” 
 
    “This is what awaits whoever breaks the law of the Golden,” Sesmok said. “Nobody can hide. All must pay, with blood and suffering.”  
 
     “We are on this earth to serve our lords,” the High Priest proclaimed, “to comply with their divine will. This is our glorious duty, this is the true path we must follow. What the Gods demand of us we must always fulfill, for their word is law and their ways our duty.” 
 
    The horrified spectators were shifting and moaning. The carnage had shocked them so deeply they could not even think any further than wanting to flee. 
 
    “I see, my dear people, that the lesson is sinking into your hearts. It gladdens my soul. It’s time now to put an end to the rumors, to the messages of rebellion among the six Counties. Time to pull out this evil by the root. The one who is leading this revolt must turn himself in. His is the responsibility for what is happening here today. It is because of his insidious message that these poor souls are being sacrificed,” Sesmok finished with pretended concern. 
 
    “Bring the next batch,” Torkem ordered. 
 
    Down the stairs came another dozen prisoners. Ikai recognized them: more refugees, peasants, good folk who had done nothing but try to live in peace and freedom. He could hardly breathe. They’re going to be slaughtered! I have to do something! But what? He tried to compose himself and think, but he was overwhelmed by anxiety. 
 
    Sesmok gestured toward the crowd. Rhetorically, he cried: “Whoever leads this group of rebels who are poisoning the hearts of our people with lies must turn himself in here and now. Before everybody.” 
 
    “The leader of this useless rebellion: let him show himself!” Torkem demanded. 
 
    Once again silence took hold of the square. Nobody dared speak, or even make any gesture, for fear of being identified as the hunted person. 
 
    “Turn yourself in, Gedrel, and the sacrifices will come to an end. If you do not, I will go on feeding the beast. Its instincts are lethal, and it hungers for humans.” 
 
    Terror gripped Ikai at the mention of the old resistance leader’s name. How does he know his name? How does he know he’s the leader of the rebels? It might have been Isaz, but he doubted it. There’s another spy among us, one we haven’t found out yet. That must be it. But who?  
 
    “Very well, Gedrel, as you wish. The sacrifices will continue. But everyone here must understand that these deaths I so loathe are because of you, and on your conscience they will fall.” 
 
    “My conscience is perfectly clear,” came Gedrel’s voice spoke from the crowd.  
 
    “Where are you?” Sesmok cried. “Come forward, you coward!”  
 
    “Coward? Am I the one sacrificing innocent Senocas to a monster of the Gods? Am I the one hiding behind the Guard and the Enforcers to terrify the people? No, the only coward I can see here is the one who flaunts the position of Regent against his people’s will. The only coward and tyrant I recognize is the one I see at the foot of the monolith of the Gods. The one who enslaves the people and makes them suffer for the greater glory of his masters, the Golden.” 
 
    “Hold your tongue and show yourself!” 
 
    But for some reason nobody moved in the crowd. Gedrel’s voice came from the center of the square, but nobody around him gave him away. 
 
    “I’m just an old philosopher, a poet, a dreamer. With a dream for my people, a wish in my soul, that one day the Senoca might be free. Free to choose their life and destiny, free from hunger and suffering, free from having to live as slaves only to die at the whim of the Gods or their Enforcers. Free to go back to Mother Sea. What’s wrong with that dream? What’s wrong with wanting freedom and a prosperous future?” 
 
    “How dare you! The destiny of all the Senoca, thousands of innocent lives, the future of our whole race, depends on me. On my shoulders lies the weight of so great a responsibility. Only I stand between our people and the Gods, between the Senoca and their destruction.” 
 
    “You serve only yourself, your own interests. The people, their wellbeing, mean nothing to you. We’re not so foolish as to believe you.” 
 
    “I’m not going to say it again! Show yourself, or I’ll sacrifice them all!” 
 
    From among the crowd someone raised an arm. “Here I am! I’m Gedrel!” Sesmok looked in that direction and was about to give the order to the Guard when anther voice and hand rose: “I’m Gedrel!” And this was followed by another, and another, and another… until a hundred hands were raised in the crowd, and before the Regent could react there were a thousand. 
 
    Sesmok went red with fury and started to curse. “I’ll hang you all for this insolence! All of you!” 
 
    “How many more Senoca are you going to kill to ensure your position?” Gedrel said. “How many innocent men, women and children will you sacrifice like cattle to serve the Gods? The terror you spread with these atrocities, with whip and steel, will not silence what everybody already carries in their heart: the message of freedom, the flame of hope. You can go on killing innocents, but the flame will take hold and the rebellion will come. This is only the beginning.” 
 
    Sesmok turned to Lord Hunter Osvan. “Send all your hunters down there, find him and drag him to me.” 
 
    “Right away,” Osvan replied, and left at a run. 
 
    “You’ll pay for this with your lives!” ‒ and he gave the order to sacrifice the terrified prisoners. At the order from the Eye-of-the-Gods, the Executors threw them inside the dome. The murderous beast lunged at them, and before the numbed gaze of the whole square, tore them to pieces. The scene was so brutal that all glances fell, like the souls of those Senoca. 
 
    “Bring me another dozen!” 
 
    From the crowd there now came shouts which never before had a Senoca dared to utter. 
 
    “Murderer!” 
 
    “Butcher!” 
 
    “Traitor!” 
 
    “Hangman of the Gods!” 
 
    When Sesmok heard this he turned mad with rage. “Ingrates! There won’t be a single prisoner left alive before the day ends! And when I’ve finished with them, I’ll start with you!” 
 
    The new batch of prisoners arrived, and Ikai felt a knot in his stomach. Idana, Romen and his mother were among them. Mother! Mother! He tried to get closer, but once again the iron formation of the Guard held him back.  
 
    “Do you want to end up like them?” one of them said. 
 
    “I’m Gedrel. Take me to Sesmok.” 
 
    The Guard hesitated. “No, you aren’t him. We know he’s an old man, we have his description. So stay still, or else I’ll skewer you.” 
 
    Ikai muttered a curse, and his mind began to shape an alternative plan. At that moment the line of guards divided, and Gedrel appeared. Slowly he crossed the line, went up several steps and stopped. 
 
    “I am Gedrel, and I am here.” 
 
    “Noooooo!” came Liriana’s piercing lament among the crowd. 
 
    “Hold him!” Torkem ordered. 
 
    Gedrel’s gaze searched out Liriana. “It has to be done, my child. The flame must take hold.” 
 
    Several Hunters surrounded him, and he raised his hands. 
 
    “There’s no need for more deaths,” he said. “I surrender. I’m the leader of the rebellion. I admit it openly. I confess I planned a revolt to gain freedom for my people. I confess to having worked clandestinely so that we might all be free, free of these rulers and the Gods they serve.” 
 
    “Make him shut up!” Sesmok ordered. “Bring him to me!” 
 
    The Hunters hit Gedrel to silence him and dragged him up the stairs to join the other prisoners. 
 
    Ikai hurled himself against the line of Guards, but they hit him and he fell. 
 
    “On your knees!” Sesmok ordered from above, as if he were a God whom Gedrel and the others must obey. 
 
    Gedrel knelt slowly. 
 
    “This old man is guilty of treason. He has admitted it openly. I wish you all to witness what happens to those who defy the Law of the Gods. The futility of rebellion, since nobody can oppose the wishes of the Gods. Nobody!” 
 
    Gedrel turned his gaze to the crowd in the square. “Don’t forget about me,” he said. “Don’t forget my sacrifice. Keep fighting for freedom. Always. Freedom!” 
 
    “Sacrifice him!” Sesmok shouted. 
 
    The Executors shoved Gedrel inside the dome. The lion saw him and pounced on him at once. 
 
    “For freedom! Rebellion!” the old man cried an instant before the beast slaughtered him. 
 
    Ikai rose with moist eyes. Finally he understood what the old leader had said to him, and the reason for that sacrifice. The cause needed a martyr, and now it had one. All would remember that day. They would all remember Gedrel, and his sacrifice. 
 
    Among the crowd a cry was heard. “Gedrel!” The cry grew louder. More and more people were shouting: “Gedrel! Gedrel” After a few moments the whole square was chanting, as thousands of throats cried to the sky: “Gedrel! Gedrel! Gedrel!” Thousands of hands rose as the throats of the crowd exalted the fallen leader. 
 
    Sesmok lost his head. “Make them shut up! Guard! Shed blood!” 
 
    The Guard began to strike those who were shouting, using spears and shields. Suddenly someone cried: “Rebellion!” and fought back against the Guard who was striking him. The man fell dead, pierced by the Guard’s spear. Those near him threw themselves on to the murderer with a cry of Rebellion and dragged him down as they hit him. Liriana’s voice rose to the sky. “Rebellion! For Gedrel! Freedom!” and she launched herself at the Guards. She was followed by a hundred men. Chaos took over the square. The Guards fought the crowd, shedding blood. The inflamed mob hurled themselves at them. Cries of fighting and horror filled the square. The Regent’s followers fled to their palaces as the people fought for their freedom and died for it. 
 
    Ikai disarmed a Guard and let him be finished off by two men beside him. He grasped spear and shield, went to the stairs and watched the fighting for a moment. Unarmed, they stood no chance against the Guard. Fists are powerless against steel. 
 
    When Sesmok saw the revolt he turned to the Eyes behind him. “Send in the Executors,” he told them.  
 
    A hundred Executors began to run down the stairs. When they reached the prisoners they continued on their way without stopping, crushing them as they passed. Idana fell to one side, Romen to the other. But Solma was pushed downstairs, and the Executors stepped over her body, treading on it as they went. 
 
    “Nooooooooo!” Ikai cried, and ran to her. 
 
    When the Executors reached the square they fell on the crowd like a knife slicing through butter, dealing death to right and left. The Guard took up their formation again, and with military discipline hastened to crush the revolt. The cries were more desperate every moment. 
 
    When Ikai reached Solma on the stairs she was not moving. Blood was running from the corners of her mouth and her ears. “Mother!” he cried in despair. 
 
    Solma opened one eye. “My son…” She spat a mouthful of blood. 
 
    He leaned his mother’s head in his lap, barely able to hold back his tears.  
 
    “Listen, Ikai… there’s something… I must tell you…” 
 
    “Don’t talk now, Mother, save your strength…” He looked for Idana; the apothecary was his only chance. He saw her on her feet, freeing Romen. Two Executors lay dead beside her. The Hunters who had taken Gedrel were fighting a shadow. He could not get a clear idea of what was going on but he knew who it was. Albana! Thank Heavens! “Idana will be here soon. Hold on, Mother.” 
 
    “No… it’s too late for me… my body can’t take any more… but I have to tell you something very important…” 
 
    Ikai nodded, to keep her mind on something until Idana arrived. 
 
    “You, and your sister… aren’t like the others…” 
 
    “I don’t understand. What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’re like Albana…” 
 
    “Like Albana? I don’t follow. Albana’s a hybrid. She has the blood of the Gods in her veins. Kyra and I are your children, children of Solma and Siul.” 
 
    Solma nodded slowly and coughed up blood again. “Your father and I are hybrids too… we were born in the Eternal City, we escaped… the blood of Gods runs through our veins, of powerful Gods…” 
 
    He shook his head. He could not make sense of this, or rather accept it. “It can’t be… no… we’re normal.” 
 
    “No, you aren’t.” She began to convulse. 
 
    He held her close. “Mother, hold on.” He looked up and saw Idana, Albana and Romen running toward them. 
 
    “Ikai.” 
 
    “Mother, hold on, they’re here.” 
 
    “Listen… it’s important… you have very powerful blood… of two royal houses… of their High Kings…” 
 
    “I don’t understand, Mother.” 
 
    “Remember, my son… it’s very important…” Solma convulsed and coughed blood. A moment later she stiffened. 
 
    Idana knelt beside them. “Let me tend to her.” 
 
    He moved back, and Idana tried to revive Solma. When several Guards reached them he took spear and shield and faced them, joined by Romen and Albana. The fight was short and effective. The Guards fell dead on the steps. He turned to Idana. 
 
    The apothecary raised her weeping eyes and shook her head. “I’m sorry, Ikai, she’s passed away.” 
 
    Something inside Ikai broke, and he felt such an acute pain that his eyes filled with tears. 
 
    Sesmok’s voice sounded above the cries and noise of the fray. “You’ll learn your lesson! You’ll learn it through blood!” 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” Albana said urgently. “There are more Enforcers coming.” 
 
    Ikai tried to move. His mind was telling him to run, but the pain of his loss would not let him react. 
 
    “Come on, Ikai!” she urged him. 
 
    He came out of his stunned state and they started to go down the stairs, only to find a dozen Executors barring their way. 
 
    “We’ll have to go back!” she cried. 
 
    They went up a few stairs, but above them were another dozen Executors who came to surround them, their silver spears ready to kill. Below, the fight went on, the cries piercing the sky. The ground of the square was now stained red and the corpses were piling up. Guard, Hunters and Enforcers were crushing the rebellion. The mutineers began to flee down the streets of the city. 
 
    Romen was protecting Idana with his own body. Ikai and Albana exchanged a glance. The situation was desperate. He knew that she would use one of her dark arts, and as soon as that happened he was going to take advantage of the surprise and attack. The Executors advanced to form a circle around them.  
 
    There was no way out. 
 
    Suddenly half a dozen Executors were thrown off to one side, and the circle opened.  
 
    What was that? He glanced aside at Albana, but she shook her head. 
 
    “Run! Get away!” came a voice from the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    Romen and Idana started to run, with Albana close behind. Ikai, who had recognized the voice at once, turned to look for his sister and saw her a few steps below. With her was a tall, thin man wearing a hooded cloak. Ikai could not see his face, but he had a strange feeling. Very strange. 
 
    “Come on, run!” Kyra shouted as the stranger reached out one hand and half a dozen more Executors went flying. The stranger’s hand caught Ikai’s attention. It was golden. 
 
    He nodded to his sister and ran as fast as he could. A few steps before the entrance to an alley, he heard Kyra’s piercing cry. 
 
    “Mom! Noooooooo!” 
 
    He turned and saw that his sister had found Solma’s body. Worried about her reaction, he stopped. But the cloaked stranger, without hesitating, grabbed her by the waist and took her away. A group of Executors chased after them. 
 
    They won’t make it! Ikai feared, watching them heading toward the tumult of the square. But suddenly Kyra and her unknown companion vanished amid a strange mist. 
 
    “Come on, Ikai!” Albana urged him. “There are more Enforcers on their way!” 
 
    He ran. 
 
    “Down here, two alleys further on, is the entrance to the sewers,” Albana said as she led them down a narrow street. Then she asked Ikai: “Kyra ‒ did she make it?” 
 
    “Yes, but she’s with a God.” 
 
    Albana’s eyes opened wide, and she almost stopped dead. “Adamis?” 
 
    He was panting from the effort. “I guess so,” he gasped. 
 
    “She’ll be okay,” she said to reassure him. 
 
    “If he does anything to her, I swear, God or no God, I’ll cut his throat.” 
 
    They reached the entrance and took shelter in the evil-smelling underground world. 
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    “I’ll kill them all! I swear I won’t leave a single one of them alive!” Kyra cried to the moon. She shook her fists, possessed by a bottomless wrath.  
 
    The sound of her cries was muffled by the constant thunder of the waterfall which fell and broke on the crystalline lake behind them. Adamis had brought her to this beautiful, hidden corner to try and sooth her, even though he knew it would be practically impossible. 
 
    “Try to calm down,” he said softly. 
 
    “Calm down? You want me to calm down? They’ve killed my mother! Those swine have killed my mom! How am I supposed to calm down? How?” 
 
    “I am deeply sorry…” 
 
    “I’ll kill them all! That bastard Sesmok, that grease-ball Torkem, that brute Osvan, the lot of them!” 
 
    Seeing that his words had no effect on her, Adamis let her unburden herself of all her rage. Perhaps that way she would calm down a little, even though he knew that the pain in her soul would never go away. 
 
    “And when I’m done with them,” she shouted, punching the air like one possessed, “I’ll kill every last one of the Enforcers, until there’s not one of them left in all six Counties!”  
 
    Adamis could feel her heartbreak, her infinite pain and her fury. Seeing her like that, in so much agony, left him with a feeling of emptiness he had not felt for a long time: since the death of Rotec, his good friend and protector, in fact. He longed with all his being to help her, to make the pain pass, but he did not know how. He who was a God in the eyes of men, who possessed enormous Power, found himself unable to help this person he cared for so deeply. He would gladly have given part of his Power, of his lengthy lifespan, to help her, but there was no way he could. And that made him feel impotent, useless. 
 
    “Who did my mom ever hurt in all her life? Nobody! Ever! All she did was sacrifice herself and fight for Ikai and me. You wouldn’t find a better woman, a better mother, a better person. Always helping, always working. And those pigs have killed her as if she was just something that got in the way.” 
 
    “I am so sorry…” 
 
    “So you should be!” She turned furiously to Adamis with eyes red from weeping, her fists white from the strength she was clenching them with. 
 
    Adamis did not move, but only bowed his head away from her look of hatred. 
 
    “I had nothing to do with it…” 
 
    “Yes you did!” she shouted, and began to hammer him on the chest with her fists. “You’re one of them, you’re a damned God!” ‒ and she went on hitting him, her tears now a whole sea of weeping. 
 
    He bore it all, accepting the punishment, both physical and verbal, as if it were a penance he felt obliged to make. 
 
    “I am no longer like them…” he whispered tenderly. 
 
    “You’re all ruthless monsters! Our lives are nothing to you! We’re nothing more than ants who work till they die just to uphold your glorious civilization and that you crush when you feel like it! Just as you crushed my mother!” 
 
    “You know I am not that. You changed me.” 
 
    At his words, she stopped hitting him. She leaned against him, head back, gazing up at his face. 
 
    “I changed you?” 
 
    “You opened my eyes. You made me see that all life is valuable, that the slaves have a right to their freedom, to live a full life, in freedom and happiness. That it is not only the Gods who have that right. You made me see how mistaken and ruthless our way of understanding life is. We have no right to enslave anybody for our own glory, no right to consider the world and all that is in it our own, simply because we have the Power to make it so. All this you have shown me, and now you have turned my world upside down.” 
 
    “Do you mean that, or are you just saying it to make me calm down?” 
 
    “I would never lie to you, Kyra of the Senoca. I am telling you the truth. Look into my eyes and you will see.” 
 
    Kyra reached out to pull off the hood which covered his head. Gazing at his beautiful golden face, she lost herself in his blue-gray eyes. Her tears stopped flowing, her pain and rage grew less. She put her hands to his cheeks and felt his own on her waist. 
 
    “I believe you,” she said at last. “Your eyes don’t lie.” 
 
    “I could never lie to you.” 
 
    “Why did you come for me? Why did you save me?” 
 
    “You were in danger.” 
 
    “Have you been finding out about me?” 
 
    “Yes. That is how I knew your life was at risk.” 
 
    “You might have sent someone… even the Enforcers. Why did you come in person?” 
 
    “I wanted to. I needed to see you… to know that you were well.” 
 
    “Why? You’re the God-Prince of one of the most powerful houses, you’re one of the most powerful Gods. What do you want with a poor slave like me?” 
 
    “I do not know, Kyra… I just know I needed to see you, be with you…” 
 
    Kyra felt her pain slip to some less immediate level, and another very powerful feeling started in her stomach and rose to her heart. She felt a surge of uncontrollable nervousness. A strange warmth enveloped her, a growing unrest, an overflowing desire… 
 
    “You’re making me confused, Adamis… I wasn’t expecting to see you, and now that we’re together… I want to hate you, for what you are, for what you represent, but I can’t. Something in me won’t let me hate you. I ought to fight against you. You’re my enemy.” 
 
    “I am not your enemy, and you know that.” 
 
    “I do, and that’s what puzzles me. Why can’t I hate you? Why do I feel so strange when I’m with you?” 
 
    “I do not know. All I know is that I want to be with you, as we are now, sharing this moment I wish would never end. Your hands on me, my hands on you. Our bodies together, our souls joined.” 
 
    When she heard those words Kyra felt a need to embrace him with her whole being, to kiss him, and she did not think twice: she kissed Adamis with such intense passion that flames almost burst from her embrace. God and slave kissed, and for a single moment everything around them was frozen: the roar of the waterfall behind them vanished, the reflection of the moon on the surface of the lake solidified. 
 
    “I don’t know what came over me. I don’t understand why I reacted like that.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” said Adamis as he put his arms around her waist gently but firmly, “but I do not want it to end.” 
 
    “I’m a slave, a Senoca, and you’re a God. This is impossible….” 
 
    “It is madness, I cannot deny it. But if we are to change the world we live in, perhaps we should begin by changing ourselves.” 
 
    They looked into one another’s eyes and were unable to resist their mutual attraction. They kissed again, with greater passion, and stayed clasped in one another’s arms, unable to let go. They sat down on the lakeshore, watching the moon and stars which seemed to be smiling upon them. Adamis held Kyra protectively, giving her warmth and support. It was so pleasurable that for a moment all the pain in her heart vanished. And at that same moment she gave in, falling asleep in his tender embrace.  
 
    She was awoken by the morning twittering of birds. When she opened her eyes she was surprised to find herself behind the waterfall, in a cave with moss-covered walls and an opening above through which light was streaming in. Adamis was looking out through the ceaseless curtain of water, watching a deer which had come to the lake to drink and was hiding behind an oak at the edge. He turned and smiled at her with those thin, perfectly outlined lips of his. In his smile was peace and joy. The landscape was so beautiful, he was so beautiful, and to Kyra the moment was like something out of a summer’s dream. 
 
    “How did you find me?” 
 
    He showed her a crystalline disc with a huge golden pip in the middle. “I believe this is yours.” 
 
    “The disc you gave me! The Enforcers took it away when they captured me.” 
 
    “I could not follow your essence, but I could follow that of the disc. It is imbued with my power. I can feel it and track it, for it is a part of me. When I rescued you I recovered it from the Eye-of-the-God keeping it. Without it, I could never have found you.” 
 
    “I haven’t learnt to use it… Albana tried to teach me, but I didn’t like the implications.” 
 
    “If you can use it, it means you are a hybrid. Is that what you disliked?” 
 
    “For a God, you’re pretty sharp,” she said. 
 
    He smiled and gave a slight bow. “Notaplo’s experiment already proved that. It is just that you have not wished to accept the fact.” 
 
    “It’s not something I wanted. Or something I like.” 
 
    “I know, and I understand. But it is important for you to accept who and what you are. Deeply important, in fact. And now more so than ever.” 
 
    “Are you an Erudite, besides being a Prince?” 
 
    Adamis laughed. “No, no, I have Notaplo for that. But it is important that everyone should accept who they are. If we are lost we might err in our choices. I think you should think again about learning to use the Power. You are going to need it in the turbulent times at hand, and I would feel more at ease if you did.” 
 
    Kyra threw herself on him and kissed his cheek. 
 
    “What is that for?” 
 
    “For caring about me.” 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “I have to tell you something about myself, about my parents…” 
 
    “I am listening.” 
 
    She told him what had happened with Oskas and what her mother had revealed to her. As she spoke, his face turned more serious. When she had finished there was a silence. The Prince seemed to be reflecting upon the implications. 
 
    “It would be best if for the moment what you have just told me stays between the two of us.” 
 
    She made a face. “It’s not something I plan to tell the world about.”  
 
    “I know, but it could have serious repercussions.” 
 
    “And those would be…?” 
 
    “Let us make a deal. Let me teach you how to use the Power, and when we are done I will tell you.” 
 
    “I don’t like it. Why don’t you just tell me and get it over with?” 
 
    “I want you to learn to use your Power. It is important, believe me. And it will be even more so in the near future.” 
 
    “All right then, you win. But I want you to tell me every last detail.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Kyra took her knife and made a cut in the palm of her hand. 
 
    “Very well isn’t good enough. A deal has to be sealed with blood.” She offered him her hand. 
 
    “Do you seriously think I am going to inflict a wound on myself for this? My word, as a Prince, is sacred.” 
 
    “How petulant and vain you Gods are! Blood, or there’s no deal.” 
 
    Adamis shook his head, and there was pure disapproval on his face. But he made the cut and gave his hand to her. 
 
    “You see? It wasn’t so terrible, your Highness,” she said with an irreverent smile. She pressed their hands together, then said: “It’s a deal.” 
 
    Towards sunset, after getting food in the nearby woods and resting to get their strength back after what they had been through, Kyra felt a little more herself, although the pain she felt at the loss of her mother did not grow less. She felt as if her heart had been pierced by a poisoned spear, and every now and then her eyes would fill with tears and her hand go to her bosom. 
 
    Adamis noticed this, and took her hand. 
 
    “Let us walk a little along the shore. It will do you good.” 
 
    They walked in silence, hand in hand, their souls ever closer. At last she stopped and looked into his eyes. 
 
    “Thank you, it did help. I feel better. It’s time now to learn how to use the Power. Teach me.” 
 
    “We could leave it till tomorrow…” 
 
    “I can’t go on putting it off forever. Ikai must be worried. The sooner I get back, the better.” 
 
    “Oh, I see your warrior soul is stirring again.” 
 
    “There’s no use hiding. You have to face the enemy and fight, whatever it costs. I’ve already sacrificed my mother and my friends. Now I have to fight. It’s time to face the enemy and defeat it.” 
 
    Adamis nodded. “You have the heart of a Warrior Goddess.” 
 
    “That’s why I need you to teach me how to fight, so I can become one.” 
 
    “Very well. I will grant your wish.” 
 
    He showed her the disc he had presented to her. “Before you learn to use it, you must accept who you really are. The sooner you do so, the sooner you will be able to use the Power and be able to fight using it.” 
 
    “Go ahead. I won’t resist.” 
 
    “You have to understand you are an exceptional anomaly: a Hybrid with Power. Notaplo told you, hybrids do exist and we cannot deny the evidence of what happens in some of the Houses. The harems, the weakness of some Lords for slave women, is undeniable.” He bent his head. “It is shameful and inexcusable, and it ought to be banned, but it is a fact.”  
 
    Kyra clenched her fists. “If I had a knife and they let me into one of those harems, I can assure you that before they knew what was happening, more than one God would come out of there as a eunuch.”  
 
    Adamis’s eyes widened in surprise. He shook his head, and laughed. 
 
    “You have to understand that you are special. The blood of the Gods runs through your veins, mixed with that of the Senoca. But most importantly: you have Power, something a hybrid very rarely has. Those who have been found have been recruited by the Houses, Princes and High Kings. They are used as spies or assassins. This is what happened with your friend Albana and her master Oskas. He serves Asu, and is extremely dangerous.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Open your hand.” 
 
    When she did so, Adamis placed the disc on her palm. The disc let out a golden flash and activated itself. It rose and hung suspended in the air above her hand, vibrating with a strange hum. 
 
    “I see you have already completed the Symbiosis.” 
 
    “Yes, the disc drank my blood. Albana did it. It was very strange. I felt… weird…” 
 
    “In that case you have already become one, the Power in this disc and you. Close your eyes, focus on the pip at its center. It is a source of Power, and as such, you will be able to use it. You must see it in your mind as a creature you can rule.” 
 
    “Rule?” 
 
    “It is at your disposal. Its Power belongs to you now. You can use it to interact and manipulate the elements of Nature.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t follow you…” 
 
    “As time goes by you will understand. For the moment, concentrate on the pip. Can you see it in your mind?” 
 
    “No. I can’t see anything but darkness. Albana made me give an order to the disc and it worked.” 
 
    “Yes, I imagine she did it to show you that you can use it. But that is not the way to do it. That way you do not have control over the Power and there might be an accident. You have to learn to rule it. That is the crucial point.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to make something out… it’s a golden dot, but blurred… it’s small, as if it was a long way away…” 
 
    “Do not open your eyes, and keep focusing on the pip. You must see it in your mind with absolute clarity, as if it were daylight. When you do that, the disc will give out a golden spark.” 
 
    Kyra went on with the exercise. After a while, seeing she was making no progress, she opened her eyes. 
 
     “I just can’t do it!” 
 
    Adamis looked at the sky and murmured: “You have many good qualities, Kyra of the Senoca, but patience is not one of them.” 
 
    “What use is patience, it’s just a waste of time!” 
 
    “It is useful for learning, for improvement, for mastering the arts.” 
 
    “Don’t you come the know-all with me unless you want me to give you what for!” 
 
    Surprised by her reply, Adamis laughed. Then he turned serious once again. 
 
    “We have a hard task ahead of us and not much time. You must learn, and you need to do it fast. I need you to make an effort, with all your soul. What I need to teach you takes years to learn. Albana studied for years in order to master her Power and turn it into skills. We do not have that luxury. I will not be able to teach you more than the basic control of Power, without going on to transform it into skills. But I need all your attention, all your effort.” 
 
    Kyra made a face. 
 
    “You don’t look pretty when you go all serious and preachy.” 
 
    Adamis’s eyes widened in surprise. “You are simply impossible!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Now smile a little. I do understand how important it is. I’ll try again, but I can’t guarantee anything.” 
 
    “You will achieve it. I have faith in you. Sit with your legs crossed, looking toward the lake. Its serenity will help you focus. Put the hand holding the disc to your chest, like this.” He demonstrated. 
 
    Kyra did the same, so they were sitting side by side. 
 
    “When you do it, it looks so simple and natural.” 
 
    “That is because I am a God and not a pigheaded slave girl. Now focus!” 
 
    “Just let me…!” 
 
    But he had already risen and was looking at her with a triumphant smile. 
 
    She tried for hours, but without success. Her curses scared off the birds, which flew away. Night came, and Adamis insisted that she keep on practicing. He disappeared in search of food, then when he came back he made a fire in front of the waterfall and proceeded to roast a couple of rabbits. 
 
    Kyra turned round. “That smells delicious.” 
 
    “Keep on trying…” 
 
    “But I’m starving!” 
 
    “No dinner until you manage it.” 
 
    “It’s not fair! I’ve been making a fool of myself here for hours. My head hurts.” 
 
    “Go on. I shall let you know when you can stop.” 
 
    “You’re… an unbearable… God!” 
 
    “Carry on…” 
 
    In the end he had to give in and let her gulp down the meal hungrily. Afterwards, disheartened by the failure, they went inside the cave to rest. They lay down beside each other in silence. 
 
    “What if I can’t do it? What if I’m just not up to it?” she asked in frustration. 
 
    He put his chest against her back and held her close. 
 
    “You will. I know you will.” 
 
    “Why do you have such trust in me?” 
 
    “Because I see in you what you cannot yet see for yourself,” he said, and held her closer. “Trust me.” 
 
    Exhausted from all the excitement of the day, she fell asleep in his protective embrace. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The following day was long, demanding and deeply frustrating for Kyra. She could not manage it. Adamis had tried to teach her to breathe and relax, to bring her concentration to bear, but nothing had worked. Her fiery temperament was getting in the way. 
 
    At nightfall she went up to him by the fireside and threw him the disc. 
 
    “I don’t want it! There’s no way! I’m fed up!” 
 
    He picked up the disc and laid it down beside him. 
 
    “Sit down and we will eat. You will feel better.” 
 
    They dined in silence. She felt totally frustrated, filled with rage. When they lay down to sleep Adamis held her again, and in the warmth of his body she grew calmer. 
 
    “Sleep, rest…” he whispered, and she gave way. 
 
    On the third day she kept trying with renewed spirit, refusing to give in. When night fell Adamis made a fire and began to roast a young deer. Kyra breathed in deeply three times, as he had shown her to. Her body was relaxed, in position, in balance. She placed her left hand underneath her right. She could feel the strange humming of the Disc as it hovered over her hands at chest level. She relaxed even more. There was nothing but the disc and herself. The universe around her vanished: lake, waterfall, fire, Adamis, everything. There’s only me and the disc. It’s right there in front of my chest, I just have to grasp it, see it in my mind. Rage began to rise from the pit of her stomach, frustrated rage. If I let it grow, it’ll consume me and I’ll fail again. I have to calm down, I have to put out this rage. And at that moment she realized what was really happening. It was not that she was unable to visualize the pip, rather her own frustration at being unable to get immediate results was sabotaging her efforts. I’m tripping myself up. What a fool I am! It’s my own rage that’s defeating me. She took three deep breaths and focused on calming down. It took her some time, but finally she reached a more harmonious state. She focused on the pip once more and made it out in the distance, but instead of feeling frustrated, she took courage. It’s right there, I just have to bring it towards me, towards my mind. I’ll manage, slowly, calmly, there’s no hurry. There’s only me and the pip. And for the first time the rage failed to make an appearance. Little by little the pip became clearer, came closer, growing larger, until in her mind it appeared completely transparent. 
 
    And then came the flash. It bathed her completely. She felt strange, as if the energy had entered her body. She opened her eyes and found something wonderful: she could still see the pip in her mind. Even with her eyes open, even looking at the lake, it was there. She closed her eyes and saw it in full detail. She opened them and it was still there. 
 
    “I can see it, it’s in my mind!” 
 
    Adamis hugged her. “You did it. I knew you would!” 
 
    Kyra was so pleased she cried out to the moon. Then she kissed Adamis with all her being. 
 
    “Tomorrow I will teach you to use the Power.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The fourth day, she was ready even before the sun made its appearance. 
 
    “I see you are changing your mind about this.” 
 
    “Considering all it’s cost me? Of course I want to learn!” 
 
    “All right, then,” he said, and smiled. “Now listen carefully.” 
 
    She nodded. Her ruby eyes were fixed on his mouth. 
 
    “The Power feeds on the five elements of Nature, and is more prone to interact with them. Each one of us has a greater affinity to one of the five elements. In my case Ether: the spirit, the Being. Others have an affinity to Fire, Water, Earth or Air.” 
 
    “Can you only use the Power of Ether? Not that of the other elements?” 
 
    “Not so. Listen carefully to the five principles which rule the Power.” 
 
    Kyra gave him all her attention. She knew this was important, and she wanted to learn everything.  
 
    “First Rule: Power consumes life. Every time a God uses the Power in any form, for any use, his life-span decreases.” 
 
    She nodded. She already knew this from her stay in the Eternal City. She also knew that was not the case for Hybrids. 
 
    “Second Rule: The Power is finite. Every being is born with a source of Power which is finite. The size of that source is different for everyone. This Power is regenerated once used, but the body needs time for that. Wise Nature controls it in this way so that nobody should be omnipotent.” 
 
    Kyra looked at him in puzzlement. 
 
    “Completely Powerful.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding. 
 
    “Third Rule: Power has an affinity to one element. Every being inherits from his ancestors a keener affinity to one of the elements. Power runs in the blood. One can inherit up to five elements, but one will always prevail over the others. The power of the inheritance is what establishes the prevalence.” 
 
    “Fourth Rule: Power is not limited to one element. Using the Power of the other elements is possible, but inefficient.” 
 
    “Inefficient?” 
 
    “I might use another element ‒ water for example ‒ but as I have no affinity for that element, it is limited for me: the strength of the power exerted is much less and its use far more costly. And this leads us back to Rule number One.” 
 
    Kyra looked at him, thoughtful, puzzling over the four rules. 
 
    “I think I understand it. So you can use the ether up to a point, then you have to regenerate your Power. Each time you use it you’re consuming moments of your life. And although you can use the power of water, then your life would be consumed faster and you couldn’t even do great things the way you can with ether.” 
 
    Adamis was surprised. His fine eyebrows arched and his eyes shone with pride. 
 
    “You are definitely intelligent.” 
 
    “I may not look it, but that doesn’t mean I’m not,” she said, making a face and sticking out her tongue at him. He roared with laughter. 
 
    “And the Fifth Rule?” 
 
    “This is the most important one, though many forget it. Fifth Rule: Power serves Mother Nature. Every life dies at the end of its natural cycle and another begins.” 
 
    “Interesting. Makes you think…” 
 
    “Right then. Now that you know the laws which rule the Power, we had better continue. Unfortunately I cannot teach you to use your Power, not even to find out what element you have an affinity to. That would take too much time, since you know nothing of your family tree. All my ancestors belong to my House. Therefore my Power is pure and strong in Ether. In your case we would have to find out by trial and error, and it would be a long and costly process. Unless you want to leave the fighting and come with me…” 
 
    Kyra considered her answer. 
 
    “You know I can’t… I’d love to lose myself with you and have you teach me all these things… and many more… but my people need me. I can’t leave them now that the rebellion has begun. I have to stay and help.” 
 
    “Very well,” he said with a friendly smile. “I had to try.”  
 
    “Someday, I promise.” 
 
    Adamis nodded. “I will hold you to your word.” 
 
    Kyra kissed the tip of his nose. 
 
    “Thank you for understanding.” 
 
    He took her hand and led her to the lake. 
 
    “Let us continue. The disc contains a pip that contains my Power, the Power of Ether. Therefore you will be able to use that element, albeit in its roughest and most basic form. There are two skills I need to show you which will be very useful to you. If you master them, I will be satisfied. The rest will have to wait for a better time.” 
 
    “Very well, I’m ready. I hope I don’t disappoint you.” 
 
    “Every moment by your side fills me with joy. Whether you manage it or not, you will not disappoint me. Your noble, courageous heart will never disappoint me.” 
 
    “Keep on showing me. You’re making me blush.” 
 
    “As you wish. The Power of Ether entails reaching the spirit, the essence of things, and manipulating them. It is easier to manage it with people, animals, plants: any living thing in Nature. With inanimate objects, like those rocks, it is more difficult, although it can be done. Let me show you.” Adamis twisted his arm and there was a flash. Thirty or so rocks were hurled off the shore across the lake at tremendous speed. 
 
    “Wow! If they hit anybody…” 
 
    “Watch.” He did the same thing again, but this time each rock hit a nearby tree. 
 
    “Unbelievable!” 
 
    “The Power can be used as a weapon, even though in itself it is not one. The only thing I have done is throw a few rocks. How I did it is what matters.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “But let us start with something simpler. The first thing is to know yourself, your Power, and how to use it. Activate the disc in your hand and close your eyes.” 
 
    Kyra obeyed immediately. 
 
     “Very good. Can you see it in your mind?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Good. Now you must search for your essence, your spirit. You must search within yourself.” 
 
    “How will I recognize it?” 
 
    “When you find it you will become aware of a silver aura around your person. Once you see that, you will be able to interact with your body through the Power of the disc.” 
 
    “Very well, I’ll try.” She concentrated, and with her whole being tried to perceive her aura. 
 
    “Gently. It is not a simple task, it will take you some time. You need to isolate yourself from the rest of the world and search within, imagining that aura, until you find it.” 
 
    Kyra tried all day, until she collapsed in exhaustion, but without success. Even so, she did not give up, and the following day she tried again. The same thing happened. But she did not allow her failure to turn into rage. She kept trying, with all her heart, putting out any spark of rage and starting over. And on the evening of the third day, she managed to glimpse something. 
 
    “Adamis! Come here! I can see something!” 
 
    “What can you see?” 
 
    “A silhouette, quite faint… an outline in white light, a long way away …” 
 
    “Good. You are nearly there. You need to draw it toward you. Pull as if it were an object you wanted to attract.” 
 
    She followed his instructions, and a moment later a white light ran through her whole body. 
 
    “I can see it! I can see my aura! I did it!” 
 
    “Wonderful. You did well. Now listen carefully, because what we are going to do now is dangerous. You will need to focus really hard.” 
 
    “All right, I’m ready.” 
 
    “Now, concentrating on your aura, I want you to command the disc to slowly, very slowly, raise you two hand-spans above the ground. Two hand-spans. The measure is fundamental. Slowly, two hand-spans. I am here with you, do not worry.” 
 
    “Right, here I go. By Oxatsi!” 
 
    Kyra transmitted the order to the disc in her mind, concentrating on its silhouette. Suddenly she felt a tingle and a sensation of emptiness. 
 
    “Do I open my eyes?” 
 
    “No, or else you will lose your concentration on your aura. Keep your eyes closed. Now command the disc to move you two steps back. Slowly. Remember: measure is fundamental.” 
 
    Kyra nodded. Concentrating with all her strength, she gave the order. Once again she felt the tingle and the sensation of emptiness. 
 
    “Very good,” Adamis said, but his voice sounded distant. “Now open your eyes, but do not lose your concentration.” 
 
    She opened her eyes, and the shock she received suddenly was as though a pail of icy water had been thrown in her face. She was six feet above the center of the lake. 
 
    “By Girlai! What am I doing here?” The surprise made her lose her concentration, and with a scream she fell into the water. 
 
    Adamis laughed without stopping as she swam to the shore. 
 
    “I don’t see what’s funny about it. I’m soaked! And boy, was I scared!” 
 
    He could not stop laughing. 
 
    “You’re an idiot!” 
 
    “I did tell you that the measure was essential, but knowing you I am not surprised at what just happened.” 
 
    Kyra aimed a kick at him. “You conceited God,” she protested, and proceeded to dry herself. 
 
    At night, beside the fire, he held her tight and her anger vanished, carried away in the breeze by his warm presence. 
 
    “One thing I can tell you: your Power is great. Most never rise more than two finger-breadths the first time.” 
 
    “Is that true, or are you just telling me a lie to make me feel better?” 
 
    “I am telling you the truth. 
 
    “Well then, I’m very glad. What will you teach me tomorrow?” 
 
    “You will have to wait and see.” 
 
    “All you Gods are so obnoxious!” 
 
    “Let us rest, my temperamental little vixen.” 
 
    “Idiot.” 
 
    They held each other and rested, their joyful hearts overflowing. 
 
    At dawn Adamis took her down to the lake once again. 
 
    “Today you will repeat the exercise, but this time it will be me that you will take to the center of the lake.” 
 
    “But how am I going to do that?” 
 
    “You will search for my aura, focus on it and move me.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can…” 
 
    “You will. Have faith in yourself.” 
 
    “But you’re a God…” 
 
    “I am a creature like any other, a child of Mother Nature, and that is what you must visualize in your mind.” 
 
    “All right then. I’ll try.” 
 
    And to her great surprise, she succeeded in seeing his aura almost at once. It was so powerful, so brilliant, that it scorched the senses. For a moment she thought it was burning her mind. 
 
    She closed her eyes tightly, focusing even more, and gave the order to the disc. She felt the tingling, but not the sense of void, since it was not herself she was lifting. 
 
    “Open your eyes.” 
 
    When she did so, she found him hovering suspended above the lake. 
 
    “Are you doing it yourself, to make me feel better?” 
 
    “Check for yourself. Move me. In whatever direction you want. I will not know which.” 
 
    She concentrated, without closing her eyes this time, and commanded: “Up, the height of two bodies, slowly.” The Disc flashed, and Adamis rose the same distance. 
 
    “Yes! It’s me! I did it! I can’t believe it!” She was jumping up and down, shouting joyfully. The spell broke, and he began to fall towards the water. An instant before he hit the surface his body gave a flash and disappeared in a mist, then reappeared beside her. 
 
    “Happy?” 
 
    “Yes! Absolutely!” she replied, and flung herself into his arms. 
 
    “Tomorrow I will teach you how to protect yourself, how to create a shield.” 
 
    “And the next day?” 
 
    “And the next day it will be time to leave. We have been here for many days. They will be searching for you, risking their lives to find you.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s time to go back to Ikai and all the others. Time to begin the rebellion. We must unite the people, rise up, and bring down the Regent and the Enforcers.” 
 
    Adamis was silent, but there was concern on his golden face. 
 
    “Tell me, will you come with me? Will you fight beside me?”  
 
    “Is there any way I can dissuade you from going to fight?” 
 
    “Well, can you make the Regent, the Guard, the Hunters, the Eyes, the Executors and the Oppressors all disappear? Can you bring down the Boundary? Can you give us the freedom we crave and which is our right? Can you free the Senoca? If you can, there won’t be any fighting.” 
 
    He was silent for a moment. 
 
    “No, I cannot. Even if I wanted to, it would be impossible for me. You must understand that the Boundary of the Senoca does not belong to my House but to the House of the Fifth Ring, the Lord of Water. He will never grant you freedom. He will never allow any other House to interfere in his domains.” 
 
    “His domains? Is that what we are?” 
 
    “You know what I meant… The High King of the Fifth Ring will never agree to my request to free you. And I cannot impose it on him, not without declaring a war between the Houses which my father would not allow. No, I cannot grant you freedom, no matter how much I wish I could.” 
 
    “In that case, I’ll fight. Fight until we’re free. For my mother, for Yosane, for Urda, for all those who’ve fallen, for the hundreds who die every day, for the thousands who suffer from sunup to sundown simply because they were born Senoca.” 
 
    Adamis sighed. “Nothing I say will make you change your mind, will it?” 
 
    “No, and you know that. It’s the right thing. That’s why you’ve taught me how to use the Power, so I can defend myself. I’m not very clever, but I can see your concern for me in your eyes, and I know the reason that made you do it.” 
 
     “I do not want to lose you.” 
 
    “Then fight beside me.” 
 
    “It is suicide, Kyra. You face the Guard and the Enforcers. You have no army. You are farmers, you do not know how to fight. You cannot win.” 
 
    “But there are many of us, and we’re guided by our hearts and the rightness of our cause.” 
 
    “The heart and the rightness of a cause are helpless against a well-armed, organized army. And so are numbers. The Executors in formation, or the Guard itself, will destroy the farmers. What you intend is madness.” 
 
    “You can fight beside me. You are very powerful, a God. That would give us a chance.” 
 
    “You ask me to go against everything I am, everything I know, everything I have been all my life.” 
 
    “I ask you to let yourself be guided by your heart, not your position.” 
 
    “If I do that, Kyra, I doom myself. My people would sentence me to death. My own father would search me out with his army of Gods and hand me over to the High Kings, to be executed for the dishonor I would have caused my House.” 
 
    “Forgive me, I said it without thinking… I didn’t know…” 
 
    Adamis took both her hands in his own. 
 
    “You have to understand that by stepping in, by rescuing you, and even more by simply being here with you now, I am condemning myself. My father implicitly forbade me to. If he finds out what I have done, he will fly into a rage and my punishment will be exemplary. He will bury me alive for five hundred years. He will allow nobody to question his authority, least of all me, his son and heir.” 
 
    “I… I’m sorry… I didn’t realize I was dragging you into this situation.” 
 
    “Shhh… you have not dragged me into anything. I am the master of my own decisions and actions.” 
 
    “But you’re risking so much for me…” 
 
    “I would risk my life for you without a thought. The longer I spend with you the more powerful grow the feelings of my heart and the more I want to be with you and protect you from all evil.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t want you to stay. I don’t want you to be condemned by your father and your people. Go back to them, so they don’t discover what you’ve done. What has to happen here will happen, and it’s inevitable now. You don’t need to interfere.” 
 
    “That decision is mine, and mine alone.” 
 
    Kyra feared for him, for both of them, but there was no way they could stop now. What would be, would be. If they both perished it would be by the will of their own hearts. 
 
    They kissed with the intensity of a thousand suns, and their souls were joined forever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Liriana was weeping at the foot of the majestic oak. Night was falling, with the moon beginning to peek out amid dark and threatening clouds. She was trying to hold back the tears, but was unable to. Ikai watched her, feeling her pain. He had lost his mother, she had lost Gedrel, who in her heart was a father. His eyes watered and a painful knot in his throat stopped him from swallowing. He had spent days of pain and tears, days brooding over what had happened, over inevitability, his future, and the fate of the Senoca. Meanwhile he tried to bear the unbearable pain of losing his mother, of having been unable to protect her. 
 
    “This place… this ancient oak tree… was his favorite,” Liriana said without taking her eyes off the tree. 
 
    “I didn’t know that. I would’ve liked to spend more time with him. He was a good man, and a wise leader.” 
 
    “He told me this place, this powerful oak, represents our spirit, the soul of our people. He assured me that as long as it stands there’ll be hope for the Senoca.” 
 
    “Is that why you brought us here?” 
 
    “That, and because this is where we’re going to meet.” 
 
    “Meet? Who d’you mean? What for?” 
 
    “You’ll find out tonight. It’ll be a truly important meeting, for all of us, for all the Senoca people.” 
 
    “I thought you trusted me, that you weren’t hiding any secrets from me.” 
 
    Liriana turned, and her turquoise eyes bored into his own. “I trust you. I always have, and you know that. But tonight you’ll have to make a decision you’ve been avoiding for a long time.” 
 
    As he gazed at her face, Ikai felt himself shiver. No matter how hard he might deny it, she stirred unexpected feelings in him. Feelings he should not be having. He wondered whether it was the same with her. Probably not. 
 
    “If I have to make a decision, then I will. I just want you to know you can always trust me.” 
 
    She smiled faintly. “I know, Ikai. I’ve always known, ever since our paths crossed. I know you well, very well.” She looked away. 
 
    Maruk, who had been preparing the camp fire where they were to gather, brought across a water-skin and offered it to Liriana. “Are you all right, Captain?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine. Don’t you worry.” 
 
    “I always worry about you, even though I know you’re strong and you’ll get over it. I miss him too. Gedrel was a great man. A visionary.” 
 
    “We’ll all miss him.” 
 
    Maruk offered the water to Ikai, with a sideways glance. There was something in that look, a silent warning. He understood. 
 
    “No thanks, I’m fine.” 
 
    Liriana stroked Maruk’s cheek. “How’s the camp coming along?” 
 
    “It’s ready, as you ordered. It’s in the deepest part of the oak grove, on the other side of the Boundary that divides it. I’ve manipulated the Rings of everyone who escaped with us. It’s taken me several days, but now they can all cross over.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful. Thanks. You’re in charge of making sure the camp is up and secure. It’ll be our base for operations from now on.” 
 
    “Right. I love it when you get all military on me.” 
 
    “Will you please take this seriously? Our lives are at stake!” 
 
    “I know. Isn’t it exciting?” Maruk seized her by the waist to kiss her. 
 
    She moved her head aside. “You’re impossible. Go to the camp and get on with things. Don’t make me whip you.” The moment the words were out of her mouth, she realized how it had sounded. Maruk grinned from ear to ear and eyed her roguishly. “Don’t you dare say anything! Off you go to the camp!” 
 
    Maruk left, laughing. 
 
    “And don’t you say anything either.” She jabbed her finger at Ikai, her face as red as a ripe tomato. 
 
    “Not a word.” He smiled and waved his hand reassuringly. 
 
    The sound of running footsteps made them turn to the south. It was Karm and Honus, who had been on watch duty. Something was up.  
 
    “Someone’s coming, from the south,” they called out. 
 
    “Take up your positions,” Liriana said. They took shelter behind two sturdy oaks at once and readied their bows. 
 
    “Romen!” Liriana called out, and he came out of the oak grove behind her. “Cover us from the big oak.” 
 
    Ikai took a step forward, but she stopped him. “I’ll take care of them. You hide and cover me.” 
 
    “Right, but be careful.” 
 
    “I will,” she said, and went to stand behind the fire. 
 
    It was not long before the three men appeared in the clearing in front of the great oak and stopped a few steps from the fire. The man leading them was a giant, bigger even than Honus, who carried a huge axe. The other two also carried axes. Ikai tensed the string of his bow. 
 
    Liriana’s stern face relaxed. She raised her hand to greet the new arrivals with a broad smile. “Welcome! Rutus, I’m so glad to see you. You’ve been quick. The Third County’s a long way from here.”  
 
    “You called me, you said it was urgent and important, and here I am,” said the giant with the black beard. He hugged her, lifting her off her feet. 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    Rutus let her fall, and she hastened to greet his two cousins Usom and Turos. 
 
    “How’s your leg, Usom?” she asked, recalling the wound he had received during the attack on the convoy. 
 
    “Fine. It’s healed, but now I walk with a limp.” 
 
    “Better that than lose it,” Turos said, and gave him a wink. 
 
    “I’m so glad to see the three of you. I had no idea whether you’d been caught after our attack.” 
 
    “It’s been a hard time, but we survived,” the giant said, and added firmly: “We’re keen to get back into action again.”  
 
    “Very soon, Rutus, very soon.” 
 
    “We’re with you.”  
 
    Liriana turned. “You can come out. They’re friends. We were expecting them.” Ikai lowered his bow and came out, with the others behind him. Liriana introduced Ikai, Karm and Honus to the woodsmen, who nodded in return. 
 
    “Thank you for coming, Rutus,” said Liriana. “Take a seat by the fire.” She gestured to one of the seven stumps which had been placed around it. “I’ll bring you something to eat and drink while we wait for the others. You must be tired after the journey.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Rutus. “I’m so hungry I could eat a whole boar all by myself.”  
 
    Looking at him, Ikai had no doubt that he was perfectly capable of doing exactly that. While Liriana was informed about the situation in the Third County, Idana appeared between the trees with food. 
 
     A few at a time, the remaining guests at the crucial meeting arrived. Mitas the miner, broad-shouldered and black-faced, came leading the group from the Fourth County. After them came Ganat, tall and thin, leading the cattlemen of the First County, with the smell that typified them. Then it was the turn of Camptos, who arrived with three farmers from the Sixth County. Ikai recognized him, and they greeted each other. Then followed Costan with his group from the Fifth County, also farmers. Last to arrive was Pasmal of the Second County, with several shepherds and goatherds. 
 
    In lieu of Gedrel, Liriana greeted them all fondly. These men were brave souls who were giving everything to the cause. Greetings became widespread, as though this were a large family reunion. Idana brought food and drink for everyone. Each leader sat on one of the six stumps, with his companions behind him. The seventh, the one which represented the capital and which the old leader had occupied, remained empty. 
 
    “You all know what happened in Osaen, what happened to Gedrel.” 
 
    They raised their voices in response: “A brave and exceptional, man.” “An incomparable leader.” “A wise man, a visionary, the soul of the people.” 
 
    Camptos straightened and said: “He was a Master, who gave everything, even his life, for us, for his people.” 
 
    The reply was unanimous: “The soul of the rebellion!”  
 
    Liriana nodded. “Let’s raise our glasses to the moon and toast Master Gedrel, who united us in order to lead the people to freedom!” 
 
    Everybody raised their glasses and a single shout was heard: “For Gedrel!” 
 
    Liriana sat down on the seventh stump. “I sit here to represent the capital, not as Gedrel’s successor.” 
 
    They all stared at her, and Rutus said: “You must lead us now that the master’s gone.” 
 
    “That’s something which must be decided here tonight.” 
 
    Rutus crossed his hands over his huge chest. “I know you. I’ve fought beside you and we’ve shed enemy blood. I trust you. I won’t follow anybody else.” 
 
    “Thank you, Rutus, but Gedrel’s plans were different, and I intend to honor his wishes.” 
 
    “Very well then. Explain.” 
 
    Liriana turned to them all. “What happened in the capital has caused the flame to take hold in the people’s hearts. What Gedrel predicted would happen has happened. We passed on the message, we gave hope to the people, and now that hope fills the hearts of the Senoca. It’s time to finish what we started so long ago, what we all wish for. It’s time to take the final step toward gaining our freedom. This is the moment for the Rebellion. It’s a unique opportunity, and we must take it. Gedrel sacrificed himself to give us this chance, and we can’t let it pass. This is the moment.” 
 
    “Do you want us to rise up in arms? Rutus asked, his axe clasped in his hands. 
 
    “I want us to overthrow Regent Sesmok. To expel the Enforcers.” 
 
    A worried silence followed her words. 
 
    “That’s why I’ve called you here tonight. This meeting will decide the future of the Senoca. The seven of us will decide our people’s future. But it must be a unanimous decision. I won’t risk everyone’s lives if I don’t have your total, unconditional support.” 
 
    Again there followed a heavy silence. 
 
    Rutus was the first to speak. “Because of our attack, the Third County suffered the consequences. The Guard and the Enforcers punished the people. Many perished. Innocent woodsmen, poor farmers who had nothing to do with it. Once blood’s spilt, you can’t stop what happens next. I’ve spilt enemy blood… and the blood of my own people too. There’s no way back. I’ll keep going. You can count on my support and my axe. The Third County’s with you.” 
 
    Mitas the miner cleared his throat. “You’re asking a lot of us. It’s one thing to spread the message among our people, or carry out small acts of sabotage, or steal provisions. Overthrowing Sesmok is something very different. We’ll be fighting the whole Guard and the Enforcers…” 
 
    “We don’t have an army like them,” said Ganat the cattleman. “Maybe with more time to prepare…”  
 
    Camptos looked aside at Ikai, who was watching from under the oak tree with Idana. “And we’ll need the Heroes. Without them the people won’t follow us, no matter how furious they may be now after this bloodbath in the capital.” 
 
    Liriana nodded. “You’re all intelligent men. Gedrel chose you well. It’s true we don’t have an army. But we have a plan to get hold of one. As for when, I’m afraid it has to be now. What’s happened gives us the people’s support. Gedrel’s sacrifice gives us momentum. If we wait till we’re ready, years might go by and we won’t have the advantage we do now.” 
 
    “Advantage?” asked Costan. 
 
    “We have the people on our side, demanding justice. And we have the surprise factor. Sesmok will never guess what we’re going to do. Not in a thousand years would he expect us to do something as unthinkable as this to overthrow him.” 
 
    Silence fell on the gathering again, broken only by the crackling of the fire. In the light of the flames, the faces of the leaders of the Six Counties showed deep concern. 
 
    “Are the Heroes with you?” Camptos insisted. “Without them it won’t be possible to rouse the people. They’ll only follow us if the Heroes are with us, leading the way.” 
 
    Liriana looked at Ikai and Idana, inviting them to speak. 
 
    “I’m Ikai, of the Sixth County. Once I was a Hunter, and because of circumstances… I’m now a Hero.” 
 
    “We all know you, and your history, Hero of the Senoca, leader of the Shelter,” Camptos said. 
 
    “Good. But you don’t know my whole story, and I think it would be better if you did. It might help you make the right choice. As happened with me.” 
 
    “Please, we’re listening,” said Mitas. 
 
    “I always believed that family was the most important thing in this life. My mother taught me that. Blood is what unites us, what we must love and protect. When the Gods took my sister away, I renounced everything. I became a Pariah and went to find her. I didn’t care if I had to go to the Eternal City itself and fight the Gods. Unfortunately that’s exactly what I had to do, and I did it. For my sister, for my family, for the blood of my blood. And I wasn’t the only one. Liriana did the same, for similar reasons, for love, for the cause. But one thing sets us apart, Liriana and me… I just wanted to save my sister and go back to our mother, to protect them, as I’d always tried to do. Liriana wanted to come back to fight for the cause, to confront the system. She stayed and fought. I took my people to a safe place, to the Shelter. I always thought Liriana’s choice of staying and fighting ‒ which my sister shared ‒ was wrong. Whoever fights when the chances are as slim as that fails nine times out of ten. And in this game, failure is punished with death. I didn’t want to see either my sister or my mother die. That’s why I set up the Shelter, and for a while I thought I’d reached my goal: I had my family with me in a peaceful haven. They were safe. We’d be happy. All we had to do was leave the Gods alone, not get involved with the cause, and then they’d forget about us.” He gave a deep sigh. 
 
    Out of the shadows came Albana, who winked at him and went to stand beside Idana. Maruk too appeared and went to stand behind Liriana. 
 
    Ikai shook his head sadly. “But I was very wrong. There’s one thing I’ve learnt, and it’s taken me time and pain to digest it: we can’t hide from trouble. Sooner or later it finds us, and then the consequences are worse. There’s no safe place to hide from the Gods and their servants. Inside or outside the Boundary. As long as they’re in power, we’ll never be safe. Never. None of us. Hiding and waiting till the storm passes will only make the next one kill us, us and our loved ones. The Gods destroyed the Shelter, and they killed my mother in Osaen. For all that I tried to hide and protect her, I couldn’t. And we won’t be able to either. We can’t stay with our arms folded, we can’t hide, we can’t create another Shelter, because in the end they’ll find us and destroy us. There’s only one thing we can do, and that’s unite and fight. Destroy them if we get the chance. That’s why I’m telling you here tonight that there’s only one solution: rebellion. We must unite, take up arms and bring down Sesmok, send the Enforcers away. That’s the lesson of life I’ve learnt, and that’s what I’m passing on to you.” 
 
    They were all staring at him as though hypnotized. They had not expected that honesty, that devotion and commitment. Albana and Liriana gazed at him: the one in disbelief, the other filled with pride. 
 
    “Well said, brother!” came Kyra’s voice. 
 
    They all turned and saw her coming towards them. With her was a tall, slender figure shrouded in a hooded cloak. A little behind them were Karm and Honus, who had let them through. 
 
    “Kyra!” Ikai cried delightedly. He was about to throw his arms round her when Albana took his arm. “She has Adamis with her,” she whispered in warning. 
 
    He nodded and went to his sister, folding her into a tight embrace. 
 
    “I’m so glad to see you safe and sound. You had me worried. Where have you been?” 
 
    “You worry too much, little brother. I was with him.” She indicated Adamis with her thumb. “He’s been teaching me some things I have to tell you about.” 
 
    Ikai’s eyes went to Adamis. He could not see his face under the hood, but even so, he greeted him with a bow of his head. Adamis returned the greeting, but said nothing. 
 
    “I never thought I’d hear you say those words, ever. I’m stunned.” 
 
    “Mother’s death made me realize some facts.” 
 
    “I know, me too. I’m sorry to have been such a nuisance all this time.” 
 
    “You’re the best thing I have, little sis. I wouldn’t change you for anything.” 
 
    Kyra smiled and hugged her brother again so hard it hurt her. “I love you too, my level-headed big brother.” 
 
    “Let’s go back to the meeting. They must be wondering what we’re talking about.” 
 
    She held him back a moment. “I’m so glad to see you, Ikai, and about that change of heart. It makes me really happy. I always knew you’d see things my way in the end.” 
 
    They went over to the fire. 
 
    Rutus was eying Adamis with distrust, and nor was he the only one. He pointed his axe at the newcomer. “Who’s this? Is he trustworthy?”  
 
    “He’s with me,” Kyra hastened to say. 
 
    “This meeting’s secret,” said Mitas. 
 
    Kyra frowned. “I said he’s with me. Or are you going to question my word?”  
 
    Mitas raised his hands. “I’d never doubt the word of a Hero. If he’s with you, he’s with us.” 
 
    “That’s good enough.” Kyra glared defiantly at Rutus. The woodsman lowered his axe and nodded. 
 
    “You’ve heard my brother lay his soul bare before you,” she said to the Group. “His honesty does him credit. I’m with him, he has my support. I follow him.” She moved away to greet Idana and Albana. 
 
    “I’m with Ikai, always,” Albana said, and gave him a roguish smile. 
 
    “I’m with them too,” Idana hastened to say as she hugged Kyra. 
 
    Liriana nodded. “You already know my position.” 
 
    “And wherever Liriana goes, I go too,” said Maruk. 
 
    “All the Heroes have spoken,” Liriana said, looking at Camptos, “and they’re with the cause. The people will follow us.” 
 
    “There are seven Heroes … there are six here… one’s missing,” said Camptos. 
 
    Kyra came closer to the fire. “The seventh Hero, my friend Urda, was captured by the Enforcers. She’s in the Dungeons of Oblivion…” She turned towards where Adamis was standing a few feet away in the shadows, and he gave her a nod. 
 
    “I have something to tell you. Something I’ve seen with my own eyes, something they made me watch. Once I tell you, your idea of the Enforcers of the Gods will change. Your whole way of thinking about what the Gods are doing to us will change. But I think you need to know. You have a right to know.” 
 
    All eyes stared at her, worried and uneasy. 
 
    “Go on.” Liriana encouraged her. 
 
    In a voice broken with pain, Kyra told them in detail what she had witnessed inside the Dungeons of Oblivion: what Oskas had done to Urda, what Urda had become once the process was finished. The Heroes and the six leaders watched her in blank amazement, disbelief on their faces. 
 
    Rutus was the first to react. “What kind of abomination is this! It cannot be!” 
 
    Another voice cried, “I don’t believe it! The Enforcers aren’t human!” And still another: “It can’t be. Are you telling us the Enforcers are our relatives and friends?” 
 
    Kyra spoke very slowly, with authority in her voice. “I’m telling you what I witnessed, what they did to my friend right in front of me. What she turned into. I know it’s hard to grasp, but you must. There are thousands of our own people in the Dungeons of Oblivion, and out of them they create the Enforcers.” 
 
    “By Oxatsi! It’s horrible! Appalling!” Costan was shaking his head, unwilling to accept what he had heard. 
 
    “Damn inhuman Gods!” came a cry.  
 
    Costan shouted: “They’re turning us into those things?”  
 
    Cries of horror and bewilderment rose to Father Girlai, who contemplated the scene from the sky above. They all had friends, relatives and loved ones whom the Gods had taken away. Knowing this could be their fate was worse than a death sentence. 
 
    Rutus got up and brandished his big axe above his head, “I’ll kill them all for this! Death to the Gods!” 
 
    The cry was picked up by the others: “Death to the Gods! And then: “Death to Sesmok!” And finally: “Death! Death! Death!” Their cries of anger at this terrible outrage filled the oak wood. 
 
    Ikai was trying to take in what his sister had found out. Turning people into monsters in the service of the Gods was something unimaginably evil. The Gods were using slaves to control other slaves. It was an idea worthy of the sick minds of those pitiless creatures. 
 
    Liriana intervened in an attempt to calm the mood. “Sit down, I beg you. I feel as outraged as you do. If my soul craved to fight before, it’s even more determined now. If I had any lingering doubts before, they’re gone. We can’t allow them to go on doing this to us. We have to fight. Are you with me?” 
 
    “We’re with you, Liriana,” Rutus said. The other leaders nodded emphatically. 
 
    She turned to Ikai. “And the Heroes?” 
 
    “We are,” he said. Albana, Idana, Kyra and Maruk nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Then it’s settled. We’ll fight.” 
 
    “You’ve spoken of bringing down Sesmok,” Rutus said, “you’ve told us now’s the time to do it. We’re with you, but what’s the plan? When do we attack? How?”  
 
    Liriana gestured towards Ikai. “He’ll guide us to victory.” 
 
    Rutus grunted. “Him? He’s a Hero…. and I applaud his honesty and frankness… but you’re the one we follow.” 
 
    “And he’s the one I follow.” 
 
    “You’re Gedrel’s successor, in our eyes.” said Mitas. 
 
    “But that’s the way Gedrel wanted it. Ikai will be the one who leads us to victory. The plan will be his, the strategy we’ll follow to overthrow Sesmok and expel the Enforcers. These are Gedrel’s words: Ikai is the brain, Kyra the soul, you the arm of this revolution. That’s what he told me, and I’ll honor his decision. Not just out of respect for him, but because I feel it’s the right decision.” 
 
    Rutus scratched his beard thoughtfully. “Old Gedrel always knew what he was doing. He had an eye for these things. If that’s his will, then so be it. I accept.” 
 
    “And the others?” Liriana asked. 
 
    One by one they all accepted. 
 
     “Very well. Ikai, the moment we talked about has come. You must choose. You must decide whether you’ll take charge and guide us in the fight.” 
 
    Ikai breathed in the night air of the oak grove deeply, then exhaled slowly. As he did so he looked up at Father Girlai, then down at the men and women gathered there, and meditated his decision, as he always did. But this time he had already made that decision even before he knew it. Solma’s face came to his mind, and he smiled. For you, Mother, for the Senoca. He put his hands to his chest and declared: 
 
    “I join the cause, and I’ll lead you in the rebellion!” 
 
    “That’s the way to talk!” Kyra cried, full of pride and joy. 
 
    Ikai went to Liriana by the fireside. “I’m not going to lie to you. Our chances of coming out of this victorious are pretty slim. Almost nonexistent, actually.” 
 
    There was a buzz of angry comment at this. 
 
    “But we have one possible opportunity,” he told them. 
 
    Rutus patted his axe. “We only need one.” 
 
    “All right, then,” Ikai said. “I have a plan to turn that opportunity to our advantage. Are you with me?” 
 
    “We’re with you!” Rutus cried. 
 
    “For freedom!” shouted Kyra. 
 
    Ikai raised his fist. “For freedom!”  
 
    “For freedom!” came the cry from all. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Three days had passed since the crucial meeting: days of planning and preparation. That night the sky was clear and warm, and the stars pulsed as if they wanted to send a message of peace and harmony. Kyra had a feeling that it was the calm before the storm. 
 
    In the clearing in the oak grove she found Adamis beside the great oak, his hand on its massive trunk, his gaze lost in the moon. 
 
    “Mother Nature is wise, and her children incomparably lovely,” he said without turning to look at her. She did not know how he had sensed her presence, but guessed it had something to do with the Power. She put her hand to her chest, where she kept the disc in a leather sachet around her neck. 
 
    “They certainly are,” she agreed, gazing at the noble oak outlined against the sky. 
 
    “I meant you,” he said and turned to look at her. 
 
    Taken by surprise, she blushed. “Stop looking at me with those eyes like the sea at dawn, or they’ll drive me crazy and I won’t know what I’m doing!” 
 
    Adamis smiled. “You fill me with delight when you scold me like that.” 
 
    She put her hands on her hips. “Well, I don’t find it funny at all.”  
 
    He took her by the waist and kissed her so intensely that she was left breathless. “And… and why that?” 
 
    “That is because you always surprise me with your answers. And because I drive myself insane trying to understand you.” 
 
    Kyra looked around her. “Be careful, we might be seen. I don’t want them to find you out. We’d be in serious trouble if they did.” 
 
    “They are all in the camp on the other side of the Boundary. We are alone in this part of the oak wood.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. Besides, if someone crosses the barrier I will feel it.” 
 
    “Of course, I was forgetting that nothing gets past the omnipotent God.” 
 
    Adamis laughed. “Why are you like that with me?” 
 
    “Because I have to bring you down a notch. You’ve spent all your life with those conceited Gods, and of course you know nothing about anything.” 
 
    The God shook his head, smiling. “You are doing that all right, and teaching me all I need to know, with that fiery tongue and temperament of yours.” 
 
    She raised her arms and narrowed her eyes, assuming a mock-pompous voice. “Oh, I still have a lot to polish, seeing that Your Highness is a Prince, no less, of one of the mightiest and longest-lived houses.” 
 
    “There is nothing I would like more than not to be him at this particular moment.” 
 
    She could hear the sadness in his voice. “What’s up, then?” 
 
    “Tomorrow is the day. Tomorrow everyone will leave, and nothing will ever be the same again.” 
 
    “Everything is ready. It’s time to carry out my brother’s plan. Time to go into action.” 
 
    “Will you go with them? 
 
    “Each Hero will go with one of the County Leaders. I’m going with Camptos. He’s the leader of the Sixth County, which is my own. I want to go with him and help him. He’ll need me.” 
 
    Adamis sighed heavily and lowered his gaze. 
 
    “I was afraid of that.” 
 
    “You know I can’t turn my back on them. They need me.” 
 
    “Yes, you are the soul of this rebellion, I know.”  
 
    “It’s not that. Six Counties and six Heroes. Each one of us has a vital role in Ikai’s plan. I can’t fail them.” 
 
    “I do not want anything to happen to you. What you are going to attempt is madness. It will not work. You will all end up dead. I do not want to lose you, Kyra.” 
 
    “I know, but I just can’t stay on the sidelines like a coward because of the risk. I could never do that.” 
 
    “You are doomed. You will not make it.” 
 
    “You say that so I won’t go.” 
 
    “No, Kyra, I say it because I know it is so.” 
 
    “The risk doesn’t matter, it doesn’t matter if we’re doomed. Even so, I’m going. I’ll fight for freedom until they take my life. And if I don’t make it, if we don’t make it, at least we’ll have taken the first step, we’ll be an example for others to follow someday. And if we don’t, maybe they will. We’ll free the people or else die in the attempt.” 
 
    Adamis’s golden face shadowed. 
 
    “I was going to ask you to come away with me. To renounce both our pasts, and live a future far from all this, together. But I know you cannot.” 
 
    “Believe me, I’d love to get away from here with you, but I’d be selfish if I did that. What right do I have to happiness when thousands of my people are suffering and dying every single day?” 
 
    Adamis nodded. 
 
    “You do understand, don’t you?” 
 
    “I understand. You have a great and noble heart.” 
 
    “And don’t forget my temperament.” 
 
    “That too.” He smiled. 
 
    “Will you come with me?” 
 
    “I cannot take part. But I will come, for you.” 
 
    “In the end, I’ll make a good God of you,” she said mockingly. 
 
    “The one I was, I no longer am. Knowing you has changed me.” 
 
    Kyra arched an eyebrow. “Forget the compliments.” 
 
    “When I am with you, I am not an arrogant God, I am simply Adamis. When we are together I am as I should be; you make me see life in all its splendor. You make me value each life, each being, as I should, as Mother Nature intended us to. Which is something my civilization decided to forget, believing themselves to be superior.” 
 
    “So, you’re no longer superior to me?” 
 
    “I wish the day may come when I am a tenth of the incredible person you are.” 
 
    She looked at him, mouth agape. 
 
    “You make me better, Kyra.” 
 
    She tried to speak, and for the first time in a long time did not know what to say. She choked on her own fiery tongue. 
 
    “If I could ask for a wish, it would be to be able to be with you like this, as we are now, holding each other, sharing this wonderful night, for the rest of my life.” 
 
    Kyra felt a flare of heat explode inside her. It started in her stomach and ran through her whole body until it burst in her mind. But it was not the blast of fury she knew so well. She felt a mixture of excitement and pleasant warmth suffusing every pore of her skin. Adamis’s eyes were a blue sky with white clouds, and she lost herself in them. She stood on tiptoe to kiss him. He bowed his head and their lips met. 
 
    She kissed him passionately, filled with an overwhelming ardor she did not understand, but which drove her towards him. Their feelings surfaced: undeniable, unstoppable. Their desire and love for one another took over, and they surrendered in body and soul. A white mist enveloped them, and they vanished into it. Kyra felt her surroundings fading until only the sky over their heads remained. He gathered her into his arms, and her excitement made her heart run wild. She suddenly felt herself floating and looked down towards the ground, but it was no longer there. She was floating in the mist, held by Adamis. His eyes assured her there was nothing to be afraid of. She kissed him again, a full, moist kiss, then gave herself over completely to the passion she felt, and two souls joined under the stars. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    High in a fir tree on the edge of the wood, Ikai watched the entrance to the mine. Below, waiting hidden in the thick vegetation, were Mitas, the Miner, the Leader of the Fourth County, together with Karm and Honus. Hidden in the forest behind them, five hundred slaves waited in silence, not moving a muscle. 
 
    Ikai scanned his surroundings. Soon it would be night, and he needed to study every detail before darkness fell. He was about to risk the lives of all these men, and the situation was something less than favorable. His eyes turned to the apron of flat land in front of the mouth of the mine. Among a group of large wooden buildings, hundreds of slaves were working under the iron vigilance of the Enforcers. Behind the mine rose the green-clad mountains whose peaks formed an unsurmountable barrier. The only access is from the south, which is in our favor.  
 
    He climbed down from the tree, careful to make no noise, and crouched amid the underbrush. Mitas whispered: “What do you think?” 
 
    “I’ve counted nearly a hundred Enforcers, mostly Executors. Luckily there aren’t many Eyes-of-the-Gods.” 
 
    “There are Tormentors too,” Karm said. 
 
    Ikai looked at him in puzzlement.  
 
    “They’re the bloody Enforcers they use inside the mines,” growled Honus. 
 
    “They’re like the Executors,” Karm explained, “but smaller, and armed with metal rods. They never come up to the surface.” 
 
    “And the bastard Executors don’t go below,” Honus added. 
 
    “Right. How many of those Tormentors are there inside?” 
 
    “At least another hundred,” Karm said. “There are more than two thousand slaves inside that mine. And about five hundred more involved in support tasks on the surface.” 
 
    “Your experience is going to be a lot of use to us.” 
 
    “It’s the first bloody time being a miner’s been any use to me,” Honus said. 
 
    “What do you think?” Mitas asked again. 
 
    Ikai eyed the mine thoughtfully. “It’s risky, but we haven’t any other option. We’ll have to take the mine and free the slaves.” 
 
    “There are nearly three thousand of them in there,” Karm said. 
 
    “If they join my five hundred loyal men,” Mitas said, “we have the beginning of an army.”  
 
    Ikai nodded. “That’s the first part of the plan. We have to gather an army to rise with. We must free the mines and quarries to recruit an army of slaves. It’s the only way.” 
 
    “Understood,” Mitas said. 
 
    “I’m ready to kill a few Enforcers,” growled Honus. “What are we waiting for?”  
 
    “We’ll attack at midnight.” 
 
    “And Rutus and the other men?” Karm asked. 
 
    “They’ll all attack at midnight tonight as well. It’ll be a coordinated attack. We must all go in at the same time to give Sesmok and the Enforcers no chance to react. It’s essential if the plan’s to succeed. We have to strike at the same time in all six Counties, and move fast. The objectives have been chosen carefully: places where slaves are massively concentrated.” 
 
    Karm nodded. “Like this mine…”  
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Which building are the Executors in?” 
 
    “The biggest one, by the cave-mouth.” 
 
    “And the other buildings?” 
 
    “In the furthest one are the surface slaves. The two in the middle are for storage.” 
 
    “Right.” Ikai said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Are we going to attack all at once at nightfall?” Mitas asked. 
 
    Ikai shook his head. “No, we have five hundred men. The hundred Executors would destroy us. Five to one isn’t enough. I don’t even think ten to one would be. Our men don’t know how to fight. They’re slaves, workers, not warriors.” 
 
    “And so…?” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Ikai said. “It might work… Let’s get ready. We don’t have much time.” 
 
     He went back into the forest, where the men were waiting. He ordered silence and went to stand in the middle. He called fifty men around him and spoke to them in a low but firm voice. 
 
    “You have a right not to do what I’m about to ask of you, because it’s your life you’ll be sacrificing for the cause. The decision is yours, not mine. When I give the order, you decide. I’ll accept your decision, whichever it is.” 
 
    He explained the plan, then went on to the remaining men, repeating the message and the plan. 
 
    “Will they do it?” Karm asked. 
 
    “They’re decent people, and brave ones,” said Mitas, “but we’re asking a lot of them.”  
 
    “When the moment comes, we’ll see,” said Ikai. 
 
    “What if they chicken out?” Honus asked. 
 
    “Then we’ll all die.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At midnight Ikai gave the signal, and the plan was set in motion. He took Karm, Honus and twenty archers with him, all with bows, quivers of arrows and large satchels on their backs. Bent almost double, they ran to a group of rocks and hid behind them. 
 
    “How many?” Ikai asked in a whisper. 
 
    “I can see a pair of Executors by the door of each building,” Karm said. 
 
    Honus craned forward. “Two others at the mine entrance.”  
 
    “Good. We’ll go around this flat area to the outermost building, where the slaves are. Careful with the torches. We mustn’t be seen. If we are, that’ll be it. We’ll be dead, the lot of us.” 
 
    They moved on with care among the shadows of the night and came to the back of the building where the slaves were kept. Here they hid behind bushes, without going any closer. 
 
    “To your positions,” murmured Ikai.  
 
    They dropped on one knee and readied their bows. Ikai moved to the back wall of the building, peered round and saw the shadow of one of the Executors keeping watch at the front. This is the moment of truth. Protect us, Girlai, Father Moon, because your children the Senoca need you. He took a deep breath to calm his nerves. His heart was beating fast, and in the silence of the night it felt like a hammer at his temples. I must keep calm. He breathed deeply once again, and his iron determination took command. Bending over and picking a stone from the ground, he measured the distance, then threw it hard along the side wall. The stone bounced off the ground several times and rolled in front of the Executors. 
 
    “Who’s there?” one of them cried in a cavernous voice. 
 
    Ikai watched with one eye, his face glued to the wall, his body hidden. The two Executors appeared at the side of the building. He pulled his head back like lightning and waited a moment, listening. The heavy footsteps of the two Executors reached him, coming toward him. He retreated along the wooden wall. The footsteps were now clearer and closer. They’re almost here. He drew sword and knife and readied himself. Both Executors turned the corner and appeared in front of him. 
 
    “Who…?” one of them began. Twenty arrows from the vegetation to his right riddled him. He swayed unsteadily, but did not fall. 
 
    The second Executor turned toward the hidden threat. Ikai launched himself at the Enforcer’s feet and stabbed his thigh with both sword and knife. The monster groaned, and in a reflex act hit Ikai with the spear as if attacking some noxious animal which had bitten him. Ikai flew backwards and hit the ground hard. The Enforcer raised his arm to throw his spear. Ikai swallowed, twenty more arrows riddled the Executor. The monster grunted, lowered his arm and fell to one knee. 
 
    “Fi… nish them…” Ikai managed to mutter. 
 
    Karm and Honus hurled themselves on the Executor and knifed him repeatedly in the neck, wrenching off both helmet and breastplate. The others, following their lead, attacked the first Executor and stabbed him again and again until he fell dead. 
 
    Honus helped Ikai to his feet. 
 
    “Playing cat and mouse is one thing,” the giant whispered, “but this is more a case of the mouse biting the cat,”  
 
    “You shouldn’t risk yourself so much, Ikai,” Karm said. “We need you alive.”  
 
    “I’m… fine,” he said, clutching his chest, which hurt horribly. He saw triumph and pride in the archers’ eyes. “They need me to guide them by example.”  
 
    Honus slapped him on the shoulder. “If you’re going to face up to an Executor, then you’d better leave it to me. At least we’re the same size.” The giant’s big hand felt like a mace to Ikai, but he appreciated the gesture. 
 
    “And now what?” Karm asked. “We free the slaves in that building so they join us, right?”  
 
    Ikai shook his head. “It’s the most logical thing to do, but no. It would be too noisy, and we’d be found. It’s not the right moment.” 
 
    “So, what next?” 
 
    “We need to reach the Executors’ barracks.” 
 
    “We have to pass the storage sheds…” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    Karm nodded. “And now?” 
 
    “Now we chop the heads off these two.” 
 
    Karm opened his eyes wide. Honus smiled from ear to ear. “I like your plan more and more every minute. I really do.” 
 
    Ikai winked. “I hoped you would.”  
 
    The second building was a storage shed, with two more Executors posted at the door. The group approached stealthily. The situation was more complicated now. They were in the center of the open area, and although the rear of the store gave them some shelter, they had to go as carefully as they could. Luckily the entrance to the cave and the Enforcers’ barracks were more brightly lit, and there were black spots to hide in. They followed these to the back of the storage shed.  
 
    The two Executors guarding the storage building heard a sound to their right and turned. Rounding the corner and coming towards them came two new Executors. They walked slowly in the shadows, and their helmets tilted slightly forward with every step. The two Enforcers on guard looked at them in puzzlement. It was not time for the other shift yet. This was not in the rule-book. When they were no more than a pace away, the two coming Executors stopped. 
 
    “What the…?” one of the Enforcers on guard began. The spear wielded by the Executor in front of him buried itself in his neck. His companion turned to act, but found the other Enforcer’s spear buried in his own neck. He tried to defend himself, but it was too late. Honus and three other men appeared behind the Enforcers and finished them off, swiftly and savagely, then dragged the bodies inside the store. Ikai loosened the Enforcer’s cloak he had worn clasped round his own neck, covering the dead Enforcer’s head he had put on top of his own.  
 
    Karm laid the other head on the ground. “I can’t believe it worked.” 
 
    “Luckily they’re not too smart,” Ikai said. “Their intelligence has been severely damaged. They carry out the Eyes’ orders and have a few basic functions to guide them. Facing up to other Executors isn’t one of them.”  
 
    “And they don’t see too well at night, either,” Honus said. 
 
    “You told me they never go into the mine, that the Tormentors are inside. That’s what gave me the idea.” 
 
    “You’re a lad with ideas, and good ones,” Honus said. “I like that.”  
 
    “Let’s hope one of them doesn’t kill us all.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Ikai, it won’t do that,” Karm said, and the assurance gave him confidence. 
 
    “So, what’s next?” Mitas asked. 
 
    “Now we take the barracks,” said Ikai. He spoke confidently, trying to convey something he did not altogether feel himself. 
 
    “There are a hundred or so Enforcers there.” 
 
    “It won’t be easy, but there’s no other option. Go back to the men and be ready for my signal.” 
 
    “We won’t fail you. Trust us.” 
 
    Ikai nodded, and Mitas left. 
 
    “Ready to kill a few heartless bloody Enforcers,” Honus said. 
 
    “For freedom,” Karm put in. 
 
    Ikai’s eyes went to the rest of the group. Brave men. Men who would sacrifice themselves for the cause that night. He took a deep breath. For freedom!  
 
    They left the storehouse and went to the rear of the Barracks. They could go no further without being seen. To their right were four Executors on watch duty by the pens. To the left, the entrance to the mine, with another half-dozen Enforcers. At the door of the barracks four others were posted. 
 
    It’s time. I hope their brave hearts don’t fail them now. 
 
    He put his hands to his mouth and hooted like a barn owl, three times. From among the trees there came a faint murmur, which grew in intensity as Mitas’ men gained speed. They were running along the open area in silence, without a single shout, trying to muffle their footsteps, trying to avoid being seen until the last moment. 
 
    And then came the dreaded cry of alarm. 
 
    “Slaves! Watch out!” 
 
    All the Executors on duty hurled themselves at Mitas’ men. It was as though a huge wave had broken against a few rocks in a cliff. The rocky Enforcers began to deal death among the wave of slaves. And the sea was blotched with red. 
 
    “Executors, to me!” cried an Eye-of-the-Gods. 
 
    The slaves moved on, avoiding the Enforcers. They ran with one purpose only: to prevent the Executors from the Barracks from coming out and getting into formation. 
 
    Ikai gave his men the signal. From the satchels they carried on their backs they took oil-skins and started to drench the walls of the barracks. They began with the back wall and the two side ones, while the first Enforcers to come out lined up before the doors. 
 
    The wave of slaves broke against them. A hundred determined men hurled themselves at the barrier formed by twenty Executors. They were killed before they could even reach them. But that did not stop them. The slaves came at a run and threw themselves with all their might at the Enforcers. They were run through with spears, but they struck the Enforcers with all the momentum of their bodies. That was their purpose. The first wave broke and died against the enemy barrier. But the next ones began to sweep the Enforcers back. First the outer ones, until they reached those in the middle. 
 
    They’re not flinching! They keep going! They’re heroes! 
 
    “Form a barrier! Form!” an Eye was shouting to those inside the Barracks. But the doors were not wide enough to let the Enforcers out. 
 
    Mitas and five men knocked the Eye aside. Before another barrier could form, fifty men blocked the doors with their bodies. The Executors ran them through from inside, but the rest of the men were pushing to stop them coming out. 
 
    “Now let’s go!” Ikai ordered, and his men set fire to the oil. The walls of the building burst into flames. 
 
    Ikai ran to meet Mitas. 
 
    “Block the exit!” 
 
    A group of men appeared with an enormous iron sheet. While Mitas’ men pushed against the door, they passed the sheet over their heads and used it to block the door. On the outside, three hundred men were pushing to stop the Executors coming out, while the flames devoured the building. 
 
    “Follow me!” Ikai called to his group. He led them towards the Executors still standing in the open area. The fight was brutal. Honus fought as if he were one of the Enforcers himself, with Karm always at his side to help him. By the time they had finished with the Enforcers, only the two of them and one other man were left standing. 
 
    “Push! Push!” Mitas shouted to his men. 
 
    The ceiling collapsed in flames on the Executors, followed by the two side-walls. 
 
    “Get back!” shouted Ikai. 
 
    A dozen Enforcers appeared amid the flames, their bodies burning, trying to escape the fire. The slaves moved away and let them wander aimlessly about while the fire devoured them. 
 
    After a short while the whole building collapsed, and not a single Enforcer came out alive. 
 
    “We did it!” Karm shouted.  
 
    “Tonight I’m having broiled Enforcer for dinner!” cried Honus. 
 
    “Victory!” shouted Mitas’ men. 
 
     “We did it,” the County Leader said to Ikai. “Your plan worked.” 
 
    Ikai pointed to the pile of bodies. “So it did. But we paid dearly for it.” 
 
    “They went willingly. They knew the plan.” 
 
    “Even so… we’ve lost more than two hundred men.” 
 
    “Their sacrifice will lead us to freedom, Hero of the Senoca.” 
 
    “I’m no Hero of the Senoca. They are.” 
 
    “For the Heroes!” came a shout, and it was picked up by the rest: “For the Heroes!” 
 
    “Now it’s time to take the mine and free the miners,” Mitas said. 
 
    Karm arrived with Honus at that moment. “How are we going to do it?” he asked. “There are plenty of Tormentors down there.” 
 
    Ikai thought for a moment. “We’ll do it with light. A lot of light.” 
 
    Karm understood. “Get some torches ready. A lot of them.” 
 
    The fight inside the mine was brutal and chaotic. But just as Ikai had guessed, the Tormentors were vulnerable to light. They had been created to work in the darkness of the deep mines. This advantage turned out to be decisive. They fought till dawn, taking level after level of the mine, until they reached the very deepest. They lost another hundred brave men, but their lives freed two and a half thousand slaves. In all, more than three thousand were freed from that accursed place. They were all assembled in the open area outside the mine, to wait until they had got used to the light of day. 
 
    Ikai addressed them. “My name is Ikai, I come from the Sixth County. I’m one of the seven Heroes.” The slaves started to whisper and murmur, in a mixture of incredulity, fear and joy. Ikai gestured to them to let him continue. “Today is a great day for the Senoca. Today, for the first time in our history, for the first time in a thousand years, we’ve risen against the Oppressors.”  
 
    The murmur rose again, and this time there was no doubt it was one of fear. 
 
     “Today the Rebellion begins. We’ve conquered this mine. We’ve set you free. What seems impossible can be achieved by the will of an oppressed people, and this is proof of it. And just as with you, right now, all across the six counties other groups of slaves are being liberated. The Heroes and the leaders of the rebellion from each county are freeing the people, just as we’ve done here. The Rebellion has begun, and now we’re going to bring down Sesmok and the Enforcers.” 
 
    The murmuring gave way to cries of astonishment. 
 
    “I know it’s hard to believe. I know it’s hard to accept. But think about it. Did you imagine this morning that a group of Senoca would come to set you free? Did you ever think it was possible? That a bunch of Senoca might defeat the Enforcers? And I’m telling you now: we’ve done it. We’ve killed the Enforcers, we’ve freed you. And in the same way we’re going to free all the Senoca. We’re going to rise against Sesmok and the Enforcers, and we’re going to topple them. All of them together, in one go. The Senoca will be free.” 
 
    The rumor ceased. Voices in favor began to be heard among the slaves. Some cried to the sky, others encouraged the remainder to rise and fight. Some, defeated by fear, by a life of slavery, resisted. But little by little the majority started to lean towards rebellion. And soon the whole open area was filled with voices in favor of fighting, in favor of freedom. 
 
    “Will you fight with me to gain your freedom?” Ikai asked exultantly. 
 
    “We’ll fight!”  
 
    “Will you follow me into battle?” 
 
    “We’ll follow you!” 
 
    “For the Senoca! For freedom!” 
 
    Three thousand throats broke into cheers to the heavens. 
 
    Ikai’s heart filled with joy. He could not have been prouder of his fellow-countrymen. Thank you, Oxatsi. Thank you for infusing courage into their noble hearts.  
 
    Mitas came to his side. “We did it. Now what? What are your orders?” 
 
    “Listen carefully. It’s vital that you follow the plan closely.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Take a third of the men and go through the whole County. Recruit all you can, in fields, hamlets and places where you don’t find too much opposition. Don’t go near the capital of the County or the bigger villages. The Guard and the Enforcers will be getting ready to fight you.” 
 
    “Very well. I’ll do that. What about you? Don’t you need me?” 
 
    “There are two more mines in this County. I’m going to free them.” 
 
    “May Oxatsi protect you!” 
 
    “You too, my friend,” Ikai said. “You have a week. In a week’s time, bring your men to the meeting-point.”  
 
    “Only a week? I could recruit more men if I had more time.” 
 
    “If we give them time, they’ll get ready and it’ll be too late. Time’s our enemy.” 
 
    “All right. One week.” 
 
    “And one thing more. It’s important.”  
 
    Mitas nodded. 
 
    “You must spread the rumor that you’re going to attack the County capital.” 
 
    “But I don’t understand. You just told me not to go near ‒” 
 
    “Don’t. But we must make the Guard, the Proxies, and the Enforcers believe that we’re going to attack the County capitals. It’s the logical move, what Sesmok expects us to do. He’ll have to defend six counties at the same time, and it’ll be very hard for him. Even with the Guard and the Enforcers to back him up.” 
 
    “But we won’t do it…” 
 
    “No, you must make them believe we’re going to. On the seventh day they must be convinced we’re going to attack the County capitals.” 
 
    “But instead of attacking, I’m to lead my men to the meeting-point.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “What about Rutus, Camptos and the other leaders?” 
 
    “You all have the same order. We’ll all follow the same plan.” 
 
    “I get it now.” 
 
    “Remember, in a week’s time I’ll be waiting for you.” 
 
    “I’ll be there, I won’t let you down.” 
 
    They embraced. 
 
    Ikai said his farewells to Mitas and his men as they left. 
 
    In a week. In just a week the fate of the Senoca will be decided. Freedom or death.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyra hurled her dagger with a whiplash movement of her right arm. The sharp steel buried itself up to the hilt in the Guard soldier’s neck. The man fell to one side, dead, and his spear never managed to pierce Camptos, whom he had on his back on the ground. 
 
    “Than… thanks…” he stammered. “I thought my time had come.” 
 
    Kyra offered him her hand to help him up. “Not if I can avoid it,” 
 
    “I’m just a farmer, I’m no match for a soldier of the Guard.” 
 
    “You’re much more than a farmer. You’re the leader of the Sixth County, my county, and as long as you’re with me I’ll do everything I can to make sure you survive. We need you.” 
 
    Camptos acknowledged this with a grateful gesture. 
 
    The houses of the lower, easternmost part of the city were burning. Black smoke rose to the sky. In front of Kyra and Camptos the soldiers of the Guard had secured the main square and were resisting. The freed slaves had just taken the four main entrances to the city and were securing them. Through them were thronging several thousand farmers armed with axes, hammers, hoes, forks and any other utensil that might be used as a weapon. It was as though a hungry horde had taken over the city. The cries were deafening. Thousands of souls were shouting for freedom, for justice, even as they were run through by spear or sword. 
 
    Camptos turned to Kyra: “And we need you. You’re one of the Heroes. You shouldn’t take such risks.” 
 
    Kyra shrugged. “That’s the way I am. I’ll be where the action is.” 
 
    “The city’s ours,” he said. 
 
    Watching it all, Kyra scratched her head. Something was not right. The Guard was forcing back the waves of slaves, forming a barrier which would soon fall under the weight of sheer numbers. 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “And just in time,” Camptos went on. “We need to leave at once, to get to the meeting-place. The week’s up. Your brother will be waiting for us.” 
 
    “I told you not to worry, that we’d make it.” 
 
    “Forgive me, I didn’t mean to doubt you. It’s just that Ikai gave specific orders not to attack the county capitals…” 
 
    “And what did I tell you?” 
 
    “That we’d be able to conquer it.” 
 
    “And what have we done?” 
 
    “We conquered it.” 
 
    “Well, there you are.” 
 
    “But Ikai’s plan… the timing…” 
 
    “Now we’ll have ten thousand more slaves from this city and the villages around.” 
 
    “That’s true, yes.” 
 
    “The whole Sixth County’s ours. How many men do you think will follow us?” 
 
    “With those who’re joining us in the capital, I calculate about twenty thousand men.” 
 
    She winked at him, full of pride. “None of the other leaders will have assembled even half, including my brother. You’ll see.”  
 
    “But we’re way behind time. We’ve wasted two days taking the city. We won’t get there in time, and Ikai is waiting… the plan…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll follow the plan, just as soon as we finish here.” 
 
    Camptos sighed and shook his head. “So, what now?” 
 
    “Now let me have a friendly chat with those soldiers of the Regent. Then we’ll regroup and go meet my brother.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s wise?” 
 
    “There’s something that doesn’t smell right.” 
 
    “All the more reason not to run unnecessary risks.” 
 
    “I brought you here, didn’t I? Don’t doubt me now.” 
 
    “All right. Shall I call the ceasefire?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    Camptos looked for two of his helpers and gave the order. Several horns echoed through the city. The rebel peasants, carried away by the euphoria of the moment, found it hard to digest the order to stop. Camptos’s men, who knew the signal, told the others, although it took a while to reach the front lines who were facing the soldiers of the Guard. At last they all ceased their attack. The soldiers, not understanding what was going on, retreated and tightened their lines. They had no way of escape, and they knew it. They were completely surrounded by rebels, on all four corners of the main square. Kyra made her way through them, Camptos by her side. Behind them were their most trusted men. Kyra stopped three steps from the line of spears and shields, as if they did not worry her in the least. 
 
    “Who’s in charge?” she asked in a firm voice. 
 
    The rebels fell silent, as if Mother Oxatsi herself were speaking. 
 
    There was a moment of doubt among the soldiers. Finally, an officer spoke from the center of the enemy lines. 
 
    “Me. Captain Sistos.” 
 
    He stood up straight and Kyra had a clear view of him. He was a veteran officer, with a weathered face and small black eyes. 
 
    “Captain, my name is Kyra. You might have heard of me. I’m one of the seven Heroes. But that’s not important. The important thing is that I’m in charge of this revolt in the Sixth County. As you see, I’ve been quite successful, don’t you think?” 
 
    The Captain did not know what to say. “Sesmok will make you pay for this dearly. You’ll pay in blood and suffering.” 
 
    “Hmm, but, you see, I have other plans for Sesmok. I’m going to hang him from one of the balconies of his palace so that everybody can see him die.” 
 
    “This revolt is insane. It won’t succeed. You’ll be crushed like cockroaches.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Well, it was insane to come out into the open, too, and yet here we are. But you see, I have a question for you. I want you to think carefully before you answer, because your life and that of your men is at stake.” 
 
    “I’ll consider it.” 
 
    “Well then,” Kyra said. With her finger she counted the first line of soldiers, then the lines further back. “I can count three rows, a hundred men each. That makes twelve hundred, which is odd. When we attacked the first farms and villages seven days ago, all the soldiers of the Guard were summoned to regroup here. I was told that if we attacked the city we should have found four times that number. What a surprise, eh? And not just that: the Proxies and Enforcers have disappeared. Now isn’t that strange…?” 
 
    “I don’t know… what you mean…” 
 
    “Oh, I think you do. You know very well. Where are they?” 
 
    The Captain did not reply. All of a sudden he drew his sword and raised it. “Die, you bitch!” 
 
    From three high, hidden positions three arrows flew in search of Kyra’s heart: one from the East, another from the West and the last from the North, cutting the wind with a murderous whistle. 
 
    Adamis’s message in her mind was instantaneous: Protect yourself!  
 
    Kyra, with Adamis’s disc in her left hand, closed her eyes, like a prisoner sentenced to death awaiting the impact that will kill him. But she gave an order: Shield. There came a golden flash, and a moment before the arrows found their target a translucent sphere surrounded her. The arrows hit the shield but failed to pierce it, falling to the ground as if by magic. 
 
    Cries of pure astonishment filled the square. In the eyes of the rebels, who could not see the protecting shield around her entire body, she had stopped the arrows with her mind. 
 
    She turned to address her people, who were watching her spellbound. 
 
    “What you’ve just seen is the Power of the Gods. Only this time it’s been used against them. But don’t be afraid. We, the Heroes of the Senoca, can do this. We’re going to use it to lead you to victory.” 
 
    “It’s not possible!” the Captain swore. 
 
    Kyra turned to him. “Is that all you’ve got for me?” 
 
    “You ought to be dead!” 
 
    “I’m Kyra, Hero of the Senoca! I’ve faced men, Enforcers and Gods. And nothing has stopped me. Nor will it!” She turned her back on the soldiers as if they were nothing, and spoke to the rebels. 
 
    “Today, united, we free the Sixth County. Today we achieve that longed-for freedom. Follow me, and tomorrow not only this one, but all Six Counties, will be free. I promise I’ll kill Sesmok. I promise I’ll drive out the Enforcers. I promise you we’ll be free. The Senoca will return to the Sea. Follow me and we’ll achieve this!” 
 
    Among the thousands of rebels one word, one name began to be heard with growing strength:  
 
    “Kyra!” 
 
    “Kyra! Kyra! Kyra!” Thousands of throats cried her name in unison. 
 
    She pointed at the soldiers without even a glance at them and gave the order: “Forward! For freedom!” 
 
    The rebels hurled themselves at the soldiers like a pack of wild animals. 
 
    Camptos leaned closer towards Kyra. “He hasn’t told us where they are.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I thought they might be hiding, waiting for us, that it was a trap.” 
 
    “It was. A trap to kill you.” 
 
    “Exactly. To kill me.” Kyra thought for a long moment. When she spoke at last, her expression was worried. “This tells me two very important things.” 
 
    Camptos glanced at her, confused. 
 
    “One: we have a spy among our people.” 
 
    The man nodded. “I agree. They were expecting you. And the second?” 
 
    “I have to warn my brother. His plan isn’t going to work.” 
 
    “We won’t get there in time. We’re too far behind schedule.” 
 
    “He’s heading into a trap. Let’s get a move on!” 
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    Ikai gazed at the immense plain which stretched at his feet. All was silent; the early evening breeze ruffled his hair, and for a moment he relaxed. Soon it would be dark. He gazed at the winding blue line of the Hibai River as it crossed the open space from east to west. It seemed to want to reach the sun before it disappeared beneath the horizon: an eternal dream it would never achieve. Just like our dream of freedom. No sooner had he thought this than he regretted it. I mustn’t doubt. I can’t weaken. I must stand firm. We’ll make it. I must keep faith that we’ll find freedom. He was not easily discouraged, but this day was proving particularly difficult. Only the First County had reported back, and the sun was about to set. 
 
    And what about the others? Will they come? Will they have been successful? Could they be dead? His plan was deeply risky, but there was no other option. Attempting to organize an undercover revolution would have been guaranteed to fail. Sesmok was a highly intelligent man. Ikai knew now that he had spies among Gedrel’s men, as with Isaz. He would have found out about it. Sesmok was well aware of his intention to organize a rebellion, and he would send the Hunters. 
 
    He shook his head. Organizing the rebellion would take too long, and it could never be done in secret, no matter how hard he tried. And if not Sesmok, it would be the Enforcers who found out about them. The system of control established by the Gods was extremely efficient. Brilliant —he had to admit—: brilliant and ruthless. He had weighed up the situation and come to the conclusion that a secret insurrection would be impossible. Little by little all the leaders would be captured, starting with the Heroes. What had happened to Gedrel was proof enough of that. 
 
    He looked out toward the east. Nothing. No trace of them. But they’ll come. Have faith. There was only one viable chance of success: a surprise uprising, without allowing Sesmok and the Enforcers to prepare. It’s the only way. Very risky, all or nothing, but the only way to have a chance of winning. It’s not much, but it’s a possibility, and we’ll cling on to it. Gedrel’s sacrifice and the bloody incident at the capital had given them a unique opportunity. The people, bleeding and outraged, longed to rise. This was the moment for it, before the horror of the oppressive measures ate away at their brave hearts. They would follow now, but not for long. The horror of blood always swallows up the courage in the hearts of men. 
 
    He looked westward toward the long line of trees, but there was no sign of them. He began to feel genuinely uneasy. Suppose they haven’t made it? Today’s the seventh day. Today’s when they all have to come with the men they’ve managed to assemble in each County. But night was falling on the green fields and forests behind him and there was no sign of them. 
 
    He turned to his men, who were waiting in silence hidden among the beeches. They had freed and assembled close to ten thousand men in the Fourth County. 
 
    Mitas came up to him. “They’ll come. I’m sure of it,” he said in an attempt to cheer his spirits. 
 
    “I hope so. Otherwise the fallout will be devastating. If we fail, Sesmok will have no mercy. He’ll raze the six counties to the ground in punishment.” 
 
    “I’ll tear that poisonous snake’s head off with my own bare hands,” Honus growled. 
 
    Suddenly a flash reached Ikai from the East. It was the signal he was waiting for.  
 
    At last! 
 
    There followed a second flash, then a third. It was the Third County. They had made it. 
 
    “They’re reporting at last.” Mitas said. 
 
    “Only two counties so far.” 
 
    “Three, counting ours,” Karm said, his eyes shining with hope. “Let’s wait. They’ll come.” 
 
    Ikai put his hand on his shoulder. “You’ve got a great spirit.” 
 
    “I’ve got nothing left except the cause. The Gods robbed me of everything. And whatever I’ve got left I’ll give for freedom. We have to bring Sesmok down.” 
 
    “And do away with those shit-faced Enforcers,” Honus barked. 
 
    Ikai smiled. They had devotion and courage aplenty. But it would take a lot more than that to topple the established order. 
 
    They waited impatiently for hours. Well into the night, two flashes were seen to the West. 
 
    “That’s the Second County,” Mitas said. 
 
    “Finally,” Karm huffed. 
 
    Ikai breathed deeply. “Only Kyra’s missing now. I hope she hasn’t done anything crazy. She should be here by now.” 
 
    Nobody said anything. They all knew Kyra and her temperament. 
 
    “Honus, go find the Heroes and Leaders and ask them to meet in one hour.” 
 
    “Now I’m a messenger? If I’d known, I’d have stayed in the mines.” 
 
    “On your way, and stop whining about everything,” Karm said, and gave him a shove. 
 
    “Mitas, these forests are huge, leagues and leagues of beeches, oaks and pines. That’s why I chose it to hide our men. But it’s no use hiding if we’re seen or heard. Spread the word: no fires, no chatter. We mustn’t be found out.” 
 
    “Okay, right away.” 
 
    “Karm. The three bridges across the river, further down on the flat land. They need to be watched. Take twenty men and be on the alert. If you see anything strange don’t attack, come and tell me at once.”  
 
    “All right. Trust me,” he said, and vanished among the trees. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ikai greeted everyone as they arrived. Mitas of the Fourth County was by his side. Gant of the First County arrived, and with him Liriana. Ikai cheered up a little, seeing they had made it back and that Liriana was well. 
 
    “Hunter,” she greeted him with a wink and a smile. 
 
    “Captain,” he said in return. 
 
    Costan of the Fifth County followed, with Maruk. They exchanged greetings and embraces. Maruk sat down beside Liriana and kissed her enthusiastically. Then came Rutus of the Third County, accompanied by Idana. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Ikai asked her. He had not been at all happy to send her to fight. She was too devoted and good to get embroiled in the brutality of war. 
 
    “Everything was fine. Rutus barely needed me. He has great charisma. The men followed him without a moment’s doubt.” 
 
    “Well, having a Hero beside me helped, that’s for sure,” the robust woodsman said. “It was a good idea. I wouldn’t have thought of it myself, but there you are.”  
 
    Finally Pasmal of the Second County arrived with Albana. She smiled at Ikai, and his heart leapt with joy. An instant later his stomach lurched, and he felt uneasy and relieved at the same time. 
 
    She sat down beside him. “Did you miss me?” she whispered in his ear.  
 
    The tingling her sensual voice gave Ikai made him forget for a moment where they were and what they were risking. This woman made him lose his senses. He smiled back. 
 
    “Very much,” he said affectionately. 
 
    They all greeted each other and exchanged tales of what had happened to each group during that intense and dangerous week. The third and fourth counties had not encountered many difficulties and had got a great number of people to follow them in the revolt. But it had been very different in the First and Second counties, where it had been very difficult to convince the people to follow them. Liriana explained that even after freeing villages and herds from the control of the Guard and the Enforcers, they had not succeeded in getting as many followers as they had expected. 
 
    “I tried everything,” Liriana said. “I harangued them, I explained passionately, I tried to show them the path to freedom, leading by example. But they were too terrified.”. 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself, Liriana. I’d already guessed we wouldn’t get many in the first two counties. That’s why I sent you to the First. If anybody could have managed it, you were the one. You’re a born leader.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you expect to get so many?” 
 
    Ikai sighed. “Because they’re the richest counties. It’s not just that they’re afraid, they don’t suffer as badly as the rest.” 
 
    “How many did you recruit in the Fifth County, Costan?” 
 
    “More than fifteen thousand men and women.” 
 
    “And you’re right,” Maruk said. “They didn’t take much convincing. I didn’t even have to show them I can get them to cross the Boundary.” 
 
    “It’s the same people and the same terror,” Ikai said to Liriana, “but not the same suffering. In the richer counties they know they can survive after all, but not in the poorer ones. That’s the difference.” 
 
    Liriana nodded. “Now I see it. I’ve always lived in the capital. For me these differences aren’t so obvious, because I’ve never experienced them.” 
 
    “How many did you manage to bring?” 
 
    “Five thousand…” 
 
    “Same as us,” said Pasmal of the Second County. 
 
    “Rutus?” 
 
    “Ten thousand in the Third County.” 
 
    “Another ten thousand in the Fourth,” Mitas said. 
 
    Ikai was thoughtful. “That makes a total of forty-five thousand men and women.” 
 
    “And Kyra and Camptos are still to come.” 
 
    Ikai nodded, still deep in thought. 
 
    Karm came out of the trees. His forehead was sweaty, and he was out of breath. 
 
    “What’s up?” Ikai asked. 
 
    “Hun… ters…”. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Three… complete parties. One for each bridge.” 
 
    “And probably two more bringing up the rearguard.” 
 
    “They’ve found us,” Albana said. “They’ll have orders to spy on our forces and report to the Regent.” 
 
    “And capture us if they see the possibility.” 
 
    Liriana’s face was somber. “What are we going to do, Ikai?”  
 
    “We have no choice now. We have to go on.” 
 
    “And Kyra and her group?” 
 
    “We can’t afford to wait. By dawn Sesmok will know our position and strength. We can’t afford to give him time to react.” 
 
    Their eyes turned to him. 
 
    “We’ll march on the capital with the first light. Get yourselves ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No matter how he tried, Ikai could not rest that night. His mind would not stop tormenting him about what might happen come dawn. With the first light and the twittering of the woodland birds he got up. A morning mist covered the plain. The wet grass spattered his leather boots with droplets, and the morning freshness together with the invigorating smell of wet earth filled him with new strength. 
 
    “Sure you don’t want me to go with you?” Albana whispered beside him. 
 
    Ikai turned, gazed at the exotic brunette’s wild face and shook his head. “No, I need you here.” He held her face in his hands, looked at her tenderly and kissed her with passion. 
 
    “It’s very risky,” she warned him. There was deep concern in her eyes. 
 
    “So, it is. But I know him, he won’t take risks. Trust me.” 
 
    “There’s nobody I trust more,” she said, and kissed him with all her being. 
 
    Ikai left her with a faint smile and headed for the group of riders who were waiting for him. He greeted the five county leaders respectfully. Behind them were a hundred mounted archers. Karm was holding a horse ready for him. He mounted the beautiful animal and looked out across the plain. The mist was fading before the sunbeams, revealing moist fields. He made out the river, and beyond it in the distance the walls of Osaen, the capital. He considered it for a moment: there it was, within reach of his hand, yet as distant as a star in the sky. 
 
    It’ll work. We’ll take the capital and put an end to Sesmok. 
 
    This had been his plan from the beginning: to get hold of enough men to take the capital. Forget about the counties and their secondary capitals. The one crucial thing which might lead them to victory was to attack Sesmok in his fortress, all or nothing: take the city or die. Sesmok would not anticipate such folly, for folly it was. The most logical thing would have been to take the county capitals and secure them, gathering more men as the days went by and growing stronger. But Sesmok would have thought of this, and that was why Ikai had decided to do the opposite. Luck smiles upon the daring, he told himself, trying to calm his nerves and the doubts he felt. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said to his men, and they went down towards the river. 
 
    At a trot, they approached the city. The Hunters would already have reported their presence to Sesmok. But Ikai was counting on that. They crossed the river and reached the great city. Six hundred paces from the walls, he raised his hand to stop. They looked up at the battlements. 
 
    Not a soul. 
 
    They kept silent, with the tension so strong in the group it seemed it would snap like the branch of a tree. The city gates were closed. There was nobody in sight. A gloomy silence enveloped them. The city looked dead, or at least waiting for death. All of a sudden they heard a great creak followed by two shriller squeals, and both enormous reinforced steel gates began to open. Nervousness spread through the group, but Ikai turned in the saddle to quiet them. 
 
    “This is what I was expecting. Everybody stay calm. Get your bows ready, but nobody let loose unless I give the order. Understood?” 
 
    The riders nodded. 
 
    Rutus asked: “Any particular target?” 
 
    “You’ll all aim at one target alone. The one I bow my head to.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “But remember, don’t attack unless I give the order.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    There were about a thousand riders in the group coming out of the city. A dozen or so rode at the head, with the rest forming a compact group behind them. Ten paces away, they stopped. Sesmok, riding a velvety black stallion, led the group: straight and haughty, as though the whole Boundary belonged to him. Accompanying him were Lord Hunter Osvan and Svariz, the Commander in Chief of the Guard. Behind them were the ten regiments and a thousand riders of the Guard. All wore shining blue and white dress armor, and helmets with white plumes. They were impressive: well trained, gleaming soldiers. 
 
    Ikai swept his gaze over them and noticed one unusual detail. Behind Sesmok, Osvan and Svariz was an Eye-of-the-Gods: one for each of them, as though covering their backs. But there were no more Enforcers in the entire group. 
 
    “Ikai, the Hunter,” Sesmok said, with a sarcastic smile. 
 
    “Sesmok.” Ikai bowed deeply, which indicated to his group who they should aim for, even though they had guessed as soon as they saw him. 
 
    “A lot has happened since we last met.” 
 
    “Indeed it has.” 
 
    “You won’t be holding a grudge against me, will you?” 
 
    “For torturing me and trying to kill me? Of course not,” Ikai said, with a sarcasm more to be expected from his sister, which surprised him. 
 
    Sesmok laughed and waved his hands. “Good answer. What happened to your sister… what was her name? The one you wanted to rescue?” 
 
    “You know very well. I went to Alantres, the Eternal City, and rescued her from the Gods.” 
 
    There was a silence. Sesmok was not at all pleased with that reply in front of his men. His eyes were fixed on Ikai like two arrows of pure hatred. 
 
    “So says the rumor, even if it’s untrue.” 
 
    “It is true. And you know it.” 
 
    “Tell me who you have with you, if you’d be so kind.” 
 
    “These are the leaders of the Counties.” 
 
    “Leaders? Oh, you mean of your insignificant revolt…” 
 
    “Not so insignificant, otherwise you wouldn’t be here chatting with me.” 
 
    Sesmok made light of it with a twitch of his mouth. “I felt like talking to you, that’s all. And what about the famous Heroes?” 
 
    “I prefer to keep them out of this meeting.” 
 
    “You’re an intelligent young man. I noticed that the first time we met. You don’t want me to see their faces, am I right?” 
 
    “I’d rather leave them aside.” 
 
    “Very smart. Although sooner or later, you’ll all hang. You can’t hide them forever.”  
 
    “Maybe, or maybe you’ll be the one who hangs, along with all those with you.” 
 
    Osvan and Svariz reached for their swords amid cries of outrage. Ikai’s group tensed their bows. All aiming at Sesmok. 
 
    “Wait! Everybody wait!” Sesmok ordered. 
 
    Ikai gestured to his men not to attack. 
 
    “This is a civilized meeting, among civilized leaders. I want no bloodshed.” 
 
    Ikai had to choke back a retort. 
 
    “I’ve known about your insignificant rebellion for some time.” 
 
    “I’d guessed as much.” 
 
    “Really? Or did you believe you could fool me?” The Regent shook his head dramatically. “I’ve always been one step ahead of you.” 
 
    “That’s what you think,” Ikai said in a hard voice, although doubt was beginning to stir inside him. 
 
    “Hand yourself over, and I won’t punish the people. I want the Heroes. The rest can go back to their duties and I’ll forget what’s happened. Today I’m feeling particularly benevolent.” 
 
    “Leave the Boundary peacefully. You, your people, and the Enforcers. Then there’ll be no need for bloodshed.” 
 
    Sesmok laughed, a deep, disdainful and wounding guffaw. “If you think you and your rabble can defeat me, my army and the Enforcers, you must have lost your reason beyond any hope of understanding.” 
 
    “Nobody’s going to deny us our freedom. Neither you, nor the Enforcers. Go now and keep your lives.” 
 
    Sesmok’s face darkened. His eyes shone with hatred. 
 
    “You’re fools who have no idea what they’re doing. Do you really believe a bunch of farmers in ragged tunics, armed with sickles and rakes, can defeat the Guard and the Enforcers? You’re dragging them all to their deaths. Their mutilated bodies will drench this plain with blood. Their entrails will serve as food for the scavengers tonight. You’ll all die, and I’ll enjoy watching the sight.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure. You underestimate the value of Freedom that burns in their hearts. They’re not simple farmers, they’re men and women who are fighting for freedom, and every one of them will gladly give their life for it. They’ll fight with the strength of conviction and hope. They’ll fight like lions.” 
 
    “And they’ll die like animals.” 
 
    “Do you accept my offer?” 
 
    Sesmok laughed disdainfully. “Of course not.” 
 
    “Nor do I accept yours.” 
 
    Sesmok shook his head with a haughty smile. 
 
    “Before I leave, let me show you how mistaken you are, how stupid this attempt at rebellion is. How futile insurgency is.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. 
 
    Sesmok pointed at Rutus. “That big ugly one there. Let him loose an arrow at me.”  
 
    Surprised, Ikai glanced at Sesmok, then turned to Rutus and nodded at him to loose his arrow. 
 
    The leader of the Third County let fly. The arrow crossed the distance with a deadly whistle, straight toward Sesmok’s face. But two hand-spans before reaching him it struck a translucent barrier it was unable to penetrate. With the impact, the barrier became visible. It covered Sesmok’s entire group. Ikai understood now why the Eyes were there. He narrowed his eyes and in the hand of one of them saw a disc. It gave out a golden radiance. 
 
    “Do you still want to try?” Sesmok asked triumphantly. “You haven’t the slightest chance.” 
 
    Ikai was concealing the growing concern in his stomach. “We’ll see.” 
 
    Sesmok gave the order, and the group began to retreat. He stopped and looked at Ikai. 
 
    “How did you know I’d come to talk to you instead of sending the Hunters to capture you?” 
 
    “Because this revolution will make you look very bad before the Gods. And they don’t forgive inefficiency. I knew you’d try to avoid confrontation to save face before them.” 
 
    Sesmok smiled, spurred his horse and left. 
 
    Ikai turned to his men. “To the river, fast!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The gates to Osaen stayed open. Ikai was watching them from one of the bridges over the river. A rhythmical noise began in the city, and the birds left the plain to take refuge in the forest. The breeze itself seemed to hide as if it could sense the arrival of eternal night. Through the gates Sesmok’s army was coming out onto the plain. The soldiers moved with regular steps, to the rhythm of each regiment’s drums. Thousands of soldiers in perfect formation, their armor spotless, with spears and shields of steel, showing off their martial training, were on their way to stand in front of the walls. 
 
     “Do we move forward?” Liriana asked. 
 
    “Not yet. I need to know how many men he has before we advance. I won’t show my cards until I see his.” 
 
    “Right. The leaders have come back with their men. They’re waiting for your signal.” 
 
    “Why’s he coming out of the city?” Albana asked suspiciously. “Why doesn’t he shelter behind the walls and wait? That would be the most sensible thing. He’d have the advantage.” 
 
    “Because he’s an oaf,” Liriana said. “He thinks that if he shows us his army we’ll run away in terror. He has no idea how wrong he is.” 
 
    “There’s something in that,” Ikai said. “But there’s something more. He can’t risk a long siege. The Gods would turn against him. Right now the counties aren’t producing, the Gods aren’t receiving their goods. They’ll be asking for Sesmok’s head soon.” 
 
    “So why don’t we wait?” Liriana asked. 
 
    “Because we don’t want the Gods to step in,” Albana said. 
 
    “Correct. We need to take control before the Gods react. I don’t even want to think what they’d do if they found us besieging the city. Time’s against us, it’s the enemy, just as much for Sesmok as for us. That’s why he’s coming out into the open. He wants a quick battle, a clean easy victory he can report to the Gods.” 
 
    “I see,” Liriana said, her eyes on him. “How right Gedrel was. He chose you for those wits and that cool head of yours, and he wasn’t mistaken.” 
 
    Ikai could feel all the weight of the responsibility on his shoulders. “I hope not,” he said.  
 
    Albana stroked his cheek. “Go on thinking. Go on leading us. Never doubt your head.” 
 
    He gave her a grateful smile. 
 
    “They’ve formed two big rectangles,” Liriana said. “One on each side of the great gate.”  
 
    “How many men?” 
 
    “I can count… about… Fifteen thousand” 
 
    “It’s what I’d calculated there’d be in the city. We’ve caught him before he could summon the rest of his men from the county capitals and the areas around.” 
 
    “The plan’s working,” Albana said. 
 
    “Yes. For the moment.” 
 
    Liriana pointed to the gates. “Look, the Enforcers.” 
 
    “They’re coming out to fight too. I wasn’t sure whether they would.” 
 
    “They’re forming a triangle between the two squares of soldiers. The Executors make up the three sides, with the Eyes in the middle.” 
 
    “That’s an odd formation,” said Ikai. 
 
    “I can count about fifteen hundred Enforcers. Five hundred per side…” 
 
    “Plus the Eyes,” Albana said. “There are more than two hundred of them.” 
 
    The three groups formed and held their positions. The regiments waited in readiness for battle. The drums beat, and a sense of evil foreboding hung over the plain. Suddenly the drums fell silent. With a roar from thousands of throats the three formations presented arms. The soldiers raised their shields and prepared their spears. The Enforcers each moved a leg forward and brandished their spears.  
 
    “They’re trying to frighten us,” Albana said. She could feel the dark pressure of the threat. 
 
    “Well, they’re succeeding,” said Liriana. 
 
    “We’ll pay them in the same coin,” Ikai said. He let out his breath deeply. “I won’t let them scare us. The hour has come.”  
 
    “Shall I give the order?” said Liriana. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    Liriana took the horn she carried at her waist and sounded it. Three times. 
 
    From among the trees on the hills which filled the horizon to the north, the Senoca began to come down. First the leaders of each County, then their men. Thousands of men and women, their faces painted blue in honor of Oxatsi, Mother Sea, hands painted red to remind them of the deaths and oppression suffered for a thousand years. Armed with rustic axes, forks, sickles, spears and bows of their own make, dressed in their working tunics, also painted blue, without any armor. But ready for anything, for the sake of freedom. Forty-five thousand slave souls came down as if they were Mother Sea herself, covering the entire plain with blue as far as the river. And they stopped. The whole stretch of land from the river to the forest, as far as the eye could see, was covered by slaves in search of freedom. 
 
    Ikai looked at the enemy army for one last time, then at the host of brave Senoca who were waiting for him, and made his decision. They would attack. He mounted his horse and rode along the riverside, greeting his warriors. 
 
    He drew his sword and addressed them as he trotted along the great line. 
 
    “There they are!” he shouted to the blue tide. “The Regent’s army! The Enforcers of the Gods! They’re waiting to subdue us! To shed Senoca blood, as they’ve been doing for a thousand years! They’re the ones who stand between you and freedom! Take a good look at them! This is no dream. There they are, and beyond them is our longed-for freedom! Will you let them deny it to you? Will you let them subdue you again, force you back into misery and slavery? Or will you fight here today, face them, claim what’s yours by right? Tell me! The decision is yours, yours is the word. What do the Senoca say?” 
 
    He rode along the entire line, then went back to the center to await the answer. 
 
    “What say you?” 
 
    “Freedom!” the Senoca cried. “Death to the Oppressors!” 
 
    “What say you?” he asked again, rising on his stirrups. 
 
    “We’ll fight!”  
 
    “I can’t hear what you’re saying!” he prompted them. 
 
    “Death to the Regent! Death to the Enforcers!” 
 
    “Will you follow me?” 
 
    “We’ll follow you!” 
 
    “For freedom?” 
 
    “For freedom!” 
 
    Ikai’s gaze lingered on the brave faces, eyes shining with determination, red fists raised to the sky. 
 
    “Freedom! Freedom! Freedom!” the Senoca yelled. 
 
    The clamor of those seventy-five thousand throats was so loud Ikai thought it would deafen him. But with each shout from each man, each woman, he was aware that the hearts of the enemy soldiers shrank, for they knew they were on the side of the oppressor, on the side of injustice, and that seventy-five thousand fevered Senoca were about to hurl themselves on them. 
 
    He gave a final glance at the bridges and the river. He knew that once across, there would be no possible retreat. They would be trapped between the capital and the river. 
 
    All or nothing, he said to himself. 
 
    And he gave the order: “Onward! For freedom!” 
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    And the Senoca crossed the river. 
 
    They advanced with their leaders at the head. 
 
    Three hundred paces from the enemy forces they stopped. 
 
    The two armies, slaves and oppressors, eyed each other for a long, icy moment. 
 
    Ikai raised his sword. The six leaders followed suit, and with them the Heroes. 
 
    And they charged against the forces of slavery. 
 
    “For freedom!” cried Ikai, spurring his mount. 
 
    “For freedom!” the Senoca roared to the sky like wild lions. Thousands of throats roared as they launched themselves at a run against the enemy. The cries filled the plain, reaching the defenders and the city behind them with a deafening roar. An immense blue tide, the personification of Mother Sea Oxatsi herself, fell furiously on the three enemy formations. The rebellion had exploded in a tidal wave of frenzied slaves, determined to sacrifice their lives in the pursuit of freedom. 
 
    Tensely, the soldiers of the Guard awaited the approaching avalanche. They were the breakwater in front of the walls of the city, trying to prevent the gigantic wave from dragging them away and then flooding the city with the blue of freedom. 
 
    The officers of the regiments shouted orders to their men. 
 
    “Square formation! Front Line, shields forward!” 
 
    The soldiers obeyed, their minds following orders, their hearts unsure whether the formation would hold against the tremendous impact it was about to suffer. 
 
    “Hold your position! Dig your heels in!” Svariz shouted in the center of the right-hand rectangle. 
 
    In the triangle formed by the Enforcers, a sinister silence hinted at what was about to happen. The Executors, legs flexed and spears held out in front of them, waited like stone statues. In their outstretched hands the Eyes-of-the-Gods showed Discs of Power. 
 
    And the great Senoca wave broke against the enemy lines with the roar of a thousand storms. For a moment time seemed to stand still. The clash was brutal. Bodies of running slaves were hurled back into the air in all directions as they struck the first iron-hard enemy lines. Soldiers of the Guard were thrown backwards, taking with them the men immediately behind them. The Executors withstood imperturbably, with only a few of them swept away by the great wave. And time began again. Shouts broke out in every direction. Wild cries from the Senoca as they hurled themselves against the formations, cries of despair when they were thrust back or died beneath spear or sword. Cries of horror when they struck the Enforcers and left no mark on them. The battlefield became tinged with red as the blood of the people soaked the plain of Osaen. 
 
    The rebels attacked with all the courage of their enslaved hearts, striking tirelessly, furiously, with their rustic weapons against the enemy shields and armor, yelling wildly. The front lines of both rectangles of the Guard suffered multiple casualties in the initial assault. For an instant it seemed the lines would not hold, would succumb before the pressure of the gigantic blue wave. 
 
    “Shields in a square!” the Regiment Captains ordered their soldiers. 
 
    The lines compacted, and the soldiers of the Guard took a few steps back to form a tight wall of shields against which the Senoca crashed . 
 
    “Hold! Don’t let the first line fall!” ordered Commander Svariz. 
 
    The Senoca outdid themselves, completely surrounding the enemy formations and reaching the foot of the city walls. The enemy armies were left like three islands in a blue sea so choppy that any ship would have foundered in it. 
 
    A little to the rear, Ikai watched the battle and the walls with the sealed gates. They had no way of taking the city, not while the enemy armies were at its gates. His only hope was to manage to defeat Sesmok’s forces in the battlefield, then take the city. 
 
    “We’ve got them surrounded,” Karm said beside him, “but we’re not managing to break their lines.”  
 
    “We have to put pressure on them,” Albana said. “We have to break their formations.”  
 
    “The bastards won’t give in!” growled Honus. 
 
    Ikai turned to him. “Honus, sound the charge!”  
 
    The giant put the horn to his lips and gave three calls. In reply, the six County leaders began to send wave after wave of their braves against the enemy. The Senoca attacked the formations, trying to swallow them up, pressing in all directions at once. They attacked without respite, again and again, with all the rage in their hearts. 
 
    “Close shields! Push them back!” Svariz was calling out. While the first lines on each side of the square held back the attacks and stood firm with their shields, the second line stabbed the rebel slaves mercilessly. The Senoca were dying, the ground fast becoming a sea of blood and corpses. When the front lines of the soldiers of the Guard fell under rebel pressure, they were quickly replaced by men of the second row. In turn, the inner lines replaced those who had moved forward. They formed a killing-machine which worked with deadly co-ordination. 
 
    Karm watched that lethal efficiency at work. “For each of theirs, dozens of ours are falling!”  
 
    Downhearted, Ikai nodded. “They’re very well trained. They’re professional soldiers. If we can’t break those formations, we’re finished.” 
 
    “By the hairs of my beard!” Honus cried. “But there are so many more of us!”  
 
    Albana narrowed her eyes as she watched the fighting. “So there are, but numbers don’t guarantee victory in the battlefield.” She pointed to the enemy square on the left. “In the art of war, a very few well-trained soldiers in close military formation can overcome a multitude. We’re in a really tight spot.” 
 
    And if the situation was difficult for the Senoca trying to break the two formations of soldiers of the Guard, it was utterly impossible against the triangle of Enforcers. The Executors were decimating the rebels, with the dead piling up at their feet. The Enforcers were suffering very few casualties; their lethal physical superiority was so obvious it was beginning to affect the rebels’ spirit. Around the triangle of death there formed a void, filled with corpses. The Senoca did not dare go near. Everyone who attempted it died pierced by a spear or had his throat slit by a knife in the shape of a half-moon before he could even reach the line of Enforcers. And if any of them did reach it, he was unable to finish off those deadly monsters. 
 
    Karm glanced aside at Ikai. “We’ve got to do something. We’re being massacred!”  
 
    Ikai dismounted and turned to three young men behind him. 
 
    “Warn the leaders: we have to open a breach in the lines of the Guard. Tell them to charge with everything they have. We’ve got to break it. Half of you will attack the left-hand square with me. The other half, attack the right-hand square with Liriana.” 
 
    The three messengers nodded and ran off through the throng. 
 
    “And the Enforcers?” Albana asked. 
 
    “It would be madness to attack the Enforcers. We have to focus on the Guard.” 
 
    “If the Enforcers swing round and attack, they’ll destroy you.”  
 
    “We’ll have to risk it.”  
 
    “I’ll keep them busy,” she said. 
 
    “No!” Ikai cried, more fiercely than he had meant to. “No, it’s crazy. I don’t want you facing them.” 
 
    She smiled roguishly. “Maybe you’re afraid something’ll happen to me.” 
 
    “Of course I’m afraid something’ll happen to you.” He took her face in his hands. “I don’t want you to risk yourself, least of all against the Enforcers. I need you beside me.” 
 
    Albana smiled and kissed him. “You’re a very bad liar, Hunter, you don’t need me beside you. I know how to take care of myself. Don’t worry.” She kissed him again and then vanished in the crowd. 
 
    “Albana, no!” he called uneasily after her. But she had already made her decision, and there was no way he could stop her. 
 
    He turned to Karm and Honus, who were waiting for his orders. 
 
    “Are you with me?” 
 
    “To the end!” 
 
    “Then follow me. I’m going to breach that line, even if I have to kill them all with my own bare hands.” 
 
    “That’s the kind of talk I like!” Honus said. 
 
    The three of them made their way through the rebels until they reached the front line of soldiers in the left-hand square. Ikai went up to the three men who made up the center of the line. They were waiting motionless, with their shields before them forming a wall. 
 
    “Move aside,” he told his own people, who obeyed immediately. 
 
    He pointed to the one in the middle. “That one’s for me. Karm, you take the one on his right, and you, Honus, the one on his left. Keep an eye on the spears and swords of the second line. As soon as we get any nearer they’ll try to skewer us.” 
 
    “Got it,” Karm said. 
 
    Ikai pointed with his sword, drawing his knife with the other hand. “We’re going to open up a breach here! Follow me!” 
 
    And the three attacked to the cry of “For Oxatsi!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The messenger passed the order to Liriana, who nodded and turned to Romen and Maruk. 
 
    “We’re going to breach the line. Romen, you come with me. Maruk, you stay behind.” 
 
    “In your dreams! If you go I go too!” 
 
    “I don’t have time to argue, I’m the one who gives the orders. You’re not a good warrior, and we’ll need you to free us from the Rings. You’re staying behind, and there’s nothing more to be said. I’m not putting you at risk in the front line of battle.” 
 
    He waved at the rebels around them. “I can use a sword as well as any of these people,” he protested. 
 
    She gestured towards the ground around the enemy square, scattered with bloody corpses. “You’ll die too, just the same as them. You stay.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Are you going to make me hit you?” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “Good. Subject closed. I need some more support. Bring me Rutus, Mitas and their men.” 
 
    Romen nodded and sent two messengers. 
 
    “Woodsmen and miners… at least they know how to use an axe and a pick, and they’re as strong as oxen. They’re the best we have. They’ll have to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Albana moved to the apex of the Enforcers’ triangle. Nobody was attacking them. The rebels were watching them two paces away, unsure what to do. The Enforcers seemed fixed to the ground like statues. She did not like this at all. Why were they not moving? They could wreak havoc among the rebel lines if they started to penetrate them. But it was as though they were waiting for an order which never came. She looked around for the Leaders. The somber faces of Ganat and Pasmal, of the First and Second Counties, showed not fear but impotence. Their eyes were worried, their clothes soaked with blood. 
 
    “I need a hundred archers,” she snapped. “Find them for me among your men.”  
 
    The two leaders stared at her. 
 
    “Archers? In the middle of this mess?” Ganat said. 
 
    “Do I have to say it again?” 
 
    “Of course not, Hero of the Senoca,” Pasmal said, instantly obedient. And both left in search of archers. 
 
    Albana stretched out her arms and started to walk backwards. As she did so, everybody in her way moved back. 
 
    “More space,” she said, gesturing to right and left. 
 
    The men formed a human chain with Albana in the middle and began to move back. They pushed at the lines behind them, giving them the order to retreat. With some difficulty, they managed to organize the maneuver. She counted ten paces, then stopped. The horde of Senoca behind her stopped with her. 
 
    “Keep this distance.” 
 
    With the poise of a consummate assassin, she walked the ten, now empty, paces back until she was standing face to face with the Executor at the apex of the triangle. 
 
    “You’ve only got a few moments left to live,” she said coolly. “Wouldn’t you rather break formation and kill me?” 
 
    The Executor did not reply. With a lightning move he tried to pierce Albana with his spear. But the tip of the weapon stopped two finger-breadths short of the brunette’s chest. 
 
    “If you want to kill me, break formation.” 
 
    The Executor seemed to hesitate. In his internal struggle, his killer instinct began to get the better of him. His right foot shifted an inch, but immediately he drew it back and took up the same hieratic pose again. 
 
    “As you wish… well then, I’ll have to kill you. You and the ten on your right and the ten on your left.” She shrugged, turned and walked back to her own people. 
 
    The Senoca could not believe her daring. They stared at her as if she were a goddess. The hundred archers came and formed a line in front of the human chain. 
 
    “Keep the chain,” she said to Ganat and Pasmal. “Don’t let anybody pass it, and don’t let them disturb the archers.”  
 
    “You heard her,” said Ganat. 
 
    Albana was staring at the Executor at the apex. “Now we’re going to play Shoot the Enforcer,” she said with a grim smile. “Choose ten on this one’s left, then release.” 
 
    There was a moment of doubt. Of incredulity. They would move. They would tear the archers to pieces. 
 
    “Do it!” Albana ordered furiously. 
 
    The archers released their arrows and the ten selected Enforcers received ten each. 
 
    “Excellent,” she said, watching the Enforcers’ reaction. Of the ten, half fell to the ground badly wounded. The rest remained standing, although not for much longer. She waited for a moment, and the order from the Eyes arrived. The fallen were replaced by other Executors from the inner lines, but they neither advanced nor attacked. She turned to the archers. 
 
    “Same again. Choose ten to my little friend’s right.” 
 
    The archers did not hesitate this time. They loosed their arrows straight away. 
 
    Albana went across to Ganat and Pasmal, who were staring at her in puzzlement. 
 
    “We keep shooting till they break formation. Or until something else happens. Nobody’s to go near them. Get some more archers and repeat this same operation on the three sides of the triangle. We have to wear them down. If there aren’t enough archers, bring spears. Understood?” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Albana turned to the Eyes-of-the-Gods in the center of the formation. 
 
    What are the bastards waiting for? she thought, and began to feel very uneasy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Liriana drove her knife into the soldier’s groin, freeing his shield. The man would bleed to death in a matter of moments. She glimpsed the spear-tip the soldier from the second line was thrusting straight for her chest, and deflected it with her other short sword. To her right, Romen’s spear pierced the eye of the soldier in front of him. The enemy spear from the second line missed him by two finger-breadths. 
 
    “Good strategy,” Liriana said. 
 
    Romen smiled. “If they use it, why not us?”  
 
    “I prefer this,” said Rutus. He delivered a tremendous blow with his double-headed axe on the soldier’s shield. The impact was so brutal that the soldier flew backwards, toppling the men of the second and third lines behind him in the process. 
 
    Mitas laughed. “Not bad at all, but what about this?” and with a massive blow with his huge two-pronged pick, he wrenched the shield off the soldier’s arm. Before the man could react, two of Mitas’ men skewered him with thick wooden spikes. 
 
    “Keep it up!” Liriana shouted. “We’re opening up a gap!” 
 
    “Close lines!” they heard Svariz bellow. 
 
    “I’m going to get to that pig and cut him in half!” Rutus said. 
 
    “Not if I get there first,” said Mitas as he wrenched off two shields with two massive blows. 
 
    “Svariz is mine!” Liriana said. 
 
    Rutus delivered another mighty blow with his axe, opening up a breach in the wall of defenders. “As you wish!” 
 
    “Close lines! Close them!” Svariz shouted again, and this time his voice was tinged with fear. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ikai blocked the enemy sword and buried his knife in the soldier’s neck. Blood spattered his face, and he had to wipe his eyes with his forearm. When he looked again he saw the tip of a spear coming straight at his throat. With no time to react, he twisted his head sharply aside. The edge of the tip cut his neck, and he stepped back. He touched the wound, fearing that the cut would be lethal and he would bleed to death. 
 
    Honus, beside him, was staring wide-eyed. “By a freaking hair’s-breadth!”  
 
    Despite the blood, the wound was not deep enough after all. 
 
    “Yes, a hair’s-breadth,” he said to Honus with a wink, and went for the next soldier in the line. 
 
    Karm and Honus dispatched enemy soldiers with something approaching the skill of expert warriors: Honus with massive blows, sending shields, armor, men, flesh and bone flying before him, Karm with fire as well as finesse stabbing ceaselessly, lethally, to right and left. They were opening up a breach in the left-hand square, and more Senoca joined them to help them. Together with Ikai, the three formed the tip of the sword which was opening up a way through the enemy lines. 
 
    “Forward!” Ikai cried to his people. There was hope. The lines were breaking. 
 
    Suddenly Costan shouted: 
 
    “Ikai! Ikai! To me!” 
 
    Ikai thrust his sword deep into the soldier’s thigh, slicing through flesh and tendon. The man lost his balance and Ikai kicked him hard, throwing him backwards and taking the man behind with him. He turned toward the leader of the Fifth County, who was gesturing to him from a little way back. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Come here! Quick!” 
 
    “Hell!” He turned to several of the rebels beside him, “Keep widening the breach. We’ve got to get to the officers. Don’t stop until you reach them, then kill them all.” 
 
    Three men took his place immediately and started laying about them with spear and axe. 
 
    Ikai ran to Costan, who pointed to the east. When Ikai looked that way, expecting to see the plains with the forest behind them, he was confronted with a sight which started a knot forming in his stomach. An army of soldiers of the Guard was coming from the east, in a long line that reached the river. 
 
    “By Girlai!” he cried. 
 
    “It’s worse than that,” said Costan. He pointed to the west, where another line of soldiers filled the whole plain as far as the river. 
 
    And then Ikai understood. 
 
    “It was a trap. We’ve fallen into a trap.” 
 
    We’ve been betrayed, and now there’s no way out. 
 
    “We can still retreat,” Costan said. 
 
    Ikai shook his head. “We can’t cross the river. They’d hunt us down as we tried. We’d be trapped, and they’d slaughter us like cattle.” 
 
    “But where are those two armies coming from?” 
 
    Ikai sighed. 
 
    “Sesmok has fooled us. They’re the armies of the six county capitals. They shouldn’t be here, they ought to be at their posts waiting for us to attack there and not here. Somebody warned Sesmok of our plans.” 
 
    “They’ll be on us soon. Shall I call the retreat?” 
 
    Ikai considered the situation coolly for a long moment, then he made his decision. 
 
    “No. We’ll do the opposite of what they expect. Give the call to charge. We have to take the two formations before they reach us on both flanks.” 
 
    “Are you… sure?” 
 
    “I’ve never been more sure of anything. If we retreat we’ll be massacred. Give the call to charge.” 
 
    “Right away, Ikai.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Liriana heard the horns give the call to charge as she watched the new enemy army approaching from the west. 
 
    “Ikai’s sounding the call to charge,” Romen said, looking worried. 
 
    “It’s the only action likely to work. Advance or die. We have to open that gap in their lines, or we’re done for.” 
 
    Rutus turned to her, his face and body covered in blood. He stared at the enemy army in the West, then turned to his men. “People of the Third County! With me! To the end!” 
 
    Mitas called to his own men: “All to me! We have to breach the line!” 
 
    The men and women of the third and fourth counties threw themselves against the square of shields, striking with all their heart, yelling like madmen. 
 
    Liriana glimpsed Svariz in the center of the formation. He was smiling, a wide self-satisfied smile. He knew they were on the brink of winning, of finishing them off. Something inside her began to burn with such intensity she could not hold it back. 
 
    “Romen, with me,” she said, and launched herself like a lioness on the line. She would manage to reach Svariz and wipe that dirty smile off his face even if it was the last thing she did. Romen followed her at once. 
 
    The brave fighters of the third and fourth counties, following their leaders, gave all they had. But their courage was no match for the expertise of the enemy soldiers. For every one they managed to bring down, countless rebels fell amid deafening cries and roars. 
 
    Despite this, Rutus, Mitas and Liriana managed to make a breach, wielding blows right and left, as though driven by a bloodthirsty madness. They formed a trident which made its way on into the enemy lines until it reached the last one. 
 
    “Stop them!” Svariz shouted to his officers. 
 
    The men threw themselves upon the three. Mitas hit the first one with his pick and slashed off his helmet with his head still inside it. But the move left him unprotected, and a well-aimed blow from another officer beside him pierced his heart. The miner swerved to look into the eyes of the officer who had killed him, raised his pick and buried it in the soldier’s head. The officer stumbled and fell dead. Behind Mitas, his men were entering the square, breaking the last enemy line. 
 
    “Mitas!” Rutus yelled. Overcome by rage and pain, he cleared a way for himself until he reached the two officers who were covering Svariz. They attacked him simultaneously, and the giant woodsman could only manage to avoid the first one. The other, with an expert feint, buried his sword in his side. Rutus swung his axe over his head and with a brutal circular sweep decapitated both. But the wound forced him to sink to one knee. 
 
    Svariz rushed up to him and aimed a stroke at his neck. Lirana’s sword blocked the blow at the last instant. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it, you snake,” she said. 
 
    “Captain Liriana. I’ve heard a lot about you.” He gave her a patronizing smile as he circled her with his sword raised. 
 
    “I’ve heard about you too. Today you’ll pay for all the suffering you’ve caused the Senoca.” 
 
    Svariz laughed disdainfully. “It’s too late, rebel. They’re already here.” He gestured at the army which was arriving from the west. “I’ll put you all to the sword.” 
 
    “Maybe, but you won’t live to tell anyone about it,” said Liriana, and lunged at him. They exchanged sword blows, feints, and blocks, each measuring the other’s strength. Svariz was an exceptional swordsman, and soon he showed evidence of the fact with a feint and stroke that reached her arm. His eyes glittered with hatred. 
 
    Liriana, unflinching, kept up her attack. But Svariz’ skill soon cut her again, this time in the leg. 
 
    “You’ll all die. Sesmok has ordered us to wipe you out. I’m not prepared to let a single rebel out of here alive.” 
 
    Liriana attacked with a flashing stroke to the heart, but the Commander blocked it and with a sharp punch knocked her down. He raised his sword while Liriana, stunned, struggled to her knees. He was getting ready to deliver the coup de grâce when there came a dull thud. She thought he had run her through, but felt no pain. When she looked up at Svariz she saw a grimace of pain and surprise on his face. Blood was trickling out of the side of his mouth. He fell to his knees and tried to say something, but blood filled his mouth. Gurgling, he fell to the ground dead. In his back she saw Rutus’ axe buried. Liriana realized the woodsman had dragged himself to them while they were fighting. 
 
    “You saved me,” she said. 
 
    Rutus, on his knees, put his hand to his side and could not articulate a word. He collapsed to one side. 
 
    Liriana looked around. The fighting was so thick she felt in the midst of a sadistic nightmare. But they had managed to breach the formation and were inside the square. Now the rebels were attacking inside as well as out, and the square was falling. 
 
    Romen hurried beside her, his face covered with blood. He waved towards the eastern army. 
 
    “They’re almost on top of us,” he said.  
 
    “I know. And we’ve lost Mitas, Rutus, and two-thirds of our forces. This looks pretty bad.” 
 
    “Perhaps Ikai …” Romen said. There was hope in his voice. 
 
    “Maybe, but I doubt whether he’s doing any better than we are. Let’s get ready. They’re here. It’s time to die for our country.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the center, Albana’s archers had caused many losses among the Enforcers. But just as she had expected, they were only gaining time for themselves. Suddenly they started to move all at once, with absolute precision. 
 
    They were waiting for the reinforcements. Now they’re on their way, they’ll start to attack. 
 
    The whole triangle moved forward. As they did so the Executors attacked with their spears, catching the rebels unawares. The archers kept releasing their arrows until the triangle was upon them. 
 
    “Move away!” 
 
    But it was practically impossible to do so in the midst of the host of Senoca who surrounded the enemy formation. All of a sudden, at an order from the Eyes, the triangle moved east. It took the archers on that side by surprise. Before they could find safety they were run through mercilessly. 
 
    “Don’t let them get you with their spears!” Albana shouted. “Everybody move back!”  
 
    There came another order. The triangle moved first north, then west. The spears sought the bodies of the rebels who had not been able to get out of their reach, and a multitude of them were run through. 
 
    “They’re going to wipe us out …” 
 
    Suddenly the triangle turned on itself and veered diagonally towards the north-east, the area where the rebels were densest. The Executors buried their spears in the bodies of the rebels with deft, powerful blows. Ganat did not manage to get away fast enough and was run through. 
 
    “Retreat! Get out of their way!” Albana cried desperately. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the left-hand square Ikai was fighting like one possessed by evil. He killed with the coolness of a lunatic and the urgency of one who knows his remaining moments of life are numbered. Beside him Karm and Honus dealt death as if they were envoys sent by the Lady of Eternal Night. With a tremendous kick Honus sent the last of the defenders ahead of him into the square. 
 
    “I opened up a breach!” he roared, like a god of war. 
 
    Ikai and Karm hastened to secure the gap which their enemies were already trying to close. 
 
    “To me!” Ikai called, and Costan came at once with the men of the fifth county. They fought bravely and managed to secure the open way through the enemy lines. Costan ran into the square, followed by his men, and faced the officers. The fight was brief and brutal. Before Ikai could reach them Costan died, run through by the officer in command. But the rebels hurled themselves on him and finished him.  
 
    “They’re ours now,” said Karm. 
 
    “Yes, but at what a price,” Ikai said, seeing the number of brave dead Senoca. 
 
    Honus gestured at the army marching from the east. 
 
    “There are too many of them, the bastards. They’re here now. And we’re screwed.” 
 
    Ikai nodded in agreement. At the center of the fray, the triangle of Enforcers was wreaking havoc among the rebel forces. Further to the north a thick, cold mist was coming down from the forest to cover the entire plain. The bridges and the river had already vanished under that damp white cloak. Now they were denied even the option of a desperate escape. In that fog it would be impossible to cross the river. 
 
    A cruel fate’s in store for us. 
 
    “Not even a miracle would save us now,” he said wearily. 
 
    Karm turned to face the approaching army. “Well, I’m not going to give up,” he said. “I joined the cause for this, to fight for freedom. Today’s a great day for the Senoca, whether we live or die.” 
 
    Honus came to stand beside him. “Bah! If I have to die, let it be with you,” he growled. “I wouldn’t know what the hell to do by myself.” 
 
    Ikai came to stand beside the two miners. “If you’ll allow me, it’ll be an honor to die fighting at your side.” 
 
    “For freedom!” said Karm. 
 
    “For freedom!” cried Ikai and Honus, and faced the enemy who were almost upon them. 
 
    Ikai dealt death with sword and knife, together with Honus, Karm and the men of the fifth county. But the enemy forces were far superior in number. A cut above his eyebrow made him step back. There was blood in his eyes and he could not see. He wiped it away with his sleeve and saw six enemy soldiers hurl themselves on Honus. They felled him as they would an oak. 
 
    “Sons of bitches!” Honus yelled. But he was finished. An enemy soldier was preparing to run him through while the rest held him down on the ground. Ikai tried to reach him, but he was three paces too far behind. The soldier raised his spear above his head with both hands, aiming at Honus’ chest. The spear started to come down, and Ikai cried out helplessly. 
 
    “Noooo!” 
 
    The soldier arched his back, gave a moan and dropped his spear. Karm appeared behind him, his sword deeply embedded in the soldier’s back. Karm pulled the sword from the soldier’s body, and suddenly it was he who arched his back. Ikai buried his sword in one of the soldiers who were holding Honus, then in another. But he noticed the look of pain on Karm’s face, and when he turned to him he saw the two spears coming out his back. 
 
    “Karm!” he cried. Two enemy soldiers had skewered him from behind. Ikai ran to him, but the two soldiers freed their spears and buried them in Karm’s back once again. Overcome with fury, his sight blurred, Ikai put an end to the two men who had killed his friend. Karm fell forward. Honus managed to free himself. Like a force of nature unleashed, he stood up, hurling off enemy soldiers as he did so. He reached his friend and crouched by his side. 
 
    “Karm, no!” he said, and held his friend’s head between his massive hands. 
 
    “I… can die… happy…” Karm gasped. “Fighting… for freedom…” Blood appeared under his body and formed a puddle. “I’m… going to join her… she’s waiting…” and he died. 
 
    Honus let out such a rending howl it seemed the sky itself was splitting apart. 
 
    “You bastards! I’m going to kill you all!” 
 
    Ikai looked at Karm’s lifeless face and knew they were doomed. He breathed in deeply and prepared himself for the end. He would die happy, fighting for what he believed in, for what he thought was just. He felt the breath of the wind on his face and hair, and suddenly the fog advancing on them vanished completely, as if carried away by the breath of the seas. 
 
    And under it was Kyra. 
 
    And with her, twenty thousand Senoca. 
 
    Ikai saw her arrive as though she were a goddess of salvation. 
 
    “Kyra…” he stammered incredulously.  
 
    They had moved forward under cover of the fog, coming down from the forest and across the river. And now they were here. 
 
    Kyra raised her sword to the sky and shouted: 
 
    “For freedom!” 
 
    The twenty thousand Senoca fell upon the enemy troops like enraged wild lions. The ensuing fight was as brutal as it was brief. The Senoca cut down the enemy troops, who were taken by surprise, unable to position themselves in a defensive formation, and were decimated by the rebels. 
 
    Seeing themselves lost, the enemy survivors fled. But not so the triangle of Enforcers, who retreated to the gates of the city. The rebels surrounded the Enforcers, forming a semi-circle around them, leaving some fifteen paces in between to protect themselves from attack. The Enforcers did not move. They seemed to be waiting for orders. 
 
    Albana was watching the formation when Ikai arrived. She winked at him, and he smiled with joy at seeing she was all right. 
 
    The lines of the Senoca parted to let the savior through. 
 
    “I’ve never been so happy to see you, little sis,” Ikai said to Kyra, and folded her into his arms. 
 
    She smiled and hugged him back. “It looks as though I got here just in time,” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Liriana said, appearing among her men. “You’ve saved us. You have no idea how close we were to perishing.” 
 
    “You’ll have to explain that trick with the fog,” said Albana with a wink and a sly grin, “but now we have to finish them off before they cause any more damage.” She gestured toward the triangle. 
 
    Ikai considered the situation. “Sesmok won’t open the gates for them, he won’t run that risk. They can’t go back. He’s abandoned them to their fate.” 
 
    “Any ideas?” Liriana asked. “If we attack now we’ll be able to defeat them, but we’ll lose a lot of men in the process.” 
 
    “I have one,” said Ikai. He whispered something to several of his men, who ran away at once. 
 
    Night was beginning to fall over the plain, where thousands of dead bodies had tinted it red. The red which was the price they had paid for reaching freedom. 
 
    Ikai’s men came back carrying great barrels. 
 
    “Wine? This is no time for celebrations,” Albana commented, amused. She was beginning to see what he was up to. 
 
    “Not wine, oil,” he said with a smile. “Honus, do the honors.” 
 
    The giant seized an axe. With two sharp blows he broke both lids of the barrel. Then he lifted it above his head and went over to the triangle. 
 
    “This is for Karm, you bastards!” he said, and launched the barrel with all his strength against the front line. It broke on impact and soaked them in oil. Without pausing, he picked up the other barrel and did the same. “This is for those who’ve fallen!” he cried, and threw it against the other side of the triangle. Twenty slaves followed him and launched the remaining barrels at the enemy, seeking to reach the greatest number of Enforcers. 
 
    Abruptly the Eyes-of-the-Gods gave the order to move forward. 
 
    “They’ve guessed what we want to do” said Kyra. “They’re trying to escape.”  
 
    “Let them through,” Ikai ordered. “Don’t attack!”  
 
    The rebels moved back to create a wide corridor, and the triangle began to advance along it. 
 
    “Now!” Ikai rapped out. 
 
    On either side of the corridor, two hundred archers came forward to stand in line. In their bows were burning arrows. 
 
    “Release!”  
 
    The fiery arrows fell on the Enforcers, and on contact with the oil the flames leapt up. In eerie silence, without breaking their formation, without a single cry, the Enforcers burned. The lethal triangle was soon a funeral pyre. They burned to death amid the cheers of the rebels. 
 
    Kyra patted his shoulder in approval. “Great plan, brother. It does credit to that head of yours.”  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    She stared at the city, bathed in the brilliance of the flames. “So, what now?” 
 
    Ikai gestured towards the city. “Now we finish what we started.”  
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    Night had fallen over the battlefield. The surviving rebels had retreated to the river, taking the wounded, leaving behind them on the plain the thousands of their companions who had fallen in the fight. Hundreds of small fires illuminated the riverside; around them the Senoca tended to their wounded and tried to recover from the nightmare they had been through. The moans of pain from the dying intoned a litany to Girlai, Father Moon, who watched them from the sky with eyes filled with tears. 
 
    Around one of the fires, the Heroes and surviving leaders were eating and recovering their strength and cheer. 
 
    “How many?” Ikai asked. 
 
    Liriana sighed. “There are fifteen thousand left of the reinforcements Kyra brought, plus twenty thousand survivors. The rest are either wounded, crippled or dying.” 
 
    “And they’re afraid,” said Albana. “Now they know the horrors of war, they’re very much afraid.” 
 
    Ikai shook his head. “I can’t blame them. It was appalling.”  
 
    Kyra clenched her fist tightly. 
 
    “That’s exactly why we can’t give up now. Tens of thousands have sacrificed themselves. We have to fight to the end.” 
 
    “We’re with you,” Camptos said, and glanced towards Pasmal, who nodded. “We share your feelings. We’ve lost too many lives. We can’t give up now.” 
 
    “What about Rutus?” Liriana asked. 
 
    “Idana’s taking care of him,” said Romen, who was sitting beside her. “He’s badly wounded. I’m not sure he’ll survive.”  
 
    “And Maruk?” she asked uneasily.  
 
    “He’s gone for supplies with a hundred men. We need food and medicines: there are hundreds of wounded. He’ll be back at dawn with everything he can find in the villages around.” 
 
    Ikai’s gaze turned to the city in the background. Torches were burning on the battlements. 
 
    “It won’t be easy to take the city. Those walls are a massive obstacle…” 
 
    “We’ll do it,” Kyra said with conviction. “Even if I have to bang my head on the walls to bring them down.” 
 
    Albana burst out laughing. “I’d gladly pay to see that! I really would!” 
 
    “Well, that head of yours is certainly stubborn enough to make a success of it!” Ikai said. 
 
    Kyra blushed, and they all laughed. And for a moment that nightmarish day became a little less hard to bear in their saddened hearts. 
 
    Ikai was looking thoughtful, and Liriana noticed this. 
 
    “What’s going on in that clever head of yours?” she asked. 
 
    “Well… we don’t have much time, we’re out of supplies, and there are a lot of mouths to feed here and tend to. Whereas they can hold out in the city ‒ even in a long siege ‒ much longer than we can out here.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “These are peasants, not warriors,” Albana said. “They won’t be able to last out a siege, they’ll want to go back to their own people. Even more so after what they’ve been through.”  
 
    Ikai nodded. “And nobody could blame them. Once again we’re faced with all or nothing. We’ve got to take the city, before our people start to despair… Liriana, what forces can Sesmok count on now?” 
 
    “Now then, let me think…We’ve got rid of the whole Guard: the ones in the capital, in the two formations at the gates, and the ones who controlled the counties, the two armies that came to capture us and that Kyra saved us from. That leaves him with… his personal guard: about two thousand men, but they’re the elite. Osvan and his Hunters: about a hundred and fifty men, very tough and skilled fighters, as you know perfectly well. And a hundred or so Enforcers who control the capital.” 
 
    “We can beat them! There aren’t so many of them!” Kyra said enthusiastically. 
 
    “The problem is,” Ikai said. they’re all very good fighters. And they have the advantage of their position”  
 
    “That’s right,” Albana said. “We could beat them in the open field, but with them on the battlements…” 
 
    “In fact it’s going to be extremely difficult to take the city,” said Liriana. 
 
    “And… the Gods,” said Pasmal. “Won’t they come to kill us? They must know about our rebellion…” 
 
    There was a silence. They were all thinking the same question, but dared not say it aloud. 
 
    Ikai glanced discreetly at his sister. 
 
    The message reached Kyra’s mind clearly. They will not interfere. They would not stoop so low. They will let Sesmok and the Enforcers deal with it.  
 
    Kyra turned her head and nodded towards Adamis, who remained sitting in the shadows behind her wrapped in his cloak. They had all noticed the presence of Kyra’s unusual bodyguard, but nobody dared ask about him. 
 
    “They won’t intervene. Sesmok is the one we need to worry about.” 
 
    “Then we have to take those walls,” Liriana said. “It’s the last hurdle. We’re so close to making our dream come true. I won’t allow this to foil us. I’ll take those walls, I swear, for Gedrel! For all those who’ve given their lives for freedom!” 
 
    Ikai nodded. “Get everything ready. Let’s take care of the wounded. We’ll attack in three days, when we’ve had time to recover.” 
 
    “Fine,” Liriana said. “Tomorrow I’ll take half the men with me to the forest, then we’ll begin our preparations.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ikai said. Then he whispered in his sister’s ear: “Can we count on him?” 
 
    Kyra sighed. “He won’t take part. If he does, he’ll be doomed. He’s only here to protect me.” 
 
    “I understand that, but I have to ask you, there are too many lives at stake. Can we trust him? He won’t warn his people?” 
 
    “I vouch for him, with my life.” 
 
    “All right. Then no more needs to be said.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Ikai smiled at his sister. He loved her and trusted her completely, and for some reason he knew he was not mistaken. 
 
    “Come closer, brother, there’s a lot I need to tell you and very little time.” 
 
    Ikai moved closer to her so nobody would be able to listen to their conversation. 
 
    While the others ate and chatted, Kyra told her brother in a whisper everything Adamis had told her and taught her about the Power. 
 
    “You mean to say… you can use…. it? Like Albana?” 
 
    Kyra showed him the disc. “Yes, through this. Although someday I’ll be able to do it without the disc. And not only me, you too.” 
 
    “Me? Don’t say that, I’m normal.” 
 
    “No, Ikai, you’re like me. We’re the children of the same parents, and there’s Power in our blood. Yours as well as mine.” 
 
    “I can’t believe that.” 
 
    “Well, you need to accept it, and the sooner the better. We’re hybrids with Power. Something very unusual, like Albana. I can assure you it’s true. It’s taken me a long time to accept it, but I have, because it’s the truth.” 
 
    Ikai shook his head. He did not want to believe it. For him Power was synonymous with Gods, and therefore of evil. 
 
    “Would I ever lie to you?” 
 
    “No, I know you wouldn’t, Kyra, it’s not that …” 
 
    “You know what Mother told me. They fled the Eternal City. Father and Mother were hybrids, and that’s why we are too.” 
 
    “You said Father. I can’t believe…” 
 
    “He’s not the person you remember, Ikai. He’s not the Siul we adored. Now he’s a monster. A bloodthirsty monster born out of the experiments of the ruthless Gods. A soulless abomination who serves his masters blindly. He’s no longer Siul, he’s Oskas. He’d kill us without blinking an eye. Don’t be mistaken, Ikai. I’ve seen his true nature, and there’s nothing left of our father in him. Now he serves Asu like a faithful, rabid hunting dog. And he’d torture and kill us if his master snapped his fingers.” 
 
    Ikai was hurt and devastated by her words. He knew what she was telling him was the truth, but his heart refused to accept it. The memory of their father was engraved in his heart: engraved with love, respect and admiration. 
 
    Kyra took him by the wrist, turned his hand over and put the disc on his palm. 
 
    “Do you remember, when we were little we played a game to see who was braver?” 
 
    Ikai smiled, remembering those good times for a moment. “Yes… I remember.” 
 
    “Well, I dare you to make it flash.” 
 
    “Kyra, we’re not children any longer…” 
 
    “I know, but why don’t you try it, just for me? Or does it scare you?” She knew that phrase had always had an effect on him as a child. 
 
    Ikai shook his head. He knew what his sister was trying to do. He heaved a deep sigh and decided to go on with the game, just so that she would let him be. 
 
    “How do I do it?” 
 
    “Easy,” she lied. “Focus on the golden pip. You have to see it in your mind. Once you see it clearly in your head, you order it to flash.” 
 
    “That’s stupid. It’d be impossible for me to…” 
 
    “Shut up and do it, or I’ll torment you, cowardy custard.” 
 
    Ikai shook his head again, but did what his sister had asked him. Albana, who had been watching, sat down beside them. She smiled and winked at Kyra, who smiled back. 
 
    He tried, but without success. He tried a second and a third time, with the same result. But, something happened all the same: the pip was now engraved in his mind. He opened his eyes and shut them again and there it was, shining in his head. He tried to order it to flash, but to no avail. 
 
    “Can you see the pip?” Albana asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “But you can’t manage to make it do what you want it to?” 
 
    He nodded again. 
 
    “It takes time to master it. Your sister conveniently forgot to tell you that.” 
 
    “With that head of yours, I thought perhaps you’d grasp it straight away.” 
 
    Albana laughed. “It’s not about the head. It’s about Power. It doesn’t matter how intelligent or strong you are, the Power is ruled by its presence in the blood. The more Power in your blood, in the family, the more you’ll be able to use and control it, the more skills there’ll be that can be developed. But whatever the case, to be initiated in its use takes time and effort.” 
 
    Ikai arched his eyebrows and looked at his sister. “Time I don’t have and effort I don’t want to make.”  
 
    “All right,” Kyra said, giving in. “Still, I had to try.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The second evening they gathered around the fire again. Liriana and Romen’s tired faces revealed that they had been working hard. 
 
    “How are the preparations going?” Ikai asked. 
 
    Liriana drank from the water-skin and replied breathlessly. 
 
    “Well. They’re working non-stop. We’ll be ready tomorrow, as you asked.” 
 
    “That’s good news.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want us to build a battering ram to try and bring down the city gates?” Liriana asked. 
 
    “Sure. That’s exactly what Sesmok expects us to do, so we won’t.” 
 
    “It’s what military logic would dictate…” 
 
    “You told me that, Liriana, and that’s why we can’t do it.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “We’ll have to think of something Sesmok won’t expect.” 
 
    Liriana smiled, and her turquoise eyes gleamed. 
 
    “Well, there’s no-one better than you for doing that.” 
 
    Ikai made a face. They were expecting far too much of him.  
 
    “The main problem is the city gates. They’re closely watched, and if we don’t manage to open them, storm in and sweep them away with our superior numbers… then we’ re lost.” 
 
    “I know the gate mechanism well,” Liriana said. “They can only be opened from inside, from the tower on the left beside the gates, by maneuvering the pulley system. The tower on the right has a second mechanism in case the first one fails.” 
 
    “Right, that’s clear. Unfortunately, we don’t have anybody on the inside, and we can’t enter without being seen either.” 
 
    “I can, though,” Albana said confidently. 
 
    They all turned to her. There was concern in Ikai’s eyes. 
 
    “It’s too risky,” he said. 
 
    Liriana nodded. “Ikai’s right, Sesmok will expect us to try something like that. It’ll be under surveillance.” 
 
    “I could do it,” Albana insisted. “I just need a convincing distraction. A very convincing one.” 
 
    Ikai did not like it one little bit. He knew Albana’s skills, but even so it was insane. And there was no way he was prepared to lose her. He could not. 
 
    “If you manage to get in,” Liriana said, “I can tell you how to cross the city without being caught.”  
 
    Ikai shook his head. “You’re taking too much of a risk,” he said. 
 
    “We’re all doing that.”  
 
    There was a moment of silence. Ikai and Albana stared at each other. The others watched without daring to intervene. 
 
    Albana had the last word. “It’s my decision. And I’ve already made it.” 
 
    Ikai had no choice but to yield. He could not forbid her, however much he wished he could. 
 
    “All right then,” he said through gritted teeth.  
 
    “You’d better come up with a good plan, brother,” Kyra said. 
 
    “Give me a day. I’ll come up with something.” He gave a deep sigh. 
 
    The gathering broke up, and they retired for the night. There was a long day ahead of them. 
 
    Ikai lay down beside Albana. He pulled her to him and held her in his arms. Gazing into her night-black eyes, he asked. “Why do you do it? This isn’t your fight. You’re a hybrid, born in the Eternal City.” 
 
    She gazed long into his eyes. “I’m doing it for them, and I’m doing it for you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, Ikai.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A couple of hours before dawn, on the third day after the great battle, the rebel tide began to move in silence under cover of the night. The thousands of Senoca went forward carrying rudimentary ladders made out of wood and rope. But most of them carried long tree-trunks on their shoulders, a dozen men to a trunk. They came closer stealthily, walking slowly, careful not to trip. They were approaching the walls of the city in two groups: one coming from the east, the other simultaneously from the west. When they were three hundred paces from the wall they crouched and waited for the signal. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The city was sleeping. Albana was climbing up the north wall, clinging close to it, making use of her skills and training as a Shadow to avoid being seen by the watch. She concentrated and used her Power: a black flash ran through her body and it melted into the darkness. They would not see her as long as she made no sudden move. But they might hear her, so she took careful precautions. 
 
    When she reached the battlements she made out two guards close to her, with three more to the east. She would have to slip through without any confrontation, or else they would realize something was afoot and give the alarm. One of the guards turned in her direction. He was less than three paces away from her. She swallowed and held her breath, flattening herself against the wall. The guard looked towards the south. 
 
    Now. From her belt she took out a black ball and threw it high over her head. At its highest point it split in two with a hollow crack. Immediately the guards turned round and looked up in search of the strange noise. But all they saw was darkness. Albana took advantage of the distraction. With a somersault, in silence, she reached the parapet. She calculated the distance to the stairs that went down inside, concentrated her Power and called upon the darkness. A shadow shrouded her, and she vanished into it, invisible to human eyes. 
 
    I’ve got to be quick. This skill uses too much Power, I won’t be able to keep it up for long.  
 
    She went on carefully as far as the stone stairs, then made her way down into the city. But she had to stop. There was one last obstacle waiting for her: two guards at the foot of the stairs. 
 
    That snake Sesmok has got all his men on watch duty.  
 
    Luckily they had their backs to her. She went up to them shrouded in the darkness and called on her Power once more. From her hand emerged a thread of blue-black smoke. She directed it carefully, making it pass between their heads and then split in two. Before they could react, the thread of smoke seeped under their helmets and into their noses and mouths. Suddenly fearful, they tried to react, but it was too late. The soporific substance had already reached their lungs, and the two men lost consciousness. She took a step forward out of the darkness and held them from behind to stop them falling noisily on to the floor. She left them leaning against the wall, as if they were sleeping during their watch. 
 
    She came out into the northern part of the city, behind Sesmok’s palace. Now she just had to cross the whole city to get to the gates. 
 
    Piece of cake, she thought, and smiled to herself. 
 
    Blending in with the night and with the shadows for allies, she reached a small square, and there in a corner, out of sight, she found what she was looking for. She bent and raised the trapdoor, then let herself drop inside. 
 
    The sewers at last. And now let’s see if Liriana’s underground map leads me to where I need to go. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first light of dawn broke. The moment of truth had arrived. Ikai gave the order. The horns sounded to the east and west of the city, and the great Senoca tide rose up to take the walls. They broke into a run with savage yells. They ran with all their might, trying to reach the walls before they were knocked down by arrows and spears. 
 
    The alarm sounded along the entire wall. Sesmok’s men hastened to defend the battlements. The officers shouted orders to their men to take up their formation. But just as Ikai had guessed, most of the forces were defending the gates, not the side walls. The officers ordered their men to turn, and all the available forces assembled on the ramparts to face the two Senoca tides. Thousands of arrows fell on the rebels bringing death to the brave men trying to reach the foot of the walls. 
 
    Ikai was watching the fray, Kyra beside him. Adamis was a little way behind them. 
 
    “They’re going to slaughter them,” said Kyra. 
 
    “I know. It’s the price to pay for taking the city. There’s no other way.” 
 
    Kyra made an impatient noise. 
 
    “Let me go with them.” 
 
    “No. I need you with me.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and shook her head as the arrows fell like a shower of death upon the rebels. “I don’t want to see it.”  
 
    “The first ones have already reached the foot of the walls. They’re starting to put the tree-trunks and ladders in place.” 
 
    “I hope it works, or they’ll be massacred.” 
 
    “It will work. I’ve calculated it. The wall isn’t high enough. Even in his worst nightmares Sesmok never imagined that one day his city would be under siege. It would need to be six feet taller to be impossible to climb. A mistake we’re going to take advantage of.” 
 
    The Senoca carried the tree-trunks to the wall and leaned them against it, right under the ramparts, at a slight angle. They wedged them against the ground: first one, then a second next to it. The trunks were thick enough to let the rebels climb up and reach the battlements. While the defenders launched arrows and spears at them, the Senoca began to assault the walls. 
 
    “It’s working!” Kyra cried delightedly. 
 
    Ikai gave a snort of relief. 
 
    “Now it’s our turn. Get ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The deafening din of the battle barely allowed Albana to concentrate. The Senoca were reaching the battlements at several points, and the defending soldiers were running to repel them. Albana concentrated hard and peered out of the sewer at the tower on the left of the great city gates. 
 
    Liriana’s map has brought me to the exact place. I’ll have to thank her, I really will.  
 
    Crossing the entire city through the sewers had not been easy, but she had made it. 
 
    Two guards at the tower gate, and generalized chaos all along the battlements. It’s the right moment. 
 
    She climbed out the sewer, drew her black daggers and moved on towards the soldiers nonchalantly, as if there was nothing amiss. 
 
    The soldiers saw her coming. They exchanged indecisive glances, and the most experienced of the two raised his arm. 
 
    “Stop… where are…” 
 
    He was not able to finish the sentence. Albana’s arms lashed out simultaneously two steps away, and the daggers found their targets in the guards’ necks. They died without taking in what had happened. She retrieved her weapons and looked left and right: everything was chaos, yelling and confusion. 
 
    Perfect. They haven’t seen anything.  
 
    She took the keys from the veteran guard’s belt and slipped inside. Then she hid both bodies in the tower. 
 
    “Who’s there?” came a voice over her head in the tower’s inner stairs. 
 
    More guards inside… I’ll have to deal with them too.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A strange fog, heavy and white, had settled before the city gates. Ikai and Kyra advanced at a crouch under the white cloak. 
 
    “Are you sure they can’t see us?” Ikai asked. 
 
    She gave him a triumphant look. “Positive.” 
 
    “You’ll have to explain to me how you managed to do that.” 
 
    “Adamis’s disc,” she said. “The one you dislike so much.” She gave him a wink. 
 
    At the foot of the tower, they waited. 
 
    A rope came down the wall slowly, like a snake. Brother and sister glanced at each other and nodded. They started to climb the rope to the tower, praying to Oxatsi not to be discovered. The fighting was so bloody on the eastern and western walls that all eyes were there, not on the great gates. 
 
    Albana greeted them with a roguish smile. “You’re the slowest climbers I’ve ever seen in my life.” 
 
    Ikai was ecstatic to see her in one piece. On the floor of the tower he found three dead soldiers. 
 
    “You’ve been busy,” Kyra said, her eyes sparkling. 
 
    “They have this bad habit of leaving guards on watch in important places. I had to deal with them.” 
 
    “So I can see,” Ikai said, not without concern. 
 
    “When I asked you for a convincing distraction, I didn’t expect it to be quite so good.” 
 
    “If it surprised you, it’ll have surprised Sesmok.” 
 
    “You can be sure of that.” 
 
    “I’d give anything to see his face twisted with rage right this moment.” 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” Kyra put in. “Let’s work the pulleys and get these gates open.”  
 
    “It’s not that easy,” said Ikai. 
 
    “We have to operate the secondary mechanism in the other tower as well,” Albana said. 
 
    “Right. so how do we do that?” Kyra asked. 
 
    “We need two people to work the pulleys on this side,” Ikai said. 
 
    “You two stay here and wait for my signal,” said Albana. “I’ll clear the other tower.” 
 
    Ikai was about to speak, but Albana glared at him in a way he knew very well. He relented. 
 
    “All right. At your signal.”  
 
    Kyra could not contain herself. Her hands were on the lever which operated the pulleys. 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “No, not yet. If we do it too soon they’ll see it from the other tower and sound the alarm ‒ apart from stopping us from opening the gates.” 
 
    “Damn, why does it all have to be so complicated?” 
 
    “I wish I knew, little sis.” 
 
    Suddenly they heard a muffled cry. Ikai, who had been watching the other tower closely, saw a guard tumble off into the fog. 
 
    “That’s the signal,” he said. 
 
    Brother and sister worked the levers with all their might. There was a tremendous creak, and the gates started to open. 
 
    “Come on, Kyra, give it all you’ve got.” Ikai said. “It’s now or never.”  
 
    They both leaned on the levers as hard as they could, and finally the two giant metal gates opened wide. 
 
    Panting with the effort, Ikai saw Liriana coming in through the gates with five thousand men who had been waiting for that moment. 
 
    “We did it!” Kyra cried. “The city will be ours!” 
 
    The horns blared: first south, in front of the gates, then east, and a little later west. The Senoca retreated from the walls, soaked in blood, pursued by arrows. The defending soldiers, taken by surprise by this sudden retreat, awaited new orders. 
 
    And all of a sudden, the Senoca appeared from under the fog, pouring in through the gates of the city as if it were a broken and overflowing dam. The blue tide flooded the streets, and chaos took over Osaen. Liriana led her men to the battlements, and there they fought Sesmok’s elite guard and the Hunters. The fighting was brutal, for the enemy’s skill with weapons was superb. As they entered, the rebels headed to the top of the ramparts, where the fighting was centered. Liriana and Albana led the rebels on the eastern battlement, Ikai and Kyra on the western. Senoca blood drenched the parapets and battlements, but gradually the rebel numbers, together with their courage and heart, imposed themselves. Like a high tide covering a beach, inexorably, they went on taking the battlements until the last soldiers and Hunters had no other option but to surrender. 
 
    “Throw down your weapons!” Liriana ordered them. 
 
    The last officers surrendered and threw their weapons off the walls. 
 
    “They must be respected,” Liriana told her people, to avoid a massacre. “Nobody is to kill them.” 
 
    Kyra and Ikai secured their side of the wall and took the prisoners below. They went on to the great square of the city, where the gigantic monolith rose to the sky. When they arrived they found Sesmok, together with Osvan and Torkem, on the platform at the foot of the artifact of the Gods. On the steps leading up to them, the ones where Solma had lost her life, a hundred Enforcers were gathered. 
 
    “There’s that bastard! He’s ours now!” cried Kyra. 
 
    “Stop!” Ikai said to his people, and the Senoca came to a halt at the entrance to the square. 
 
    “Let’s go get him!” said Kyra. “Let’s tear his rotten heart out!”  
 
    “Let’s wait for the others,” said Ikai, with his eyes fixed on Sesmok. Hatred was eating him up within, but his cool head remained in control. 
 
    Liriana and Albana arrived with the remaining surviving forces and joined the two of them. Ikai saw that they had lost almost half of their people. But in the eyes of the men and women who had survived he could see the spark of hope; freedom was within reach. All they had to do was clench their fists and crush the Regent and his minions. 
 
    Liriana’s eyes were on Sesmok. “At last!” she said. “At last we’ve reached freedom! Gedrel’s dream, our dream, is fulfilled today.” 
 
    “What’s he up to?” Albana asked herself aloud, distrustfully. 
 
    “Negotiating terms of surrender?” Liriana suggested. 
 
    “We’re not going to negotiate anything,” said Kyra. “I’m going to gut him for all the Senoca blood he’s shed. For the thousands of dead we’ve left on the way here.” 
 
    Ikai was weighing up the situation, waiting for Sesmok to make his move. 
 
    And Sesmok spoke at last. 
 
    “What an unexpected surprise,” he said, sounding amused. “I must admit I didn’t expect you to get this far.” 
 
    “We won’t have any mercy on you!” Kyra cried. “Even if you surrender and beg on your knees!” 
 
    Sesmok laughed. Ikai did not like the situation at all. Sesmok did not seem defeated; he was not behaving as though he were. 
 
    “Surrender? Me? Why would I do such a foolish thing?” 
 
    “It’s the only option you have left,” Liriana said. “Surrender and beg for mercy.”  
 
    “Ah, my dear rebels. I see you haven’t learnt your lesson. I’ve repeated it ad nauseam, but you never listen. It’s pointless to confront the Gods. Anyone who does will die. It’s an invariable maxim.” 
 
    “Today you’ll be the one who dies!” Kyra snarled at him. 
 
    “On the contrary, little rebel, today all of you will die!” Sesmok said, and raised his arm. The Eyes-of-the-Gods on the stairs emitted a flash, and a sudden tremor was felt on the ground. 
 
    Kyra turned to Ikai. “What…. what’s happening?”  
 
    He did not know, but he had an ominous feeling. Albana gave him an anguished look. 
 
    From behind the monolith came Oskas, commanding an army of Enforcers. They descended the stairs, thousands of them, their feet thudding on the ground so it shook beneath their powerful bodies. 
 
    “By Oxatsi!” Liriana cried in horror. 
 
    “No! It’s impossible!” 
 
    Ikai watched the army of Enforcers take up its position before them. And as he looked, he knew who they were and where they had come from. 
 
    “They’re the prisoners from the Dungeons of Oblivion.” 
 
    “But they’re Enforcers!” Liriana said incredulously. 
 
    “This is what they’ve been doing in that place of horror for so long,” Ikai said. “Creating an army of Enforcers.”  
 
    Kyra understood. “The way they did with Urda…” 
 
    “Yes, but with all the prisoners.” 
 
    “We’re lost,” Liriana said. “There’s no way we can face up to a host like that!”  
 
    Ikai’s gaze lingered on Oskas, then on the three thousand Executors behind him. 
 
    “Yes. We’re lost.” 
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    Sesmok’s lips shaped themselves into a smile as evil as the lust for power of the Golden Gods themselves. His eyes shone with the unmistakable gleam of triumph.  
 
    “You stupid slaves. Now you’re going to learn your lesson once and for all. You’re nothing but a bunch of miserable cockroaches. Now you’ll pay with your lives for daring to rebel against me. You’ll never free yourselves from slavery to the Gods, and you’ll never defeat me. You’re all going to die!” 
 
    Oskas went back to stand beside Sesmok, to watch the fateful end of the revolt. 
 
    “Kill them all! Not one remains alive,” Sesmok ordered the Enforcers. “Such is the wish of the Gods.”  
 
    The Eyes-of-the-Gods gave the order, a single and definite one: Death. 
 
    And with that the Senoca were sentenced. 
 
    The Executors moved against the rebels with firm, determined steps, with their lethal impassivity. Their spears were to the fore, their huge bodies rigid, bearing death with them. 
 
    Ikai had no time to come up with any ideas. He drew his weapons and faced the Executor who was on his way to kill him. 
 
    “To arms!” was all he could shout. 
 
    Kyra, Liriana and Albana followed suit. 
 
    Behind them a war cry was heard: “We’ll die fighting!” 
 
    And from among the rebels came Honus, wielding a spear. He charged against the Executors as if he were a God of the Senoca. 
 
    “Follow me, brothers!” he shouted with all his might. 
 
    There was a moment of hesitation. The rebels knew it was impossible to defeat those creatures. Their minds, their fear, assured them it was not possible, but their hearts longed to follow brave Honus’ example. They knew all was lost, that they had just been condemned to death, but they would die with courage. They cried to the sky and followed Honus. 
 
    “For freedom! We’ll die fighting! For Oxatsi!” 
 
    “Imbecile mob,” was Sesmok’s contemptuous comment. 
 
    “They’re nothing but ignorant slaves,” said the High Priest Torkem, “Unable to follow one simple creed: the will of the Gods, or else death.” 
 
    The Lord Hunter Osvan spat to one side. “They’ll all die, like the stupid rabble they are.”  
 
    The two fronts clashed. But the clash was insanely unbalanced. Driven on by his valor and madness, Honus managed to kill two Executors. But as he confronted the third a spear caught him in the chest. This was followed by a second, which went through his back. 
 
    “Bastards!” he yelled. He fell to his knees, looked up at the sky and said: “Wait for me, Karm, I’m coming with you.” An Executor stood in front of him and without a word pierced his heart. 
 
    Chaos took possession of the square. The rebels fought with the despair of those who know their fatal destiny is on its way to claim its due. 
 
    Ikai managed to wound the nearest Executor, but he did not seem to feel the stroke. Kyra defended herself like a lioness, but was retreating before another Executor. Liriana, in serious difficulty, fell backwards in the face of the pressure from two Enforcers. Albana, making use of one of her dark skills, attacked them from behind and managed to save Liriana at the last moment. 
 
    Kyra brought out the Disc of Power, concentrated and managed to raise the protective sphere around her. 
 
    “Now you’ll see, you swine!” she yelled at them. Focusing on the two Executors coming towards her, she sent them flying through the air as if they were rag dolls. Ikai stared, wide-eyed. 
 
    “How…?” he muttered, but already another enemy was upon him. 
 
    Kyra stretched out her arm, cupped her hand and in her mind caught the Executor’s aura. “Gotcha!” She closed her eyes tightly, concentrating even more intensely, and gave the order to the disc. She felt the tingling which using the Power gave her, and the Executor was hurled backwards against his own men, carrying away a dozen of them with him. 
 
    Kyra helped her brother to his feet. 
 
    “It’s incredible, what you can do…” 
 
    “So now you don’t think it’s wrong to use the Power, do you?” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    Suddenly a spear came straight for Kyra’s heart. Frightened, she tried to avoid it, and the spear buried itself in the protective sphere. 
 
    Phew!  
 
    “Ikai, get behind me!” 
 
    Her brother threw himself behind the translucent sphere. 
 
    Just then a dozen spears struck the barrier, and she took a step back. She was definitely frightened now. They nearly broke through it! She raised her eyes to see an Eye-of-the-God commanding a dozen Executors. 
 
    “Throw!” the Eye ordered. 
 
    The rest of the Executors threw their spears against Kyra. They struck the sphere, which under the heavy punishment was weakening. It won’t hold much longer! The last spear penetrated it and grazed her chest. By Oxatsi! It nearly killed me! 
 
    The Eye-of-the-God took out a disc and aimed it at her: “Die, Hybrid!” A discharge flew from the disc and struck the battered sphere, which burst into pieces. 
 
    Kyra was left defenseless. Ikai stepped forward and covered her body with his own. Twenty Executors came towards them determinedly, carrying half-moon knives. Kyra shut her eyes and concentrated, but she was only able to pick out the aura of six of them. She would not be able to handle them all; she was still not sufficiently master of the Power.  
 
    They were doomed. 
 
    And at that moment, when Kyra realized they were going to die with their throats cut, a voice sounded in her mind. 
 
    Take a step back, and take your brother with you. 
 
    Immediately she recognized Adamis’ voice. She grabbed Ikai’s arm and yanked him back. A white mist formed before them, and Adamis appeared from it. He thrust himself between them and the Executors. He was wearing his hooded cloak, and the Enforcers did not recognize him. 
 
    “No…” murmured Kyra. She knew what he was about to do. 
 
    As the twenty Executors reached him, Adamis spoke a single word. There was a flash, and they were struck by a tremendous wave of energy. Another thirty were hurled back by the impact. The Eye in command stared at Adamis. He hesitated. And Adamis clenched his fist. The Eye’s neck broke and he fell dead. The Prince of Ether turned to Kyra. 
 
    I cannot let you die. 
 
    “You… you can’t interfere. If you do, you’ll condemn yourself before your people. You have to let us fight our battle. To the last consequences.” 
 
    You will die. You will all die.  
 
    Kyra took his hands in hers. “Listen to me, my love. If it comes to that, you must let me go. This is my destiny. This is my cause, and I’ll die for it if I have to. Just like everyone who’s fighting with me. Just like all the Senoca who’ve given their lives for freedom.” 
 
    No, I will not let you die. 
 
    “Don’t join in. If you do, your people will condemn you to death. Your father will come looking for you with an army of Gods and hand you over to the High Kings because of the dishonor you’ll have brought on your House. That’s what you told me. I can’t let you do that.” 
 
    The consequences do not matter to me. If I lose my life, so be it. But I will not let anything happen to you. Not now, not ever. 
 
    “Adamis…” 
 
    I love you, Kyra. 
 
    “I love you too, Adamis. 
 
    If you love me, let me do what my heart begs me to. 
 
    “I don’t want you to sacrifice yourself for me.” 
 
    This is my decision, and I have made it already.  
 
    “Adamis, no!” 
 
    The Prince of Ether began to walk toward the center of the square. His slim figure became something almost ethereal, surrounded by a mystical mist which moved with him. It appeared as if that being had one foot in this world and the other in the one beyond. As he passed, the Enforcers were hurled through the air. They tried to pierce him with their spears, but they vanished into the mist around him. They attacked him with knives, but as they touched the mist they too vanished, never to be seen again. 
 
    Slowly the fighting died down. Everybody, Enforcers and rebels alike, watched the stranger shrouded in mist as he headed straight to the middle of the square.  
 
    “Kill him!” Sesmok cried, his face distorted by rage. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    Adamis reached the center and raised his arms to the sky. 
 
    “Don’t do it!” Kyra begged him one last time. 
 
    But Adamis had already made his decision. He uttered words of Power, and the mist that surrounded him started to rise vertically, as if it formed the vortex of a great tornado. Everybody watched in amazement. The Eyes realized that it could only be a God who was doing this and were thrown into utter confusion, unable to decide whether to attack or not. 
 
    Adamis sighed. For you, my love.  
 
    He held out his arms to either side, and the upper vortex of the mist column began to descend. But it was not the same mist as before. At an order from its master it had turned lethal. It began to spread across the square as if it had a life of its own and were trying to take the place over. As it spread it enveloped each Enforcer, searching for his spirit, and when it found it, it devoured it along with the body. The Enforcers vanished, and with them their lives. Their armor, without bodies to support it, fell to the ground with a clank. In the blink of an eye, thousands of metal pieces fell as the Enforcers were utterly consumed, Each one of them. 
 
    A sepulchral silence fell on the square. The rebels looked on in amazement. Nobody moved, waiting for the mist to fade to find out what had happened. A few moments went by amid a tension which was almost palpable, while the mist slowly dissolved. The pieces of armor, spears, half-moon knives and the hateful helmets of the Enforcers were all that remained strewn on the ground. Not a body, not a soul alive. 
 
    Adamis had vanished into the mist. 
 
    Sesmok was staring, slack-jawed. “No! It’s not possible!”  
 
    He turned to Oskas. The master of shadows looked around the square and said: “The power of the Gods. There can be no doubt of it.” 
 
    “No! No!” Sesmok cried in terror, and fled to take refuge in his palace. Torkem, Osvan and their bodyguard followed him at once.  
 
    The rebels reacted. 
 
    “Victory! For Oxatsi! For freedom! Victory!” 
 
    The cheers rose to the sky. Red fists waved the air, blue faces were aglow with joy. They ran to take the square and its surroundings, shouting with all their might in uncontrollable joy. 
 
    “He did it,” Kyra said. 
 
    “We did it,” said Liriana. “Victory is ours!” 
 
    “Sesmok and his minions are getting away,” Ikai pointed out. 
 
    “And Oskas,” said Albana. 
 
    “Let’s put an end to this once and for all,” Kyra said. 
 
    “To the palace!” Ikai cried. 
 
    They went up the steps to the great monolith, and from there to the palace entrance. The last of Sesmok’s elite Guard were defending the doors. With them Ikai recognized the Hunters. They made up a wall of shields with the Hunters behind them, bows at the ready. 
 
    “Sesmok and Osvan must have ordered them to hold out right to the end,” Liriana guessed. 
 
    “If we come from the front,” Albana said, “they’ll wipe us out.”  
 
    Ikai looked at his sister. “Maybe with your Power…” 
 
    Kyra nodded and stepped forward. Three arrows headed for her heart at once, and she raised her protective sphere just in time. The impact was massive, and the sphere weakened. She took a couple more steps forward, but the line of soldiers was too far away to let her see their auras. Another four arrows reached her. 
 
    Damn! It’s not going to hold! 
 
    She had to retrace her steps, back to Ikai. 
 
    “They’re too far away for me to use my Power, and their bows have a longer range. If I go any closer they’ll riddle me, the bastards.” 
 
    Albana stepped in. “Follow me. I know another way in.” 
 
    As the group ran to the back of the palace, Ikai turned to look over his shoulder. The rebels had taken both square and monolith and were hurling themselves on Sesmok’s last line of defense at the palace door. 
 
    “Death to the traitors! Justice for the dead!” 
 
    That was the last he heard amid the chaos of yelling and cheering. 
 
    Albana climbed to the top of the wall at the back of the palace with the ease of a spider. She let herself drop into the gardens and set about two guards who were on duty at the back door. The first died of a swift cut to the neck, the second with her dagger buried in one eye. 
 
    She opened the door with the dead guard’s keys, and the others went in. 
 
    “Be careful. There’ll be more guards inside.” 
 
    They reached the columns and the rear portico and entered the gigantic and magnificent palace. 
 
    Kyra stared around at the great halls which opened up before her. “It’s immense. How are we going to find that snake?”  
 
    “Let’s divide and search on different levels,” Liriana suggested. 
 
    “Right,” Ikai said, although the idea did not entirely convince him. “But don’t fight Sesmok one to one, any of you. He’s a poisonous snake, and we don’t know what surprises he’s got prepared for us. Whoever finds him must wait for the others. Don’t do anything rash, don’t take risks. He’s too dangerous.” 
 
    The others nodded in agreement. They separated and began to search the palace. 
 
    Ikai shook his head. Sesmok and his people would not give up, and there is nothing more dangerous than a rabid wild animal, cornered. 
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    Ikai went up the white marble stairs, sword and dagger at the ready. He heard voices at the end of a luxurious corridor and went to investigate. To his surprise what he saw was not Sesmok but his right-hand man: Lord Hunter Osvan. 
 
    “Come on, hurry up,” he was ordering three of his men. “Put all the valuables in those sacks!”  
 
    Ikai watched the scene from the door. At the far end of the heavily decorated room were three huge chests filled with gold and jewels. 
 
     They’re emptying the chests before they make their escape, the cowards. I’m not going to allow that.  
 
    Rage rose inside him from his stomach to his throat, but he forced it back down. He moved forward into the doorway with his throwing dagger ready in his right hand. 
 
    “That doesn’t belong to you!” 
 
    The four of them spun round, and he recognized them at once. They were not mere Hunters. Three of them were Master Hunters. 
 
    For Girlai! I was too hasty. He swallowed. They’ll be too much for me.  
 
    “Look who’s here!” said Osvan. His stern face was twisted into an unpleasant grimace. 
 
    “It’s one of the Heroes,” said Master Hunter Kilef, of the First County. “Ikai, if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    Osvan turned to the second man. “It’s him, isn’t it? I think you knew him quite well.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s him,” said Master Hunter Sejof. 
 
    Ikai was paralyzed as he recognized his old Master. 
 
    “Didn’t he leave you badly wounded in a forest after killing your pack?” 
 
    “Yes, and he stole my Hawk Eye.” 
 
    “Curious, the way life turns,” Osvan said. “Today fate serves you your revenge on a silver platter.”  
 
    “Your sister Kyra and I had an unpleasant encounter,” said the third man: Lonus, Master Hunter of the Fifth County. “You have no idea how happy it makes me to know I can repay the debt.” 
 
    Ikai tensed. He had stepped into a hornets’ nest, and now they were going to make him pay with his life. 
 
    Osvan aimed his sword at him. “Sejof, kill this treacherous scum. Cut his throat. It’s the least he deserves for the dishonor he caused you. Which he caused us all.” 
 
    Sejof nodded. He drew sword and knife, and with his black eyes fixed on Ikai’s he moved in to the kill. 
 
    Ikai brought up his sword. “Master… don’t…” 
 
    But Sejof was already no more than a pace away. Behind his broad back Osvan and the two other Masters stood watching with pleasure. 
 
    The look Ikai gave his Master was imploring. He did not want to fight him, did not wish to kill him. He knew he was a fair man: driven by the circumstances of his position, but deep down, an honest man. 
 
    “Master…” 
 
    Sejof’s sword flashed. Ikai did not take his eyes away from those of the Master. And he saw something in them which was not hatred, was not death, but a warning. Sejof’s glance moved to Ikai’s dagger, then to his own, then back to Ikai’s eyes again. Then he winked at him and Ikai understood. 
 
    Sejof launched a devilishly swift stroke. Ikai did not move. The sword brushed his chest, but went wide. The three men, covered by Sejof’s body, could not see whether the thrust had been lethal or not, but they assumed it was, and relaxed. Sejof withdrew his sword and turned to them. As he completed his turn he threw his dagger at Kilef’s right eye. 
 
    “What ‒” said Lonus, and raised his arm. Ikai’s dagger caught him in the neck. 
 
    The two Master Hunters fell to the floor, dead. 
 
    “Treason! You cursed traitors!” cried Osvan. 
 
    Sejof smiled at Ikai. “I’m delighted to see you. I hope you’ll forgive what happened … you’ve always been like a son to me. I’m sorry about the past, the situation… my family…” 
 
    “There’s nothing to forgive. Thank you for saving me today.” 
 
    “You pardoned my life. I owed you. I’m a man of honor, Hunter or not.” 
 
    “We can still escape through the tunnels,” Osvan said. “There’s still time. We can get away with all these riches. Don’t be fools. Think about it. Let’s grab all we can and get away from that rabble.” 
 
    Sejof looked inquisitively at Ikai. “Would you like to do the honors? Or shall I?” 
 
    Ikai eyed Osvan for a moment. He was fierce and skillful. He was trapped, and it was going to be a dangerous business. The most logical option occurred to him. 
 
    “We’ll both do it at the same time.” 
 
    Sejof nodded, and both of them attacked Osvan. 
 
    The combat was fierce. The three men were excellent fighters, expert swordsmen. The Lord Hunter defended himself skillfully, but he could not deal with both. He died run through by Ikai’s sword, not without having wounded Sejof first. 
 
    “Go, finish all that,” Sejof said to Ikai as he made a tourniquet for his arm. 
 
    “Once again, thank you, Master.” 
 
    “I’m no longer your Master, Ikai. Now you’re your own Master.” 
 
    “I’ll come back for you.” 
 
    Sejof nodded and waved him away. 
 
    Ikai left at a run. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Liriana reached the bedrooms upstairs. She knew this was the least likely place to find Sesmok at that particular moment, but she had to make sure. She went into several rooms until she came to the most luxurious. This is Sesmok’s suite, I’m sure of it. It’s ridiculously overdone. But it’s deserted…. so, where is he? Where are you hiding, you traitor? That viper must be trying to escape somewhere on the ground floor. She went down the eastern stairs and ran to the far side in search of some way of reaching the cellars. There has to be a staircase to the lower floors somewhere in this huge building.  
 
    She passed two massive, ornamented doors and stopped. Why are they closed? She turned back and studied the double doors. This was a regal room. Careful not to make a sound, she opened one of the doors a crack, bent and peered inside. It was the Regent’s throne hall. A movement caught her attention and she followed it with her eyes.  
 
    There he is, the bastard!  
 
    Sesmok and Torkem were beside the throne, and two elite officers were with them. They were carrying large saddlebags, each of them carrying four either slung over their shoulders or in their hands. They were ready to run away, taking with them part of the riches stolen from the people. 
 
    Liriana hesitated. Ikai had told them not to fight Sesmok on their own. But he’s going to get away! We won’t get another chance. She was still trying to decide what to do when she saw Romen appear at the front of the palace. 
 
    “Romen! Here!” she called in a whisper. But he did not see her and went on his way towards the western wing. 
 
    “Romen!” she whispered again, more loudly and urgently. 
 
    This time he did hear and stopped. He looked everywhere in confusion, but could not see her. 
 
    Liriana gestured. Finally he saw her and hurried over. In a whisper, she described the scene inside the room. 
 
    “We’re going in. Ready?” 
 
    He nodded. They threw the doors wide and burst in. 
 
    “Hell!” cried Sesmok. Immediately they dropped the saddlebags and drew their swords. Torkem grasped a massive gold scepter with diamonds. 
 
    The two officers stepped forward and measured up to them. 
 
    “If I were you,” Liriana said to them, “I’d drop those weapons and stay alive.”  
 
    The two officers looked at each other. 
 
    “Kill her!” cried Sesmok. 
 
    Both officers fought well, with swordsmanship that was worthy of their training. But nothing would stop Liriana now that she was so close to reaching her dream. Romen was forced to retreat as his officer was more skillful and adept. Liriana on the other hand, driven on by pure strength and rage, disarmed her rival and killed him. She turned to Romen, who had fallen, then jumped onto the officer’s back and brought him down. They rolled on the floor. The soldier tried to get to his feet, but a tremendous blow from the pommel of Liriana’s sword knocked him unconscious. He fell to one side. She got up and helped Romen to his feet. 
 
    She raised her sword towards Sesmok. “Don’t you dare move, or I’ll run you through.” 
 
    Sesmok smiled, but did not move. 
 
    “You don’t really think you can stop me, do you, Liriana?” he said scornfully. 
 
    “How do you know who I am?” 
 
    “Oh I know everything about you, Captain Liriana. About your mentor Gedrel, and your senseless rebellion. About the Shelter, about the Heroes, about all of you.” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” she said, totally confused. 
 
    “I’ve always known, and I’ve always been one step ahead of you.” 
 
    “Whatever the facts may be, today the tables are turned.” 
 
    “Do you really think so? This is only a minor complication. I’ll get away” ‒ he glanced at the passage in the wall ‒ “and I’ll come back with an even greater army of Enforcers. Perhaps even with the Gods themselves after what we witnessed today in the square. Or do you really believe the Gods will allow this revolt? You fool! Idiots, all of you! You’ll all die for this, all of you!” 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere!” 
 
    “Who’s going to stop me. You?” 
 
    “If you or that lump of grease there take a single step, I’ll skewer you.” 
 
    Sesmok laughed, and Torkem grinned from ear to ear. Completely at ease. Liriana did not like this at all. What’s happening here?  
 
    “Marcus, disarm her.” 
 
    She was puzzled. There was nobody else there but her and Romen. 
 
    Romen put a knife to her neck. 
 
    “Drop your weapons, Liriana.” 
 
    “Romen? No, not you! No, no, no!”  
 
    Sesmok laughed heartily, full of self-satisfaction. 
 
    “You’ll always be one step behind me. Always.” 
 
    “Drop them,” Romen said, and pressed the dagger against her neck until blood appeared on the blade. 
 
    Liriana dropped her sword and dagger. “You’re my right hand, there’s nobody I trust more… the Shelter? All Gedrel’s plans and Ikai’s? Was it you? You were the informer? You betrayed us?” 
 
    “Marcus hasn’t betrayed anybody. Unlike you, he’s loyal to me. He always has been. I asked him to infiltrate the rebels, and he did. He’s been serving me faithfully since.” 
 
    “Why, Romen? Why?” 
 
    “His name is Marcus, not Romen, and he has powerful reasons.” 
 
    Romen gestured towards Sesmok. “He’s my blood, my family.” 
 
    Liriana could not believe it. How could she have been so blind? But she would never have suspected Romen, never. 
 
    “Marcus is my nephew, my sister’s son, of my own blood,” Sesmok said, beaming. “A young man with exceptional qualities, as you well know.” 
 
    “And Mother? And my sister?” Romen asked. 
 
    “They’re safe. I sent them north, to the First County, a long way from here.”  
 
    “Good. It’s time to get out of here. The Rebels are about to enter the palace, and the Heroes are already looking for you.”  
 
    “Right. Kill her, and let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “Romen, no… in the name of whatever you love most, no…”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Liriana … I’m truly sorry. I’d have preferred a different ending for you.” 
 
    “After all we’ve been through together, you can’t do this. I know you, you’re not a murderer. Your conscience can’t let you do this.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her! Slit her throat!” 
 
    “If you kill me in cold blood, you won’t be able to live with yourself.” 
 
    “She’ll kill our whole family! She caused all this! She’s the enemy! Kill her!” 
 
    “Romen, no!” 
 
    Torkem came closer to them. “The Gods are on our side, not hers. She must die. She must pay for her sins, for rising against the divine.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Liriana. My duty is to my own people.” 
 
    The dagger started to cut her throat. She felt the cut, the cold metal. It’s the end.  
 
    And Romen’s hand stopped. 
 
    “Noooooo!” Sesmok cried. 
 
    The grasping hand loosened and the dagger fell to the floor. Liriana spun round like lightning. Romen’s head was tilted backwards. A dagger, black as night, was buried to the hilt from the jaw to the top of the skull. Behind Romen she saw a shadow, and in its midst Albana’s face. 
 
    “Thank… you…” she stammered in amazement. 
 
    “Look out!” Albana cried in warning. 
 
    Liriana turned and saw Torkem coming for her with unusual speed, considering the size of his body. Before she could react he hit her with the scepter on the top of her head. The blow was sharp and brutal. She lost consciousness and fell to the floor. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that,” Albana said. 
 
    Torkem took a step back and glanced at Sesmok. The Regent pressed a spring in the wall behind his throne, and part of the stone structure opened, revealing a secret passage. Torkem turned to escape. Albana’s dagger caught him in the back of his neck. 
 
    “You… bitch…” he muttered, an instant before he collapsed and died. 
 
    She threatened Sesmok with the other dagger. “If you try to reach the passage, you’ll end up like your dear friend that lump of lard over there.” 
 
    Sesmok left his sword on the throne and raised his hands in the air. 
 
    He smiled broadly. “Let’s talk,” he said. “Surely we can come to an agreement.”  
 
    “I doubt it.” She turned to the door. “In any case, it’s not my place to pass sentence on you.” 
 
    “Whose privilege is it?” 
 
    “You’ll find out soon enough.” She tried to revive Liriana, but the blow had been a hard one. A deep gash was bleeding all over her face. Albana feared for her life. She had to help her. 
 
    She decided to take the risk and use her Power. She closed her eyes and whispered: “Ikai, Kyra, I need you,” and as she did, she breathed long and softly. Her breath became a thread of black mist that left the great hall and went in search of the siblings, carrying its mistress’s message. 
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    Ikai was on his way down the stairs when he saw his sister come in from the garden and ran to her.  
 
    “There’s no sign of Sesmok out there,” she said. 
 
    “He isn’t upstairs either.” 
 
    She pointed behind him. “What on earth is that?”  
 
    Her brother turned and saw the thread of mist approaching. Unsure about this strange sight, they tried to dodge it but were unable to; it seemed to be looking for them. The messenger breath went on until it finally reached them. 
 
    Ikai, Kyra, I need you.  
 
    “It’s Albana,” Ikai said. 
 
    “She’s calling us…” 
 
    “She needs us, let’s go.” 
 
    Kyra nodded decisively. “Let’s follow the thread to its origin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the throne room, Sesmok gestured at the saddle bags loaded with gold and jewels. 
 
    “Are you sure we can’t come to some sort of agreement?”  
 
    Albana retrieved her dagger from Torkem’s body and turned an icy glance of disdain on him. “You’ve got nothing I want.” 
 
    He was still trying to find a way out. “We all have a price.” 
 
    “You can’t pay hers,” came a cavernous voice behind Albana. 
 
    She spun round to face Oskas, Master-Spy and leader of the Shadows. 
 
    “Master,” she said, and tensed from pure instinct. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have used your Power openly. Remember, we’re Shadows, and we must act as such. You never know who might be listening in the dark, as I was. Stealth and darkness are our allies. You’re my best pupil, you know the rules well. You shouldn’t have broken them. That’s what allowed me to find you.” 
 
    “I thought you’d have gone back to the Eternal City.” 
 
    “I haven’t finished my mission yet.” 
 
    Albana took a long look at her old master. His figure always impressed her: tall and strong, like a Warrior-God, with his reddish ochre skin, his swollen veins, equally red, and the Helmet of Oblivion which covered his face.  
 
    “What’s the first rule of the law of the Shadows?” he asked. His worn-out voice echoed under the sinister helmet. 
 
    “We serve the House of Aureb.” 
 
    “What’s the second law?” 
 
    “We serve in secrecy.” 
 
    “And the third law?” 
 
    “The past doesn’t exist.” 
 
    “Good. I see you remember who you are.” 
 
    “I’m no longer a Shadow, Master. I gave it up.” 
 
    “Giving up isn’t an option, you know that. Only death can free you from your duty.” 
 
    “I never chose to be who I was.” 
 
    “True. I found you and trained you. But you’re a Shadow, and so you will be until you die. There’s no giving it up, there’s no forgiveness.” 
 
    “That’s right, kill her!” shouted Sesmok in fury. 
 
    “Shut up, little man,” Oskas replied with such vehemence that Sesmok flinched. “This doesn’t concern you.” 
 
    He turned back to Albana. “You,” he went on, jabbing his finger at her, “are an anomaly, just like me, a very special anomaly. That’s why I rescued you, and that’s why I’m giving you this last chance. Go back to being a Shadow, and your offense will be forgiven. Refuse, and you’ll die.” 
 
    Albana sighed. “If I agree, then we leave now, straight away?” 
 
    “Not yet. I still have one little detail to sort out.” 
 
    “The siblings…” she said. She was beginning to understand what he was after. 
 
    “Exactly, my young Shadow. He must choose his destiny, just as you must choose yours. She has to come with me. Lord Asu has ordered it so.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re still here.” 
 
    “That’s right. And as you’ve called them, they’ll soon be here. We’ll have them and we’ll be able to go back.” 
 
    Albana clutched her two daggers tightly. What a mistake! I’ve called them into a trap! I can’t let him kill Ikai and take Kyra to that heartless creature. Never! I’d rather die first. There’s only one way out. I won’t let anything happen to them, not as long as I can stop it. 
 
    “I have to reject your offer, Master. I’m not going to hand them over.” 
 
    “You disappoint me. I had high hopes for you. But if you want to die, I’ll grant you your wish.” 
 
    Before Oskas could see the move coming, Albana attacked with astonishing speed. Her daggers searched for his heart, but he moved with a swiftness surprising for his size. The master drew his daggers, and the murderous edges of the four weapons met with a flash of sparks at each stroke. Albana moved with the agility and skill of a black panther, but Oskas seemed to guess every movement and blocked his pupil’s blows and thrusts. Using her Power, she took an inhuman leap and fell on to Oskas’ neck, her daggers aiming at his jugular. Oskas leapt upwards and kicked her in the chest from midair. 
 
    “Ouch!” she groaned as she was thrown backwards. She hit a column awkwardly and fell to the floor. With difficulty, she managed to get to her feet. Oskas used his Power to propel himself forward so fast all her eye caught was a blurred shadow. His daggers searched for his pupil’s heart. In a reflex movement she managed to block the first of them, but all she could manage to do with the second one was deflect it. It drove into her side. 
 
    She cried out in pain, rolled to one side and dodged two strokes to her neck. 
 
    Oskas emitted a black flash, and a shadow enveloped him. In the blink of an eye, he disappeared. The shadow moved and reappeared in front of her, covering the space between them in an instant. She knew what would happen next, and readied herself. Oskas’ powerful body loomed out of the dark with his daggers in front of him aiming at her neck. She crouched and slashed twice at his legs. The darkness behind him vanished, leaving his body totally visible. But her thrusts had already found their mark. 
 
    “Well done,” he said. Then ‒ as if the wounds did not affect him at all ‒ he kicked her in the face. She was thrown backwards and crashed into the fountain in the middle of the room. Half unconscious, dizzy, she used her Power and hid. Oskas lunged at her, but met only a black mist and her blood in the water. 
 
    “Hiding in the shadows won’t do you any good. I’ll find you.” The Helmet of Oblivion flashed and projected a white light, like that of the Eye of the Eyes-of-the-Gods. Oskas scanned the whole room with it. 
 
    Albana was trying to recover behind one of the columns. Fear was working in her. He’s too strong. He’s not human. And his Power’s greater than mine. I won’t be able to defeat him. She breathed in deeply to clear her mind. If he catches me I’m dead. I need to hide and strike from the shadows. It’s all I can do. If I come out he’ll kill me. 
 
    “Are you going to die for them?” he asked. “Do they really deserve the sacrifice of your life?” 
 
    Albana considered it. I love Ikai with all my heart, and I’d give my life for him gladly. She felt a vibration in the darkness around her, and instantly the beam from the Helmet of Oblivion reached her. He’s found me! She rolled to one side, and an instant later Oskas’ two daggers struck the column smeared with her blood. She used her Power to disappear. Oskas was ready for this move and reached her with the beam from his helmet. She somersaulted backwards out of its reach. Oskas hurled himself at her with both feet forward and all the momentum of his body behind him. The blow was brutal. She was thrown back against a column. She tried to protect herself, but was unable to. With a hollow sound her body crashed into the cold rock and fell to the floor. She tried to rise, but instead fell back and lost consciousness. 
 
    “Albana! No!” Ikai cried from the door, with Kyra behind him. 
 
    Oskas turned to the siblings. “If you hand yourself over,” he said to Kyra with icy coldness, “I’ll let him live.” He pointed his dagger at Ikai. It was smeared with Albana’s blood. 
 
    “Albana!” Ikai cried again, but she could not hear him. 
 
    Sesmok took advantage of the moment. He grabbed several saddle bags and fled down the passage like a weasel, without a backward glance. 
 
    Kyra, her eyes blazing with fury, watched what was going on but neither moved nor replied to Oskas. She was waiting to see what her brother would do. 
 
    Ikai pointed his sword at Oskas. “What do you want with my sister?”  
 
    “I must take her to Lord Asu, and I’m always as good as my word.” He pointed at Kyra and paused. “Whatever happens to your brother is in your hands.”  
 
    What does this despicable God want of me?” she said, to gain time. 
 
    “My lord and master’s interest in you is none of my concern. I carry out his orders, and my orders are to bring you to him. What His Highness has in mind for you only he can say.” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder in search of help. 
 
    “If you’re looking for Prince Adamis, I’m afraid that at this moment he’s facing his own problems. I’ve informed Lord Asu of his interference. My lord and master was very pleased with the information I provided for him. At this moment the High Kings are demanding Adamis’s head. They’ll send someone at once to stop him from interfering again. This Boundary belongs to the House of Water, and they won’t forgive such an offense.” 
 
    “You’re disgusting!” she spat at him. “You’re a loathsome creature!”  
 
    “And yet we’re of the same blood.” 
 
    “You’re nothing to do with me, you monster out of the abyss!” 
 
    Ikai looked at the battered bodies of Liriana and Albana and knew he had to act urgently before they bled to death. He had no choice. 
 
    “I’ll deal with it,” he whispered to Kyra, and attacked Oskas. He thrust his sword savagely at his neck, but the Master Spy blocked it with both daggers. Ikai tried to knife him with his dagger, but Oskas gave him a tremendous kick which reached him in the stomach, he bent over in pain. The Master Shadow moved forward, his lethal daggers at the ready. 
 
    “It’s a pity things have to end this way.” 
 
    Kyra could not hold herself back when she saw her brother in deadly danger. She lashed out her arm with all the rage which had built up inside her, and her throwing dagger flew straight at the Helmet of Oblivion. Oskas did not see it coming. The throw was so powerful that when it hit the Helmet, his head whipped back. The helmet cracked with a clang, the polished surface broke like a mirror and several pieces fell to the floor. But the dagger could not penetrate it. 
 
    Ikai recovered from the kick. Seeing Oskas swaying as he held the front of the sinister helmet, he seized the advantage his sister had given him and attacked again. He went for Oskas’ legs, which were already bleeding. Before the dark hybrid could stop him, Ikai slashed at both his legs. Oskas defended himself with his daggers, but Ikai rolled to one side out of his reach. 
 
    Oskas tried to take a step, but his legs failed him and he almost stumbled. 
 
    “Even crippled, I’ll defeat you. You’re no rivals for me. Setting yourselves up against the Gods is useless. Their Power is immeasurable. Only by serving them can we realize ourselves.” 
 
    Ikai took a step toward him, but the Master of Shadows called upon his Power and vanished in an unnatural darkness. 
 
    “Show yourself, you coward!” cried Kyra. 
 
    Oskas emerged from the shadows behind Ikai, who was still trying to locate him. The daggers flashed, and two gashes appeared on Ikai’s back forming a great X. He arched in agony and cried out. 
 
    “You shouldn’t try to stand up to me, Ikai, it’s pointless. I’m profoundly superior to you. My physical strength and my Power are much greater.” 
 
    In desperation, Kyra used Adamis’s disc. She concentrated and used the Power, found Oskas’ aura, fixed it and gave the order. The Master Spy flew into the air, hit the far wall hard and fell to the floor with a dull blow. 
 
    “Impressive… Power, Ether,” he muttered. He got to his feet, and Kyra used the Power on him once again. She sent him flying to the opposite wall, and the blow was hollow but tremendously powerful. 
 
    He got to his knees and spoke with difficulty. “I’m impressed, young Kyra. You have Power, and a lot of it. With the right time and learning, with the right master, that Power could come to be immense. Unfortunately you’ve offended a God, the most powerful of the Gods. That is leading you to a premature death, or else something worse.” 
 
    “Then leave us free to go,” she said. “For the sake of what you once were, the person you once were.”  
 
    “Once I was a man, a man of principles, with dreams. A devoted man, with wife and children… a slave with a family, with hope. But I’m no longer that man. The Gods made me see the truth of our existence. Those who don’t serve the Golden die as slaves. This rule is unalterable. We exist by their grace and glory, solely to serve them. To believe otherwise is a chimera, and leads only to suffering and death.” 
 
    “Isn’t there anything left in you of Siul, my father?” 
 
    Oskas straightened and stared at her. “That man died on a cold table during an Erudite-God’s experiments. For a long time that man fought, resisted, clung to the dream of going back to his family. But the experiments did not stop, and day after day of inhuman suffering corrupted not only his body but his soul. His mind was unable to bear the torture, and one day he lost his reason. Only pain and agony awaited him, day after day. He only wished to die, but that too was not granted to him. It would have been too easy an escape. In the end they broke his body, his soul and his mind. And from that inhuman torture I was born. Oskas was born. Stronger, more powerful, more intelligent. I serve my master, for the past is no more.” 
 
    “I don’t want to believe it. There has to be something of him left in you. A speck of his kindness, of his humanity.” 
 
    “That was all erased by the golden pip I bear embedded in my forehead. The Gods make me see the golden path. They make me follow it. Their will is sacred.” 
 
    “My father would never follow the Gods.” 
 
    Oskas pointed one of his daggers at her. “Don’t think I don’t remember the past, because they haven’t managed to erase it completely. Your father was captured by the Gods because of you. Or have you forgotten that?” 
 
    Kyra cringed at the memory of her terrible mistake and its consequences. 
 
    “Yes, you do remember. You couldn’t hold back that character of yours. What I am today, I owe to you. You who spoke to the Enforcers with your fiery tongue as a child. You who made me intervene to save your life. You who caused them to take me.” 
 
    Kyra felt such remorse, shame and pain she could barely stay on her feet. Her knees trembled, and tears flooded her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him,” Ikai said. “He’s not our father, he’s nothing but a monster who serves the Gods!” He was trying to make her react and not allow herself to be overcome by her feelings of guilt. He needed to gain time for his sister, so he attacked. 
 
    Oskas saw him approach, but even so, he kept his attention on Kyra. From his hand there issued a blackness in the shape of a ghostly figure which went swiftly for her. At the sight of it, she raised her protective sphere. The evil shadow tried to devour her but it could not penetrate the sphere. 
 
    “How much talent, how much Power… worthy of my blood…” said Oskas. 
 
    Ignoring his wounds, Ikai attacked. His sword went for the heart. Suddenly Oskas’ image blurred, as if it were no more than a reflection. The sword pierced it, but he was not there. It was a false image. 
 
    “Look out!” Kyra cried. 
 
    Oskas appeared a step to the left of the decoy image, and Ikai spun round. Oskas’ daggers flashed like lightning. Ikai dodged the first one, which was aimed at his neck, by a finger’s span. But with the second, aimed at his face, he was not fast enough. He felt an explosion of cold pain. The edge of the lethal weapon sliced deeply through half his face, from the right side of his forehead, diagonally between his eyes to the left side of his cheek. 
 
    “Noooooooo!” Kyra cried. 
 
    Ikai took a step back and fell to the floor. His hands were on his face. The pain was horrible, the wound appalling. 
 
    Oskas came to stand over him. “Join me, Ikai. I can feel your blood. It has Power, a Power you haven’t yet discovered.” 
 
    “Never!” 
 
    “Come with me, serve the Golden Gods and attain the Power that is yours by virtue of my blood.” 
 
    “I’d sooner die!” 
 
    “The Power cannot be denied in you. I can feel it. I can make you into someone Powerful, into someone who could rival the Gods.” 
 
    “I don’t want your bloody Power. I don’t want to become an aberration like you!” 
 
    Oskas seemed to be reconsidering. It was as though Ikai’s denial had had an effect on him in some way. 
 
    “If you don’t join me you’ll die, you know that.” 
 
    Kyra, in desperation, tried to use the disc’s Power on Oskas, but he countered by raising a wall of utter darkness between them. She could see nothing behind that wall. It was impossible for her to grasp his aura to attack him. 
 
    “If I must die, so be it,” Ikai said, staring into his eyes. His face was soaked in blood from the terrible wound. 
 
    Oskas readied his dagger to kill him. He held his gaze. In Ikai’s eyes he saw his own, identical: one blue, the other green. Then the blood. And he hesitated. 
 
    And at that moment of hesitation a silhouette leapt on to him. 
 
    It was Liriana, sword in hand. 
 
    There was a muffled moan and Liriana collapsed on Ikai. He held her in his arms and saw Oskas’ dagger embedded in her breast. 
 
    “Noooooooo!” he cried, beside himself. 
 
    Oskas looked at her, shaking his head. “She sacrificed herself trying to save you.” 
 
    Ikai took the dagger out of Liriana’s chest, but there was nothing to be done. She was dying. 
 
    “Murderer!” Kyra cried helplessly. With all her rage she used her Power again on Oskas’ wall, seeking to destroy it. The defense trembled and nearly fell at her attack. Oskas became aware of this, stretched out his hand, and used his Power to reinforce it. 
 
    Ikai, on his knees, saw his opportunity. With all his strength he stabbed Oskas in the groin with his own dagger. 
 
    Taken by surprise, Oskas took a couple of steps back, and without meaning to he passed the threshold of the darkness he had created. 
 
    At that moment Kyra was able to catch his aura. Without hesitation she locked him, and threw him against the lofty domed ceiling with all the strength and rage her Power allowed her to use. The blow was brutal. There was a sickening crack, as if his back had broken. Then she let him drop heavily to the floor. The impact was tremendous. He lay there motionless, with blood all around his body. 
 
    “Ikai!” Kyra ran to her brother. 
 
    She held his bloody face between her hands. “You’ll get better, you’ll live,” she said, with moist eyes and broken voice at the sight of her brother’s wounds. 
 
    “Liriana…” Ikai said, as he gathered her in his arms. The captain was dying. 
 
    A moment later the rebels reached them. They had managed to take the palace. 
 
    “Look for Idana and Maruk,” he said, “and tell them to come at once.” 
 
    Kyra stood up, retrieved her dagger and took a deep breath. “There’s still one thing to do. And it has to be done, for everybody’s sake.” 
 
    She stroked Ikai’s head, took her last farewell of Liriana, and went to the passage in the wall.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyra went along the corridors with a single thought in her mind: he’s not getting away. This comes to an end here today, with his death. I’ll find him and hand his head over to the people. 
 
    Rage burnt inside her. It was almost completely dark in most of the passage, so that she was prevented from moving as fast as she would have liked. She used the disc’s Power to give out flashes of light to help her see what was in front of her. The hidden corridor ended in an interminable spiral staircase which led her to what she guessed must be the cellars, although all she could see were rock walls. Below, the secret passage became a narrow tunnel. She guessed she was leaving the palace. The tunnel was made of earth, supported by wooden beams. Where’s it going to lead to? Never mind, I’ll soon find out.  
 
    A strong, unpleasant smell reached her and made her turn. Straight away she knew where she was going. You won’t escape, you swine! Fury took over, and she clenched her fists so tightly she felt a cramp in them. The tunnel ended in a trapdoor which in his hurry Sesmok had left open. Kyra peered through. The stables! Damn! The smell was unmistakable. 
 
    She heard shouting. Noise of fighting. Six riders on their horses were fighting against a dozen rebels as they tried to make their escape. The rebels were being slaughtered. She looked around for Sesmok and saw him securing the saddlebags to a white stallion. Half a dozen rebels lay dead around him. The swine! Rage prevented her from swallowing. 
 
    She got to her feet, grasping her throwing dagger in her right hand and Adamis’s disc in the left. 
 
    Sesmok mounted his horse, ready to escape. 
 
    Kyra came out into the open in front of the stables. 
 
    “It’s time to bring this to an end,” she said. The coolness in her own voice surprised her. 
 
    Sesmok turned to her. “Kill the bitch!” he ordered his riders. 
 
    Kyra breathed in deeply and managed to hold back the fury burning in her. This is no time to let my rage out. It’s time to act coolly, the way Ikai would.  
 
    The riders turned to her. They had finished with the rebels. The first two of them spurred their mounts. 
 
    Kyra concentrated. She raised her left hand with the disc in it and fixed the aura of both riders in her mind. Up to the sky! she ordered the disc. There was a golden flash and both riders flew straight into the sky. The other two horses reared, and she took advantage of that. She sent the first rider crashing against the stable wall, then dropped the second on the roof. He went through this and ended up on the ground. He did not get up. 
 
    “Kill her, quick!” Sesmok cried, beside himself with rage. 
 
    Kyra stayed calm. The last two riders charged. She did not have time to use the Power. She rolled to one side, dodging the swords that brushed her head in passing. While they turned their horses, she concentrated on the disc. She lifted both riders off their saddles and hurled them against each other in midair with all the strength the disc gave her. There was a horrible crunch, and they fell to the ground dead. 
 
    “Die!” shouted Sesmok. Taking advantage of the fact that her back was turned to him, he charged to stab her. 
 
    She spun around like lightning. She saw the treacherous attack and let all her fury out in a whiplash movement of her right arm. 
 
    Her dagger buried itself in Sesmok’s left eye as far as the hilt. There was so much force in the blow that his head was thrown all the way back and his sword missed her. 
 
    She saw him fall off his horse as it passed beside her. “It’s over!” she shouted. 
 
    Several rebels came running from the palace. 
 
    “Freedom!” shouted Kyra with her fist in the air. 
 
    “Freedom!” they cried in response. 
 
    “The Regent is dead. Victory is ours. Take him with you, so that everybody can see him. Proclaim it to the four winds. Let all the Senoca know of it.” 
 
    “Victory!” they shouted. 
 
    “Victory” she repeated, and fell on her knees. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the throne hall, Ikai was looking into Liriana’s great turquoise eyes, trying to hold back his own tears. He was pressing with both hands on the chest wound to stop her from bleeding to death, even though he knew it was no use. There was a knot in his throat, as though a giant’s hands were trying to strangle him. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “I couldn’t … let you both… die…” she replied brokenly. 
 
    “We owe you our lives. It breaks my heart to see you like this, when it’s my fault.” 
 
    “It’s not... your fault… You would’ve done the same… without a second thought… I know you well…” 
 
    Ikai noticed the blood at the corner of her mouth and had to look away so as not to burst into tears. 
 
    “Stop… looking at… my legs…” 
 
    He took a deep breath. For a moment he felt as though they were back in the past, when they had first met. 
 
    “They’re too muscular,” he said, trying to smile. 
 
    “You’ve always… loved them… don’t deny it.” 
 
    He nodded, and a tear he could not hold back trickled down his cheek. 
 
    She stroked his cheek. “I want you to know… what happened between us… it did mean something to me…”  
 
    “You don’t need to say anything.” 
 
    “Let me… if things had been otherwise…” 
 
    “But they weren’t, and you did the right thing going back to him.” 
 
    “It’s to your credit… that you don’t hold it against me.” 
 
    “I could never do that.” 
 
    “Did it mean anything to you?” 
 
    He nodded. “You know it did.” 
 
    Liriana smiled, and a shiver ran through her body. 
 
    “Don’t talk, save your strength. Idana will arrive any moment now, and with her care you’ll get better.” 
 
    She coughed blood. “No… we both know I won’t… my life ends here.” 
 
    “You’re a fighter, you’ll come out of this one.” 
 
    “No… and that’s why… I need you to promise me something…” 
 
    “Whatever you want.” 
 
    “No… I want you to think about it… what I’m going to ask you involves responsibility …” 
 
    Ikai breathed deeply. The knot would not go away, and he felt a growing anxiety which gnawed at his chest like acid. 
 
    “So, what is it?” 
 
    “Gedrel isn’t here any longer … and when I’m gone too… there won’t be anyone to lead the people… Promise me you’ll guide them… be their leader. You’re the only one I trust … to bear that load…” 
 
    “You’ll get well and you’ll guide them.” 
 
    “Promise me…” 
 
    Ikai looked into those pleading eyes. He knew the responsibility was tremendous, that a mountain was about to fall on his shoulders and crush him. His cool, analytic mind told him not to accept, that it was a terrible choice which would consume his life. But his heart told him not to refuse: for her sake, for the sake of all the Senoca. He thought about it, decided and did not refuse. 
 
    “I promise. I’ll lead them.” 
 
    “Thank you… from the bottom of my heart…” 
 
    At that moment Idana and Maruk came in and saw the devastating scene. 
 
    “Liri!” cried Maruk, eyes wide and filled with horror. Ikai moved back and left her with him. 
 
    “Maruk… my sweet Maruk… 
 
    “By Oxatsi! What have they done to you?” he cried when he saw how severe the wound was. 
 
    Ikai stepped a few paces further away. Idana tried to help Liriana, but it was useless. The brave leader of the Senoca died in Maruk’s arms. 
 
    When the Healer examined Ikai, her face shadowed. 
 
    “I’ll have to suture your face and the rest of the cuts. It’ll hurt, but if I don’t you’ll die.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Do what you have to do, but first take a look at Albana.” 
 
    “I won’t be able to do much for your face…” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. Go and take care of Albana.” 
 
    The room started to fill with rebels, who came to pay their respects in silence. With faces wet with tears and trembling voices they bade their leader goodbye, singing the ancient Ode to the Senoca Braves. They took their last farewell of her, wishing her final voyage down the river into the arms of Mother Sea to be one of peace and rest. 
 
    “Sail, Liriana, in the arms of Mother Sea, forever, on her eternal blue calm, with the winds of freedom caressing your face, toward an infinite joy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyra got to her feet, shaking her head. We did it. I can’t believe what we did. It’s crazy, but we did it. The cheers of the Senoca rose to the sky with uncontrollable joy. She breathed in deeply, and the air tasted like something new to her, something she had never felt before, something immensely sweet and pleasant: it tasted of freedom. Several groups of rebels passed before her, leaping and shouting with glee. All over the city the news of the victory spread like wildfire. Soon the good news would pass beyond the walls and spread throughout the six counties, through valleys, fields, and hills, reaching every Senoca, and they would know they were no longer slaves, that they had gained their freedom. 
 
    In the distance Kyra made out two figures. They seemed to be keeping on the sidelines of what was going on. They stood face to face, apparently talking, surrounded by a white mist. Thinking this was strange, she started in their direction. A few steps away she recognized one of the figures, and her heart leapt inside her. It’s Adamis! He’s all right! The other was also a God, though his features were hidden by a hooded cloak. By his size and build he was a God-Warrior, a champion most probably. His lips were not moving, but Kyra knew they were talking in the way the Gods did. She did not want to interfere, but curiosity ate at her. Then she remembered the bracelet Notaplo had given her. She thought twice: it was something she should not really do… but she had to know what was going on with Adamis, even more after what he had done for her… and she decided. She tapped the jewel twice and the conversation reached her mind. 
 
    My Lord… you must hand yourself over. 
 
    Are you sent by my father? 
 
    Yes, my Prince. 
 
    It has not taken him long to find out. 
 
    The Master Spy Oskas told Lord Asu what happened, and the House of Aureb immediately demanded your head. 
 
    The Prince nodded. I have given them the excuse they needed. My father cannot refuse, I have interfered. If he should refuse, there would be war. 
 
    The situation worsens by the moment, my Lord Prince. Lord Asu has demanded that the Five High Kings should be summoned at once. 
 
    Adamis was thoughtful. It is most unfortunate that the Master of the Shadows was here. Although I suppose it was Asu who sent him in the first place, to ensure his plans were carried out. I have fallen into a trap. Now I see it. Asu’s interest in Kyra was wider-reaching. He wanted to provoke me into making a mistake, and he has succeeded. And of course, his minion was in the right place at the right time. 
 
    He registered it on a disc, my lord. There is no right of appeal. 
 
    I knew the risk I was taking. What is done is done. I have no regrets. 
 
    Kyra could not hold back her tears. It was all my fault. Mine. 
 
    You must come back with me at once. 
 
    I know, Teslo, but that I am unable to do… 
 
    Pardon my frankness, your Highness, but they are your father’s orders. His Majesty the High King expects you to hand yourself over. 
 
    Kyra’s heart froze. 
 
    And he has sent the Champion of the House of Eret to make sure I return with him? 
 
    My Prince, I owe my loyalty to my House, to my King… 
 
    Indeed. I am not judging you, Teslo, you owe your loyalty to the High King of the House of Eret, and that is as it should be. His orders come before mine. 
 
    Then will you come with me, my lord? 
 
    No, Teslo, I will stay here with them, Adamis said, and turned towards the cheering. As he did so he saw Kyra and smiled. His face radiated the happiness he felt at his love for her. 
 
    Is that your last word? 
 
    It is. I will not go. 
 
    In that case, Teslo said, I must carry out the sentence. 
 
    When he heard that, Adamis started to turn towards the Champion with a puzzled look. 
 
    The greenish, ethereal dagger took him in the stomach. 
 
    I am so sorry, my Prince. 
 
    Adamis felt an overwhelming pain. He tried to use his Power, but before he could manage to do so the pain exploded in his mind. 
 
    A dagger… for the murder… of kings… 
 
    Yes, my Prince, I regret it profoundly, Teslo said, and taking hold of Adamis, who was falling, bent double with pain, he laid him delicately on the ground. 
 
    Kyra cried out with all her being. They had torn her heart out. 
 
    Teslo showed Adamis the hidden disc he carried. 
 
    At your father’s request, I have recorded the execution of the sentence. It will prevent a war among the Houses. 
 
    Adamis nodded between spasms. 
 
    Teslo saluted the Prince, and without a glance at Kyra vanished in the mist. 
 
    With her heart broken, unable to breathe, Kyra ran to Adamis and knelt beside him. She put his head on her lap. His skin, usually warm, was cold as ice and its golden sheen turning a putrid green around the deadly wound. 
 
    “Adamis!” she cried. 
 
    But he could no longer hear her. 
 
    “Noooooooo!” she cried to the sky, overwhelmed by an abysmal woe. “Noooooooo!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A copper sun was beginning to set when Ikai and Idana found Kyra beside Adamis’ body. 
 
    “What happened?” Ikai asked in confusion. 
 
    “They’ve killed him!” she said. Her eyes were full of tears, her pain unfathomable. 
 
    Her brother shook his head in bafflement. “It can’t be. He’s a God. Who could have done it? How?”  
 
    “His own people. They condemned him for helping me.”  
 
    Idana examined Adamis’s body. He was turning greener by the moment, the color spreading throughout his body as if it were corrupting all the organs. He did not seem to be breathing, nor did his heart seem to be beating. Idana was puzzled. 
 
    “I’m sorry… really sorry...” she said to Kyra, not knowing how to comfort her. 
 
    Kyra burst into tears of grief and rage. “They’ll pay with their hateful lives! I swear I’ll kill them all!” 
 
    “Isn’t there anything you could do?” Ikai asked Idana in a whisper while his sister gave in to her pain. 
 
    Idana shook her head slowly. “There’s nothing I’d like more. But he’s a God, and I don’t know the workings of his body. I can see the wound, yes, but I know nothing about the poison that’s corrupting his body.” 
 
    “Is he really dead?” Ikai asked, even more softly. 
 
    She lowered her eyes. “From my ignorance about the Gods, I should think so,” 
 
    “Gods or no Gods, I’ll gut them all!” Kyra cried to the heavens. 
 
    Ikai looked at Adamis. Seeing his sister’s pain, his own heart broke for her. This was something he could not protect her from, and he knew she was going through an agony of torture. 
 
    “I’m so sorry…” was all he could mutter under his breath. 
 
    The two of them looked on helplessly, wishing they had some way of taking away her tremendous pain, but knowing there was no way they could. 
 
    Lost in the moment, Ikai barely noticed the sting in his right forearm. But it grew in intensity: a cold pain, almost freezing, as if he had been cut with ice. He glanced at his arm and saw the tattoo of the tree. I’d forgotten about this… the tree, over the wound. He blinked hard, as the pain was becoming intolerable. A shiver ran down his spine. Suddenly the tattoo turned red and the tree seemed to waken, giving out a reddish mist that slowly took the shape of a cloud in front of him. He had no doubt now. The mist spread, and when Idana noticed it she moved back in fear. 
 
    “Don’t touch the mist,” he warned her. “It might be poisonous.”  
 
    A figure appeared in the red mist, and he recognized her at once. Thin, wearing a brown robe with strange green runes, with her head covered by a hood. Her face was hidden by a mask in the shape of a tree. Unmistakable silver hair came down to her feet. 
 
    “The Witch of the Lake…” 
 
    The figure finally materialized fully in front of him. 
 
    “I see you remember me well, young tiger,” the Witch said in her cavernous voice. “I can barely recognize your face under that great scar, but I know your blood well.” 
 
    “Has the moment come?” 
 
    The Witch nodded. “When the tree of life awakens on your arm,” she reminded him, “then the moment will have arrived.”  
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “The time has come to pay the price specified in the deal we made.” 
 
    Idana and Kyra watched the Witch warily, not understanding what was going on. 
 
    Kyra got to her feet and wiped away her tears. “What price? What deal?” In the same movement she readied a dagger. 
 
    The Witch repeated the exact words of the pact: “The price is this: One day I shall summon you, and that day you will leave everything and everyone and do whatever I command. Whatever I wish.”  
 
    Ikai sighed heavily. “I’ll honor my part of the deal, since you did yours.” 
 
    “No way!” cried Kyra and threw her dagger at the Witch. It was aimed straight at her heart, but on impact it simply went through the figure as if it were smoke. 
 
    The Witch laughed darkly. “The tigress has guts.”  
 
    Ikai moved to put himself between the two of them. “Don’t hurt her. I’ll honor my word.” 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt your sister.” 
 
    Idana passed a branch through the image. “She’s not physically here,” she said. 
 
    “What do I have to do?” Ikai asked. He could not help his stomach tensing. 
 
    The Witch nodded. “It’s very simple. You will bring him,” and she pointed at Adamis with a leather-gloved hand. 
 
    There was a moment of silence while they all looked at the God’s body. 
 
    “Never!” Kyra cried. “You’re not going to lay your dirty hands on him!” 
 
    Ikai narrowed his eyes. He did not understand the request. “What do you want with him? He’s dead, and it won’t do you any good. Leave us to honor him and give him the funeral he deserves.” 
 
    “There are many things you know nothing about. There are many things you don’t understand. That’s my request. I’m not going to explain myself.” 
 
    “You won’t take him away!” 
 
    “Think well, young tigress, for your brother’s life is at stake.” 
 
    Her eyes filling with new tears, her fists clenched in rage, Kyra looked at her brother. Ikai said nothing. He left his fate in his sister’s hands. He would not cause her more pain. She had already suffered enough. 
 
    “I’m waiting for your answer,” the Witch said sharply. “The God, or your brother’s life.” 
 
    Kyra looked at both of them for a moment, took a deep breath and unclenched her fists. 
 
    “Take him with you. Let my brother live.” 
 
    The Witch nodded. “A good choice.” She turned to Ikai. “Bring him to me at once and your debt will be paid.” 
 
    “I’ll set out at dawn.” 
 
    The Witch waved her hand, and the mist began to fade. 
 
    “I want him intact.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.” 
 
     The mist vanished, and the Witch with it. 
 
    Ikai went to his sister’s side. “I’m so sorry…” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. Let me say goodbye, then you can take him.” 
 
    Ikai and Idana left Kyra alone with her woe. Her bitter weeping accompanied them until it was muffled by the singing and joyful cheers of the rebels. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The days which followed the taking of the capital and the fall of the Regent were days of glory and utter disbelief for the Senoca. Victory had made the people awaken from a thousand-year nightmare, and they were beginning to enjoy the sweet fresh scent of a feeling they had long forgotten: that of freedom. 
 
    Wide-eyed, hearts overflowing with joy and spirits soaring to the skies, they gave themselves over to that wonderful feeling that filled their battered souls with pure joy and hope. Hope for a better tomorrow for their children and the generations to come. 
 
    As for Sesmok’s body, it was tied to the great Monolith and left for all to see, as a trophy of victory, as a call to all Senoca to awaken. The rebels took the Dungeons of Oblivion and freed those who were still imprisoned there. The voice of victory spread throughout the Six Counties with the speed of fire through dry fields in the summer. Soon the people of every farm, village and city were celebrating the wonderful news. Thousands of Senoca cheered, cried, shouted, leapt, wept, unable to contain their inexhaustible happiness. 
 
    The impossible victory of the rebels had brought them their longed-for freedom, but the cost had been terrible. Tens of thousands of Senoca had perished in the revolt: good, brave men and women who had given their lives for the freedom of their people. The sacrifice, the feat they had achieved, would never be forgotten, would remain in the hearts of the Senoca for all eternity. Many of the leaders had fallen, and the few who had managed to survive called a great ceremony to choose those who would guide them in the new era opening before them, to decide what course the people of the sea should follow. There was much to decide and still more to do in the future which was opening out before them. Word of the event’s importance was sent out to each county. Each family would send a member to the great meeting so that every Senoca was represented there. 
 
    The ceremony would take place on the return of the Heroes, since Ikai had left to fulfill his promise to the Witch of the Lake, accompanied by Albana. Kyra had insisted on going with them, and no matter how much Ikai tried to dissuade her, it had been in vain. Albana advised her against it as well, trying to spare her friend the pain she would go through on the journey. But Kyra was not prepared to say goodbye to her beloved, and there was no way they could dissuade her. In the end Ikai had to yield, even though it broke his heart to see his sister so lost, and he would have given anything to spare her that unnecessary agony.  
 
    They took Adamis’s body to the Witch’s dwelling in the shadowy valley at the foot of the Dark Mountains. The Witch was waiting in the center of the lake. She greeted them, and did not seem very happy to see Kyra. She took the God’s body, barely allowing Kyra her last farewell. After freeing Ikai from his obligation to her, she took her leave and vanished with Adamis in her arms, sinking into the silver depths of the lake. Kyra wept disconsolately as she yelled curses at the Golden. 
 
    Several days went by, but she did not seem to recover. There was no way she could be persuaded to leave the lakeshore, and she went on weeping and cursing. Ikai, feeling powerless to help his sister, did not want to leave her suffering there, but he was aware they had to get back as soon as possible for the good of the Senoca. The great ceremony awaited, and time was against them. Albana suspected the Gods would not be long in taking action, and that action would be catastrophic. They could not remain there suffering with Kyra, mourning the departed Adamis. In the end Ikai and Albana said goodbye to her and with great sadness went back to Osaen, where they were needed. 
 
    As soon as they arrived, the great meeting of unification was called. It took place in the main square in front of the Great Monolith. And for the first time the Regent was not presiding, although his dead body hung from the artifact of the Gods. Thousands of Senoca from the six counties filled the square, the surrounding streets and practically the whole city. They were all eager to know what would become of them now. Many found it hard to believe, most were hopeful, all were uneasy about the consequences the rebellion would bring, and most of all about the devastating punishment the Gods would surely impose on them. Fear and happiness mingled in their hearts, and none could get rid of the bittersweet taste in their throats. 
 
    The assembled people called for the Heroes, who came to stand under the Monolith honoring their wishes. Albana, Idana, Maruk and Ikai came before the Senoca, aware that every family was represented there. At once the people showered them with gratefulness and love. All chanted the names of the Seven, remembering the fallen Heroes too, honoring them all. When they heard thousands of throats cheering for Liriana and Urda, the survivors could not avoid being overwhelmed. Maruk burst into tears, and Idana comforted him with her own eyes full. Ikai’s eyes looked for Albana’s, and in her smile he found some ease. An ovation full of devotion and respect was paid to Gedrel, who from that day on would be known as the Father of the Rebellion, the one who dreamed it was possible to attain freedom when everybody else thought it impossible and who had given his life to achieve it. Thanks to him it had been done; they would no longer be slaves, and the Senoca would never forget that. 
 
    When the moment arrived for choosing their new leader, there was no hesitation among the Heroes or the people. The Heroes turned to Ikai and the people knelt before him, chanting his name to the skies. Thousands of throats cheered him, and a bitter, heavy feeling came over him, a mixture of honor and a sense of enormous responsibility. The lives of all those men and women would be in his hands, and for a moment he forgot to breathe. But he recovered, took a deep breath and called upon his sang froid and pragmatism. He asked the people to rise, but they did not do so until he accepted, which in a firm voice he did. He knew it would be the best choice for the Senoca at that moment, and he would fulfill it, however asphyxiating and burdensome the responsibility might be. When he spoke the words they all rose to their feet with joyful cheers. Albana gazed at him with pride, while he for his part did his best not to be overwhelmed by the whole business. 
 
    The first decision he made as the new leader of the Senoca was to create a council to help him. This would be made up of the four remaining Heroes and the leaders of the six counties. He asked them to choose new leaders for each county, but did not intervene, and nor did the other Heroes. He left the people to choose of their own free will, without interference. The debate and election did not take long, for born leaders and loyalties had been more than shown on the battlefield and during the horrors everyone had been through. And so the council was formed. Ikai was aware that nobody could rule alone, still less rule well. His past experience at the Shelter would now prove invaluable to him. He remembered his mother beside him at the old council, her wise lessons, and begged Oxatsi to take good care of Solma in her eternal realm. 
 
    He called the council there and then. He wanted the people to witness how it would work, how decisions would be made in the future, with transparency, consensus, honor. One by one the six leaders of the counties went up the stairs to stand beside Ikai and the Heroes. And before all the Senoca gathered there, the first decisions were made. It was decreed that they would not pursue and kill the Hunters, Guards, Proxies and members of the nobility who had managed to survive and were now hiding as if they were Pariahs. They would be given the opportunity to lay down their weapons and join them. The same offer would be taken to the capitals of the six counties where the majority of Proxies and officers of the Guard had gone into hiding to avoid being lynched. The winners could not let themselves be carried away by hatred and spite. A new tomorrow in freedom and harmony could only be forged through forgiveness and coexistence. They were all Senoca, all children of Oxatsi.  
 
    This measure did not please everybody. Resentment was deeply rooted after too many years of submission, of privileged classes and slaves. The council let the discontented speak and listened to the protests of many gathered there. Those in favor of the measure also spoke and in the end, reluctantly, the people accepted the decision. The leaders of each county would take upon them to carry out the decree and ensure the peaceful surrender of the capitals, with no lynching. 
 
    Night fell over Osaen, and the meeting had to be suspended until the following day. The people did not go back to their villages, but made themselves comfortable and slept right there in the streets of the city, huddled against each other, longing for the new dawn to come soon so they could continue this deeply important meeting. 
 
    Come morning Ikai and the members of the council renewed the session. First they made sure there were blankets and food for everyone there. It was not difficult, since the stores of the Regent’s palace were full, as were the lesser palaces of the nobles, and supplies were shared out between all. As one of the first measures, they decreed a great funerary ceremony of farewell for all the fallen in the rebellion. This would take place by the great river, as tradition dictated, where the fallen leaders would be sent downriver toward the bosom of Mother Oxatsi, and all the other brave Senoca who had died for freedom would burn in pyres. The supply of food and water was also guaranteed, as well as other urgent assistance for the neediest villages. And on that second day Ikai and the council made a decision which was both symbolic and (as it would turn out in the end) crucial. They decided to pull down the Great Monolith, a symbol of the power of the Gods and an arcane artifact hated by all. 
 
    On the dawn of the third day, with the square cleared, a thousand Senoca with ropes pulled on the monolith with all their might to topple it. Ikai and Albana watched the work from the palace entrance. For a moment it seemed it would be impossible to bring it down, however hard they pulled on the ropes; it would not yield. They called another thousand men to join in the effort. All of a sudden there was a hollow noise and the Monolith vibrated. A moment later, under the pressure of two thousand men pulling with all their might, the Great Monolith came down. With an ear-splitting crash it fell to the ground. To everyone’s surprise it broke into a thousand pieces, as if it were made of black glass and not solid marble. The crystal shards were scattered all over the square. 
 
    If that surprised them, what happened next stunned them. Suddenly the Enforcers who had survived began to appear, wandering lost and senseless through streets and fields. As if they were lunatics, they went hither and thither without direction or purpose, gazing at the sun, totally lost, unable to think or act, awaiting an order that never came. But something still stranger and more significant happened after the fall of the Monolith. The Boundary, the barrier of the Gods which had kept them prisoners, fell with the artifact. Ikai sent explorers to the six counties, and all reported back that the barrier did not exist anymore. It had vanished. The Senoca were at last fully free, since they were no longer trapped and could go out into the outside world. The news delighted Ikai and Albana, who were well aware it would have taken Maruk a lifetime to free all the Senoca from their Rings. 
 
    On the fifth day of the great meeting Ikai assembled the council, and for hours they debated the most important decision of all: whether to stay and rebuild or leave. Before his assembled people, he and the council finally reached a decision of enormous significance: they would leave those lands and find another beginning returning to Oxatsi the Mother Sea. The news was not received well by all. Many applauded and cheered, since they wished to leave behind the land where they had suffered so much and find a new life far away from there. But others were not convinced, and protested loudly. A debate began. They did not want to leave, this was what they knew, this was where their homes, their farms, their means of subsistence were. To leave all that for the promise of a better life was deeply risky. Now they were free and had brought down the Regent. There would never be another Regent, nor Proxies or Guards, not even Enforcers. Why leave, then? Why not rebuild? After all, they had lived their whole lives there, and now those lives would once again be full. 
 
    Ikai stood back to let Albana address the people. Her words were harsh, cutting, but they had to be said. The Gods would never forgive that effrontery, they would punish them, and their wrath would be apocalyptic. Staying would mean waiting for the punishment of the Gods to come, as eventually it would; of that there could be no doubt. And when it did, it would leave nothing standing. They would destroy everything: cities ruined, fields laid waste, bodies burned, unparalleled death and destruction for all who stayed. Remaining there would not only be foolish, it would be suicide. Even though it was their land and the life they knew, if they did not leave they would be wiped out mercilessly. Albana made her point powerfully and added one last warning: time was running out, and if they did not leave at once, they would not be able to do it later on. The Golden Gods and their wrath would soon arrive. 
 
    Albana’s words had an impact among the Senoca, and the argument died down until the agreement to leave was practically unanimous. Ikai proclaimed the exodus, and the council ratified it. They would leave after the great funeral. The crowd dispersed and with hearts filled with hope the people went back to their families to prepare for the great migration. Ikai sent five expeditions to prepare the way, under orders to reach the very edge of the continent. From what Albana had told him, he knew this was not too far from where Mother Oxatsi was waiting for them. 
 
    That evening in the palace, as they were finishing the preparations for the great journey, the tattoo on Ikai’s arm suddenly turned red and the tree awoke, giving out a red mist. 
 
    “The Witch of the Lake,” Albana warned him as she caught sight of it. 
 
    The icy cold in his arm had already alerted him. 
 
    “What can she want now? Is it about Kyra? Is she all right?” Concern for his sister’s wellbeing tightened his stomach into a knot. 
 
    The mist gradually showed them an image. In it they could make out a figure lying down, with another beside it. At first Ikai could not recognize them, but after a few moments they became clearer and then turned completely real, as if they were in front of them and he could touch them with his hand. Except that he knew they were many leagues away. 
 
    “Kyra, are you all right?” 
 
     She gave him a wide smile. “I’m very well, brother.”  
 
    “But what’s happened? Where are you?” 
 
    When Albana spoke, her voice sounded strange. “Ikai… look who’s with her…”  
 
    Ikai was so happy to see Kyra that he had not noticed. He looked behind his sister and on a bed of white marble he saw Adamis stretched out. Ikai felt deeply sorry for her, she had still been unable to say a last goodbye to him, and then all of a sudden the God-Prince turned his head towards him. 
 
    He gave a start. “By Oxatsi!” he cried. Albana reached for her daggers. 
 
    “Take it easy!” said Kyra. “Everything’s all right! And more than that!” 
 
    Adamis smiled. “Forgive me if I do not get up, but my head is all I can move. The rest of my body is paralyzed, or rather dying.” 
 
    Ikai could not believe it. He glanced aside at Albana, and in her eyes he saw the same surprise. 
 
    “But… you were dead… the dagger… the color….” 
 
    “Yes, the King Slayer. It will eventually kill me. Most of my body is decaying with that poison. But thanks to the Witch I shall live a little more. She has managed to delay that ending. She is a very special woman… a wise one.” 
 
    “We owe his life to her,” Kyra said. 
 
    “Where are you?” Ikai asked. 
 
     “We’re in the Witch’s dwelling, under the lake. In reality it’s a very ancient underground temple of the Gods. The Witch” ‒ she was silent for a moment and looked around her before she went on in a whisper ‒ “is really one of them, and she wanted Adamis’ body. Not for anything evil, as we’d feared. Far from it. She wanted to save his life.” 
 
    “Why should she, if she’s one of them?” 
 
    “It’s complicated … the Witch is one of the Ancients, one of the leaders of the Children of Arutan, a group persecuted by the High Kings, a group that seek to bring them down. Hence her interest in Adamis. She wants to save him and is doing everything she can. For the moment she’s managed to give him back some life and delay his death. There’s hope.” She was unable to hide her joy, even though there was concern in her eyes. 
 
    Ikai considered this and was thoughtful. “So are you well? Are you safe?” 
 
    “Yes, don’t worry.” She kissed Adamis’s forehead tenderly. “I’m where I want to be, with the person I want to be with.”  
 
    “I’m so happy for you,” Albana said, seeing them kiss. 
 
    Kyra stroked Adamis’s face, which had lost its natural golden glow and looked gaunt. “I’m staying with him. I want to be at his side.” 
 
    “I have told her to go back with you,” Adamis said, “but she does not listen.” 
 
    “Be quiet, you disinherited Prince. Now you can’t give orders, only take them ‒ and only from me.” 
 
    Ikai smiled. “It won’t be me she listens to!” 
 
    Kyra laughed. “Of course not!”  
 
    Ikai and Albana laughed with her, and Adamis smiled, unable to take his eyes off her. 
 
    “We’re going towards Mother Sea,” Ikai said. 
 
    “When Adamis is better, we’ll go in search of you” Kyra promised, and her confidence was such that Ikai did not dare doubt her. 
 
    He nodded. “Very well, little sis. See you by Mother Oxatsi’s side.” 
 
    “See you there, then!” She waved in farewell. 
 
    The mist began to fade, and with it Kyra and Adamis. 
 
    “She’s all right, and that’s what matters,” Ikai said. 
 
    Albana stroked his cheek. “Come with me,” she said, and offered him her hand. “Tonight we’ll forget about all the problems, all the responsibilities. Tonight there’s just you and me in this world, and we’ll love each other until our hearts spill over.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And the great day arrived. 
 
    From the top of the hill Ikai looked out ahead. Behind him, in the valley, the whole Senoca people waited. Thousands of men, women and children, filled with hope, anxious to leave that land of slavery and suffering and reach Mother Sea to begin anew. Free, happy, without fear. They carried a few belongings and all the supplies they could, since the journey would be long and dangerous. 
 
    Ikai gazed into Albana’s eyes. 
 
    “Are we going to make it?” 
 
    “I’m absolutely sure,” she replied. There was a flash of determination in the look she gave him. 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because you’re guiding us.” 
 
    Ikai kissed her and smiled. “Thank you. And I mean it.” 
 
    Albana winked at him and took his hand. “Give the order, then.” 
 
    Ikai turned to face his people, raised his arm and shouted: 
 
    “Let’s go! On our way!” 
 
    And the Senoca people began the great exodus that would take them to Oxatsi, Mother Sea, where they would once again be the People of the Sea, where they would live a new future, in peace and freedom: a future full of hope. 
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     “Look out! A ship’s coming from the east!” called the sentinel on duty on the cliff-top. 
 
    When Ikai turned, he saw the vessel coming into the bay at a speed which surprised him. It was not a Senoca ship; this one was graceful, her sails very elaborate. On the prow a decoration like the head of a sea-serpent could be made out. It was vaguely familiar. Suddenly something inside him told him he needed to flee. And he saw it: a slender figure in rich blue silk clothing standing halfway down the ship, his uncovered face and arms revealing the golden hue of the Gods. 
 
    “It’s a Golden ship!” cried Albana, and the alarm in her voice turned their blood cold. 
 
    Ikai swallowed and tried to react. It’s a ship of the Gods, we’re dead.  
 
    “Run!” he shouted to his men with all the power of his lungs 
 
    The half-dozen Senoca explorers who were accompanying Ikai and Albana in their expedition ran toward the forest as if death itself were after them. The group reached the trees just as the ship was dropping anchor in the bay. They made their way into the dense vegetation and hid, panting heavily.  
 
    “Everybody keep still,” Albana ordered. 
 
    The Senoca did as they were told, and lay amid the undergrowth like corpses. 
 
    “Have they seen us?” Ikai asked her in a whisper. 
 
    From up in a tree, the brunette scanned the white sands of the beach. 
 
    “They’re landing.” 
 
    “Landing? Then they must’ve discovered us. How many are there?” 
 
    “The problem isn’t how many, Ikai my love. The problem is that…” 
 
    “I don’t understand you, sweetheart.” 
 
    “A God has landed. By his clothes and the insignia on the sails I guess he’s from the House of Aru.” 
 
    “A minor God sent on a mission to find us? That’s new, they’ve only sent Enforcers before.” 
 
    “No, it’s much worse than that. It’s a Lord-God. A Noble. And his bodyguards are with him: two giant Warrior-Gods and twenty or so Custodians.” 
 
    “It can’t be true! I never imagined they’d get their hands dirty coming for us themselves.” 
 
    “Me neither. Something’s going on in Alantres, something that concerns us. And there’s something else…” 
 
    “Something else?” 
 
    “They’ve unloaded two huge cages.” 
 
    “Oh, no…” 
 
    “Yes. Run! Follow me!” Albana cried. She leapt down from the tree and into the forest in a flash. 
 
    Ikai followed an instant later. An image was engraved on his retina: five massive beasts with bodies like wolves and eyes which flashed gold. They ran toward the east, chased by the pack of beasts which soon picked up their trail. They fled, leaping over brush and undergrowth, their legs driven on by the fear in their hearts. 
 
    “Run for your lives, and those of all the Senoca!” Ikai urged them. 
 
    The beasts entered the forest. They were far faster, and they had already detected them. 
 
    Albana glanced quickly behind her. “We won’t be able to shake them off, they’ve picked up our scent!”  
 
    Ikai pointed toward the southeast. “The Boundary’s very close, we’ve got to get to it and cross over. It’s our only chance!”  
 
    “If we don’t make it they’ll discover the New-Shelter!” 
 
    “We’ll make it!” 
 
    The beasts were gaining on them with each stride and in the blink of an eye were almost upon them. They came out of the forest and crossed an open area toward the cliffs. 
 
    “Straight ahead!” said Ikai. “Come on, we’re nearly there!” 
 
    “Quick, they’re right behind us!” shouted Albana. 
 
    She and Ikai reached the invisible barrier and crossed it at a run without feeling any  adverse effects. They turned to watch the chase, anxiety gnawing at their chests. Five of the Senoca crossed after them like runaway horses. But the last one tripped and fell, two paces from the barrier. 
 
    “No!” Ikai yelled, and could only stare at him helplessly. 
 
    The first two beasts were almost on top of the unfortunate man. 
 
    “I’m going to get him!” Albana said. 
 
    “Don’t!” Ikai cried, but the brunette had made up her mind. She activated her Power and disappeared, to appear again beside the fallen man, who was struggling to his feet. She seized his arms and dragged him back with all her strength. The jaws of the first beast closed on the boot of the unfortunate Senoca, who screamed in pain. The second beast leapt for Albana, its jaws searching for her neck. With absolute poise, she gave a last tug and crossed the barrier. The beast’s fangs brushed her face. Albana and the explorer crossed the Boundary. 
 
    “By a hair’s breadth!” Ikai cried. 
 
    Albana got to her feet and watched the beasts. They were staring in her direction and roaring with rage, but in the end they shook their heads and retreated. 
 
    “They can’t see us or hear us behind the barrier,” Ikai told his group, who were scared to death. 
 
    “But they know we’re here,” Albana said. “Luckily the barrier repels the beasts. They’ll go, a few at a time.” She gestured at the pack of monstrous golden wolves which had gathered in front of them. 
 
    And she was not wrong. Amid roars and growls, upset but fearful, they moved back and stopped ten paces or so from the Boundary. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have taken a risk like that,” Ikai scolded her. 
 
    “If they’d caught him, they’d have found us all,” Albana replied, and pointed behind her. 
 
    Ikai turned to look at the New-Shelter of the Senoca. Around an immense white inlet and the adjacent coastline were thousands of tiny fishing-huts. Dotting the great blue of Mother Sea Oxatsi with white, the fishing boats toiled under the breath of the winds. Further inland, toward the north, fields of crops and farms extended as far as the eye could see. At the top of the cliff, like a huge beacon, rose a monolith, translucent and protective, which hid the Senoca from the Golden Gods. 
 
    Ikai nodded. “You’re right.” 
 
    “They’ll soon be here.” 
 
    “We’d better be prepared for the worst. You,” he said to the men, “run to the New-Shelter and bring all the armed men you can find. Quickly!” 
 
    He knew that the reinforcements would not get there in time, but it was the most logical option, so he took it. He and Albana moved back and hid behind a boulder on the edge of the cliff. 
 
    “They’re here,” Albana warned him. 
 
    Ikai watched them as they approached, with the two Warrior-Gods in the lead and the Custodians surrounding the Lord-God. They walked as if they owned everything around them, and an incontestable aura of power enveloped them. When they reached the beasts they stopped. The Golden-Noble seemed to be displeased; his golden forehead was creased, his thin eyebrows arched. He gave an order to the Custodians, who goaded the beasts. But instead of approaching the barrier they ran in the opposite direction. 
 
    The Lord-God moved forward, a look of suspicion in his blue eyes. At once the two Warrior-Gods came to stand on each side, protecting him. He went on, toward the barrier, toward them. Ikai swallowed. He can’t see us, he can’t detect us, the barrier was designed for this, he said to himself, trying to calm his nerves. If they were discovered it would mean the end of the entire Senoca people. The Golden took one more step forward and stopped. He was two paces from the barrier, searching the horizon, and something seemed to have aroused his suspicions. 
 
    Ikai held his breath. If he takes two more steps, that’s it, for all of us.  
 
    The Lord-God looked up at the sky, then ahead of him, and shook his head with a grimace of disgust. He turned and left the way he had come, his escort with him. 
 
    Ikai blew out his breath so strongly he had to cover his mouth with both hands. 
 
    “That was close!” he said to Albana in a whisper, his heart beating like a drum. 
 
    “Yes, this time ‒ but what about the next?” 
 
    Ikai looked at the New-Shelter for an instant, then at the backs of the disappearing Golden as they made their way deeper into the forest. 
 
    “You’re right. Sooner or later they’ll find us and we’ll all die.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’ll call a meeting of the Council, it’s time to face up to this.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A week later, by torchlight under the great translucent monolith, the Council of the Senoca gathered. Around a rough round table inside a cloth tent, with the Shelter in the background and the tiny lights of the huts shining like an image of the night sky, the counselors took their seats. 
 
    Ikai presided as leader of the Senoca. On his right was Albana, on his left Idana. In front of him sat his sister Kyra, who had just arrived. Beside her, inseparably, sat Adamis, wrapped in a hooded cloak so as not to be recognized. Finally Maruk arrived and took the last seat. 
 
    Ikai spoke first: “Thank you all for coming. Especially you, Adamis. I know you’re not in the best of health …” 
 
    “It is important, I must be here,” said the Prince-God, who was suffering the grave consequences of his punishment for treason to the Golden. 
 
    “Let’s get straight to the point, he won’t be able to hold up for long,” Kyra said. She smiled tenderly at Adamis. 
 
    “Agreed,” Ikai replied. “Well, you all know what’s happened. The Gods are looking for us, and now, finally, they’ve come. This is very serious, they’ve sent a noble… They’re traveling all along the coast of the continent searching for us.” 
 
    “Sooner or later they’ll find us,” Albana put in. 
 
    Adamis intervened at this point. “There must be something afoot in Alantres for the Gods to have deigned to come searching for us in person. Something very serious.” 
 
    “A war of power among the Houses?” Albana asked. 
 
    “Very likely, yes. The House of Aru was weakened after the loss of their Boundary.  They are allies of my father’s House, but he will not be able to support them for long without becoming weakened himself. Besides, they have to save face before the other Houses. That is why they must be searching for us.” 
 
    “But why now, more than a year after the escape?” Ikai asked. 
 
    “And why personally?” Kyra added. “Until now they’d only sent stupid Enforcers after us, and we managed to avoid them.”  
 
    Adamis bent his head and looked thoughtful. “I do not know. I shall have to find out what is going on. I cannot make contact with Notaplo, he almost lost his life helping me with the building of the monolith that hides us. I must be prudent.” He waved toward the arcane object, the source of the Power that created the protective Boundary. 
 
    “And the New-Shelter?” Idana asked anxiously. 
 
    Albana grimaced. “If the Gods have intensified the search…” 
 
    “We have to do something.” Maruk said. “We have to protect the people from those heartless bastards, after all they’ve been through…” 
 
    Ikai took a deep breath. “There’s only one choice, the one we were afraid of. We discussed it when we created this shelter.” 
 
    “Is there no other?” Idana asked, her face full of concern. 
 
    Ikai looked at Adamis, and the God shook his head. 
 
    “In that case, we’ll fight the Gods,” Ikai said. 
 
    “And defeat them,” Kyra added. 
 
    “But…” Maruk began. 
 
    “It’s them or us, there’s nothing else,” said Kyra. “You all know it.”  
 
    “I want you all to understand what this means,” Ikai said. “The sacrifice will be enormous, particularly for those around this table.”  
 
    Albana looked straight into his eyes. “We’re aware of that. It means separation, pain and death. In all probability not all of us will survive.” 
 
    Idana muffled a cry. 
 
    “If we’re to be successful we need to unite everyone,” said Ikai. “The Senoca won’t be able to manage it alone.” 
 
    “We’ll free the other Boundaries!” Kyra said, and raised her fist. 
 
    “All of us united as one people,” said Albana. 
 
    “And there is something else we will need,” said Adamis. 
 
    They all turned to him. 
 
    “We must divide the Houses. As long as the Gods are fighting among themselves we will have a chance. If they are united, we shall perish.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. “The decision must be unanimous. The task at hand is monumental and our lives are at stake. And not only our own, but those of all our people.” 
 
    There was a moment’s silence while all considered the decision they needed to make. 
 
    At last Ikai spoke. “All those prepared to fight the Gods, raise your fists.” 
 
    Kyra raised hers immediately. Adamis followed. Ikai and Albana raised theirs together. Maruk held back a moment, but in the end he raised his too. 
 
    “For Liriana, for all those fallen!” he said. 
 
    All eyes were on Idana. The apothecary had started to raise her hand, but had stopped. Nobody spoke; they let her make her decision without putting pressure on her. At last, with tears in her eyes, she raised her fist. 
 
    “It’s unanimous,” said Ikai. “So that’s agreed.” 
 
    “May Mother Oxatsi protect us!” said Idana. 
 
    And that evening the destiny of the Senoca, of mankind, was sealed. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ikai wiped the blood from his eyes with his forearm. He was in the middle of the battle on the wide fields of the highlands. When his sight cleared he found a sharp spearhead searching for his neck. Instinctively he tried to deflect it with his own sword, but knew he had become aware of the threat an instant too late. His sword would not complete its movement in time to save him. 
 
    I’m going to die a long way away from everyone, from Albana, Kyra, the Senoca, after all the sacrifices that have been made… he thought as he saw the spear on the point of reaching his jugular. 
 
    A round shield appeared before his face in a flash. The spear buried itself in the reinforced wood and never reached him. His sword completed its swing and hit the spear, which snapped. The shield moved back and he saw the Guard who was wielding the spear; the soldier let go of it and took a step back, unsheathing his sword as he did so. Another spear, hurled with tremendous strength, found its target in the Guard’s chest, piercing his metal armor, and threw him backwards. 
 
    “Thanks,” Ikai said. He turned to the man who had saved him. He was slightly taller and more strongly-built, with long, tangled brown hair. His skin was as white as milk, his jaw strong, and he was watching Ikai with intense green eyes. He was about Ikai’s age, maybe three or four years older, and like everyone else in that peculiar Boundary was dressed in animal skins. On his back he wore a cape made from the pelt of an enormous bear, whose head he wore over his own. From afar, the first time Ikai had seen him, he had taken him for a real beast. He looked truly threatening and Ikai had realized this was no ruse, that man was an incredible fighter. 
 
    The warrior smiled calmly at him as though killing Guards were his daily work. Before them, the battle was turning bloodier. 
 
    “You don’t need to thank me, it’s my duty to protect you,” he said. He winked at him as he retrieved his spear from the dead Guard’s body. 
 
    “Thanks anyway, Burdin, you saved my life.” 
 
    “You take too many risks,” he said without looking at Ikai. “Lurama’ll be angry, and I’ll pay for it. She says we’ll never win without you.” Taking a step forward, he faced up to two other Guards who were coming toward him. 
 
    “And what do you think?” Ikai asked him as he fought another enemy on his left. 
 
    “What I think doesn’t matter. I follow our leader. She’s the Oldest Matriarch and makes the decisions. Besides, I’m a Bear-Warrior, my job isn’t to think, it’s to fight and kill in defense of my people.” As he said this, he was cutting the two enemies to pieces with remarkable strength and brutality. 
 
    Ikai finished off the Guard who was attacking him and scanned the battlefield. Thousands of slaves with clothes and capes of animal-pelts were fighting on the sloping fields, shouting like rabid animals, making their way to the plains where an army of Guards and Enforcers was maneuvering to get into a closed formation so as to face them. The numbers the rebels had managed to gather had astonished him. More than fifty thousand armed women and men were coming down from the hills, their pelt capes dotting the immense slopes of green grass which led steeply down to the great valley. 
 
    “I can’t stay put while you march into battle.” 
 
    “Lurama wants you safe, and safe you have to stay. Go back to the high forests.” 
 
    “But I have to lead them.” 
 
    “The Bear Heads will do that.” He pointed with his spear at a group of huge warriors with bear pelts like his own. “They’ll lead our people into battle.” 
 
    Ikai breathed deeply and considered the situation. The brave warriors had cut to pieces the first Regiments of the Guard who had tried to stop the attack. But now things would start to get complicated. In the valley below, the Guard and the Enforcers had already taken up their formation: the first in a rectangle, the second in a triangle. He knew well the damage those military formations could cause among the inexperienced rebels. It was fresh in his memory, although a long time had passed since then. He remembered the thousands of Senoca who had fallen in his own Boundary. 
 
    “All right,” he agreed reluctantly. “Are you sure they know what to do?” 
 
    “They do, don’t worry.” 
 
    “They mustn’t be over-confident. We’ve conquered and liberated the cities of the county. There’s only this battle left before we take the capital.” 
 
    Burdin slapped his chest hard. “We’re the people of the Highlands, strong and proud, and we’ll give it everything we’ve got to reach freedom. Don’t worry, stranger, we’ll spill the blood of the enemy until not a single one of them’s left standing.” And after giving Ikai this assurance, he bellowed like a bear. 
 
    Ikai nodded. He believed Burdin. Those people were much wilder, rougher and more tribal than the Senoca. They were not as advanced in many ways, but in one they excelled: they were fiercely strong, and at that particular moment this quality gave them a chance. Even so, it would be really difficult to win, they needed to take every possible care. 
 
    “This is the most complicated part of the strategy, we’re staking everything on this. The men will need to be wary. They’ve practically handed us the counties so as to crush us here today.” 
 
    “They fled like scared rabbits then, and they’ll do the same again today,” Burdin said. He spat on the corpse of a Guard. 
 
    “Don’t be so sure,” said Ikai. “Pass on the order not to engage, just to strike and get away. Strike and get away!” he repeated, underlining the point. 
 
    Burdin gazed at the enemy formations in the valley. “If you’d let us charge against them with everything we have, we’d beat them.”  
 
    “Maybe, but the cost would be too high. Believe me, my people paid in blood. They paid very dearly. I don’t want that to happen again here.” 
 
    Burdin wrinkled his nose and snorted. It was plain that he did not agree. “Lurama says to follow your orders, and that’s what we’ll do.” 
 
    Ikai gave him a nod of respect. Then he looked behind him. The grass-covered hills rose toward the great forests. A morning mist covered them, and in his bones he felt the dampness of that land where it rained so much. He could not get used to the constant showers, and the cold. But he had to admit that the beauty of that green landscape was unrivaled.  
 
    The horde of warriors was running down now, roaring to the heavens like an avalanche that would bury the enemy armies alive. Except that he knew the formations would hold, would break the avalanche. 
 
    “They’re nearly on us,” Burdin said. 
 
    “Is everything ready?” 
 
    “Just as you ordered.” 
 
    “Perfect. Then I’ll go up.” 
 
    “Will it work?” Burdin asked. He did not look as though he were wholly convinced. 
 
    Ikai looked around him. “The terrain’s right. But we need them to take the bait. Let’s hope they do…” 
 
    “And what if they don’t?” 
 
    “Then the rebellion will die here today, and we’ll die with it.” 
 
    “In that case, I’ll see to it that they take it. I’ll make sure personally. By Mother Earth, I will!” 
 
    Burdin saluted him with a parting nod and ran downhill to join the other rebels. 
 
    “Good luck,” Ikai said. He went up toward the mist-shrouded forests. 
 
    From that height the view was spectacular. He could see the whole battlefield, the plains, and on the horizon, the wall and towers of the capital. A dozen young Wolf Warriors joined him and remained with him, awaiting orders by the edge of the forest. He tried to make Burdin out, but it was impossible amid the rebel horde. 
 
    “First attack,” he told the young warriors. 
 
    The rebels charged against the enemy formations with the fury of a cyclone, howling and roaring like wild animals. 
 
    “They’re going to destroy them,” said the youngest, filled with joy at seeing his people’s daring and numbers. He could not be more than fifteen springs old, and his face was covered in freckles. His companions joined him, making comments full of optimism. 
 
    The sea of rebels broke against the stoical formations, and just as Ikai had foreseen even though it seemed impossible, they held. The lines did not break. The rebels crashed against a wall of metal and flesh and were rejected by shield and spear. 
 
    The boy saw the avalanche being driven back. “It’s impossible!” he said. 
 
    “I’m afraid it is. And now comes the worst part.” 
 
    The Guards and Enforcers began to wield death among the rebels, using their spears from the second line while the first stood up to the impact of the tough rebels. Each Guard or Enforcer who fell in the first line was replaced by another from the rear. The rebels hurled themselves against the first line, but crashed against a wall only to be run through and die. 
 
    “Come on then, Burdin…. make them back up…” 
 
    Chaos overcame the rebels. They attacked the front and the flanks of the enemy formations, trying to find a gap to allow them to make a wedge and break the lines. The howls in the roar of battle, the clash of metal on metal and the death cries rose to a crescendo. The whole valley was a tumult of dreadful din. 
 
    “Retreat, by Oxatsi, or we’re lost!” 
 
    Controlling that part-furious, part-terrified crowd in the midst of that horror and death was a very difficult task. The rebels went on attacking with neither order nor control, and for a moment it seemed to Ikai that everything was lost. But suddenly they began to retreat, moving away from the enemy and forming in front of them amid deafening shouts from Burdin and the Bear Heads. The rebels, imitating their enemy’s formations, gathered before them so that they covered the lower part of the hill. 
 
    “Are they moving back?” the boy asked Ikai. He sounded annoyed. 
 
    “No, they’re getting ready.” 
 
    The first three lines of rebels launched themselves at the enemy. The remainder waited. They struck fiercely, causing many casualties, then moved back immediately before the second enemy lines could knife them. 
 
    “Very good,” muttered Ikai. 
 
    The rebels repeated the action, striking and then immediately retreating, causing new casualties in the enemy formations. 
 
    “And now here comes the change,” said Ikai. 
 
    The young warriors were staring at him wide-eyed, hanging on his every word. 
 
    A new line of rebels formed before the Guard and the Enforcers. All of them carried spears. They advanced a few steps and threw their spears with all their might against the enemy, then immediately withdrew. Many Guards and Enforcers fell, pierced through. When they saw the rebels’ new strategy, the Enforcers began to advance. Their triangle of death started to move toward the foot of the hill. The Guards followed in formation. Instead of attacking, the rebels began to withdraw uphill, in an orderly manner. 
 
    “Very good,” Ikai said. “Keep on like that.”  
 
    The Enforcers and Guards picked up speed. Their footsteps echoed as they began to climb the slope. The rebels were retreating, but not quickly enough, and men from the rear lines were killed. The pressure increased. The Enforcers moved uphill as if they were on the plain, such was the power of their huge bodies. The Guards began to fall behind. The rebels were now fleeing in confusion, climbing the hill as fast as they could. Many slipped on the wet grass or tripped among the crowd and lost their footing, others fell and rolled down. It was a disheartening sight. 
 
    “Come on, run!” Ikai shouted. “Get yourselves to safety!”  
 
    The rebels fled for their lives toward the forests. 
 
    Ikai turned to the young Wolf Warriors. “Ready? You know what you have to do?” 
 
    The men nodded with determination. 
 
    “Right. Take your places and wait for my signal.” 
 
    The Enforcers had managed to reach the rearguard and were wreaking havoc. Soon the Guard would join them. A thousand men had stopped to face them so as to allow the others to escape. The confrontation took place half-way up the hill. 
 
    Ikai took a horn and blew a long note. First once, then a second time. The rebels reached the top of the hill and ran to hide in the mist. When the last men had gone into it, he blew the horn for a third and last, time. 
 
    It was the signal. The young warriors cut the holding ropes. He looked through the mist and managed to make out the six places where the trunks of enormous trees had been piled up, one on top of the other, to a height of twelve feet. Freed from the ropes, the trunks started to roll downhill. As they rolled down, the gigantic trees gained momentum. Close to a thousand went rolling down the slopes amid a deafening uproar. The earth shook as though from an earthquake. 
 
    The Executors were the first to be hit. They had killed all the rebels who had opposed them and saw the threat looming toward them. The-Eye-Of-The-God at the head of the triangle tried to maneuver, but the trunks were coming at a hellish speed. The trees, five hand-spans wide, crushed them, running over the Enforcers like a giant rolling pin. The Guards ran for their lives in an attempt to reach the valley, but did not succeed. The trees caught up with them on the lower slope of the hill and pulverized them. 
 
    When the trees reached the valley and stopped at last, there was nothing left on the hill but dead bodies. A few were still alive, but Burdin and his men soon ended their misery. 
 
    Ikai snorted.  It worked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He was resting after the battle, lost in thought, sitting with his back against an old oak, looking at the barely visible moon amid the dark clouds which covered the sky. He wrapped himself in the bear cape he had been given and wished the camp fire could warm him more. The cold was beginning to be intense. He closed his eyes and thought of her. At once Albana’s wild face and enigmatic eyes appeared in his mind. They were engraved with fire in his soul, and his feelings for her seemed to become more acute with distance. He remembered the happy times spent together when they had lived through the intense events that united them. He remembered the love they felt for each other, and how it had grown with each day of the fight for freedom, for the survival of their people. 
 
    Be careful my love, don’t let anything bad happen to you. He sighed. He remembered the sadness of their parting, when each of them had left on their different missions. He remembered the weight of concern he carried every day in his heart because he had no idea whether Albana was all right. Or Kyra, or the others… 
 
    A voice reached him. “An excellent plan. We owe you our victory, Liberator.” 
 
    Ikai came out of his reverie and looked up toward the voice. He recognized the woman immediately: Lurama, the leader of the People of the Highlands. She must have been about sixty, but her energy and intelligence made her look younger. 
 
    “It could have turned out badly. We were lucky…” 
 
    “I don’t believe in luck, I believe in wisdom, intelligence and the brave hearts of my people. Let me thank you on their behalf for what you’ve done for us.” 
 
    “You don’t have to, Lurama, I’m here to help you.” 
 
    “I’ll say it all the same. My people might be rough and cold, but we can recognize merit in those who deserve it.” 
 
    Ikai nodded in acknowledgement. 
 
    “Burdin told me we almost lost you today.” 
 
    “Luckily he was there to protect me. I believe I have you to thank for that.” 
 
    Lurama shook her head. Her face showed concern. “Don’t thank me, what you must do is not put yourself in danger. We can’t afford to lose you. Without you we won’t win, and my people will suffer the rage of the Gods. Those heartless Enforcers of theirs would bring such suffering that it would take us years to recover.” 
 
    The gentle scolding affected Ikai because it reminded him of his mother Solma’s. He gazed at Lurama’s pale face, where the wrinkles on her brow became more noticeable as she frowned. Her blue eyes, uncommon among those peoples where chestnut-brown was predominant, were marked by worry. 
 
    “You’re right, I’ll be more careful,” he said. He bent his head and stared at the fire. 
 
    “There’s too much at stake. I need you beside me to the end. The life of all my people is in our hands now, yours and mine, because it’s us they follow in search of freedom, and we can’t fail them, least of all now, when we’re so close to our goal.” 
 
    “We shan’t fail them. You have my word on that.” 
 
    “Your confidence comforts my spirit, Liberator.” 
 
    “You know I don’t like the title of liberator. Ikai is enough.” 
 
    “You’ve led us here: your knowledge of the Gods, of their Boundaries, of the Guards and Enforcers, of how they organize everything, and structure it … you’ve been invaluable. You’ve brought us the confidence we needed to rebel. You plan battles like a master general, far better than my warriors. For us you’re the Liberator who crossed the barrier of the Gods to free us from their yoke.” 
 
    “I’m nothing but a man, but all I know, everything I’ve seen and learnt, I put at your disposal to help you reach freedom.” 
 
    “I can see you’re not a common man, Liberator. This old woman can feel it inside her. As leader of my people at these critical times in our history, I’m grateful to you.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me anything. I came with a mission and I’ll see it through.” 
 
    Lurama nodded. “To free this Boundary, as you call it.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “If you’ve already freed yours, as you told me, if your people live free of the tyranny of the Gods, why come to help us? Why risk your life? Shouldn’t you be with your loved ones? Shouldn’t you be enjoying freedom with them?” 
 
    “My people live free, but hidden and in fear of being found by the Gods. And sooner or later it’ll happen. Hiding isn’t the answer. I tried it in the past, and failed. We can’t hide, least of all from Gods who are eternal. They’ll find us, it’s just a matter of time. That’s why I’m here. To free the other Boundaries and unite Men in the fight against the Gods. That’s my mission.” 
 
    “A very ambitious and dangerous one.” 
 
    “I know, we all know. I’d give my right hand to be with my loved ones, but they share that vision just as I do. That’s why they’ve all accepted the mission.” 
 
    “And where are they now?” 
 
    “They’re in the other Boundaries, doing the same work as I am here.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll manage to make the others rebel against the Gods?” 
 
    “I have to believe they will, because it’s the only way. We must unite. All the men and women. Together we’ll be able to defeat them.” 
 
    Lurama looked up at the moon, lost in thought. 
 
    “It’s one thing to rebel against the tyranny of your brothers and the Enforcers of the Gods, it’s quite another to unite and fight against the Gods themselves. Are you sure they’ll join us?” 
 
    Ikai heaved a deep sigh. 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping, for the sake of all mankind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyra gazed across the great plains from her piebald mount. The sun was shining intensely in a cloudless sky, and its rays turned the earth a soft red. Everything in that Boundary was reddish in color. The mountains, the plains, and the most surprising thing of all: its inhabitants. They were red as the fluid that would soon be shed on that land of steppes. 
 
    She turned to the two riders with her. 
 
    “Lone Wolf, how far are we from the Barrier of the Gods?” 
 
    The warrior put his hand to his eyes to shade them from the sun. He was young, very strong, and was acting as her personal bodyguard. His skin was dark red, his hair and eyes black, and he had a wild face which radiated fierceness. He gave the impression that he might jump on someone at any moment and cut their throat. His long hair was held back with a leather band around his forehead. He rode a piebald which he cared for as if it were his little brother. 
 
    He pointed to the west with his spear. “Two days,” he said. 
 
    “Is it all plains?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The warrior was a man of few words and very reserved. It was said that no one could defeat him in combat, either on foot or on horseback, as the scars he bore on his arms and side testified. This was a very strange Boundary; the warriors of the tribes were allowed to compete among themselves in fights to the death. Like a sport. Kyra could not understand why the Gods allowed this, still less why the tribes went along with it. Things were very different in that land. When she looked east, all she could make out was a huge herd of bison in the distance. She could now recognize them immediately, although she had never seen them before coming here, since those magnificent animals did not exist in the Senoca Boundary. 
 
    “Is there anywhere we can hide?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Kyra gave the warrior a pleading look to encourage him to elaborate a little, but he ignored her. She could not manage to get more than two words at a time out of him. Under that punishing sun, the warriors of the tribe wore only light armor made of bones and reinforced leather over chest and back, leaving sides and arms visible. He wore breeches and footwear of tanned animal leather. For some reason they did not use tunics in that Boundary, preferring leather. Compared with the Senoca, and in Kyra’s own view, the People of the Steppes were rather more primitive, as well as much wilder, at least in their customs and rituals. 
 
    “The mountains are more to the north,” Quiet Spirit intervened with a smile. 
 
    Kyra turned to her. The Medicine-Woman was slightly older than Kyra, maybe a couple of springs more, and of an extraordinary beauty. The soft red tone of her complexion, together with fine and wonderfully delicate features, was the envy of all the women in the tribe  ̶  including Kyra. There was not a man who did not notice her and hardly anybody who did not secretly desire her. But that was not the quality that stood out most in Kyra’s eyes: what she most appreciated in her was her inner peace. She seemed in constant harmony with earth, sky and spirits. Something which for Kyra, no matter how hard she tried ‒ and she did ‒ was unobtainable. But I’ve improved a lot. I’m not half as impulsive as I used to be, or half as stubborn, she thought, and smiled. 
 
    “Thank you, Spirit,” she replied to the Medicine Woman. “These plains of yours are beautiful and the coloring is spectacular, but without a point of reference, I get lost.”  
 
    “That’s normal, and it’s why you have me.” 
 
    “For that, and for a thousand other things. You’ve been helping me for so long I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 
 
    “More than three years,” Spirit said, “since the spirits of good brought you from the other side of the barrier of the Gods.” 
 
    “It wasn’t the Spirits… I came of my own volition. Your beliefs are rather strange…” 
 
    “Stranger than believing in Mother Sea?” 
 
    Kyra laughed. “If you put it that way, you could be right.” 
 
    Spirit gave her a smile which filled Kyra with peace. 
 
    “Yes, how time passes…” she mused. It had cost her an eternity to win the trust of the tribe which had taken her in, and even more to begin to plant the seed of rebellion in those people who fought among themselves instead of against the Gods. She was doing it, little by little, and it would not be long now before she reached her goal. But it had taken her three long years of work, and of patience. Her brother Ikai had done better, which did not surprise her, and his work was further advanced. They only communicated every six months, very briefly, as they risked their communication being intercepted and traced to its origin, to themselves. The Gods had put a price on their heads and were hunting them without pause, Asu in particular, and the risks they ran were enormous. But Kyra did not care about the danger; she would simply keep going. 
 
    “What are you thinking, my friend?” 
 
    “That I haven’t gotten myself into too much trouble, thanks to you,” she told Spirit, with a wink. 
 
    “That’s what Lone Wolf is here for. To protect you from the dangers of the earth and the spirits.” 
 
    Kyra turned to the warrior. 
 
    “Wolf, how would you protect me from the spirits? I don’t think your muscles or your ability with the axe or the short sword or the spear will be much use against a spirit. Shouldn’t we look for one of your witch-men for that?” 
 
    The warrior looked at her in annoyance. 
 
    “Lone Wolf,” he emphasized with a baleful stare. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right, you don’t like me to call you just Wolf, but that’s exactly why I do it.” She smiled at the warrior, looking innocent. 
 
    Lone Wolf shook his head in resignation. 
 
    “It was a bad day when Chief Silver Eagle appointed me to protect you against all evil.” 
 
    “Oh my! He said more than three words!” 
 
    Spirit gave a giggle. 
 
    Kyra seized her chance. “But deep down, you enjoy it. Otherwise you’d be bored to tears. You’d spend your days hunting, just to hand your catch over to the damn Proxies and comply with their meat quotas. And don’t think I don’t know you hate having to do that. You may speak less than a snake without a tongue, but your face says it all.” 
 
    The warrior’s brows arched. 
 
    “See? I surprised you!” she said triumphantly. “You’d be a terrible spy, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Lone Wolf’s face turned somber and his forehead creased. 
 
    “Kyra is right,” Quiet Spirit said. “What your mouth is silent about, your face reflects.” 
 
    The warrior heaved a deep sigh, as if trying to stay calm. 
 
    “I protect. And I need no witch-man.” 
 
    Quiet Spirit muttered: “The spirit world is very dangerous. Better to go on here, in world of men.” 
 
    “I don’t fear either man or spirit,” the warrior said, and raised his spear. 
 
    Kyra could hold back no longer “And what about a woman?” 
 
    Lone Wolf rolled his eyes and complained under his breath. He turned his mount so as to show his back to the two women. 
 
    “They’re going to drive me crazy,” they heard him grumble in a whisper. 
 
    Kyra and Spirit laughed good-humoredly. Kyra knew that she should not annoy her good bodyguard, but sometimes she just could not help it. He was so reserved and stiff that he was almost asking for it. Luckily Spirit followed her lead, and that scene with the great warrior on his mount, straight and stiff as a board, with his back toward her, in a huff, was often repeated. 
 
    “It would be better if we went back…” Quiet Spirit said. 
 
    “Yes, you’re right, the big meeting,” Kyra said. 
 
    Spirit nodded. “It’s very important, and you must be there.” 
 
    “Come on, then. Today the fate of the People of the Steppes will be decided.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The three of them rode through the beautiful plains for hours. With the sun setting behind them they reached the domains of their tribe, the Black Bears. Like the majority of tribes who lived in the Boundary, they were nomadic. They followed the game they hunted and searched for the best areas to spend the cold winters, but always within the limits marked out by the Gods. Even there, in the endless steppes, the Boundary was divided into Six Counties and the tribes who lived in each county were forbidden to travel from one to the other. The Gods kept the same Boundary plan, with counties, proxies, Regent and enforcers. But the people who lived there lived and understood their existence in a very different way to the Senoca. Kyra had experienced at first hand the tremendous rivalry and hostility between the tribes of each county. If a hunter was caught outside his own county, his throat would be cut. Fights between members of different tribes, even those belonging to the same county, were common. And she did not like it at all. 
 
    She dismounted at the entrance to the village, by the river, and two youngsters appeared at once from among the conical tent-dwellings and led her horse away to the communal pen beside the meadows. Her bottom was sore, as was her lower back. Her body did not appear to be getting used to riding those beautiful horses bareback. Short distances she could manage, but when she rode for hours she always ended up sore. Someday I’ll get used to it. I hope. Because I love riding on the plains, it’s just that it wears me out, she thought as she stretched. 
 
    Lone Wolf dismounted beside her in one graceful leap. 
 
    “You don’t ride properly.” 
 
    Kyra was stretching her waist with her hands behind her. She half-closed her eyes and poked out her tongue. 
 
    “Bad posture,” the warrior added. 
 
    Spirit came over with two other warriors. 
 
    “They want you in Silver Eagle’s tent. The other Chiefs have already arrived.” 
 
    “Right, I’m on my way. Pray that everything may come out well.” 
 
    Her friend looked up at the sky. “The Spirits of good will guide you. Have no fear.” 
 
    Kyra smiled and headed to the enormous tent in the center of the plain. Hundreds of tents rose, surrounding that of the Chief of the tribe and forming a dozen concentric circles every dozen steps, with the Chief’s tent in the center. That unique layout, and the picturesque conical tents of animal-skins and wooden poles, would have delighted Yosane. The memory of her friend brought an acute stab of pain to her chest. We’ll do it for you, my dear friend. One day we’ll be free, and I’ll avenge your death. That bastard Asu will pay for it with his life. I haven’t forgotten. I’ll never forget. The memory and the pain helped her focus on the task ahead of her that evening. Today I have to get the People of the Steppes to unite. Get them to forget arguments, distrust and ancestral hatreds and unite as one, which is something that hasn’t been done in a thousand years. I wish my brother were here to advise me, but I’m alone, and I can’t afford to fail. 
 
    She entered the big tent, and at once thirty Chiefs pierced her with looks of distrust. 
 
    Silver Eagle spread his arms wide in greeting. “Come in and sit with us, Kyra of the Senoca. We were waiting for you.”  
 
    Kyra gazed at the Chiefs for a moment. They were sitting on the floor with their legs crossed, forming a circle around the fire which was burning in the center of the great tent. 
 
    “Thank you, Great Chief,” she said, and went to sit on his right. 
 
    “She’s a woman, she can’t take part in the Council,” said one of the Chiefs. His face was as sullen as his skin was red. 
 
    “She’s my guest, Gray Raven, and this is my dwelling. You’ll respect me and you’ll respect my guest,” Silver Eagle said quietly but sternly. 
 
    The other Chief grumbled, then muttered: “She’s pale as an evil spirit, I don’t trust her” ‒ then he spat into the fire, but said nothing more. Several Chiefs followed his example, showing their rejection of her presence. But not all of them. 
 
    That’s a good beginning, she thought. She thanked her host with a glance. 
 
    The Chiefs were weather-worn, middle-aged men, with hard faces and pitiless eyes. They wore animal pelts, and on their faces and arms were designs which established their status as Great Chiefs. They all carried hunting knives at their waists. They had not been allowed to carry any other weapons, although all of them had demanded they be permitted a knife. The distrust among those men was so evident that Kyra had the feeling that at any moment they would hurl themselves at each other’s throats and the leather walls of the tent would be soaked in blood. The escorts of each Chief waited outside the village. They had not been allowed inside, to prevent any altercation. 
 
    “Welcome to my home, all of you, Chiefs of the People of the Steppes,” he said. “The tribe of the Black Bears welcomes you. I hope the food has been to your taste. I know the journey has been a long one for many of you. If there is anything you need, you have only to ask for it.” He indicated three youngsters who were waiting by the door. One of the Chiefs turned and asked for drink. Several others followed suit. The plumpest of the Chiefs asked for more food. The youngsters left at once. 
 
    “I see the Broken Spears of the First County. Who else is with you today at this Council?” Silver Eagle said, inviting the Chiefs to speak. 
 
    The leader of the Broken Spears rose and introduced the other four chiefs of the leading tribes of the First County who had accompanied him. 
 
    “We come on our own behalf, and also on behalf of the other minor tribes of our county.” 
 
    Silver Eagle nodded solemnly several times. 
 
    “I see the Swift Deer of the Second County,” the Great Chief went on, and one by one, all the other Great Chiefs of each county introduced themselves. When they had finished, Silver Eagle thanked them all for being there on that day, for they were all aware that this Council meant high treason, and if the Gods or their Enforcers ever found out, they would all die. 
 
    “Here today are represented the more than two thousand tribes which make up our great nation. We have been trying to call this council of tribes for years, without success. The Proxies, those traitors who serve the Regent and the Enforcers of the Gods, have always prevented us. But today we have managed to meet behind their backs, so as to reach an agreement. All of us want the same thing. All of us want freedom. We have been prisoners of the Gods for a thousand years. The moment has come for us to unite and rise as one.” 
 
    “You’re the one who’s been trying to get us to meet,” said Chief Brown Fox of the Red Coyotes of the First County. “We don’t all agree with your vision.” 
 
    Gray Raven of the Wild Buffalos of the Second County and more than half the Chiefs agreed amid muttering. 
 
    Silver Eagle nodded several times. “I know. And this is why this meeting is so important. You, the great Chiefs of the Six Counties, are here today. We represent the entire People of the Steppes. Tonight we must leave our differences aside. We must talk and reach an agreement.” 
 
    Crazy Cougar of the Sixth County pointed an accusing finger at Gray Raven. “I’ve no intention of agreeing with that viper.” 
 
    “Who are you calling a viper, you stinking rat?” 
 
    Both Chiefs reached for their knives and made to lunge at each other. At once the Chiefs of both their allies and enemies began to get to their feet. 
 
    “Stop! Everyone stop!” Silver Eagle ordered. 
 
    “I’ll tear your eyes out!” Crazy Cougar said. 
 
    “You’ve no guts, you coward!” 
 
    They were all on their feet now, hands on knives. If a single one unsheathed their weapons, there would be blood in the tent. 
 
    Silver Eagle rose to his feet and pointed at them. “Whoever sheds blood will have his throat slit!” he threatened them. “Warriors!” he called. Immediately a dozen warriors armed with spears came into the tent. Among them was Lone Wolf. “Nobody will shed blood in my tent! All of you, sit down!” 
 
    The Chiefs looked at one another, then at the warriors, and finally sat down again. Kyra exhaled. It had been a close call. 
 
    “The next one who feels like wielding a weapon will do so against my champion,” Silver Eagle said. He nodded toward Lone Wolf. “I can assure you it will be a spectacle worth watching. And a very short one.” 
 
    The chiefs eyed the warrior and quickly looked away. Nobody would dare confront him.  
 
    “That’s better. We’ll solve our arguments as always, with fights between our warriors.” 
 
    Kyra stepped in at this point. “You should all fight the Regent and the Enforcers of the Gods, not your brothers.” 
 
    “Who are you to speak, woman?” Brown Fox said. 
 
    “Listen to what my guest has to say. I assure you that it will change your way of thinking,” Silver Eagle said. 
 
    “No woman will make me change my point of view, much less one so pale she seems to come from the spirit world.” 
 
    There was a growing murmur. The Chiefs wanted the woman to shut up. 
 
    But Kyra was not going to cower. She had never done it before and had no intention of starting now, no matter how hostile the atmosphere might be. 
 
    “I’m Kyra of the Senoca, and I’ve seen the face of the Gods.” 
 
    The murmur stopped. They all looked at Kyra and were silent. 
 
    “I come from a Boundary like this one, one where my people rose against the Gods and gained their freedom.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” said Gray Raven. 
 
    “It is possible, and that’s why I’m here. I’ve come to help you gain your freedom.” 
 
    She told them what had happened in the Senoca Boundary, in detail, including her captivity in the Eternal City. She told them of the Gods, of their world. All of them listened to her words transfixed, as though she were telling them some incredible fable. 
 
    “I don’t believe a single word of this,” Brown Fox suddenly interrupted. 
 
    “Let her go on speaking,” said Crazy Cougar. “I want to know more.” 
 
    And to Kyra’s surprise, the murmuring was no longer against her, but for her to go on. And so she did, telling them about the rebellion and how they had brought down the Regent. When she finished, the Chiefs burst into cries and wild gestures. The tent became a chaos of overlapping conversations, each louder than the other. Silver Eagle waited a while until the chiefs had unburdened themselves of their views, then finally restored order. 
 
    “Do you understand now that the spirits of the Steppes have sent us this woman to be our guide in our fight for freedom?” 
 
    “If what the stranger says is true, the Regent and the Enforcers are lying to us,” said Crazy Cougar. 
 
    “They are,” said Kyra. “Don’t you realize they make you fight among yourselves so that you don’t unite? So that you compete uselessly among yourselves instead of fighting the oppressors? Lone Wolf’s body is full of scars. He’s a great fighter. Tell me, warrior, how many of those scars are from the Guard, from the Enforcers? I’ll tell you: not one.” 
 
    Once again the comments and cries filled the tent. Some were in support of Kyra’s argument, others protesting against such daring. 
 
    “My people, the Senoca,” Kyra went on, “are a people of fisher-folk. My pale-skinned brothers don’t know how to fight. They’re not strong, proud warriors like the children of the Steppes.” Her gaze swept along the Chiefs’ faces. “Their skin isn’t red, like the blood the warriors shed in their fights to prove their honor and bravery. But even so, my people united, and confronted the oppressors. They fought with their hearts and gained freedom.” 
 
    Gray Raven got to his feet. “You’re a liar. A people of weak fisher-folk who don’t know how to fight could never defeat the Enforcers,” he cried. 
 
    “Lies and more lies,” said Brown Fox, getting up and spitting at Kyra’s feet. 
 
    Silver Eagle was about to intervene, but Kyra stopped him with her hand. She looked at the two Chiefs in front of her and smiled. 
 
    “All right then, if I’m a liar and a weak fisherwoman, no doubt the two great warrior Chiefs will have no trouble in defeating me.” 
 
    “You dare us?” Gray Raven said, completely stunned. 
 
    “I dare you.” 
 
    Brown Fox burst into guffaws of laughter. “You, a woman?” 
 
    “Me, a woman.” 
 
    “If Silver Eagle weren’t protecting you…” 
 
    “I don’t need his protection. Although I’m grateful for it.” She turned to the Chief. “Let them fight against me.” 
 
    “Are you sure? You don’t have to,” Silver Eagle said, trying to protect her. 
 
    “I am. And yes, I must.” 
 
    “All right, you have my permission.” 
 
    No sooner had he finished speaking than Brown Fox hurled himself at Kyra, knife in hand. A moment later Gray Raven did the same. Kyra neither flinched nor made any attempt to defend herself. There was a crystalline flash, and she focused on the two attackers. Brown Fox reached her and crashed against the translucent protective sphere she had raised. He bounced back, fell on his back and dragged two other Chiefs down with him. Gray Raven stopped when he saw what had happened. He looked at Kyra, readied his knife, and with a whiplash movement of his arm sent it straight to the young woman’s heart. She concentrated on the flight of the knife and used her Power. She stretched her right arm forward, and the weapon stopped in mid-air. It hung there suspended. All the Chiefs were staring, their mouths hanging open. 
 
    “I believe this knife is yours,” Kyra said with perfect calm. She made it turn in the air and aimed it at Gray Raven with a twist of her wrist. 
 
    “Holy spirits!” cried Gray Raven. 
 
    The knife moved toward him and stopped just two finger-breadths away from his right eye, then remained suspended in the air.  
 
    “Best if you don’t move,” Kyra told him. 
 
    Brown Fox rose and leapt on Kyra like a great cat. She stretched out her left arm and used the power. The Chief stopped, held in the air in mid-leap. 
 
    “Let me go, you bitch!” he yelled. 
 
    “As you wish,” said Kyra. With a movement of her arm she guided him above the fire so as to let him drop. 
 
    “Nooooo!” yelled Brown Fox as the flames reached him. 
 
    She lifted him again with another twist of her wrist and left him levitating above the fire, close enough to let him feel the heat of the flames. 
 
    All the Chiefs were watching in astonishment. Kyra was controlling two of the most aggressive and savage of the Chiefs as if they were puppets. With just a single movement of her arms, both of them would die. 
 
    “Crazy Cougar rose. “We believe you. You can let them go.” 
 
    Kyra nodded. With a twist of her hands, she dropped the knife and Brown Fox. The two Chiefs stepped back in awe and stared at her. 
 
    “You’re not someone normal. You’re a spirit, the spirit that walks two worlds,” Crazy Cougar said. 
 
    “The one who walks this world and the world of the Gods,” Silver Eagle said. 
 
    The rest of the Chiefs gave their approval amid murmurs. 
 
    Kyra turned to them. “The People of the Steppes are strong and noble, a people of fierce, courageous warriors. Will you join me in the rebellion? Will you rise with me against the oppressors, against the traitors who serve the Gods? Will you fight beside me to gain your freedom so that you can all roam the plains free and in peace?” 
 
    The Chiefs thought for a moment and nodded. 
 
    “We’ll follow you,” Crazy Cougar said. 
 
    “For our People’s freedom!” said Silver Eagle. 
 
    The Chiefs rose to their feet and brandished their knives. 
 
    “For the People of the Steppes!” 
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    Ikai woke up shivering. He could feel a cold and dampness which penetrated to his very bones. That feeling had not left him ever since he had first set foot in that Boundary. He shook himself under the bearskin cape, trying to stir some warmth into his body. He felt a little better, though not much. He put his head out of the opening in the canvas tent with its covering of pelts and contemplated the great forest with its dew-bathed tapestry of green. The smell of wet earth and ferns was so intense he felt he could almost chew it. 
 
    He crawled out of the tent, got to his feet and flexed his muscles. He had not slept well; a host of concerns were tormenting his mind. He wrapped the cape more closely around him in search of warmth. All over, thousands of tents, and all manner of improvised shelters of canvas and pelts, covered the forest, extending northwards. Inside them slept the brave men and women of the highlands, resting before the battle that was to come. 
 
    He went on as far as the edge of the forest, taking care as he went to make no noise to avoid waking anybody. They needed the rest. Soon they would have to fight, and they would need every last ounce of energy they could find. He looked out at the intense green of the great valley at his feet. At the far end, in the distance, was the capital. They had to take it, and it would not be an easy business. Not in the least. He heard a sound beside him and turned. It was Burdin. 
 
    “Don’t you ever rest?” Ikai asked him. In fact he had never seen the warrior take a single break. He was the first to rise before the sun peered above the horizon, after which he worked all day without pause, and was the last to retire at night. 
 
    Burdin puffed out his chest. “We are the People of the Highlands, we don’t need to rest.”  
 
    Ikai tilted his head and took a good look at him. Burdin was both hard and tough, and an exceptional fighter. There were days when Ikai had wondered whether that full pelt the warrior always wore might have some mystical powers which had possessed the warrior and granted him a supernatural prowess. 
 
    “I admire your strength, Burdin,” he acknowledged. “You inspire the men.”  
 
    “And I admire the way you use your head.” 
 
    Ikai could not help laughing. He had not expected such a direct reply. 
 
    “My thing is brute force. That’s how mother earth made me, me and some others of our people. What you have is truly special. Strength is not much use if there’s no level head to go with it. I’m not one for thinking too much, but that I know for sure.” 
 
    “To win, we need both of them.” 
 
    “Then it’s lucky that the three goddesses wanted our paths to cross.” 
 
    “There we’re agreed.” 
 
    The warrior pointed toward the city. “I’ve been out scouting. The Regent and his elite forces are hidden behind the capital walls. There aren’t many of them, but they’ve laid themselves out well to defend the walls. They’re not coming out, like you said they wouldn’t.” 
 
    “And the reinforcements from the county capitals?” 
 
    “There’s no trace of them. Those pigs will have disbanded, like the cowardly traitors they are, when they found out the armies from the capital had been defeated.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure of that.” 
 
    Burdin scratched his head. “I can’t think how you always know what they’re going to do, it leaves me baffled.” 
 
    “Remember I’ve already been through this in my own Boundary. It’s like reliving a particularly bloody nightmare.” 
 
    “But with a happy ending.” 
 
    “Yes, we managed to free ourselves. But the cost was terribly high. Thousands of my people gave their lives. I don’t want that to happen here. I’m going to try to save as many lives as I can.” 
 
    “The goal is freedom,” Burdin said. He turned toward the forest and pointed to his people, who were beginning to get themselves ready. “Every single one of these here will give their life to reach it. They’ll die proudly. Don’t you worry about the casualties. My people are used to harshness, we’re born and we die in the Highlands, and suffering is in our blood.” 
 
    “You’re a tough people, I know that.” 
 
    Burdin smiled, something he seldom did. 
 
    “So we are.” He turned back to look ahead, toward the distant capital. 
 
    “My people have suffered for over a thousand years. They deserve better than suffering and slavery. They deserve freedom. Lead us to victory, show us the way to follow, that’s all you need to worry about. My people will do the rest.” 
 
    Ikai sighed. “I’ll try. With all my heart, I promise.” 
 
    “I know the responsibility is enormous,” the warrior said, bowing his head. “Even I realize that, believe me. But you have me by your side. I’ll fight with you and protect you from those damned traitors.” 
 
    “Thanks, Burdin.” 
 
    The thousands of warriors camping in the forest were getting themselves ready: strong men and women, who knew how to wield spear, axe and sword. Unlike what had happened in the Senoca Boundary, in this one the rebels had spent years preparing for war by training their people so as to make them warriors before they rose up in arms. 
 
    “I still don’t understand how they had the courage to risk it… to learn to fight, for so long, under the threat of being captured and executed.” 
 
    “They’re tough, and brave. The Highlands don’t breed cowards.” 
 
    “How did you manage to do it without being found out by Hunters, Guards or Enforcers? Quite honestly I can’t understand it… I never thought it could be done… at least not in our Boundary. I ruled out that idea as impossible.” 
 
    “Ha! We owe that to Lurama. She planned it all. She’s a very special woman, a great leader, wise and very smart. Our first attempts at arming ourselves and learning to fight were disastrous. The Guards and Enforcers captured our men and killed them ruthlessly. Then came retribution. Even so, we tried several times, in different counties, but in the end they always found us and blood flowed. I almost died twice myself. Only by the grace of the Goddess Moon was I saved. After our last attempt, where the last leaders gave their lives, all seemed lost. For a long time there were no more trials, nobody dared. And it was then that Lurama arrived. She sought me out and explained what we were doing wrong and what we should do instead.” 
 
    “And she convinced you.” 
 
    “No, not at first. I’d already lost a lot of friends, and their families had suffered the consequences. I didn’t want to lose any more of them…I didn’t want more families to suffer… I didn’t think it was possible. They always found us, one way or another, and all our braves ended up dead.” 
 
    Ikai bowed his head. “And how did she convince you?” 
 
    “We’ll use what we are,” was what she told me. 
 
    Ikai was even more intrigued by this. 
 
    “Who are we?” she asked me. “The people of the Highlands,” I replied. And she said: “Exactly, that’s what we are and that’s what we’ll use against the enemy”. 
 
    Ikai thought for a moment. He began to understand the meaning of those words and a slight smile appeared on his lips. 
 
    “The lay of the land!” 
 
    “That’s it. I didn’t understand it at first, but she explained.” He drew his sword and pointed to the higher lands to the north, where they could make out mountains with their peaks in the clouds and steep, craggy terrain at their feet. “What we did was use our land against them. Most of our Boundary is made up of steep hills, mountains to the north and great forests with many rivers that flow down to the lowlands. All of those are our allies. Only the capital and the southern part are valleys with wide stretches of open land. The two southernmost counties, where we can’t hide, we use to get hold of weapons and supplies, the other four counties where the land is rough and difficult of access, we use to train our warriors. We go up to the highest and furthest forests to the north, and we train inside big caves in the heart of the mountains.” 
 
    “I see. The Guard would never go that far, it would be too costly. Not even the Enforcers would, without a definite reason.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what Lurama said. We had to be as cautious as possible and never give the Guard or the Enforcers any reason to come looking for us. It took a long time to organize it all, it was a slow, costly process. I often lost my patience.” He gave a snort. “But Lurama made me think about it and understand that it was the way to go. It took us years, long years… but gradually we did it. Every few months we had new litters of trained Wolf-Warriors, ready to fight. They grew up and went on training, becoming Bear-Warriors. After a few years we had enough Bears to start a revolt. What I’d always thought couldn’t be done was accomplished. Lurama made sure that no one raised suspicions, she even sacrificed those who had, so as to save the rest. Before they fell into the hands of the Guard, she gave the order to kill them.” 
 
    “A woman who’s both strong and intelligent. You need great courage to do that.” 
 
    “And that’s the reason why we named her our High Matriarch.” 
 
    “I see,” Ikai said thoughtfully. “What do you mean by High Matriarch? I understand that she’s the leader of you all, isn’t she? I’ve always assumed that.” 
 
    “Now she is, yes, but not at first. She was the Matriarch of the First County. Each county has one, according to the tradition among my people since before we were enslaved. A tradition which the Regent persecutes with an iron fist, just as he does with our beliefs in Mother Earth and her daughters Moon and Sun.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. Burdin slapped his chest with his fist and his face hardened. 
 
    “But we resisted, we always have. We chose our Matriarchs in secret, we keep our beliefs, our culture, in spite of the persecution, in spite of the fact that it’s against the Law of the Gods and punished with death.” 
 
    “In my Boundary the ancient beliefs aren’t approved of either, but they weren’t persecuted like that.” 
 
    “Well, you were lucky. Here many have died for not renouncing our beliefs. In our culture the Matriarch represents the woman who gives life to her village, her county, the one who guides and protects.” 
 
    “I realized when I first arrived that they’re your spiritual guides.” 
 
    “That’s right. Behind the backs of the Proxies who’ve been imposed by the Regent.” 
 
    “They’re risking a lot. They’ve executed several in the time I’ve been here with you.” 
 
    “Those swine will pay, believe me, they’ll pay in blood and pain,” Burdin said, and raised a huge fist. 
 
    Ikai snorted and shook his head. Burdin stared at his sword and seemed to lose himself in his own memories. 
 
    “I don’t know if you’ve already been told this. Some time ago there was a sacred ceremony, with all Six Matriarchies, under the protection of the Three Goddesses, and there Lurama was proclaimed High Matriarch of the six counties. Since then she’s been our Leader, and we follow her without hesitation.” 
 
    “No, I hadn’t been told.” 
 
    Burdin brandished his sword. “The only thing you need to know about my people is that they have strong and pure hearts. They won’t fail you.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. “That I know.” 
 
    “And now you’d better go and see Lurama in her tent, she wants to speak to you,” Burdin said, and sheathed his sword. 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Ikai left him to the preparations for the fight, and crossed the forest to the northernmost area, where the command tent was. As he went through the immense forest, he watched the people getting ready for battle. They were just as Burdin had described them, and now he was able to understand them better. He passed a group of young boys and girls who wore the pelts of wolves and other animals over their everyday clothes. They were tending to their spears and shields. Wolf-Warriors, he thought, and saluted them. They stopped what they were doing and saluted back. They all knew who he was and treated him with the greatest respect. Higher up he identified several groups of men and women who wore no skins over their clothes. They’re not warriors, but they’ve joined the rebellion and they’ll fight just the same. At last he reached Lurama’s tent in the deepest and steepest part of the forest. It was surrounded by twenty Bear-Warriors on guard duty. 
 
    “Liberator,” the one apparently in command greeted him. He was bigger than Burdin and looked even more threatening. Ikai saw that the others were all the same size. Those men, with the bear pelts they wore, heads and all, would terrify the most daring. Ikai was glad they were on the same side. 
 
    “Lurama wants to see me.” 
 
    The Bear-Warrior went into the big tent and came out a moment later. 
 
    “You may enter,” he said, as he held the flap open. 
 
    Lurama received him inside with a warm smile of welcome. 
 
    “Come in and make yourself comfortable, Liberator,” she said, and gestured toward a rough wooden stool beside a brazier. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ikai said, and sat down. His body was grateful for the pleasant warmth from the brazier. 
 
    “One of the advantages of being a High Matriarch,” Lurama said with a wink. 
 
    Ikai smiled, getting closer to the brazier. “I can’t seem to get used to the dampness of your land.” 
 
    “Is your land warmer?” 
 
    Ikai nodded. 
 
    “Man gets used to everything, this experienced woman can assure you of that.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hope this man gets used to it soon.” 
 
    They both laughed, and Lurama offered him a glass of hot wine. 
 
    “It will do you good, it comforts the spirit and the bones.” 
 
    Ikai took it and tasted it. “You wanted to see me?” 
 
    “Yes. I wish to ask you something, but first let me thank you for leading us here. So close to freedom that it’s within reach. This is something I’d only dared to dream of.” 
 
    “You and your people had already been preparing for this rebellion for years. All I’ve done is help you by sharing what I learnt in my own Boundary.” 
 
    Lurama smiled. “Don’t forget that you bring us that brilliant intelligence of yours. Without your plans we wouldn’t be here today, however long we might have been planning and preparing for it. And I’m not at all sure we would have succeeded. My people have strong arms and great spirit, but there aren’t many among them with a mind like yours. This old woman grasps these things, I’ve always had an eye for people, for knowing their strong points and their weak ones, so don’t try to deny it.” 
 
    “I’ll accept the compliment,” Ikai smiled back. “Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s true that we’ve spent more than ten years preparing warriors clandestinely, instilling courage in the people so they may rise against the tyranny of the Gods, but we didn’t have a leader who could guide us in that final stage, to the actual day of the rebellion. That’s why I waited, waited for the right moment, for the right person. And then you arrived, and the sky opened before my eyes. I had no doubt of what I must do, I knew it at once. The waiting, the preparation, were over, it was time to act. And look where we are! At the gates of the capital, at the gates of freedom.” 
 
    “You’re a wise woman and a great leader,” Ikai said. His admiration for her grew every day. She was leading the revolt and all her people more or less on her own, and she did it with remarkable temperance and intelligence. 
 
    Lurama sat down beside him. She wore a thick gray woolen tunic and a cape with a pelt hood. Her long straight hair had lost the blond of its youth and turned gray, but her eyes were still young and keen. 
 
    “We’ve worked hard and achieved a great deal. We can’t fail now that we’re so close. The people have arisen, as you said they would, and now there’s no way back. Not now we’re so near our goal. It’s victory or death.” 
 
    “That’s right. We’ll make it. Your people are strong, they’ll succeed.” 
 
    She nodded, her eyes filled with hope. “Tell me, Liberator, how long has it been since you came to me?” 
 
    “Three long years.” 
 
    “To me it’s been like the blink of an eye. Times passes quickly when there’s so much to do.” 
 
    “I remember when you first met me you nearly ordered Burdin to cut my head off.” 
 
    Lurama laughed whole-heartedly. 
 
    “I took you for a fool. Presenting yourself before me like that, talking about freedom, rebellion, about facing the Gods, without being one of us, was crazy, to say the least.” 
 
    “I had to take the risk. There was no other option. It took me a long time to travel this Boundary without being found out and work out whether it was the same system as ours, whether the organization, the structure and the Boundary itself were the same. Whether the Gods repeated their plan of slavery or whether there were variations.” 
 
    “You convinced me that they were.” 
 
    “They’re practically identical. The Gods use the same pattern for every Boundary. The only thing that’s different is the race of the people and their location within the great continent. My Boundary is in the north-east of the continent. This one is in the north-west, more or less at opposite ends. I had to cross the great continent to get here. In the east the weather is warmer and the land is flatter. Here in the west, the weather is wetter and the region more mountainous.” 
 
    “What is there further West? I’ve always wondered.” 
 
    “The sea. The great continent is surrounded by sea. To the west of this Boundary is the ocean, just as it is to the East of mine.” 
 
    “And how did you get to me? Who gave you my name? For years I’ve been fighting in secret, since my youth, but very few people knew I was the leader of those who sought to rise against the Gods. You’ve never told me: why?” 
 
    “Getting to you was complicated. I had to use certain methods…which you wouldn’t approve of… I’d rather not reveal them to you…” 
 
    Lurama looked into his eyes, as if she were reading his soul in them. 
 
    “I know there’s no evil in you. What you did was necessary. But I would like to know one thing, which is why I called you.” 
 
    Ikai sighed. He feared the question she was about to ask. 
 
    “You’re not a common man, Liberator, my Matriarch’s instinct tells me that and it’s not often wrong. Am I right?” 
 
    Ikai considered his reply. He could not afford to lose Lurama’s trust, he must be honest. 
 
    “It’s true, I’m not like most men.” 
 
    “The mist…the thing that covered the edge of the forest and hid the trap against the Regent’s army… wasn’t a natural one. I know the climate of my land very well, and I’d never seen such a solid, heavy mist on the edge at this time of year. Was it you?” 
 
    “Yes, it was me. I had to hide the trunks. If the soldiers had seen them they wouldn’t have fallen into the trap.” 
 
    “How did you do it? There’s nobody in my village who can do that sort of thing. Only the Power of the Gods can do something which is impossible for men.” 
 
    “You’re not mistaken. I did it by using the Power of the Gods.” 
 
    For the first time since they had known each other, Ikai saw doubt in Lurama’s firm, serene eyes. 
 
    “You can trust me. I’m no God, and nor do I serve them.” 
 
    “Then what are you? Help me to understand.” 
 
    Ikai realized that he might lose the trust she had bestowed on him, so he decided to tell her the truth. 
 
    “What I’m about to tell you isn’t easy to accept, but I hope you do.” 
 
    “Go ahead. I’m listening.” 
 
    He told her about the Gods, about the hybrids, and about what went on in Alantres, the Eternal City. He explained the extraordinary anomalies: the hybrids with power. He told her about Adamis, the Discs, and the Power. Lurama listened in silence, without interrupting, hanging on every word. When Ikai had finished, she poured herself a glass of wine and drank slowly. 
 
    “You’re a hybrid with power.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. “The Power runs in my blood, in my family’s.” 
 
    “Can you show me?” 
 
    “Yes. Don’t be frightened.” 
 
    Lurama tensed, breathed deeply and relaxed her shoulders. She nodded in assent. 
 
    Ikai took out the disc and placed it over his hand. 
 
    When she saw it Lurama tensed once again. “The Eyes use those against us!” 
 
    “And we use the discs against them. This one belongs to the God-Prince Adamis. It contains his Power. He made five for us and in each one, in the center, is a tiny pip with his power.” 
 
    “Give me a demonstration, please. I want to understand.” 
 
    “Very well.” He activated the disc, and it rose above the palm of his hand. He concentrated and searched for Lurama’s aura. He perceived it clearly in his mind; it was a strong, clear one, although it no longer shone with the intensity of youth. Softly and carefully he raised her into the air, two hand-spans above the ground. The leader of the People of the Highlands choked back a cry. Ikai raised her another hand-span, until she was almost touching the roof of the tent. 
 
    “I’m going to do something,” he warned her. “Don’t be afraid.”  
 
    “Go ahead,” she said from where she was floating above the ground. 
 
    Ikai gave the order to the disc. It shone, and Lurama began to turn gently on herself, as if she were a top. The Matriarch laughed and let herself be carried. Ikai changed the direction of the turn and kept her rotating for a moment. Then he put her delicately back on the ground. 
 
    “It’s… it’s…fascinating. And the possibilities…” 
 
    “I’m glad you understand it that way.” 
 
    “I won’t try to hide it from you, I felt fear, and that Power frightens me. But I can also see its advantages, the opportunities it could bring us, as long as it was in good hands… if we used it against the Enforcers…” 
 
    “Others won’t see it that way. They’ll fear the Power, because it comes from the Gods. That’s why I keep it hidden.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s true. There are many among my people who wouldn’t understand, or accept it. We must be wary and not use it openly. But let me assure you that you needn’t worry about me. I accept it, and I accept you, just as you are.” 
 
    “Your people couldn’t have chosen a better High Matriarch. Your wisdom and understanding are a blessing for all.” 
 
    “It is you who are a blessing for my people, Liberator. What else can you do with that disc?” 
 
    “Not everything I’d like to, as yet. Learning to use the Power has required a lot of practice, and I’ve only discovered a minuscule portion of what I believe it can do. I haven’t had the good fortune to have a teacher to learn from. All I know I’ve learnt by trial and error. I’m still trying to learn every day. It’s a hard task, and often frustrating, but when I learn a new skill it’s a unique and glorious feeling.” 
 
    “And from your face and the passion you show when you talk about it, I believe you must find it very satisfying.” 
 
    “I certainly do.” 
 
    “Well, go on trying. In this life, all professions require years of apprenticeship. Very likely it’s the same with the Power. Go on learning. We’ll need it.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that’s true.” 
 
    The flap at the entrance of the tent opened and one of the Bear-Warriors came in with an air of determination. 
 
    “Matriarch, everything is ready. As you requested.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    He held up his horn. “Shall I call the summons?”  
 
    Lurama sighed heavily. “Yes, summon them all. It’s time.” 
 
    “At your order,” the warrior said, and went out. 
 
    A moment later all the horns sounded throughout the forest. 
 
    Lurama turned to Ikai. “We’ll carry on with this conversation. Now it’s time to fight.” 
 
    “I hope we may survive to finish it.” 
 
    “You’ll guide us to victory today, I’m sure of that.” 
 
    Ikai sighed and said nothing. He was not sure, and deep down, nor was Lurama. But the leader did not want to reveal the fact. 
 
    “To battle!” cried Ikai. 
 
    “For the three goddesses!” 
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    “Will they come?” Kyra asked Lone Wolf.  
 
    The warrior shrugged and was silent. 
 
    “They’ll come,” Quiet Spirit assured her. 
 
    Kyra turned and smiled at her friend. 
 
    “You see?” she said to Lone Wolf. “There’s no harm in saying something nice every once in a while.” The warrior heaved a deep sigh and went to look after the horses. Quiet Spirit giggled and went after him. Kyra watched them enter the gully where the animals were resting, drinking from a narrow ravine. That small wood of elms was the only cover in leagues. The meeting point. If, that is, they deigned to come. 
 
    She scanned the horizon. Nothing. Not a trace. Only steppes of dry grass in every direction, with small rolling hills here and there in the distance, decorated with a few lonely trees. This land was beautiful, but it made her feel a curious sense of loneliness. She felt strange in the midst of an immense plain that did not wish to take her to its heart. For Lone Wolf and Quiet Spirit that was their mother earth, the steppe, but for her it was a long way from the blue embrace of Mother Sea. Or perhaps it was because she felt lonely. Yes, maybe that was it. Seeing Lone Wolf passing Quiet Spirit the water-skin he had just filled at the ravine, barely looking at her, and her shyness as she accepted it and thanked him, looking away from the warrior’s body, made her think of Adamis. And the sense of loneliness settled on her like a dark cloak that subdued her spirit. 
 
    She recalled how the Prince-God had nearly lost his life in helping her, and intense feelings, sweet and at the same time terribly bitter, overwhelmed her. Sweet because of the love Adamis had shown her, not in words but in his actions, by sacrificing himself for her, by helping her when everything was lost. They would not have gained their freedom if it had not been for him, would not have survived the Enforcers. And bitter because of the consequences of his sacrifice. In helping her, in intervening on behalf of the rebels, he had doomed himself in the eyes of his people. His own father, the High King of Ether, had sentenced him to death. The sentence had been carried out. Adamis had been executed, the Slayer of Kings buried in his stomach. Death awaited him and pursued him. He had not been able to dodge it, and it would chase him until it caught up with him. 
 
    Kyra remembered the terrible moment when she thought she had lost him forever. The unfathomable pain she felt. And the overflowing joy she experienced when she had him back, barely alive, and dreadfully injured. She recalled, word by word, the conversation with the Witch of the Lake which had changed her life, when the Witch had appeared to her and taken her to her dwelling: an underground temple beneath the lake. 
 
    “What am I doing here? Why did you bring me?” Kyra had said when she found herself in that round chamber which reminded her too vividly of the Dungeons of Oblivion. 
 
    “You’ve spent days mourning his death beside my lake.” 
 
    “I don’t need your sympathy.” 
 
    “I know, I can see the strength of your spirit, my young lioness. I didn’t bring you here to offer you sympathy, but to ask for your help.” 
 
    Kyra stared at her, not understanding. “My help? I don’t understand… why?” 
 
    “You’d better come with me. That way I’ll be able to explain better. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with you! You think I don’t know who you are? You may have fooled the farmers and woodsmen of this county, but I know what you are, I know your people, I’ve lived among hem and I recognize you.” 
 
    The witch laughed dryly. “You’re smart, more so than your fiery character is willing to show. I like that. I believe we’ll get along well.” 
 
    “I doubt it very much. The Golden are my enemies, and you’re a Golden, a Goddess.” 
 
    The witch acknowledged this with a small bow. 
 
    “Yes, indeed I am. Although I’ve been hiding the fact for a long time.” 
 
    “You can take that mask off, I know it hides golden skin. I know you’re with them. You don’t fool me.” 
 
    “We, the Children of Arutan, wear this mask, and maybe one day I’ll take it off, but today’s not the moment. And no, my young lioness, I may be a Golden, but I’m not with them, rather I’m against them.” 
 
    There was confusion in Kyra’s eyes. “Against them?” 
 
    “I’m one of the Ancients, one of the leaders of the Children of Arutan. I’m on the side of Mother Nature, and against those who corrupt it, be they Men or Golden. I and my people.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in your reasons. Let me go.” 
 
    “But I need your help with the Prince of Ether.” 
 
    When she heard this, Kyra’s heart gave a leap. 
 
    “What horrible things are you going to do with his body? Let him be, let him rest in peace!” 
 
    “You’re mistaken. You’d better follow me.” 
 
    The Witch turned and left the hall. Kyra hesitated for a moment. She looked for a way out, but the chamber only had a single door and the witch was leaving through it. So she followed her. The Witch led her along several tunnels until they reached a spherical silver chamber. In the center of it was a white marble bed, and on it Adamis was lying. 
 
    Suddenly the Prince-God opened his eyes and moaned in pain. 
 
    Kyra was petrified, her heart in her mouth, unable to breathe. 
 
    “By Oxatsi! It can’t be!” she cried. 
 
    “I’m afraid it can,” the Witch said. 
 
    Adamis moaned again. 
 
    Kyra ran to his side and put her hands on his face. His eyes were closed, and he looked as though he was in great pain. He was cold, and his golden skin had turned a greenish hue. A putrid smell emanated from his body. 
 
    “My love! You’re alive!” she cried, overcome with joy, tears running down her cheeks. 
 
    “He can’t hear you. He’s more in the other world than in this one.” 
 
    Kyra kissed him on the lips, but he did not respond. 
 
    “How did you save him? He was dead, I don’t understand,” she said, unable to believe what her eyes were telling her. 
 
    “Not exactly… he was dead for men, practically dead for the Golden. You see, girl, our bodies, although similar to yours, work differently. Time passes more slowly as far as our organisms are concerned. That’s why we live ten times longer than you. In the same way, death doesn’t arrive so quickly. The Slayer of Kings poisoned him, and it will kill him, eventually. But when you brought him to me it hadn’t yet done that, albeit only just. Now his body is paralyzed and he’s dying, but he’s still alive.” 
 
    “You mean to say he’ll live?” Kyra cried, filled with a joy she could not restrain. 
 
    “I didn’t say that. I can’t stop the poison, and there’s no antidote. Most of his body has already been corrupted by the noxious substance. But I’ve managed to slow it down. I’ve postponed the end.” 
 
    “That gives us hope!” 
 
    “Yes, it does, girl, but I need him to come back to this world, or else his body won’t fight the poison and we’ll lose him. I’ve tried by all the means Mother Nature has put within my reach, but I haven’t been able to summon him back. If he doesn’t wake, he’ll die.” 
 
    “Is that why you brought me?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s why.” 
 
    “And what interest do you have in Adamis?” Kyra asked, suddenly suspecting foul play. 
 
    “The Prince of Ether is important for the Children of Arutan, for our cause. The High Kings pursue us, they wish to finish us off, the Prince is an important ally.” 
 
    “Are we on the same side?” 
 
    The Witch nodded. “We are.” 
 
    “I’ll bring him back, even if it’s the last thing I ever do.” 
 
    The Witch smiled. “Sooner than that, I hope.” 
 
    And for a time, which to her seemed like years, Kyra tried every possible way of waking the Prince. But he was deep in a sleep which it seemed impossible to disturb. Neither her kisses, nor her caresses, nor her whispers, nor her care, nothing managed to stir him. She was beginning to lose hope. 
 
    “Wake up, wake up, you proud prince,” she said furiously, hammering on his chest. But a moan was her only answer. His eyes remained closed. 
 
    “I’m here, open your eyes. Come on, open them.” 
 
    But Adamis could not see her. 
 
    Kyra tried everything, without success. He was there, in front of her, and their bodies were touching, but not their souls. And it was at that moment that an idea began to form in her mind. Not their bodies, but their spirits were something else. She remembered what Adamis had taught her: her Power came from Ether, from the spirit of things in nature. Without stopping to think twice she took out his disc and summoned its power. She focused on glimpsing his aura, and as soon as she did so she used all her being to penetrate it. Until then she had always used the Power to interact with things and people, to move them, hurl them, even break them, but never to penetrate them. 
 
    Just as she had guessed, at first it was impossible. But she refused to give up and went on trying. Her beloved’s life was at stake. She tried and tried, without response. Looking for help, she told the Witch what she was trying to do. The Witch thought for a while and then prepared a reagent to make her concentration and focus more powerful. Kyra drank it, and things changed. She concentrated on Adamis’s chest, on a particular point in it, and in that spot his aura began to weaken and change color.  After a while she managed to make a breach in it. Then she let her spirit emerge, as if it were a ghost, and it slipped into the crack, to enter Adamis’s chest. 
 
    Kyra’s spirit found that of Adamis, and both of them united. 
 
    He reacted and opened his eyes in shock. He screamed. 
 
    “Kyra…” he stammered,  
 
    She lost her concentration and her spirit came back to her body. 
 
    “I’m here, with you.” 
 
    Adamis looked into her eyes. “Kyra, my love.” 
 
    And they joined in an intensely loving kiss, with her tears running down his face. 
 
    “You’ll get well,” she assured him. “We’ll save you.” 
 
    It took them a whole year before he could get down from the marble bed by himself. A year of terrible pain and suffering which he bore with extraordinary strength and fortitude. Under the care of the wise witch and her knowledge of healing they managed, little by little, to make the Prince-God’s body regain some vitality. But it would take him an eternity to recover, if some day he ever managed to. He never once complained, either at the bad hand destiny had played him or at the suffering he had to bear daily so as to manage the slightest action or movement. Every step was an agony, every gesture a hell of pain. But he never protested, not even when the witch assured him that she could not heal him and that the poison would live in him until it finally killed him. 
 
    Even now, Kyra felt that instant as if it were fresh. And every time she remembered, her hand went to her chest. It was there that she had felt something tremendously intense and wonderful when their spirits had joined. Something which would always unite them. Oh, how much I’d give to touch you, feel you by my side, my love. But that would have to wait for a better moment. 
 
    Lone Wolf crouched down beside her. He had appeared so stealthily that she had not even noticed. She came back from her memories and focused on the present. The warrior began to sharpen his hunting knife with a whetstone. He had the habit of constantly looking after his weapons. 
 
    “You’d do better looking after her,” Kyra said, nodding toward Quiet Spirit, who was tending to the horses. 
 
    The warrior frowned and gave her a look of incomprehension. 
 
    “Don’t play dumb, you know perfectly well what I’m talking about.” 
 
    Lone Wolf gazed at Quiet Spirit for a moment, then went back to his weapon. 
 
    “By Oxatsi! It’s clearer than water. You can’t stop glancing at each other, and when you’re close to each other, sparks fly. Are you that blind?” 
 
    “I… don’t know…” 
 
    “Yeah… yeah… as chatty as always. You’ll have to tell her how you feel, won’t you? Because you’re drooling, big man,” she said, with a gesture of despair. 
 
    “Maybe… she doesn’t want…” 
 
    “Of course she does! I can assure you she does. If you’d rather, I’ll tell her myself,” she said with an impish smile. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    She giggled. “Well, go catch her a cougar or something, but tell her. Life’s too short and too full of troubles not to seize the good moments when we can and share them with the ones we love. Heed me.” 
 
    Lone Wolf nodded. He eyed Quiet Spirit and nodded again, as if trying to convince himself. 
 
    Kyra slapped him hard on his strong back. 
 
    “They’re coming,” Lone Wolf said all of a sudden. He waved his arm to the east. 
 
    “A dozen riders, as we’d agreed.” 
 
    “Four Great Chiefs and their champions,” said Quiet Spirit, who had come to stand beside them. 
 
    Kyra breathed out sharply in relief. “To tell you the truth, I wasn’t sure they’d come.” 
 
    “They’d given their word,” Lone Wolf said, sounding offended. 
 
    Quiet Spirit put her hand on his arm. “Not all our people know honor, or respect their word, as you do.” 
 
    The warrior looked into her eyes for a moment and bowed his head. 
 
    “Yes, there are men without honor.” 
 
    “Let’s hope these ones have it,” said Kyra. 
 
    “We must trust,” Quiet Spirit said. “They’re the four most important Chiefs of this County. We need them on our side. They control more than a hundred small tribes. Their decision is key.” 
 
    The twelve riders came toward them, raising a light cloud of dust in their wake. They entered the gully and rode down to the ravine. 
 
    “Welcome,” Kyra said with open arms. 
 
    The riders looked at her closely, without dismounting. 
 
    “Greetings, spirit that walks two worlds,” said one of the four Chiefs. He was thin, with a sharp and prominent nose like the beak of a bird, and long white hair. He was old, and did not seem fit for battle, but he radiated wisdom. Kyra recognized him from the meeting of the Chiefs. 
 
    “That’s what they call me here in the steppes.” 
 
    “I am White Owl, of the Fifth County.” 
 
    “I remember you.” 
 
    “And these are my blood brothers. We are here. I gave my word at the Council of Chiefs, and my word is sacred, like the sun that warms the steppes.” 
 
    “It reflects honor on you. Your forces?” 
 
    “They’re waiting, a little further east.” 
 
    “So what is the plan?” asked one of the Chiefs. He was young, the only young man among them; the others were more like White Owl in age and appearance. His body was athletic, and though he did not look too strong he appeared agile and determined. His eyes were light, his nose small. His face had a touch of feminine beauty, emphasized by his straight, shoulder-length chestnut hair. 
 
    “You must forgive my nephew Swift Deer. He’s eager to wield his weapon against the oppressors.” 
 
    “Those treacherous swine killed my father, your brother, and I swore to the moon by sacred ritual to avenge his death. Not a single Proxy or Guard will be left alive when I’ve finished.” As he spoke he wielded a short, light axe. 
 
    White Owl bowed his head, and his eyes turned melancholy. 
 
    “My brother was a great man, a great Chief. He brought the message of freedom to his tribe, he made it take hold, and that cost him his life.” 
 
    “And now revenge will be mine.” 
 
    White Owl motioned him to calm his fury and Swift Deer’s body seemed to relax a bit, but his gaze was still fiery. 
 
    Kyra pointed to the north. “We’ll head to the great river. There we’ll meet with the forces of Crazy Cougar of the Sixth County. Silver Eagle and the warriors of the Fourth County have already set off for the meeting-point.” 
 
    The Chiefs nodded. “With our braves of the Fifth County, that makes half the tribes. But what about the other half? I don’t trust Brown Fox the least little bit and Gray Raven even less, and they’re in control of the First and Second Counties.” 
 
    “They’ll be there,” Kyra replied, but with less than total conviction. 
 
    White Owl sat up straight on his mount. “I’m not so sure. You ridiculed them in front of all the Great Chiefs: they won’t forget that. They’ll never forgive you. Their pride is as great as the prairies we walk on and their hate as wide as the sky over our heads.” 
 
    “If they don’t come I’ll go and get them myself, and drag them by their nether parts.” 
 
    The Chiefs laughed heartily. 
 
    “I like you. You have courage and honor. And the spirits of the steppes have blessed you with their power. Let’s hope they don’t back down, or even worse, betray us.” 
 
    “The die is cast. Today the rebellion begins,” Kyra assured them. “We’ll make it. One way or another we’ll gain our freedom.”  
 
    The old Chief smiled, and his wrinkled face showed his age clearly. 
 
    “I’ll follow you, spirit that walks two worlds. Lead us to the battle.” 
 
    Kyra was about to answer when the warning came from Lone Wolf. 
 
    “Danger, to the east!” 
 
    They turned. Crowning a hill there appeared riders, with a cloud of dust behind them. 
 
    Kyra shaded her eyes to see better. “Who are they?” 
 
    White Owl sighed heavily. 
 
    “It’s the Guard. A hundred men or so. They’re coming for us. We’ve been betrayed.” 
 
    Kyra looked at Lone Wolf, who nodded. 
 
    “How do you know it is?” she said. “They’re too far away for us to make them out clearly. Maybe they’re hunters passing through.”  
 
    “By the dust they raise. Their mounts are saddled and shod, not like ours. We ride bareback. And they’re coming to hunt us, unless there’s somebody else round here plotting against the Regent and the Gods?” 
 
    She looked at Lone Wolf again, and he nodded. 
 
    “It makes sense,” said Quiet Spirit. 
 
    “Then someone has betrayed us. And the traitor has to be here among us. Nobody else knew about the meeting-point.” She stared at the Chiefs and their champions, her eyes hard and cold, but none of them made the least move to run away. 
 
    Lone Wolf pointed at the first riders, who were galloping towards them. “We have no time.” 
 
    “Let’s get away before they trap us,” Kyra said to Lone Wolf. 
 
    But White Owl dismounted from his horse. And with him, his three champions. Instantly the other Chiefs and their champions followed suit. 
 
    “Why are you dismounting? We have to get away!” she urged them. 
 
    Quiet Spirit whispered in her ear: “The Chiefs are too old. They won’t manage to escape.” 
 
    Kyra understood. Those brave men had too much pride to let themselves be humiliated by being hunted like hares as they fled. 
 
    Lone Wolf came with the horses. “Come on! I can see Hunters at their head.” 
 
    “But…” She looked at the Chiefs, then at the enemy she could already see clearly riding fast toward them. 
 
    White Owl stuck his spear in the ground. “Today I will die here, in my own land, fighting for freedom. I don’t regret it. It’s a glorious end, the end every warrior wishes. I have lived a life of slavery. I shall die the death of a warrior, in freedom.” 
 
    Kyra’s eyes moistened as she heard this. 
 
    “Perhaps we’ll make it,” she said. 
 
    The great Chief gazed at her tenderly. “Thank you, but no, we’d doom you all. Get away to safety. Escape today, then fight tomorrow. This is the good fortune the prairies have dealt me,” he said, spreading his arms wide, “and I will embrace it.” Then he turned to the other chiefs. “I’m honored that you’ll stay and fight beside me to the end. We’ve known each other all our lives, and I couldn’t ask for better company on the journey to the world of spirits.” The other Chiefs nodded and stuck their spears in the ground. 
 
    “It’ll be a glorious end,” Swift Deer said. 
 
    “Not for you, nephew. You must survive.” 
 
    “I’ll fight beside you! We’re family, blood of the same blood. I’ll die fighting, beside my own people!” 
 
    “But that won’t be today. You’re the best rider in the steppes. Nobody can catch up with you.” He indicated Kyra, Lone Wolf and Quiet Spirit. “I need you to guide our forces.”  
 
    “But uncle, I can’t leave you.” 
 
    “We’ve fallen into a trap. They want to cut off the lion’s head before it can use its claws. If all of us Chiefs die here, who’ll guide our warriors, who are waiting to be led into battle? No, you and the one who walks two worlds must survive and reach our forces, to guide them to war. Be a worthy son of my brother and do my bidding, for the good of the People of the Steppes.” 
 
    Swift Deer gazed at his uncle, then at the other Chiefs. 
 
    “I’ll honor my uncle’s wishes.” 
 
    “Leave, then, quickly,” White Owl said. 
 
    Kyra gave the Chiefs a nod of respect. 
 
    “I promise you we’ll gain freedom. Your sacrifice won’t be in vain.” 
 
    Quiet Spirit and Lone Wolf set off at a gallop. 
 
    White Owl nodded to Kyra, who galloped after her friends. 
 
    Swift Deer leapt onto his horse, and his champions after him. 
 
    “Guide them to victory,” his uncle said. 
 
    “You have my word.” 
 
    They galloped away at a dizzying speed. In no time they caught up with the others, who were riding as if the hounds of hell were at their heels, and overtook them. 
 
    “Spirit that walks two worlds, follow me! I, Swift Deer, will take you to the warriors of my people!” 
 
    Kyra glanced back. The Hunters had almost reached the elm wood. They would soon be upon the Chiefs. 
 
    Let’s hope the warriors are still there, although I have an ominous feeling about this. 
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    “We have to take the gates of the city!” Ikai cried with the full force of his lungs. It was pouring with rain, and a gust of wind filled his mouth with water.  
 
    “Forward, Warriors of the Highlands!” yelled Burdin beside him. 
 
    Two arrows buried themselves in Ikai’s shield and another in Burdin’s with a dull powerful impact. Several men in front of them fell dead and lay there in the mud-hole which the ground they were walking across had by now turned into. 
 
    “Get behind the battering ram!” cried Ikai. He had lowered his shield far enough to let him see what was happening in front of him. They were a hundred paces from the city gates, and death was raining from the battlements. 
 
    “With pride! Heave!” Burdin yelled with all his might. 
 
    The colossal battering ram moved on its eight wheels of steel-reinforced wood with a shriek of effort. More than a hundred Wolf-Warriors were behind it, giving it all the strength of their young bodies. The weight of the gigantic siege machine and the mud it had to move across were turning that last stage into a titanic task. 
 
    “Put your backs into it!” Burdin encouraged them. “Today will make you into men! Today you’ll become Bears!”  
 
    In front of the battering ram, more than ten thousand enraged warriors were trying to take the gates and the southern section of the wall in an assault on the capital which was little short of suicidal. Ikai could barely think in the midst of that deafening din of howls and the lashing of the storm. 
 
    A new shower of arrows came down on the battering ram and the brave men pushing it. 
 
    “Shields up!” shouted Ikai. 
 
    At his order the young warriors stopped pushing and as one, raised their left arms where their small round wooden shields were tied. There came the whistle of arrows cutting the air, and like the lightning which announces thunder, death fell from the sky. The arrows struck shields and men with almost the same hollow sound. Sharp on shields, softer on the bodies of men. Twenty or so young men fell amid muffled moans. 
 
    Burdin turned. “Move the fallen! Replace them!” he ordered the warriors who were moving on behind the ram. 
 
    At once a new team took up their position and pushed with all their might. 
 
    “It’s going at a snail’s-pace,” Burdin complained. 
 
    Ikai calculated the distance to the gate. “There’s not far to go. They’ll make it.” 
 
    Another volley of arrows fell on the warriors who had managed to reach the foot of the wall. The front lines did not even have time to position themselves ready to climb it, but fell dead before they could even try. 
 
    “They’d better. We’re being massacred!” 
 
    Ikai shielded his eyes from the rain. More than ten thousand warriors were hurling themselves at the eastern part of the wall, carrying ladders and hooked ropes. To the west the scene was repeated amid savage shouting. From his position he could not see them, but he knew that another ten thousand were attacking the north wall. 
 
    Burdin brushed his wet hair out of his eyes with his forearm. “And this storm isn’t helping us at all,” he said. 
 
    “It’s not hindering us either. At least not for the moment.” 
 
    “I don’t follow. Climbing these walls in the rain is going to be a complicated business.” 
 
    “So is shooting arrows and hitting the target in these conditions. Besides, they can’t use fire against us in this storm.” 
 
    “Ah, I see…” 
 
    “For now, the plan’s working. We’re already at the foot of the four walls, and there aren’t as many casualties as I’d anticipated.” 
 
    “Sure, but they’ll begin to pile up if they don’t manage to climb those walls.” 
 
    “That’s why the battering-ram is the key. It has to get as far as the gates. We need to stop them destroying it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll manage.” 
 
    Without thinking, Ikai put his hand on the horn he carried at his waist. 
 
    “And that horn? You’re not going to call retreat, are you? We’re not going to retreat!” 
 
    “It’s just in case…” 
 
    “Just in case? I don’t like the sound of that. We’re not going to retreat, either we take the capital or else we die here.” 
 
    “Take it easy, remember I’ve already been through this in my own Boundary.” 
 
    Burdin eyed him in annoyance. Then he snorted. 
 
    “All right. You always know what’s going to happen. If it’s just in case, well, so be it.” 
 
    “Thanks, friend. I hope I’m wrong, but if I’m not, we’ll need it.” 
 
    “You’re the Liberator. I follow you.” 
 
    Burdin was beginning to move forward toward the battering ram when a horn sounded the alarm behind them. At once the warrior glanced aside at Ikai, who shook his head. 
 
    “That wasn’t me.” 
 
    Both of them turned to face the sound. The horn rang again with an urgent shrillness. 
 
    Burdin strained his neck to find out what was going on. “The southern watchers are signaling danger,” he said. 
 
    “Can you see anything?”  
 
    “Nothing in this damned rain!” roared the warrior. 
 
    He stood on tiptoe and stretched further. 
 
    “Careful!” 
 
    A deadly rain of arrows fell on them. Ikai leapt to protect Burdin’s back and covered him with his shield. The missiles reached several men around them. Two struck Ikai’s shield. 
 
    Burdin turned with a snort of relief. “Thank you.”  
 
    “You look after my back and I look after yours,” Ikai said with a wink. 
 
    A new wave of arrows fell on them. The shields did their job, but every time more warriors were hit: some wounded, some never to get up again. 
 
    Ikai looked up at the sky and saw that the heavy rain was thinning to drizzle. 
 
    “The storm’s subsiding.” 
 
    “In that case it’s time to take the walls.” 
 
    The horn rang out again, this time with clear urgency. They turned to face south, and then they saw it. An enormous army of the Guard was advancing in their direction. 
 
    “Hey, what’s this?” cried Burdin. “Where are they coming from?”  
 
    “It’s a trap,” Ikai said, sounding resigned. 
 
    “It can’t be. They couldn’t have left the city.” 
 
    “They haven’t left it. They were never inside. They’re the reinforcements from the county capitals.” 
 
    “Hell! I thought we’d disbanded them! I was sure they’d all run away!” 
 
    “They’ve prepared a trap. While our army’s divided, attacking the four walls, they’re coming to attack us from behind, where they can hurt us most. Here, at the gates of the city.” 
 
    “The treacherous snakes!” 
 
    The men around them turned to see what new threat was coming upon them, then prepared to defend themselves. They began to take up their formation behind Ikai and Burdin. The battering-ram stopped its advance toward the gates. The men pushing it ran to join the others. 
 
    The enemy army was advancing determinedly and rapidly. More than fifteen thousand men, well trained and equipped, were on their way to bring death to them. 
 
    “What do we do?” Burdin asked urgently. 
 
    Ikai took a good look at the enemy army, then at his own men. He looked to east and west, where the warriors were already attacking the walls, and thought for a moment. Burdin and the rest of the men awaited his orders tensely, their eyes on him, their hands clasping their weapons. After an instant which seemed an eternity to those brave warriors, he turned and took a step toward the enemy. 
 
    “Liberator…” Burdin insisted. 
 
    All eyes were fixed on Ikai. 
 
    “We’ll do the opposite of what they expect,” he said calmly, as if the enemy army which was almost upon them did not cause him the slightest concern. 
 
    “Your orders,” Burdin begged, now in great haste. 
 
    “Burdin, listen to me carefully. You have to pull down those gates. It’s the only chance we have.” 
 
    The warrior’s eyes turned first to Ikai, then aside at the enemy army. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely sure. I’ll deal with them.” He waved toward the enemy. “You take charge of the battering-ram and bring those gates down. If you don’t do it, we’re all dead.” 
 
    Burdin’s gaze lingered on him for a moment, then he made up his mind. “Right. Lurama wants me to follow your orders and that’s what I’ll do. Wolf-Warriors, to the battering-ram, with me!” 
 
    Ikai watched them go. As soon as they reached the siege weapon a new volley of arrows fell on them. 
 
    “Good luck, my friend.” 
 
    “Liberator, they’re coming,” said one of the warriors beside him nervously. Ikai took stock of the men and women with him: they were not warriors, he had been left with the farmers. The warriors were fighting by the walls. 
 
    “Stay calm, all of you. Form into three lines behind me.” 
 
    They obeyed at once. He counted some three thousand people with him. 
 
    “Listen to me carefully. I want you to dig your legs firmly into the ground. Flex the support one, hold fast with the other. Shield up, spear and sword to the front.” 
 
    The frightened rebels followed his orders. 
 
    “What are we going to do, Liberator? There are so many of them,” another man said. 
 
    One of the women, copper-haired, cried: “Fight, like the children of the highlands we are!”  
 
    “Let’s finish off those traitors! For our children!” yelled another woman, with blonde hair. 
 
    Ikai smiled. Those women really had guts. 
 
    “What I need,” he said to the women, “is for you to keep up the line. Don’t fight, don’t advance or run in any direction. Hold fast as if you were a wall.” 
 
    “We don’t attack?” asked the copper-haired woman. 
 
    “No, we hold fast. Understood?” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” shouted Ikai in a voice which expected an answer. 
 
    “We stand!” they all shouted back. 
 
    Ikai faced the arriving enemy who were almost on them and reached for the horn at his waist. 
 
    “This is the ’just in case’ moment.” 
 
    He rang the horn three times, then withdrew behind his warriors. 
 
    The army of the Guard reached them and crashed against the human wall he had prepared. 
 
    “Hold fast!” he ordered his people. 
 
    The crash caused numerous casualties among the rebels. But they withstood. Like the wall of a dam, they contained the enemy flood. The Guard put pressure on the defensive line, but the rebels did not yield a single foot. They did not retreat, did not break their lines. The soldiers pressed and pressed, trying to break the lines and get to the battering-ram and Burdin’s men. But for a short but invaluable time, they were delayed. The men and women of the lines were sacrificing their lives to prevent the avalanche and protect the rebel rearguard. 
 
    And that was what Ikai needed. To gain the time needed for Burdin and the ram to reach the gates of the city. And for something else, something the enemy did not expect. Behind the army of the Guard, silently, by surprise, there appeared the forces which had been attacking the northern wall of the city. Or more exactly, two-thirds of them. He had only sent a third of his forces to take the north wall. The other two he had hidden in the forest, waiting, just in case they were needed. It’s wise to remember the past and learn from it, he said to himself remembering the ambush his people had fallen into when they had attacked Sesmok’s armies, and how his sister Kyra had saved them by appearing from under cover of the mist at the last moment. He remembered it well, and that was why he had prepared that counter-measure, for history tends to repeat itself. And this day it had done just that, in another place, with other people, but with the same result. 
 
    The line of defense was finally overcome. They fell before the superior numbers. A dozen enemy soldiers attacked Ikai. Calmly he clasped Adamis’s disc in his hand, focused, and used the Power. Before the incredulous eyes of the soldiers his body began to turn translucent. He became ether, as if he were a spirit, and disappeared in front of them. 
 
    The soldiers had no time to react. Behind them the rebels were falling upon them. The enemy army tried to swerve and face the surprise attack, but it was too late. The warriors of the Highlands charged at them with menacing howls and terrifying roars, and began to cut the soldiers to pieces like wild beasts of the mountains. 
 
    Ikai went up to the fallen and discovered the dead bodies of the two women who had supported him so bravely. The copper-haired woman had died as she thrust a knife into a soldier’s throat. The blonde woman lay beside her with a spear in her stomach. 
 
    The horror of war. I’ll never get used to it. And for my own good I hope I never do, that it always makes my stomach turn and my soul shrink back. For a moment he watched the fierce battle, then walked to the battering-ram. He was no longer needed here; the enemy army had fallen into a counter-ambush and was already doomed. 
 
    Burdin was moving forward with his shield held high: surrounded by a thousand fellow-countrymen, under a rain of arrows. Behind him came the ram and the brave warriors pushing it. The arrows found their targets among the rebels, but Burdin would not yield. He came to the city gates and made way for the ram to reach them. 
 
    “Get it into place! Quick!” 
 
    The first thrust of the siege weapon came at once. The gates shook but did not yield. It was followed by a second and a third. The doors shivered, but held. 
 
    “Come on! Give it all you’ve got!” he cried to his young warriors. 
 
    Spears rained on them from the battlements. More than half of them fell dead. 
 
    “Hell! Replace them!” he shouted to his men. Immediately new warriors took the place of the fallen and the ram hammered at the gates once again. 
 
    He appeared beside Burdin, who pointed to the battlements They were now throwing down rocks and spears. 
 
     “They’re tearing us to shreds,” the warrior said.  
 
    “I’ll deal with them,” Ikai said, and closed his eyes. He summoned the Power, and the disc rose above the palm of his hand. It gave forth an almost transparent flash, and he pointed his finger at the battlements above his head. From his finger there came a thread of mist which rose to the parapets. The thread extended, becoming a fog, which spread throughout the battlements above the gate. Denser, more solid, he ordered the disc, and the mist turned into thick fog. The soldiers found themselves wrapped in a cloak of fog which prevented them from seeing a finger’s-breadth in front of their noses. 
 
    “By the three Goddesses!” exclaimed Burdin. 
 
    Ikai pointed to the double gate. “Let’s seize our chance.” 
 
    “Pull down the gates!” Burdin cried to his men. “All at once, come on! Shove! Shove! Shove!” 
 
    The battering-ram hammered on the door ceaselessly to the rhythm Burdin set. The soldiers on the battlements were shooting at the rebels but with no visibility, in the midst of the fog, their aim was uncertain. 
 
    At last, with a tremendous crash, the gates gave way. 
 
    “Yes! Forward!” yelled Burdin, and crossed the gates followed by a thousand warriors. 
 
    Ikai put the horn to his lips and sounded five calls. This was the signal they were all waiting for. The rebels abandoned their assault on the walls and hurried to the gates. He looked over his shoulder and saw, arriving behind him, the warriors of the ambush. Like an overflowing dam they came into the city: thousands of rebels, in search of that longed-for freedom. 
 
    The fighting inside the city was brutal and chaotic. The defenders tried to push back the assailants from the battlements, taking advantage of their position. But the men and women of the Highlands were fighting as if possessed by the spirits of fierce beasts. The walls were covered with the red fluid of life. Inside, at the far end, Ikai saw the great Monolith of the Gods. It rose imposingly, threateningly, to the skies. The divine artifact was identical to the one in the Senoca Boundary. Ikai shivered. 
 
    In the streets of the city, skirmishes between Guards and rebels were breaking out. The Guard, overwhelmed by the tide of rebels, were withdrawing to the innermost part of the city, to the main square of the capital. Ikai looked around for Burdin and found him leading the assault on the great square. The warrior was shouting orders to his men. To the north of the square, behind the great Monolith, Ikai saw a huge stronghold with a number of adjacent buildings with regal walls and high towers. The soldiers of the Guard were retreating toward it. 
 
    “What’s that building?” he asked Burdin. 
 
    “That’s the Regent’s fortress. He’s barricaded himself in there with the nobles, and his last forces.” 
 
    “It’ll be hard to take.”  He clenched his fist hard. “But by the Gods, we’ll do it!”  
 
    Unlike Sesmok’s palace this was not showy and built for the glory of its occupier, but a military construction. And Burdin was right, it would be very hard to take. Different men, different ideas… even though they serve the Gods in the same way. He studied the situation: the rebels had taken the battlements and the southern and central parts of the city. There remained only the fortress and the northern part of the capital. Thinking of that area of the city, a shiver ran down his spine. 
 
    “Call a meeting,” he told Burdin. 
 
    “A meeting? Let’s take the fortress!” 
 
    “It’s not a good idea.” 
 
    “But we’ve already got them!” 
 
    “No… it’s a trap. The fortress is the bait, and you’re about to swallow it whole.”  
 
    Burdin looked at him in perplexity. He was about to protest, but snorted in acceptance and relaxed. 
 
    “Right then. If you say it’s a trap… then most likely it is one. What do you want us to do?” 
 
    “Call for a meeting. I want all the men and women here, in the square, ready to attack the fortress. But you must control them. Don’t let them attack, no matter how anxious they might get. Or else we’ll all die.” 
 
    Burdin’s eyes opened wide. “By Mother Earth, I don’t understand a single thing! But I’ll do what you say, Liberator. Because I trust you, and because I know you’re something out of the ordinary. I can’t explain it, and I don’t want to. But I accept it.” 
 
    For several hours the rebels continued to arrive from all parts of the city to assemble in the great square and its surroundings, awaiting orders. Thousands of men and women gathered together restlessly. The order to attack did not come. 
 
    “And what now?” Burdin asked. “Are we going to besiege them?” 
 
    “No. Now we need ropes. Long, strong ones.” 
 
    “Ropes? I don’t understand a thing!” the warrior growled. With a wave of despair he left to carry out his errand. 
 
    “And nobody must attack, or else we’re lost.” 
 
    Burdin stopped. He turned to Ikai, shook his head and went on walking.  
 
    “Nobody’ll attack unless I give the order.” 
 
    He did not take long with the ropes. A hundred Bear-Warriors were helping him, but they all looked annoyed. 
 
    “I know you want to take the fortress. But trust me.” 
 
    “I trust you, brother from another land,” Burdin said. “And they follow me.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, Burdin.” 
 
    “What else do you need?” 
 
    “Now I need two thousand of your Bear-Warriors, the strongest of them.” 
 
    “I like the sound of this a lot better. A surprise attack force? Are we going to climb the stronghold?” 
 
    “No. I need brute force.” 
 
    “By the Sun Goddess! I’d give an eye to know what goes on in that head of yours!” he protested, and went to get the men organized. 
 
    By the time everything was ready it was already dusk. Ikai commended himself to Oxatsi, Mother Sea, and prayed she would save those good people. He sighed deeply and gave the order. 
 
    “Heave!” 
 
    The two thousand Bear-Warriors heaved with all their might. They heaved on the ropes that were tied around the great Monolith of the Gods. 
 
    “I don’t understand why we’re wasting time on this.” 
 
    “You soon will, my friend.” 
 
    At the third heave, the monolith shook. And suddenly, the whole ground began to shake as though an earthquake was taking place. But it was no earthquake, it was something much worse and more lethal. From the northern part of the city close to ten thousand Enforcers appeared at a run, spears in hand, their ominous helmets shining under the touch of the sun’s last rays. There was a funereal silence in the square. Nobody spoke. Everybody was speechless with fear. 
 
    “No… it can’t be…” muttered Burdin. “We’re dead.” 
 
    “Not yet. We have to bring down the monolith.” 
 
    “The monolith?” 
 
    “Believe me. Make the men heave harder, with everything they’ve got!” 
 
    Burdin turned to the warriors. “Heave! Heave! Bring the lot down!” 
 
    The men heaved. The Executors were coming toward the square, their spotless armor and their red capes foreshadowing the blood of the people they were about to shed. The bloodthirsty spears led the way. 
 
    “Heave! Bring it down!” 
 
    The rebels confronted the Enforcers. But even for that brave people of warriors, the physical and lethal superiority of the Executors made itself manifest. The Enforcers immediately cut their way through the rebel forces, leaving a trail of dead bodies in their wake. 
 
    “They’re coming here!” shouted Burdin. 
 
    “They’re trying to stop us pulling down the monolith,” said Ikai. 
 
    “Come on, sons of the Highlands! Show your mettle! Bring it down!” 
 
    And Burdin’s men heaved and heaved, while the Enforcers dealt death on their way to them. The rebels tried to hold them back, but they were unstoppable. The first Executors reached the men who were pulling on the ropes. Without a sound they began to deal death around them. 
 
    And there came a massive cracking sound. It was followed by a second. 
 
    The monolith tottered. And fell. The rebels ran for cover. The artifact struck the ground with a tremendous crash and shattered into a thousand dark crystal pieces. For a moment they were all held still, rebels and Enforcers alike. Watching what had happened, as if time had stopped. 
 
    Burdin reacted. “Everybody to arms!” 
 
    “It won’t be necessary,” Ikai told him. Taking him by the arm, he led him to the first of the Executors, who was standing motionless, looking straight ahead. 
 
    “What are you doing? Are you crazy? Defend yourself!” 
 
    “They aren’t a threat any longer,” Ikai said, and went to stand in front of the Enforcer. All the rebels watched him in awe. 
 
    “The Gods use the monolith to control the Enforcers. Without the artifact, the Enforcers are left waiting for communication. And it doesn’t reach them anymore. Now they’re like broken toys.” 
 
    “By the three Goddesses! Unbelievable!” 
 
    “Don’t kill them. Surround them and take them to prison.” 
 
    “You heard the Liberator!” 
 
    Ikai’s orders were carried out at once. It was pitch dark by the time they managed to take all of the Enforcers away. 
 
    “And now do we take the fortress?” 
 
    “No, my friend. Now we make camp and we wait for them to surrender. There’ll be no more fighting. You’ve won. It’s only that the Regent hasn’t realized yet. If we’d attacked the stronghold, the Enforcers would’ve destroyed us. It was a good trap. That was the Regent’s plan. Now he’s surrounded by thousands of enemies and he’s alone. He’ll surrender. Give him the time he needs to realize.” 
 
    “I’d attack and tear his head off. But we’ll follow your orders.” 
 
    “Thank you, Burdin.” 
 
    “How did you know about the Enforcers?” 
 
    “Because I’ve already lived through it…” 
 
    “…yes, I know, in your Boundary. Even so, I don’t understand. It’s as if the goddesses spoke in your ear and told you how to get out of every situation. You’re special, Liberator, very special.” 
 
    “Don’t you believe that.” 
 
    “How long do you think he’ll take to surrender?” 
 
    Ikai stared up at the stronghold. “I don’t know the man, but I’d say no more than five days.” 
 
    On the evening of the fourth day, the Regent gave himself up in exchange for having his life spared. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Three days later, beside the fireplace in the deposed Regent’s bedroom, Ikai was warming body and soul. It had been a great victory. Everything had come out according to plan. He still could not explain how, but they had done it. He had worked out the strategy very carefully based on what he had learnt, and tried to anticipate their rival’s movements. But he also knew that at the end of the day, no matter how much one had thought, planned and foreseen, there were no guarantees of success. The best of plans might go irreversibly wrong in the blink of an eye. Thank you, Mother Oxatsi, for looking after your son, and for saving these good folk, who are not your people and worship other goddesses, but whom you protected just the same.  
 
    While he took comfort he recalled all the time passed in that Boundary, more than three long years, of planning, devotion, fighting and sacrifice. And what in the beginning had seemed to him impossible, they had managed to achieve. They had succeeded in bringing down the Regent and freeing that people of strong, proud men and women. I hope the others have had the same good fortune. This thought made his stomach tighten, for it had been a long time since he had had any news of Albana, Kyra, Maruk and Idana. He wished with all his heart that they might be safe and sound, but somehow he doubted it. 
 
    All of a sudden the bracelet on his left hand vibrated. He stretched out his arm and stared at it. Adamis had had it made by his Erudite Notaplo. It was a very special artifact, which allowed him to communicate with the people of the Highlands without needing to understand their strange language. The bracelet translated the foreign words in his mind, and when he spoke, he merely had to think a moment in advance and his mouth pronounced the words he meant to say in these people’s language perfectly, without his knowing how he did it. And according to what Kyra had told him it would allow him to hear the Gods’ own mental messages, which was something he had not yet had a chance to prove. But the bracelet was something more than that, something much more important: it allowed them to communicate among themselves across great distances by using the Power of their discs. But its use had been forbidden, since the Gods might intercept the communication, trace its origin and locate them. And that would sentence them to death. The five carried one of the communication bracelets, and a disc, but they had agreed not to use them to get in touch unless they found themselves in imminent danger of death. 
 
    And now his disc of Power had just given out a flash. Someone was trying to communicate. And that could only mean danger of death. Anxiety clamped on to his chest like an iron claw, so that he could hardly breathe. Was it Albana? Kyra? He took a deep breath and tried to calm down. He stretched both arms, the bracelet visible on his left wrist and the disc in his right hand palm. The bracelet vibrated again and the flash from the disc was stronger in response. An image began to take shape in front of him, faint, blurred, as if enveloped in a gray mist. 
 
    He half-closed his eyes, trying to make out who it might be, but it was impossible. He waited a moment and the image became more definite. He made out a figure hiding behind a tree. It wore a hooded cloak which did not allow him to see its face. Which of the four was it? Beside the figure’s knee, on the ground, there was something red. Blood! His heart began to beat furiously. The image finally became clear. The figure pushed back its hood and revealed its face. 
 
    “Maruk!” Ikai cried. 
 
    A message reached his mind. 
 
    I need help. The situation’s serious. Something very sinister is going on here. It’s beyond my understanding. I don’t think I’m going to make it. If I fail, know that I’ve tried with all my being. For Liriana. 
 
    The image turned blurred an instant, blinked and vanished. 
 
    “Maruk! No! Wait!” 
 
    He tried to reconnect with Maruk using the disc and the bracelet, but was unable to. He thought of contacting Albana and Kyra. But if he did, he would be endangering them. Maruk’s message was a request for help. He would have sent it to all of them. No, I mustn’t make contact, I’d be exposing them to an unnecessary risk. We all know where Maruk is and what he was trying to do.  
 
    Two knocks on the oak-wood door made him turn. He put away disc and bracelet. 
 
    “Come in,” he said.  
 
    The door opened and Lurama came into the room with Burdin. 
 
    “How do you feel, Liberator?” the High Matriarch asked. 
 
    “Recovered. Thank you for the room, I’m more than grateful for the warmth from the fire.” 
 
    “It’s the least we can do for our hero,” she replied with a friendly smile. 
 
    “I’m not a hero, or a liberator either. You are, and so are your people.” 
 
    Burdin stepped forward, “Of course you are!” he thundered. 
 
    “And of course our people are too,” Lurama put in. 
 
    “I’ve seen you do unthinkable things,” Burdin growled, “and at first I didn’t like them at all. But what you’ve done for us, has been… has been… as if you were possessed by the spirit of the three goddesses. And no, I don’t want you to explain, I don’t want to try and understand it, it’s enough to know you’re with us, you’re one of ours. You’re like a brother to me now, a Bear-Warrior from other mountains, possessed by the spirit of the Moon Goddess.” He went up to Ikai and gave him a great bear-hug, lifting him off the floor as if he were made of straw. 
 
    “Very well said, Burdin,” Lurama said, with a nod of approval. 
 
    Burdin left Ikai on the floor and Lurama in turn went to him. She gave him a heartfelt hug and kissed his forehead. 
 
    “We would never have done it without you, Ikai.” 
 
    “The People of the Highlands are strong and proud. You’d have managed to do it someday.” 
 
    “Maybe, but not like this. We owe you our lives, not only our own, but those of all the many thousands who would have perished had you not guided us in battle. I’m an old woman, and the years teach you to think and recognize things. And to be grateful for them too. You came and you joined us as one of our own. You lived among our people and you showed us the way. You’ve led us to the freedom we so yearned for. There are no words to thank you with. I didn’t believe I’d witness it, I didn’t believe it would be in my time. For all this you have my most sincere gratitude, and I give it to you on behalf of all my people whom I represent as Matriarch.” She raised her hand to her heart. 
 
    Lurama’s words moved him. 
 
    “Thank you… I came to help you… I’m glad and satisfied that you’ve gained your freedom. That’s been my wish ever since I came.” 
 
    “And now? What are you going to do? Will you stay and go on helping us?” 
 
    “I’d love to, Lurama, but I can’t. I must leave.” 
 
    “You’re leaving?” Burdin said, looking concerned. “Where to?” 
 
    “I have to help one of my own people, a friend. He’s begged for help.” 
 
    “Where is he? Is there anything we could do?” Lurama offered. 
 
    “He’s in the Boundary of the House of Fire.” 
 
    “I understand. Trying to do the same as you were here…” 
 
    “That’s right. I must go in search of him and help him. My work here is done.” 
 
    “Very well. If you must leave, ask for whatever you might need. I’ll be sorry to see you go, this old leader has grown fond of you.” 
 
    “And this Bear-Warrior too,” Burdin said. “Do you want me to go with you and guard your back?” 
 
    “Thanks to both of you. No, Burdin, you must stay here. There’s a great deal to do, and they need you.” 
 
    Burdin nodded. “It’s true, the work is piling up.” 
 
    Ikai’s gaze lingered on them a moment. They represented the wisdom and ferocity of that brave people to perfection 
 
    “The day will soon come when I’ll send for you,” he told them. 
 
    “And we’ll respond,” Lurama said. 
 
    Ikai raised his hand so they would listen and understand what he was asking. 
 
    “I’ll summon you so that together we can confront the Gods. It’ll be near-suicide, but it’s the only way to gain lasting freedom. I’ll summon you when all have united to face the Gods.” 
 
    “We’ll come,” Burdin assured him. “We owe you a debt of blood.”  
 
    “When the day comes, you can count on the People of the Highlands,” Lurama said. 
 
    Ikai saluted them with respect and affection. 
 
    “My thanks to you both. I’ll leave at dawn.” 
 
    “May the three goddesses go with you,” they said. 
 
    I’ll be needing that. 
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    Kyra urged her piebald horse uphill with her heels. Swift Deer was waiting for her at the top, gesturing to her to hurry. Lone Wolf and Quiet Spirit were following close behind her. They had been riding non-stop for hours, following the Chief.  
 
    “One who walks two worlds, quickly!” urged Swift Deer. 
 
    Kyra stopped her horse beside his and took a close look around her. To her surprise, the landscape was very rocky in that particular area. Great red stone formations with narrow passages between them stretched before her eyes for several leagues. Surrounding that strange phenomenon were the steppes. 
 
    “My people’s warriors are waiting, hidden in the center,” he said. 
 
    “It’s a curious place, this. I wasn’t expecting to find red rock in the prairies.” 
 
    The Chief pointed to the east. “We must run,” he said. 
 
    She looked in that direction, but all she could make out were a dark spot and a dust cloud coming closer. 
 
    Lone Wolf sat tall on his horse. “Guards and Enforcers,” he announced. Kyra could not see anything clearly, but she trusted him to be right. 
 
    “Treason,” Swift Deer said. 
 
    “We’d better hurry and warn the warriors,” Kyra said. 
 
    Lone Wolf glanced at Kyra and Quiet Spirit. We won’t make it.” 
 
    “Because we’re women?” 
 
    He did not flinch at this. “Because you’re not good riders. And I wouldn’t get there in time. It would be too much weight for my horse.” 
 
    Kyra turned to Swift Deer. “But you can reach them and warn them, can’t you?” she said, hoping for agreement. 
 
    The Chief stared at the enemy, then at the rocky pass in the distance, and nodded. 
 
    “Then go and warn them!” 
 
    “I’ll warn them of the betrayal and we’ll fight.”  
 
    “No,” Kyra ordered him. “You won’t get involved. You’ll go to the meeting point.”  
 
    Swift Deer’s eyes flashed with anger. “They have to pay for the death of White Owl and the other Chiefs. We’ll fight them and win. The spirits of the steppes are with us.” 
 
    “My heart begs me to do the same thing as you want to, but my head tells me that this isn’t the moment. Believe me, there’s nothing I’d like more than to confront them at your side, with your warriors, but that’s not what we must do. We must go to the meeting point, by the great river. That’s where the forces of Crazy Cougar of the Sixth County and Silver Eagle of the Fourth are waiting for us. Trust me, it’s what we must do.” 
 
    Swift Deer clenched his jaw hard and swallowed the rage which was visible in his eyes. 
 
    “You are one who walks two worlds. White Owl followed you. I follow you. I’ll do what you say.” And without another word he galloped away toward the rocky formations. 
 
    They watched him ride at breakneck speed until he was lost in the distance. 
 
    “Good choice,” Quiet Spirit said to Kyra with a smile. 
 
    “Every day I’m more like my brother. At this rate I soon won’t recognize myself.” Kyra smiled as she looked up at the sky. “Thank you brother, for your teachings and your example.” 
 
    “And now what?” asked Lone Wolf. 
 
    “Now you must guide me to the meeting point. It’s time to set the Children of the Steppes on the path of war.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Days later, sitting with her back against a tree, Kyra was resting in the midst of the war camp. At last she had managed to sleep for a good while, and her body seemed to have regained some energy. The last two weeks had been true hell. She had fought in three battles against the troops of the Guard. Three bloody victories in their advance from the south to the capital with the joint forces of the Fourth, Fifth and Sixth Counties. 
 
    Lone Wolf dropped down beside her and fell asleep at once without a word. With every passing day Kyra was growing to appreciate these remarkable red-skinned people. They were bloodthirsty savages, but they were also noble. They lived by and for the steppes, in harmony with the spirits, which according to them every living creature possessed. They also worshipped and respected animals. They were certainly very different from the Senoca. She scratched her wrist, above her communication bracelet, and thought of using it. I’d give my right arm to know that everyone’s all right, that Adamis is all right… But she knew she could not risk it, least of all now that they were at the height of the revolt. 
 
    She glanced at her other wrist, at the accursed Ring. They still all wore it, since they needed it to get into the Boundaries: if they were to try crossing without one they would die. Adamis, working together with Notaplo, had offered to try to find a way of freeing them from the Rings, but the ill-omened objects were a golden artifact which was both powerful and well-designed. Not even Notaplo had found an easy way of getting rid of them. She sighed deeply. Thinking of Adamis had brought on a feeling of great yearning. She remembered the time they had spent together since the liberation of the Senoca, a very difficult time but also a very happy one. She leaned against Lone Wolf’s shoulder and allowed herself to be carried away. And she remembered those days. 
 
    “Have you contacted him?” she had asked Adamis. 
 
    Sitting in a chair a few steps from his bed, barely able to keep upright, the Prince-God raised his head towards her. On his face was an expression of intense pain which he was doing his best to hide. 
 
    “Yes, Notaplo will deal with it. Do not worry.” 
 
    “You take too many risks.” 
 
    Adamis shook his head. “It is Notaplo who is taking risks. If my father found out he is helping us…that he is helping the escaped rebels, he would have his head cut off. Or something worse.” 
 
    “Notaplo is a great man. A good man,” Kyra said, thinking affectionately of the wise old man. 
 
    “And the best Erudite among the Golden. In any case, here in the home of the Witch of the Lake the risk is less. The temple is protected. They would not be able to trace any communication to this place.” 
 
    “I can’t tell whether you’re telling me this because it’s true, or to stop me worrying.” 
 
    Adamis smiled. “Both. There is no need to worry. Above, on the surface, the use of the Power is identifiable, traceable. Down here, on the other hand, it is far harder to pick up. That is why my people build underground temples. They do so to hide what is in them, and the use which is made of the Power in those places, from the other Houses.” 
 
    “And I thought you were a funereal, deeply gloomy race.” 
 
    “That too, I cannot deny it. But the reason the temples are built underground is to hide both them and their inhabitants. Like this one, for instance.” 
 
    “What Adamis is telling you is true,” the Witch said as she came into the room. “That’s why they’ve never found me, even though I make use of my Power here.” She no longer wore the mask in the shape of a tree over her face. Kyra had found out many things about her and her group, the Children of Arutan, during the time they had shared in the hidden temple under the lake. The old witch’s name was Aruma. Her face was kind, and the golden hue of her skin was now almost entirely ochre as a result of her great age. Her soft gray eyes shone with undeniable wisdom. Her character on the other hand was the opposite: often she behaved like a spoilt child, even as though she were not all there. This bewildered Kyra, who had grown fond of her. 
 
    She poked her tongue out at Adamis. “The more I learn about you all, the less I like you,” she said. She was trying to cheer him up by all the means she could think of, because although he constantly concealed the fact, she knew he was in terrible pain. 
 
    “Have they managed to get Notaplo’s monolith to work?” Aruma asked with a giggle. “A brilliant idea of that Erudite, though a bit crazy in my opinion.”  
 
    Kyra turned to her. “The monolith is finished, and according to what Idana told me, it works! All thanks to Notaplo!” 
 
    “And to the Children of Arutan,” Adamis said to Aruma with a small bow. “They are the ones who have managed to raise and activate it, let us not forget.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten it. They terrified our people when they appeared to help. Luckily Ikai was able to handle the situation. Half a dozen Gods, appearing from nowhere, just like that… it was a shock.” 
 
    “There wasn’t much option,” Aruma said. “Adamis is an invalid, and I’m too old and crazy for this task. I had to entrust it to my brothers. It took me a while to find them and convince them. But it worked. Who’d have thought it? Men and Golden working hand in hand, for the same goal, as allies. Something unthinkable.” She giggled. “Mother Nature must be overjoyed.” 
 
    Kyra shook her head. “I’d never have imagined it either. She shook her head. “Now, with the monolith active, we can hide from the Gods. The Senoca have disappeared from the face of the earth.” 
 
    “Yes. No Golden will be able to see you or perceive you as long as you all stay within the area of the protective boundary.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m sure there isn’t a single Senoca crazy enough to go outside into the open.” 
 
    Aruma nodded. “He’s very intelligent, that brother of yours. I was surprised by his plan: it was well thought-out and unexpected. Yes, he has a good head, that young lion. I’ve always liked him.” 
 
    “Plan? What do you mean?” Kyra asked in puzzlement. 
 
    “The exodus of the Senoca. I expected you to go far away from here, but I always assumed you’d go toward the sea, to your Mother.” 
 
    “And so we did, in the end.” 
 
    “Yes, but the most logical choice would have been to go east; the sea’s just a few days’ journey from here. We’re on the edge of the continent, at the extreme east. But your brother went west, to the center of the continent, and then he headed south, until he reached the sea. A good move: the Golden searched for you all along the east coast and part of the northern one. But they never thought you’d go in that direction. A very good move.” 
 
    “It was very hard, we lost many people during the journey. But Ikai was convinced it was the only way to make them lose our tracks. And in the end, he was right.” 
 
    “Your brother’s a good leader. He’s done very well. And he has you to help him. The fact is that you never cease to surprise me.” Aruma gave her usual giggle. 
 
    Adamis wrapped himself closer in his blanket and could not hide a grimace of pain. “Anyway, we must prepare for the worst. They will find us, sooner or later, and sooner or later there will be a confrontation. We must be ready. I must be ready.” The Prince-God tried to stand with the help of a staff Aruma had made for him, but was unable to. He remained sitting in his chair. 
 
    Kyra hastened to help him. 
 
    “No, please. Let me do it myself.” 
 
    “But you can’t, my love, let me help.” 
 
    “I know you do it out of kindness, but your help makes me feel useless.” 
 
    “You’re not strong enough. You need more time. You shouldn’t try to stand yet,” Kyra said, her voice full of concern. 
 
    Adamis glanced aside at the marble bed a few steps away, then at the chair he was sitting in. 
 
    “Nearly a year, and all I have managed to do is get out of bed and drag myself to this chair.” 
 
    “You’ve done a lot. And you’ve suffered terribly to get this far.” 
 
    Adamis shook his head, and making an effort he tried to stand. His face became a mask of pure suffering. He held back a grunt of pain. Before Kyra could hold him up he fell to the floor and lay there, unable to move. 
 
    “Adamis!” Kyra cried, as she tried to help him. 
 
    Her heart broke every time she witnessed his efforts to recover. Every day he tried, tiny fractions in silence, without a single complaint. And every day he managed to regain a pinch of the energy the poison had stolen from him. During those first days, the hardest ones, when he could only move his neck and his body lay dead, he had made her a promise: someday he would go back to being what he had been. Every day he struggled to do so. And although the pain he suffered was abysmal, he would never give up. Never. But the inhuman punishment he was inflicting on himself worried her. She was afraid that one day he might go too far, and either his body or his mind would end up breaking irreversibly. 
 
    Aruma glanced at Kyra out of the corner of her eye. “We need you alive, Prince of Ether,” she scolded him,  
 
    “I am no good in this pitiful state,” Adamis replied. With a great effort he sat down in his chair again. 
 
    “The Children of Arutan need you. Men need you. So stop punishing your ill-treated body, which is barely alive. Or else I’ll have to spank you like a disobedient child.” 
 
    Adamis smiled. “And you would, I have no doubt.” 
 
    She gave a mocking laugh. “Of course I would,” she said, looking pleased with herself. 
 
    Kyra, grateful for her intervention, smiled at her fondly. The wise leader left them alone. 
 
    “Promise me you won’t over-exert yourself.” 
 
    Adamis took her hands in his. “You know I love you more than life, and that I will do whatever you ask.” 
 
    “I’ve already lost you once, and I couldn’t bear to lose you again. I won’t ask you not to try, I know that’s against your fighting spirit, but be careful. Your body won’t take it.” 
 
    “Thank you for not stopping me,” he said, gazing at her with love in his eyes. “I will be careful, I promise.” 
 
    And for months he tried and tried, struggling every day against the pain, falling back broken on to the bed every night, holding back tears of suffering and rage. But he kept fighting until in the end he was able to walk. Kyra was there to help him every step of the way, suffering with him, witnessing his pain and the incredible strength of his will-power. She now remembered those difficult days with intense nostalgia, for it had been three long years since she had been able to hold her beloved in her arms. 
 
    And she fell asleep remembering, while night fell over the war camp. Lone Wolf covered her with a blanket. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, and fell into a dream of past, happier times, alongside her beloved Adamis. 
 
    Dawn brought the cool of the steppes, and as soon as the sun rose the whole camp was on its feet, getting ready for that decisive day. It was time for the final battle. 
 
    “The Chiefs wish to speak to you,” Lone Wolf told Kyra. 
 
    She woke up and saw her bodyguard already on his feet, prepared and armed to his teeth. 
 
    “It’ll be best if you don’t let me die in today’s battle,” she replied, her eyes on the steady bustle of warriors and horses all around her. 
 
    “That won’t happen,” the warrior said with absolute certainty. 
 
    “It’s the moment of truth. Today we either take the capital or we die.” 
 
    “You won’t die as long as I’m alive.” 
 
    Kyra smiled. “You’d better do that, otherwise I’ll come back from the spirit-world to haunt you.” 
 
    “I bet you would.” 
 
    “Have you told Quiet Spirit how you feel?” 
 
    Lone Wolf stiffened. “I… well… I gave her a mare.” 
 
    “By Mother Sea! Is that how you go courting here? You gave her a mare? You didn’t throw in a few hens to make it more romantic?” 
 
    Lone Wolf’s face lost its color. 
 
    “You might be the best warrior in the whole steppes, but it’s pretty obvious that what with all you say and how well you go courting, you’ll never leave any children behind you.” 
 
    Offended, the warrior snorted in disgust, turned his back on her and left. 
 
    She smiled. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Quiet Spirit beside a tent. She had heard everything. The girl came over to her. 
 
    “Bring him back to me alive, one who walks two worlds.” 
 
    Kyra nodded. “I will. Don’t you worry.” 
 
    “And when he’s back I’ll take over the courtship myself,” the young Masig said, and winked at her. 
 
    Kyra laughed. She hugged Quiet Spirit and went off to join the Chiefs. 
 
    They were waiting for her, sitting in a circle on the ground. Behind them, guarding them, stood their champions. She greeted Silver Eagle, Swift Deer, Crazy Cougar and then the other Chiefs. Those of the Fourth, Fifth and Sixth Counties were there too. She sat beside Silver Eagle, who welcomed her with a wide smile on his wizened old face. 
 
    “Welcome, one who walks two worlds,” he said. 
 
    She nodded and returned the smile with genuine affection. This man had taken her in like a daughter and had become a real father figure for her during the time she had spent there. 
 
    “Everything is ready,” Crazy Cougar said. 
 
    “And the warriors await the order to ride,” Swift Deer added. 
 
    “Very well,” Kyra said. “Today we’ll achieve what we’ve been after for so long. Today we’ll fight as brothers, all of us riding united over the prairies in search of our freedom. We’ll defeat the oppressor. Have no doubt, and follow me, I swear that today the People of the Steppes will be free.” 
 
    “We’ll follow you!” cried Swift Deer. 
 
    “For freedom!” Crazy Cougar shouted. 
 
    The rest of the Chiefs joined in the cry for freedom. 
 
    “To battle!” said Kyra. 
 
    The Chiefs joined their warriors and mounted their horses. Kyra whispered in Silver Eagle’s ear: “What about your plan?” 
 
    The old Chief gave a slight nod. “Ready.” 
 
    “I hope it works.” 
 
    “It will,” he assured her. 
 
    “When it comes to thinking, I’m not as good as my brother. That’s why I trusted you with this.” 
 
    “This old prairie fox has lived through a lot. Don’t you worry, it’ll work.” 
 
    Kyra smiled at the Great Chief and hugged him tightly. 
 
    “Don’t you get near the fighting,” she warned him. “Lone Wolf and I will lead your warriors. Please. Your people need your wisdom, not your old war spear.” 
 
    Silver Eagle turned to look at his warriors as they prepared for battle. They were young and strong, fighters raised on the harsh prairies. He smiled at her. 
 
    “You’re right. My arm’s not so strong any more, but my mind still is.” 
 
    “Thank you, Great Chief,” she said, and hugged him once again. 
 
    Lone Wolf came to Kyra and offered her a spear and a bow and quiver. She looked into the warrior’s eyes. He was offering her the same weapons the warriors of the tribe would carry into battle. 
 
    “You know I’m not able to wield your weapons.” 
 
    “You are one who walks two worlds. You are one of us. You will carry our weapons to battle.” 
 
    Kyra had never heard him say so many words at once. 
 
    “I appreciate the thought,” she said, a little overwhelmed. 
 
    He pointed behind him, where several thousand warriors were waiting on their mounts. 
 
    “Now to battle,” he said. 
 
    “To battle!” Kyra yelled. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     There came a strident whistle, and Albana opened her eyes abruptly. For a moment she thought she was with Ikai in the shelter. She focused her gaze and saw several bodies with pale green skins asleep beside her. No, she was not in the shelter, she was a very long way away from it. She was in a village built in the tops of giant trees, however unreal it might seem. She would have sold her soul to be with Ikai that morning, or any morning. His absence hurt her every dawn, with a bitter pain. At nighttime, though, it became sweet with the hope that someday not too far in the future they would be together again. And every day that went by meant that the longed-for day was closer. 
 
    The dwellers of the hut began to rise and stretch. The first rays of the sun entered through one of the glassless windows of the family dwelling, built of branches, leaves, moss and mud, which stood on two enormous branches. In that world there was no glass, nor many other commodities which other, more advanced civilizations enjoyed. 
 
    “Good morning,” Ilia greeted her in the characteristic sing-song accent of the People of the Trees. 
 
    Albana pressed her bracelet. It had been failing, and without it she could not understand a word of what those strange green-skinned people were saying. 
 
    “And to you, though I’d kill whoever it is who wakes us up every morning with that unbearable whistle,” she replied once the bracelet had translated what the girl was saying. 
 
    Ilia smiled. “Soon, very soon. Be patient.” 
 
    “My patience is running out, and you know I’m the sort who likes to get to the action,” Albana said in a tone which suggested she was determined. 
 
    “I know, that’s why I’m asking you to hold on a little longer. We’re almost ready.” 
 
    “I’ve been holding back for a long time, too long,” she said, with frustration in her voice. “I think I’ll be able to hold on a bit longer, though.” She gave the girl a wink and a wry grin. 
 
    Albana ate some fresh fruit while the remainder of the family prepared to go down to work, as they had to do every morning. She looked at her reflection in a clay bowl of clear water and noted that her camouflage was holding. To hide her from indiscreet eyes they had covered her whole body with something green, some kind of resin mixed with herbs, which when dry gave her the skin tone of the People of the Trees. But she had to be careful not to let it wear off and reveal her white skin. 
 
    “Preparations are going as foreseen. We’ll rise up very soon and what we so much wish for will come true.” 
 
    Albana gave a roguish smile. “It had better, or else I’ll start the subversion myself,”  
 
    “Trust me,” said Ilia. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    And in fact she did. There was nobody she trusted more in that Boundary. This race was wild and primitive, far more so than the Senoca, and treachery was common. She had already witnessed it first-hand. When she had crossed the barrier of the Gods and reached the tribe she had been welcomed first with friendly greetings, then with knives and arrows. She should have foreseen it: what could anyone expect of savages with their faces painted black, dressed in loincloths and moccasins? She almost did not survive to tell the story, and she still had a scar on her back from a treacherous knife as a reminder. 
 
    Thanks be to the heavens, Ilia had appeared at the last minute to prevent more bloodshed. She was the daughter of the Chief of the tribe and was considered a princess. She took her in and welcomed her. Ilia, who had a quick mind and an observant nature, listened to everything Albana explained to her: why she was there, her mission, the Gods, the other Boundaries, and how to gain freedom. To Albana’s surprise, since she had not expected much from those tree-dwellers of the endless forests, half-naked savages, Ilia believed her. Not only that, she put her in touch with the subversive elements who had been at work for some time, although in a disorganized and chaotic way. 
 
    “Come on, we have to go down. The Shaman and his guards will be checking the houses soon.” 
 
    Albana put her head out of the window. “He’s on his way already, the swine.” 
 
    They left the hut, and she avoided looking down. It was something she never did, since they were in an elevated village built amid gigantic trees, thousands of years old and more than a hundred and twenty feet tall. 
 
    She followed Ilia and her brother Pilap. They were walking at ease along the platforms and swaying catwalks amid formidable branches and lianas, as if living in the top of a tree at an appalling height above the ground were the most natural thing in the world. Albana, on the other hand, had to struggle with the vertigo the height gave her. She had it under control now, but every once in a while she still felt it and it was a deeply horrible feeling. 
 
    The other dwellers were coming out of the huts among the giant branches. They were green-skinned men and women, the men with shaven heads, the women wearing simple strips of leather over their private parts. They walked on those unsteady surfaces which swayed above the void, immune to the height and able to move almost as skillfully as primates. They were loaded with their working tools as they made their way down: axes and hatchets to fell trees in the case of the men, baskets for the gathering of fruits, berries and edible roots in the case of the women. Every morning the whistle sounded and the whole tribe had to leave the village in the trees and descend to work in the woods. That was the law of the Gods. 
 
    Albana looked to her right and saw two young men on a wooden platform. They seemed to be arguing about something, but she could not hear what it was. She had the feeling that the conversation would soon escalate and go from words to shouts, then to something more. She was not wrong. One of the youngsters was yelling at the other, who gave him a violent shove. The victim took two steps back, steadied himself and pulled out a knife without a second thought. The other did the same. They stared at each other with hatred in their eyes, flexed their knees and started circling around each other, looking for the chance to be the first to strike. 
 
    “Ilia, you’d better impose some order here. Two of the young men are about to cut each other open,” Albana  said,  not without a trace of admiration. She liked this race. True, they were savages, but their blood was hot and they never backed down, not before anybody, not before anything. And that was something she respected. 
 
    Ilia stopped and turned to see what was going on. “I’m coming,” she said. 
 
    The two young men exchanged several strokes and cuts, and without Ilia’s intervention things would have ended badly. Yes, I like these green savages, I must admit they have guts and they don’t let anybody take advantage of them. 
 
    They went on, with Albana hurrying. She had to go down with them because the village was subject to search, and if she were found out she would be in serious trouble. Ilia handed her a colossal liana. 
 
    Pilap laughed. “Come on, sluggard.”   
 
    Albana poked her tongue at him and began to descend. Pilap went in front of her, smiling, with his cousin Lial following him. She always enjoyed descending from that unthinkable height. It was exhilarating. 
 
    Pilap went down at dizzying speed. Albana could not follow for fear of losing her grip and ending up flattened on the ground. She envied those people’s skill. Even using her Power she could not compete with them in their habitat. But gradually, over time, imitating her hosts and practicing a lot, she had managed to develop a couple of new skills which were sure to come in handy in the future. One of the most interesting mysteries of the Power was that it allowed new abilities to be created through experiment and practice. This was like honey for Albana, something delightful. There was nothing she liked better than developing a new skill through the use of her Power. The Golden barely went in for experiments; they were content to use the more efficient and powerful skills developed by their Erudites. All for fear of growing old and dying prematurely. But she was a hybrid with power, and as a human the power had no side-effect on her: it did not make her age. And so she experimented with it as often as she could. Unfortunately developing a new skill was a difficult, demanding business. But the reward and the feeling of triumph when she managed it were unequaled. She had taught Ikai and Kyra how to experiment, and she hoped they would do it as often as they could. 
 
    Lost in her own thoughts, she stepped on another young man’s foot by mistake as she reached the ground. Without a word, and before she could even begin to apologize, the man turned and pushed her with all his might. Albana took advantage of the shove to somersault and land back on her feet as if nothing had happened. She looked at the young man defiantly. He and his friend pulled out knives at once. 
 
    “You’re not exactly friendly, are you?” 
 
    “Are you laughing at us?” 
 
    Albana thought of replying sarcastically, but she knew that if she did so she would have to kill those two men. It was early in the day and these two, savages though they were, were too young to die like that. 
 
    “I’d only laugh at the Shaman,” she said, and took out her two black daggers. 
 
    The reply disconcerted the young men. Nobody confronted the Shamans. That meant going against the law of the Gods, and it carried the death penalty. 
 
    Pilap stepped in between and gestured towards Albana, knife in hand. “She’s with me.”  
 
    The two youngsters lowered their gaze. “If she’s with the Chief’s son, she’s with us,” they said, and left with heads bowed. 
 
    “It wasn’t necessary, Pilap.” 
 
    “I know. It was just in case.” 
 
    Albana winked at him fondly and sheathed her daggers. 
 
    “Besides, I want to go on competing with you. I know you’ll never beat me at climbing down the liana,” he added with a laugh. 
 
    Ilia’s younger brother was seventeen springs old, strong and athletic. But most of all he had a good heart, something Albana had noticed at once. It was an uncommon quality in a place where brute force and savagery reigned over goodness. Ilia, two years older, also had a good heart, but in her what stood out most was her intelligence. 
 
    “Every day I get closer, ugly,” Albana said. “The moment your attention slips, I’ll overtake you.” 
 
    He flexed his strong, nimble arms. “That won’t happen, whitey,” 
 
    “Don’t brag so much,” Lial said, and pushed him. 
 
    Pilap grinned. “If you weren’t my father’s brother’s daughter, you’d see.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, look how I’m shaking.” She aimed a kick at him. 
 
    Lial was quite the tomboy, both in looks and in behavior. A year older than Pilap, she was always with him, daring him at every step. And on some occasions she even beat him. They competed over everything, from who could climb the highest and fastest to who could fight better with knife and axe. But most of all, which of them had the best aim with the bow. Their camaraderie was unshakable, and they had adopted Albana as one of the family, which was something she was deeply grateful for. 
 
    Albana looked up at the lush landscape around her. She was awed afresh. Before her rose the tallest and most massive trees a human being could ever imagine. There were thousands of them, spreading to make a forest of incredible beauty. All that Boundary was an unfathomable forest, something which had utterly surprised and amazed her. The Gods had decided to exploit the resources of the endless forest where the People of the Trees lived. The landscape was overwhelming; each tree was of unbelievable size. The base of the trunk alone was bigger than a house, and in many cases they were over a hundred and eighty feet tall. 
 
    The first time she saw them those green and brown giants impressed her so much that she was left speechless, unable to react. From what she had learnt about them they were thousands of years old, and the green-skinned People worshipped them. 
 
    She put her hand to her eyes and looked up towards the crowns of the trees. There, more than a hundred and twenty feet up, were the villages. These were built around the massive trunks, using the huge branches for support, joined together by catwalks of wood and rope. Most of the tops she could see were inhabited, so that a multitude of bridges, platforms and lianas joined the trees to each other. The huts, built on the branches and platforms, housed the families. 
 
    She sighed. She had been living among them for a long time, and though she was used to it all by now, she was still fascinated. Living in villages built in those majestic trees seemed quite fabulous to her, as well as a tremendous achievement on the part of its inhabitants. That entire world had an awesome beauty. The green which reigned everywhere was dreamlike, the air cool and filled with jungle fragrances which enchanted the senses. 
 
    From high in the trees came the men and women to produce for the Gods. In that area there were three villages, and hundreds of people were willing to serve the Golden. According to what Albana had seen, the socio-economic organization and structure of that Boundary was very like that of the Senoca. The territory was divided into six counties, with the capital in the center. Enforcers, Proxies and the Guard operated in the same way as in her old Boundary. There were hundreds of villages in each County, the only difference being that these were all high above the ground. The difference was in the hierarchy within the villages themselves. In each there was a Chief and a Shaman. The Chiefs were the ancient leaders and the Shamans, the religious guides, had gained power with the aid of the Proxies. That way they can control this whole savage people better. The Chiefs don’t have power any more, and the Shamans make sure they rule the villages. And they have them subjugated on a basis of blood and terror. But all that’s going to change. 
 
    “Form into groups!” came the order from a Guard. Behind him a Proxy waited, together with another dozen Guards. To Albana it was shocking to see green-skinned Guards wearing armor, as opposed to their working brothers who went half-naked. The men separated into two large groups, the women into three. She followed Ilia and joined the third group. 
 
    The Guard pointed to the east. “Men, group one! Tree-felling!”  
 
    There was a rumble of complaints, which grew stronger. 
 
    “Tree-felling! The Gods command it!” shouted the Proxy. 
 
    For the People of the Trees, cutting the forest to collect timber or to clear space for crops was sacrilege. The greatest of sacrileges. Killing the forest meant killing the soul of the people. This was something which the Chiefs rejected, but which the Shamans now defended. The order to fell trees went against everything they held to be true. For them the forest was sacred and had to be protected at all costs. 
 
    “Sacrilege!” one of the men in the first group suddenly called out. 
 
    “Who said that?” the Proxy asked. 
 
    “I did,” said a young man. He was not more than twenty years old, strong and determined. He took a step toward the Proxy. “It means killing our soul.” 
 
    The protests grew among the other men, and the Guards tensed. The Proxy was about to speak when the village Shaman appeared, followed by three guards. 
 
    “I’ll take care of this.” he said. 
 
    He stepped forward, and Albana had a sudden feeling of something ominous. The Shaman wore a long robe, entirely covered in gigantic many-colored feathers. On his head he wore a mask with a huge beak which hid his face. Every time she saw him she felt the desire to tear the mask off, along with his head. But there was no way she could do anything of the sort.  Everything had already been set in motion, so that one false move meant their plans would fail. 
 
    “The Gods order us to gather the fruits of the forest to feed them and allow them to build their great eternal city,” the Shaman said. 
 
    “What Gods, what eternal city?” the young man countered. 
 
    “The Golden Gods whom we serve, and who must be obeyed at all times. Their wishes are law for our People.” 
 
    “All I see is green-skinned men, Shamans and Proxies, who order us to destroy our sacred home. All I see is sacrilege. Father Forest will punish us for turning against him.” 
 
    “Father Forest is a false god. The true Gods are golden as the sun and his immense power. You have seen their servants…” 
 
    “Yes, those monsters with helmets on their heads, more Monsters than men.” 
 
    The Shaman waved his arms, shaking the feathers of his ceremonial attire. “As long as we follow the law of the Gods, they will allow us to live in peace and grow as a people. But if we refuse their demands, they will descend upon us and destroy us. No one will survive. No one,”  
 
    “Listen to your Shaman,” the Proxy said. “He respects the law of the Gods,”  
 
    “The Shaman doesn’t serve his people, he’s betrayed us.”  
 
    Ilia, who was beside Albana, could not hold back an anguished cry. 
 
    The Shaman went up to the young man until his mask was in front of his face, but the young man did not flinch and kept his chin high. 
 
    “The Shaman is the law in the village,” the Shaman said. With his left hand he threw some silver dust into the air. The young man’s gaze turned aside to follow the dust, and with a swift movement of his right hand the Shaman cut his throat with his ceremonial knife. 
 
    “Nobody may defy my authority and live. I serve the Gods, I am their voice.” 
 
    The body of the young man collapsed on to the ground. Several men took a step toward the Shaman, who turned and threw some red substance at them. On contact with their skin the poison penetrated their bodies, and the men never got as far as laying a hand on him. They fell to the ground, writhing in pain. The Guard surrounded the Shaman to protect him. The other men protested, but dared not do anything. 
 
    Albana was about to step forward, but Ilia grabbed her wrist. 
 
    “No,” she whispered. “Stay where you are. There’s too much at stake.”  
 
    “He’s holding your father in prison and he’s a savage murderer,” Albana muttered in her ear. “We’ve got to kill him.”  
 
    “Yes, and that’s exactly why we can’t take the risk now. He’ll get what he deserves. I’ll give it to him myself, for what he’s done to my father, for what he’s doing to our people. But we can’t do it now. We have to follow the plan.” 
 
    Albana bit her lip and made an enormous effort to hold back the rage she was feeling. 
 
    “All right. But tell me when and I’ll gut him.” 
 
    Ilia nodded and let go of her wrist. The protests died away. All of them knew the punishment for standing up against the Gods’ wishes: their throats would be cut. 
 
    “First group of men, get ready for felling!” came the order again. 
 
    Reluctantly, a few at a time, they set off. 
 
    “Second group of men, to the hunt!”  
 
    After that came the women’s orders. The first group was to gather fruit, berries, roots and tubers, anything in the forest that might be edible. The second was to go to the great river to fish and to trap small animals: mainly hares and squirrels. Squirrels were a delicacy for those people, something Albana did not understand. And the third group was to till the fields ready for sowing. It all broke their hearts because they were killing the forest to produce crops. Everybody producing for the Gods. Produce or die. The invariable maxim whatever the Boundary, no matter how different their people may be. But that’s already changed for the Senoca, and with a bit of luck it’ll change for the People of the Tress too. I’ll make sure it changes, as sure as my name’s Albana. 
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    Seated on her horse, Kyra gazed from the south at the distant city. Unlike the one within the Senoca Boundary this capital was not rectangular with four high stone walls and stone buildings inside. It was circular, with a low wall around it. Most of the buildings within it were really conical tents, very similar to those of the tribes, although much bigger. Toward the northeast of the city more robust buildings could be seen, with the Regent’s great palace to the north. The nobles and the rich merchants and their palaces. That’s still the same. The giant monolith of the Gods, too, was the same. The artifact rose impressively toward the sky in front of the Regent’s palace. 
 
    “So similar and so different.” 
 
    Swift Deer came up beside her. “The city?” 
 
    “Yes, though the basic design is the same.” 
 
    Lone Wolf urged his horse forward until he stood on her left. 
 
    “Enemies.” 
 
    Kyra and Swift Deer followed his pointing hand. The gates of the city had opened and a long line of mounted soldiers were streaming out. 
 
    Kyra did not know what to make of this. “Are they coming out to fight?”  
 
    “We fight on horseback. Warrior to warrior,” Lone Wolf explained, as if this were a creed. 
 
    Kyra considered the wall. It was not very high, though high enough to prevent the horses from jumping it. At the same time it did not look very strong. 
 
    Swift Deer pointed with his spear. “They’re the soldiers of the Guard. They’re taking up their positions in front of the city. They think we’ll be afraid and run away. They don’t know what’s coming to them.” 
 
    “We’ll tear them to pieces.” Lone Wolf said with conviction. 
 
    Kyra was trying to find a logical explanation. “Why don’t they defend the city?” she asked. “Why are they throwing away the advantage the walls give them?” 
 
    The two warriors looked at her in surprise. 
 
    “You can’t fight inside the city,” Swift Deer said. 
 
    “There’s no room for horse and rider,” said Lone Wolf. 
 
    “Then why don’t they fight on foot to protect the wall?” 
 
    The two men exchanged looks of perplexity and shook their heads.  
 
    “Only a coward or a low-born fights on foot,” said Swift Deer, patting his horse’s neck. 
 
    “Fighting on foot is an insult, something base,” Lone Wolf added. 
 
    Kyra bit her lip. 
 
    “The traitors of the Guard believe themselves to be superior to us. They’d never lower themselves by fighting un-mounted,” said Swift Deer. 
 
    “You never cease to surprise me,” said Kyra, and smiled. “The more I know you, the more I like you.”  She half-turned on her horse and looked back. Forming an endless line, more than thirty thousand warriors on their piebald horses were waiting for the order to attack. The scene was overwhelming. The warriors of the fourth, fifth and sixth counties, faces and arms painted in red, armed with short bows and light axes, watched the Guard as they took up their positions on the distant plain. 
 
    “They’re waiting for the order from The One Who Walks Two Worlds,” Swift Deer said. 
 
    Kyra longed to launch the attack. The innate fury that had been part of her all her life was struggling to emerge from within her and seize control of the situation. The enemy was there in front of her, and behind them the capital. Freedom was within touching distance. Stay cool, take it easy, she told herself as she analyzed the situation the way her brother would. 
 
    “I don’t see the Enforcers. Where are they?”  
 
    “They’ll be waiting inside the city,” Swift Deer said. 
 
    “Messengers are coming,” said Lone Wolf. He pointed to the north. Three riders were galloping like lightning towards them. 
 
    Kyra raised her clenched fist. The warriors behind her understood the order to wait. The messengers reached her. 
 
    “Message…” the first one said, panting from the effort so that he could barely speak. 
 
    “What’s going on to the north? Is everything okay? Are the warriors of the first, second and third counties ready?” 
 
    The messenger nodded and swallowed. 
 
    “Everything’s as you requested, One Who Walks Two Worlds.” 
 
    “Very well,” she said, and turned to Swift Deer. “How many soldiers of the Guard can you count?” 
 
    “About forty thousand. They’ve all taken up their positions.” 
 
    “Then the time to attack has come. Give the order, Lone Wolf.” 
 
    The warrior sat up erect on his horse. Putting his hands to his mouth, he mimicked the howl of a real wolf. A deep abandoned howl which in the reigning silence spread throughout the warrior ranks. Immediately several of them responded with new howls. And these were followed by others. Coyotes joined in, and thousands of throats howled to the skies. 
 
    Kyra asked for a spear. Swift Deer offered her one. 
 
    “You know what you have to do, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, don’t worry,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t get caught up in the madness of the battle. At my signal, do as we planned.” 
 
    “I won’t fail you.” 
 
    Kyra nodded and turned to the warriors. She raised the spear to the sky, then pointed it at the enemy. 
 
    “To battle!” she cried at the top of her voice. 
 
    Thirty thousand warriors broke into a gallop, shouting and howling as though possessed by evil spirits, against the forces of the Guard. Kyra hurled herself after them. When the Guard saw the enemy charging, it too charged in response. She had never experienced anything so spectacular. More than sixty thousand horses galloped over the prairie towards a fatal encounter. The sound of the galloping piebald horses created an overwhelming din, as if this were some tremendous earthquake, and an enormous cloud of dust rose in their wake. The yells and howls of the warriors added to the general racket. 
 
    The thrill of the moment overwhelmed her. She rode hunched over her horse, trying to concentrate in the midst of the uproar. She had to half-close her eyes to protect them from wind, dust and her own fiery hair. At full gallop, the two forces clashed in the midst of the prairies outside the city. The cries now gave way to ones of fury and pain. The warriors fought with the rage of the oppressed, the Guard with the despair of those who know the next moment might be their last. The battle turned frenetic. These were not Senoca, they were harsh, battle-hardened warriors of the steppes who knew how to fight. Axe- and spear-strokes were accurate and powerful. The riders were thrown down and finished off mercilessly before they could remount or bring down another rider from the ground. 
 
    Searching for Swift Deer, Kyra found him surrounded by his most faithful warriors, opening up a gap in the forces of the Guard. Come on Swift Deer, don’t fail me now, remember the plan. Further to the east she saw Crazy Cougar and his warriors opening up another gap. They fought as if possessed by the spirit of an enraged bear. To her right there appeared a rider from the Guard, charging with his spear in front of him. The metal tip was aimed straight at her chest. An axe flew past her eyes and a powerful impact broke the wooden spear. Immediately a second axe buried itself in the rider’s chest and toppled him from his horse. 
 
    “I look after you,” Lone Wolf said with an axe in each hand. Riding his horse bareback, he seemed the warrior spirit of the prairies themselves. 
 
    Kyra thanked him with a nod. The fighting was growing fiercer all the time; warriors and Guard were fighting in a chaotic tangle and very soon everything would be complete chaos. Come on, Swift Deer, don’t get carried away by the blood. 
 
    Lone Wolf dispatched another rider with two sharp strokes of his axes. “Look,” he said. 
 
    Kyra straightened on her horse and saw Swift Deer and his warriors abandoning the fight to run north. 
 
    “Let’s go with him!” cried Kyra. 
 
    Lone Wolf gave the signal to his people, and all the warriors of his county followed him at once. Crazy Cougar saw the maneuver and ordered his own warriors to follow Swift Deer’s. 
 
    The riders of the Guard were taken aback by the sight of the warriors fleeing. This was something unthinkable; a warrior never abandoned the fight, since it meant a dishonor they could not live with. But before their astonished eyes, all the warriors were fleeing northwards. It took them an instant to react, since the officers could not believe what they were seeing. Then they gave the order to pursue. 
 
    Kyra rode at top speed, glancing back over her shoulder to see what was happening behind her. The Guard was pursuing them. Her horse was going so fast it seemed to be flying across the plain. All around her, warriors were fleeing on horseback. The Guard was trying to catch them, but their mounts were slower. They left the city behind and headed in the direction of a hill in the distance. Swift Deer, at the head of the group, began to slow down. The warriors followed his example. Kyra glanced over her shoulder again and saw that the Guard was coming closer. Then she looked ahead and saw the wide hill they would have to go up. The Guard would catch up with them on the way up. She turned to her right and saw Lone Wolf. The warrior nodded at her in reassurance. 
 
    They reached the foot of the hill and began to ride up it, but the Guard were already upon them. Suddenly Swift Deer stopped, and all his warriors with him. He raised his fist and turned his mount to face the Guard. At once all the other warriors stopped their flight and turned. All except Kyra. She was looking toward the hilltop. Swift Deer made his way to the head of his warriors and withstood the charge of the Guard bravely. Kyra did not take her eyes off the top. Where are they? They should be there already. But nobody appeared. We led them into the trap. Come on, show yourselves! She was expecting to see the forces of the three other counties who were waiting behind the hill. But nobody appeared at the summit. 
 
    And the Guard fell upon them. The warriors drove back the attack amid cries of rage. But now the Guard had the advantage and wreaked havoc among the front lines of the warriors, who were overwhelmed. Swift Deer and his champions fought like wounded animals. There was no way out. They could not escape; the hill prevented them and the Guard had penetrated deeply among the lines of warriors. All that remained was to fight like wild beasts or die. Cries of pain and fury mingled with the neighing of desperate horses. The air tasted of earth, and they could barely breathe amid the dust that rose above the battle. 
 
    Kyra pressed her horse and forced him up to the top of the hill. The poor animal snorted in complaint but managed to do her bidding. What are you waiting for? Where are you? We need you! she thought in anguish. What she found on the other side of the hill turned her to stone. The warriors of the First, Second and Third Counties were fighting for their lives against an army of Enforcers. Eyes wide, she watched the terrible scene. That’s why they never came to the ambush of the Guard. We’ve been betrayed! The Enforcers, fewer in number but far more adept at dealing death, were fighting from silver carriages drawn by a pair of horses against the warriors on their piebald mounts. Although the warriors were causing casualties with their short bows and spears, the fight was too unequal. The Enforcers were too strong, too lethal. The rebels would not leave there alive. Hell! Where did they get those carriages from? 
 
    She turned to see what was happening on her side of the hill and found that the situation was just as critical. A chaos of riders, mounts, blood and death whirled before her. They’re going to rip us to pieces! When she saw her people fighting against the Guard her distress turned to fury. A fury she knew well and which she had learnt to control. But now was not the time to hold back. Now it was the time to let it all out. I’ve tried your way, brother, but it hasn’t worked for me.  The plan was good, we’d thought it all through, but it didn’t come out the way we expected. Now we’ll do it my way. Wish me luck, she thought, gazing at the sun. She turned her horse, faced the battle, and cried: 
 
    “For freedom!” 
 
    She charged downhill, carried on by a volcanic fury. Lone Wolf saw her and went to stand at her right to protect her. Crazy Cougar went to her left so as to protect her other flank. The three of them went into the thick of the battle, like a giant sharp-pointed arrow propelled by enormous force and speed. Kyra, with Adamis’s disc round her neck, was using her Power to bring down anyone who dared cross her path. Lone Wolf and Crazy Cougar dealt death to left and right, the one with his two light axes, the other with his spear and buffalo-hide shield. Seeing that they were beginning to make a way through the lines of the Guard, the warriors joined the three to form a triangle of death. 
 
    “Follow me! For freedom!” she cried. 
 
    A great shout followed her own. The officers of the Guard were yelling orders to deal with Kyra and the arrowhead of the attack. She was using her spear to focus her power, so that any enemy she pointed it at and who was less than three steps away was thrown against those around him. The soldiers tried to kill her, but Lone Wolf and Crazy Cougar defended her fiercely. They went through the enemy lines like a knife through butter. The warriors, infected with their leaders’ courage, began to tilt the battle in their favor. 
 
    “Now, all together!” cried Kyra, cheering on her followers. 
 
    And they reached the enemy officers. She immediately recognized the Commander of the Guard by his elegant white-and-silver armor. Now you’re mine. But before she could use her Power against him, the Commander threw his spear at her with all the force of a trained arm. The spear came straight at her heart, where in raising her own spear she had uncovered her breast. She tried to protect herself, but she knew it was too late. She leaned to one side of her horse and saw the spear in the air. At the same moment Crazy Cougar leapt on top of her and the spear buried itself in his side. Kyra lost her balance and clung on to her horse’s neck as Crazy Cougar fell to the ground. Two officers charged against her at their Commander’s order. Lone Wolf slipped in between, and with a lethal show of skill finished them before they could reach his protégée. 
 
    Kyra looked back and saw Crazy Cougar on the ground, dead. Roaring with rage, she fixed her gaze on the Commander. 
 
    “You swine! You’ll pay for this!” 
 
    The Commander unsheathed his sword and spurred his steed towards her. But this time she was able to catch her enemy’s aura, and focused on it. She used her Power. The Commander rose from his horse and hung in the air ten feet from the ground. 
 
    “I am the spirit who walks two worlds!” Kyra shouted. 
 
    At this unheard-of sight, everyone around them stopped fighting, warriors and soldiers alike. 
 
    “This is what happens to those who oppose me!” 
 
    With a sudden twist of her hand, she broke the Commander’s neck. 
 
    Nobody was fighting around her. They were all watching the scene in absolute astonishment in the case of the warriors, or terror in that of the Guard. She moved her hand again and let the dead Commander’s body fall. The reaction was not long in coming. The soldiers of the Guard started to flee in panic. 
 
    “Hey, where do you think you’re going?” she cried. With another wave of her hand she raised a wall of solid fog in front of the soldiers. The horses, terrified, refused to go through it. Unable to control their mounts, the soldiers fell to the ground. The warriors started towards them, but she stopped them with a gesture. 
 
    “Nobody touch them!” 
 
    At her order all the warriors stopped and stared at her. 
 
    She turned to the soldiers. “Listen to me well, all of you! This is Swift Deer.” She indicated the Chief. “Now he’s your Commander. Those of you who wish to live will follow him into battle. Those who wish to die: say so now and I’ll grant your wish.” Her tone of voice was so convincing that it left no room for doubt. 
 
    There was a silence, followed by a subdued murmur that grew in intensity. The soldiers started to approach Swift Deer, a few at first, fearful of their fate. When the others saw they were unharmed, they all followed them. 
 
    “That’s better. Now we go up this hill. On the other side our brothers are fighting against the Enforcers. We’re going to join them. Between us we’ll defeat the Enforcers.” 
 
    “We’ll follow you, One Who Walks Two Worlds!” Swift Deer said. 
 
    “Forward! For freedom!” 
 
    Like a horde of wild animals, the warriors and the soldiers of the Guard reached the hilltop and descended upon the Enforcers. Kyra rode at their head, with Lone Wolf on her right. 
 
    Kyra pointed her spear at the warriors who were fighting against the Enforcers, and whose numbers were shrinking with every passing moment. “Swift Deer, help them!” 
 
    “Onward, for the steppes!” cried Swift Deer, and took both the soldiers of the Guard and the warriors of his own county with him. 
 
    Kyra made a sign to Lone Wolf and went straight towards a group of Enforcers who were watching the battle from a little distance away. These were the Eyes-of-the-Gods in their light carriages, who were directing the battle. When they saw the warriors were charging towards them they sent Executors in heavy carriages to intercept them. 
 
    “Lone Wolf, deal with them!” 
 
    The warrior glanced at her and shook his head. He did not want to leave her unprotected. 
 
    “Do as I say! It’s our only chance!” 
 
    Lone Wolf cursed under his breath and nodded. He raised his arm to call his warriors after him and swerved to face the Executors who were approaching to cut off their advance. Kyra seized her opportunity and turned the opposite way in a wide arc so as to dodge the Executors, then charged against the Eyes. 
 
    The fighting turned frantic. Swift Deer and his men were trying to help the warriors of the first counties who were being decimated by the Executors. The furious cries of the warriors and the full gallop of the horses buried the lethal silence of the Executors and the heavy advance of their carriages. Lone Wolf and his men howled to the sky. The warriors, with their piebald mounts, far faster and agile than the heavy carriages, were trying to get close enough to them to attack and move away before being stabbed by the spears of the Executors. To get close to one of them meant death, whether by the power of an Executor or the impact of the carriage. 
 
    “Attack and move away!” Lone Wolf shouted. “Don’t get near the carriages!”  
 
    Kyra faced the Eyes-of-the-Gods. She was now very close to them. There were a hundred or so. When the first of the group saw her galloping alone towards them like a suicidal lunatic, they watched her in puzzlement. She smiled. Gotcha! Time to die! She caught the aura of the first three Eyes. It was an ochre aura, unmistakable and corrupted. They started to react. Kyra clenched her fist round Adamis’s disc at her neck, concentrated and used the Power. The three Eyes were hurled backwards with massive force, a product of the rage she was feeling. They crashed into the ranks behind them and toppled a dozen of the Eyes. The others reacted and took out small discs to use against her. 
 
    “You won’t stop me!” she cried, and created the defensive sphere around her body. 
 
    The Eyes used their discs. Thirty electric charges hit the sphere. But it held. She gasped with relief. But it would not be able to withstand another attack. She had to do something. She was almost on them now. But there were too many to defeat a few at a time. The discs shone in the gloved hands of the Eyes. And she had an idea. I’ll use their own weapons against them!  She stopped her horse ten paces from the group and stared defiantly at them. She waited for the Eyes to discharge against her again, then used her Power. She focused on the discs, on their flash as the power was summoned, and with an effort of concentration greater than anything she had managed before, sent the charges aimed at her back against the Eyes who had launched them. 
 
    There was a loud blast of thunder, then the discharges shook the Eyes. With shrill moans, the ones which had been hit by the energy fell dead from their carriages. But she was unable to redirect all the attacks. A dozen of them reached her and destroyed the sphere. She and her horse fell, struck by the last of the discharges. Her horse died amid terrified neighing. She lay convulsing on the ground in inhuman pain. She grasped the disc at her breast and put it to the ground. The energy flowed out of her through the disc, and evaporated as it touched the ground. 
 
    She was badly wounded, unable to move. Her whole body was in immense pain. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a dozen carriages advancing. I didn’t manage to finish them all. She tried to defend herself, but she had another seizure and Adamis’s disc fell out of her hand. The carriages surrounded her. She was about to die. She looked for Lone Wolf, but he was too far away, fighting against the Executors. She tried to rise but was unable. She lay there helpless on the ground. Her mouth tasted of earth and blood. 
 
    “Your time has come, bitch,” came the shrieking voice of one of the Eyes. 
 
    A war cry thundered suddenly. Kyra raised her head from the ground and saw Silver Eagle and thirty warriors charging against the Eyes-of-the-Gods. She could not believe her eyes. They were all aged warriors, charging in a desperate attempt to save her. 
 
    “No, Silver Eagle!” 
 
    The Eyes turned and attacked. There was a crash, shouting and more discharges. Then came silence. She realized that a number of bodies were falling on top of her. Pain punished her again, and she lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kyra! Kyra! Come back!” 
 
    Kyra opened one eye. She felt intense pain. Her whole body was in agony. She glimpsed Lone Wolf, who was wrapping her in a blanket. 
 
    “Lone Wolf…” 
 
    “You finally return from the world of spirits.” 
 
    “What..? What… happened?” 
 
    Swift Deer came into her line of vision. “We won.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “The Eyes. Once the Executors were dead they didn’t know what to do and we were able to kill them a few at a time. Our steeds are swifter and more agile than their carriages.” 
 
    She remembered what had happened. “The Eyes…Silver Eagle!” 
 
    She looked at Lone Wolf, and he lowered his gaze. “I’ll take you to him.” 
 
    He gathered Kyra in his arms and carried her to where the Great Chief was lying on the ground, all his dead warriors around him. But he was still breathing. Lone Wolf placed her on the ground beside the Great Chief. 
 
    “Silver Eagle, why did you do it?” 
 
    “For you… for my people.” 
 
    Looking at his wounds, she knew there was nothing they could do. The Great Chief she loved as a father was dying. 
 
    “They will all remember your sacrifice, what you did for the People of the Steppes,” she said. 
 
    “Let them tell my story… to the children… at night around the fires…” 
 
    “It shall be done,” Lone Wolf said solemnly. 
 
    Kyra stroked the blood-smeared forehead. “They’ll all know it was the Great Chief Silver Eagle who united all the tribes against the oppressors. They’ll all tell the story that Silver Eagle saved their people at the last moment with a heroic charge. They’ll all remember that they gained their freedom because a great man fought all his life to unite the tribes and lead them to freedom, sacrificing everything in the process. They’ll know, you have my word.” 
 
    “And mine,” said Lone Wolf. 
 
    “Lone Wolf…” 
 
    “Yes Great Chief.” 
 
    “When I’m gone… you’ll guide our tribe.” 
 
    Lone Wolf shook his head. “I’m just a warrior.” 
 
    “At my death… you’ll be Great Chief.” 
 
    Lone Wolf sighed, bent his head and accepted. 
 
    “The spirits are coming for me… I see a great eagle…” 
 
    “Farewell, Great Chief,” Kyra said, and kissed the old man’s cheek lovingly. 
 
    Silver Eagle spread his arms wide, as if receiving the spirit that was coming for him, and died. 
 
    Kyra rose slowly to her knees, her eyes filled with tears, and said goodbye to that great man. The she rose and looked toward the city. 
 
    “Lone Wolf, gather the warriors together. You’re going to take the city.” 
 
    “The Regent?” 
 
    “No, forget about him. He’s finished.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “You’re going to bring down that accursed monolith.” 
 
    Lone Wolf stared at her in puzzlement, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “Do you want to bring this to an end? Do you want to be free?”  
 
    The warrior nodded, his eyes shining. 
 
    “Then do as I say. Pull down that misbegotten artifact.” 
 
    “Whatever you order, one who walks two worlds.” 
 
    An hour later, the surviving warriors entered the city at full gallop and headed to the great square where the monolith rose to the sky. The palace was fortified, and inside it the high command of the Guard, together with those loyal to the Regent, had barricaded themselves. But as Kyra had ordered, the warriors ignored them. 
 
    In front of the monolith, on his piebald horse, Lone Wolf gave the order. 
 
    “We have to bring it down! Attach ropes to your horses and pull until it falls!” 
 
    The warriors went through the city, house by house, in search of ropes. When they had enough, they tied them to the arcane artifact of the Gods. They mounted their horses and pulled together. For an instant nothing happened, with only the snorting of the steeds audible in their effort. They tugged again, and then there came a strange crack. They heaved for a third time, and the monolith broke at the base and toppled heavily. When it hit the ground it shattered into a thousand crystalline pieces. 
 
    The warriors were howling and shouting at the sky with cries of joy and victory. Thousands of throats expressed their happiness. The People of the Steppes had achieved their longed-for freedom. 
 
    Swift Deer carried Kyra to the square. She was so badly hurt they had to use one of the carriages which had belonged to the Executors. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Lone Wolf asked. 
 
    “Now you must send four of your fastest riders in the four directions to check whether the whole Boundary fell when the monolith was destroyed.” 
 
    The two warriors exchanged a glance of surprise. 
 
    “You mean there’s no barrier?” Swift Deer said. “That we’re free?”  
 
    She smiled broadly. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”  
 
    “I… I can’t believe it… It’s a dream.” 
 
    “Now your people will be able to ride across the steppes, free as the wind. No more Counties, no more Boundary, only endless prairies to ride across.” 
 
    “My spirit cannot contain itself for joy,” Swift Deer said, with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “And the Regent?” Lone Wolf asked sternly. “And the Enforcers?” 
 
    “The Enforcers are harmless now. Without the monolith to govern them they’ll just wander aimlessly like brainless idiots. Capture them and lock them up, all of them. Don’t kill them. It’s not worth shedding more blood. As for the Regent and his followers … lay siege to the palace. Sooner or later they’ll give themselves up. When they do so, execute the Regent, pardon the rest.” 
 
    “But… that’s not our law… their throats must all be cut,” Lone Wolf said. 
 
    “There have been too many deaths. Pardon them. Believe me, there’s nothing I’d like better than to take the knife to all of them and avenge the deaths of Silver Eagle and Crazy Cougar and all the other braves who died in the battle. There’s a rage in my stomach that wants to reach out for revenge. I can see the same rage in your eyes. I’m finding it fiendishly hard to control it right now because I’d love to let it out and spill a lot more blood. But I believe it would be a mistake. Yes. A mistake.” 
 
    “As you wish, one who walks two worlds. We’ll do as you say.” 
 
    Kyra sighed and breathed out heavily. Her rage began to fade, and a contained joy at having done what she had come to do took its place. She felt good, very good. The cries and howls of the warriors as they celebrated the victory were now deafening, but they reached her as from a great distance. She felt at peace. Proud of having succeeded, after three long years. I did it! I liberated the Boundary of the People of the Steppes, just as I was entrusted to do. It’s been a long hard business, something that’s marked me forever, something that’s changed me. 
 
    “And what will you do now?” Swift Deer asked her. 
 
    Kyra came back from her thoughts. “Now I have to go and help a friend.” 
 
    “You’re leaving us?” Lone Wolf asked uneasily. 
 
    “Yes. I received a message from one of my own people. He’s in another Boundary and needs help. I’m going to answer his call.” 
 
    Lone Wolf took a step forward. “I’ll go with you,” he said at once. 
 
    Kyra smiled. The warrior’s gesture touched her soul. Her eyes moistened. 
 
     “No, Lone Wolf. I thank you from the bottom of my heart, but you can’t come with me.” 
 
    “My mission is to protect you.” 
 
    “Not any longer, my friend. Now you have to be a leader. You aren’t a warrior any longer. Now you’re a Chief. You have to guide and protect your tribe.” 
 
    Lone Wolf sighed and nodded. 
 
    “But I’ll come back,” she assured them. 
 
    “We’ll be waiting for you.” Swift Deer said. 
 
    “When I return I’m going to ask you for something. It’ll be rather hard, so I need you all to prepare yourselves for it.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, we owe it to you,” Swift Deer said. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you to join me against the Gods.” 
 
    The two warriors stared at her and were silent for a moment, taking in the seriousness and sacrifice this implied. 
 
    “We’ll follow you, one who walks two worlds,” Swift Deer said at last. 
 
    “All the men united,” said Kyra. 
 
    “We’ll defeat the Gods,” Lone Wolf said. 
 
    And in this way the fate of the People of the Steppes was sealed. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Albana was waiting for Ilia, hiding behind the massive root of one of the gigantic trees. Night was beginning to fall. They had all returned by now from another hard day’s work in the endless forests and had gone up to rest in the villages in the crowns of those majestic, millennially-ancient beings. 
 
    She breathed deeply and spent a moment enjoying the vivid scent of the forest. That night’s mission was secret, and she had gone deep into the forest, far from the village, to a small area beside a lake of calm waters. 
 
    She could barely see the lights of the aerial village in the distance. It always thrilled her to watch the thousands of lights that lit up at twilight in the inhabited crowns of the trees. She suddenly realized this was not like her, it was a moment of sentimentality, and if there was anything she was not, it was someone who indulged in sentiment. I’m turning soft, she told herself reproachfully, and shook her head. She inhaled the wild scent of the forest again, a mixture of damp earth and fresh grass, and smiled wryly. 
 
    Perhaps it was the time they had been apart, the three years of absence which had taken her away from Ikai. Perhaps it was living for so long among these people who were savages and yet at the same time honest and capable of deep friendship, even love, if one gained their respect. Which, by the way, was not at all easy. In fact Albana was beginning to feel that her love for Ikai had changed her. She was not as insolent as before, nor did she enjoy making fun of others so much, although she had to admit she still enjoyed it a little. Her heart had softened or mellowed perhaps, and she was not entirely happy about this. She was still herself, lethal, harsh and cynical in her way of thinking. But now, sometimes, she felt a little sentimental. 
 
    She remembered the long journey from the Senoca Boundary to the New Shelter after the rebellion. Once again Ikai had shown her how intelligent and determined he was. He had taken all the responsibility on to his own shoulders and been willing to guide their people in a massive exodus to find somewhere they could rebuild and start anew. The journey had taken them many months of hardship, during which they were buffeted by exhaustion, sickness and death. But Ikai had never faltered, never yielded. Not even in the most desperate moments, not even when everything seemed to be lost, not even when his own people doubted him and came close to turning their backs on him. She recalled how after heading southwest for several months, when they reached the land of the countless lakes the Senoca had decided not to follow their leader any further. They wanted to stay there, to create the new colony in that land of immense lakes. But Ikai never gave up, never showed weakness, not even in those moments of crisis. He managed to convince them to keep going, a little further, toward the south. And they arrived at the place where he had promised to bring his people: beside Mother Sea, far from the Gods, where they would never be found. He had kept his promise. And because of that, Albana could not have loved him more. 
 
    “Where are you, my love?” she whispered uneasily. 
 
    The night breeze brushed her face and bore some of her fears away with it. 
 
    She sighed deeply. “Take care of yourself. We need you. I need you.”  
 
    He’ll be safe, I’m sure of it. He promised to come back to me alive, and he always keeps his promises. The thought comforted her. Ikai would return to her arms. He had sacrificed much for his people; such is a leader’s burden. A burden and a sacrifice that had not ended when they founded their New Shelter. For a moment she had thought that everything would be better once they were settled in their new home. And so it was, in part, but not for them, not as far as enjoying their love was concerned. During the next few months Ikai had never had a moment’s respite. The building of the New Shelter, with all the endless tasks to be organized, carried out and supervised, swallowed up her beloved, and her too. Days of exhausting work from dawn till sunset, when they collapsed in exhaustion. They barely had a moment to themselves during those hard days, and only at night could they find a short breathing-space to enjoy each other’s company, and love each other. Who would’ve told me that someday I’d long for those weary days of endless effort? Exhausting days, but happy ones. 
 
    A noise behind her startled her. At once she unsheathed her two daggers and crouched down to conceal herself under the root. She could make out two figures climbing down one of the nearby trees. They used branches and lianas with the skill of a monkey, but she knew they were human. She used her Power to fade into the shadows. 
 
    The two figures reached the spot where she had been a moment before. 
 
    “Where is she?” a man’s voice whispered. 
 
    “She ought to be here,” said the other voice, a woman’s. 
 
    Albana came out of the shadows behind them and with a swift movement drew both daggers under their chins. 
 
    “You move and I slit your throats.” 
 
    “Wait! Albana, it’s me, Pilap!” 
 
    “Turn round, very slowly,” she said. She moved the daggers away from their necks, but kept them raised and threatening. 
 
    The two youngsters turned, and she saw they really were Pilap and Lial. 
 
    She frowned. “What on earth are you doing here? I might’ve killed you.” She lowered her weapons.  
 
    “Ilia told us to reconnoiter the area and warn her if there was any danger,” Pilap said. 
 
    “All clear, no spies,” Lial added, indicating the trees around them. 
 
    “Good,” Albana said with a smile. “An extra pair of eyes is always useful, even if they’re always in the treetops.”  
 
    “You don’t often see anyone on the ground here,” said Pilap. 
 
    “Yeah, I tend to forget you’re like monkeys. Especially you, ugly,” 
 
    Pilap smiled and flexed his arms. 
 
    “We’re like birds, not monkeys,” Lial protested. 
 
    “Well, that’s a matter of opinion,” Albana said with a sardonic smile. 
 
    Lial crossed her arms over her chest and frowned. 
 
    Albana looked around her. “And where’s Ilia? I can’t see her.” 
 
    “Well, you won’t if you keep looking at the ground,” Lial said. 
 
    Albana squinted and looked up into the treetops. There was almost no light left and she could not make out much, but she could not see her. She turned to Pilap. 
 
    “Where’s your sister?” 
 
    He pointed upwards. Albana did not understand what he meant, but instinctively followed the direction of his pointing finger. And if she had thought she had seen it all  ‒ Gods, Enforcers, monsters, picturesque races ‒ what she saw next unsettled her completely. 
 
    Descending from the heavens was a truly gigantic bird. It glided in great circles as it came closer to them. It looked like a colossal eagle, except that it was not. Riding on its huge white-feathered neck was a human being, guiding its flight. Albana rubbed her eyes in disbelief. It can’t be. This isn’t real. The enormous bird was as formidable as the millennial trees of those forests. Comparing the size of the bird with that of the trees, it almost made sense, although her mind refused to accept it. She rubbed her eyes again. The bird glided down to land gently before them. The rider was Ilia. 
 
    “Do you like my steed?” she asked Albana casually, as though flying on the back of some kind of monstrous eagle were the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    “I… love it,” Albana replied. She was still unable to believe what she was seeing. 
 
    The bird looked at her with its large eyes, full of intelligence. She guessed that judging by the size of its orange beak and its enormous head and neck, it might very well be able to tear someone to pieces with no trouble at all. Its body was as large as five men together, its claws huge and strong. Suddenly it flapped its wings and raised a draught of wind that made her hair flutter, and she had to cover her eyes with her forearm. 
 
    “We call them Flyers. And we call her Happy Flyer. She loves to soar into the skies. 
 
    “It takes your breath away.” 
 
    “Isn’t she something?” 
 
    “Oh yes. I’ve never seen anything like it …” 
 
    The Bird shook its head. 
 
    “Easy, Happy Flyer, she’s a friend,” Ilia said. She gave a nod of acknowledgement in Albana’s direction. 
 
    “She doesn’t like strangers,” Pilap said. He went up to the bird and stroked its beak. “She gets nervous.” 
 
    Albana, who by now had got over her shock, tried to stroke the gray and black feathers on its breast. Happy Flyer gave a warning croak, and she stepped back at once. 
 
    “It takes her a while to make friends,” Lial said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “This is Albana, she’s a friend,” Ilia said to the bird as she stroked its neck. Happy Flyer did not take her eyes off Albana and moved her neck restlessly. It took her a moment to calm down. 
 
    “Hi there, Happy Flyer,” Albana said. She came a little closer. The bird eyed her warily but did not shriek. 
 
    Ilia indicated the Flyer’s back. “Get up.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, she won’t hurt you. As long as I don’t tell her to, of course.” Ilia gave a roguish grin. 
 
    “And couldn’t we do it on horseback like civilized people?” 
 
    “Horse? What’s a horse?” 
 
    Albana put her hand to her forehead. She always forgot that the People of the Trees had no horses. Why would a people who lived in unfathomable forests and slept in the tops of trees need horses? 
 
    “Nothing, I didn’t say anything.” She smiled. Carefully she climbed on to the back of the great bird, holding on to a harness made of ropes arranged around the bird’s body. 
 
    “Hold fast.” 
 
    Albana did so. “And what about these two? Aren’t they coming?” 
 
    Pilap looked offended. “My sister doesn’t want us to get mixed up in this.” 
 
    “Your sister doesn’t want you to take unnecessary risks,” Ilia put in. 
 
    “But you might need us,” Lial protested. She took out her hatchet. 
 
    “Let’s hope not. I’m already taking Albana. That should be enough help.” 
 
    Pilap was not convinced. “Well, whatever you say, but I don’t agree,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Go back to the village and make sure we haven’t aroused any suspicions. Watch the Shaman, but don’t go near him or his men. Understood?” 
 
    Both youngsters nodded reluctantly. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked Albana. 
 
    “I still can’t believe you’ve come down from the sky to pick me up on this gigantic bird. It’s amazing.” 
 
    “Ha! Well, if that’s surprised you, you just wait for what’s coming next.” 
 
    At Ilia’s command the majestic bird took off, carrying the girls with it. The beautiful animal glided upward with amazing ease. She rose to the skies with complete stealth and rose higher and higher. In the blink of an eye they were already above the giant trees of the forest, and Albana felt an excitement and joy she had not known in a long time. She felt free, truly free, with the sky above and the distant forest below her feet. Lost in wonder, she enjoyed the flight as they glided over the unfathomable forest at an incredible height. 
 
    “Awesome, isn’t it?” Ilia asked her with a smile. 
 
    The night breeze, impelled by the speed of the flight, buffeted Albana’s face, and she felt a sense of delight. 
 
    “Much more than that. Why didn’t you say anything about it to me?” 
 
    “It’s a secret. The Shamans have forbidden us even to mention them. They want to control them, they won’t allow anybody to keep them. Before the Gods, the Flyers were my people’s sisters. Each village had several of them, and we lived in harmony. We looked after them and they carried us through the skies.” 
 
    “Where are they now?” 
 
    “They’re kept prisoners in the county capitals. In chains. They’ve given them to the Proxies.” 
 
    “I see. They’ve taken them away from you.” 
 
    Ilia made Happy Flyer turn and steered her toward the north. 
 
    “They represent freedom,” she went on. “They don’t want the people to have them.” 
 
    Albana nodded. Imagining those regal birds in chains, a deep sadness came over her. 
 
    “Luckily the Chiefs managed to save and hide some of them. This is my father’s Flyer.” 
 
    “She’s free, and your father’s a prisoner…” 
 
    “One of the reasons for it is that he refused to give her up. He entrusted me with hiding her, and that’s what I did.” 
 
    “Your father’s a good man.” 
 
    Ilia stared ahead, and tears ran down her cheeks. Albana knew they were not because of the wind and the speed. 
 
    “We’ll rescue him, I promise.” 
 
    “Thank you, Albana.” 
 
    She made the bird turn again, and they began to glide down. 
 
    “Where are we going? Why such secrecy?” Albana asked. Her suspicious instinct was warning her that something important was afoot. 
 
    “The day you’ve spent so long waiting for has come.” 
 
    “Truly? Do you really mean it?” 
 
    Ilia’s voice was firm. “Truly.” She pointed to a dense area of the forest ahead. “We’re almost there now.”   
 
    Happy Flyer glided down a little further, then suddenly shrieked and tried to veer to the right. Ilia managed to bring her under control and stabilize her course. 
 
    Albana was grasping the harness more firmly. “What’s the matter with her?” 
 
    “The barrier of the Gods is very close. They don’t dare go near it.” 
 
    “Can they cross it?” 
 
    Ilia shook her head.  
 
    Happy Flyer shrieked again and tried to fly away, but Ilia imposed her will on her, stroking her neck. 
 
    “Come on, my friend, we’re nearly there,” she said,. 
 
    The bird glided down, heading towards some trees to the north. Using her powerful claws, she landed on a huge wooden platform between three of the giant trees. It was pitch–black, but Albana’s trained ears could make out the presence of other birds nearby. She reached for her daggers. 
 
    “Welcome, Ilia,” a friendly voice said. It was an old voice. 
 
    Albana’s eyes adjusted themselves to the surrounding darkness. Several warriors appeared, carrying lights: very faint ones that vanished after a couple of steps. She realized they were using glow-worms to create enough light to see. Surprising but effective. They take precautions. It surprised her, since the People of the Trees were not exactly given to discretion or stealth. Rather the opposite. It was one of the main reasons why they had not made progress with the rebellion. It would seem they’re learning some stealth at last. Perhaps there’s still a chance.  
 
    On one side of the platform she found thirty or so of the gigantic birds, with several warriors tending to them. On the other side were their owners. And these were not just any riders. All their faces were painted and marked with primitive symbols which marked them out as tribal Chiefs. They were sitting on one of the huge branches which crossed the platform, several feet above it. Curiously, or perhaps deliberately, the branch curved on itself to create a shape like a seashell. The Chiefs were sitting in a circle, with one in the center. I can’t believe it. All the principal chiefs are meeting at last. It’s what we’ve been after all this time, and it’s been impossible until now. At last there’s hope.  
 
    Ilia looked up at the speaker, the Chief in the center, and dismounted. “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    Albana followed her example, without taking her eyes off the Chiefs. She stayed still. One of the warriors came to take Happy Flyer away. 
 
    “Come with us, Ilia, the Council of Chiefs is waiting for you.” 
 
    She moved closer. “It is an honor, First Chief.” 
 
    “You are here to represent your father,” another chief said. “Those treacherous Shamans have him prisoner. We value his sacrifice.”  
 
    Ilia went to stand under the branch, and a liana came down to her. 
 
    Another chief pointed at Albana with a long curved knife. His face was painted black. “Is this the Foreigner you’ve been telling us about for so long?” 
 
    “Yes, she’s the Foreigner, the one who comes from the other side of the barrier of the Gods.” 
 
    A third chief, whose face was painted red, gesticulated emphatically. “You say her people freed themselves from the Gods. We want to know how they did that. Let her join us.”  
 
    Albana looked at Ilia, who gave her a sign to come closer. When she reached her side Ilia gestured upwards. Albana nodded back, and the other girl proceeded to climb the liana with perfect ease. Albana shook her head and a smile crept across her face. They’re really like green monkeys. If I told Ikai he’d never believe me. She followed Ilia, but even with her training as a Shadow and her natural ability she could not manage to climb as fast or as gracefully as her friend. 
 
    “Sit in your father’s place,” said the First Chief. Ilia sat down in a space they had saved for her between two Chiefs whose faces were painted brown and gray. 
 
    Albana turned her attention to the Chiefs for a moment. They were tough men; she could see it in their eyes. She noticed they all wore a giant feather from a Flyer on each arm. 
 
    “Foreigner, you sit here, with me,” the First Chief invited her. 
 
    She saw his face was painted white, and a shiver ran down her spine. She leapt along the branch to his side. 
 
    “Good. We are all here. I see all my Chief-brothers, leaders of the tribes of the sacred forests. We have spent a long time resisting the Shamans and the Enforcers of the Gods. The moment has come to take the decisive step.” 
 
    “My tribe is ready,” said a Chief whose face was painted black. “And I know my brothers’ tribes too are ready to kill those treacherous Shamans.” The Chiefs he now pointed at confirmed his words with much nodding in agreement. 
 
    “We too are ready,” said a Chief whose face was painted red. Immediately the other Chiefs with red-painted faces brought out their long knives and began to make gestures of cutting somebody’s throat. 
 
    In a moment all the Chiefs were on a war footing, knives in hands, eyes burning. 
 
    “We’ll tear the hearts out of those profane invaders who kill our sacred forests!” cried a Chief whose face was painted brown. “Let not a single Shaman be left alive!”  
 
    “Let not a single Enforcer be left alive!” said another, his face painted gray. “We’ll serve the gods no more!  Let’s kill all the Shamans and Enforcers and be free!” 
 
    All the Chiefs joined in the cry, brandishing their knives with the rage of those who have been enslaved their whole lives, those who have been the helpless witnesses of the destruction of their natural habitat. 
 
    The First Chief rose and motioned them to be calm. 
 
    “Foreigner, what do you think?” 
 
    Albana got to her feet. Her eyes lingered on the Chiefs as they sat down and became calmer. 
 
    “I see strong Chiefs. And I like that. I’ve been living among you for quite a while. I’ve come to know the People of the Trees, and they’re a strong, proud people, who want to be free. A people I admire, and I can assure you I’m not soft-hearted, nor do I care for empty praise. If I tell you this, it’s because I feel it.” 
 
    The Chiefs nodded, pleased at her words. 
 
    “How do we get rid of the Shamans and Enforcers?” 
 
    Albana sighed. “Using brute force, attacking them like savages, you won’t succeed.” 
 
    The reaction was immediate. The Chiefs all rose in annoyance, amid protests. 
 
    “I understand that you want to kill the Shamans, who’ve taken away your authority, who only serve the Proxies. I understand you want to fight the Enforcers, because you’re a brave people. And it does you credit. But if you do it openly, you’ll fail. They’ll kill you.” 
 
    The protests grew. 
 
    “Think about it for a moment. Why has it taken us so long to get as far as this meeting, to get to this moment when all the Chiefs have joined together at last to rise against the enemy? Well, I’ll tell you why. Because the enemy has had you watched and controlled all this time, and you haven’t found any way of fighting in the shadows. You’re all brave men, fighters, and your first impulse is to go out into the open and fight them. And that hasn’t gone well for you so far, has it? And nor will it go well for you in an uprising.” 
 
    The First Chief spoke at this point. “What you say is true. They control our every step, and everything we’ve tried has failed. The Shamans see everything, and they can count on the Enforcers.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m saying this to you. Fighting openly isn’t the way to do it. We need to win with cunning. Coolly, and with the spirit of murderers.” 
 
    “We’re listening.” 
 
    “We’re not going to jump at their throats in broad daylight. That would be suicide. No matter how brave you may be. Tricks, ruses and the night will be our allies. That’s the only way we stand a chance.” 
 
    “So what do you propose?” 
 
    “We’re going to use the Dark Arts, which happen to be my own specialty.” 
 
    “And we’ll win?” 
 
    “I’ve trained all my life to win. We’ll win!” 
 
    The First Chief got to his feet. “We shall do as the Foreigner says.” 
 
    The other Chiefs seemed to meditate for a moment. Then they joined their leader. 
 
    “We shall win!” they all cried, knives in the air. 
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    Adamis stared at the image of Notaplo on the blue water of the pond. It was as if he were really there, with him, reflected on the surface of the quiet waters. But it was not so; he was there alone. Notaplo was very far away, in Alantres, the Eternal City, and he himself was in the underground temple which had been his enforced home since he had been stabbed for helping the Senoca free themselves from the Golden. 
 
    The image wavered and appeared to lose strength, as if it were about to disappear. 
 
    “Notaplo, are you there?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness. I am going to adjust the monolith of knowledge in my chamber to try and strengthen the signal. 
 
    Adamis felt helpless; there was nothing he could do to improve communication. It was a feeling he had had to accustom himself to during his long period of enforced rest. He leaned the weight of his body on his right foot and a terrible pain ran up to his hip. He bore the pain by clenching his jaw. His body punished him mercilessly the moment he relaxed. The slightest movement, or even the slightest effort, if he did not prepare himself for it beforehand, unleashed an agony. 
 
    He took a deep breath, swallowing the pain. He had regained some mobility after a great deal of effort, but the poison had damaged his body. Every day he went through difficult moments, moments when he almost wished the poison had killed him. But then he thought about Kyra, and the dark thought vanished immediately. I will live for Kyra, fight for her, today, tomorrow, always, no matter how hard the days are, no matter how terrible the punishment. 
 
    “Your Highness?” Notaplo said, and his image on the pond took on greater clarity. 
 
    “I am sorry, Notaplo, there is not much I can do on this side to help you. I do not know how to interact with the Power Aruma and her Children of Arutan use. There are no monoliths of knowledge here, I am facing a pond, in an underground chamber, and the walls are lined with vegetation.” He shook his head hard. “It means nothing to me. Everything is very strange in this temple; nothing is as it is in Alantres.” 
 
    Notaplo nodded, smiling. “Do not worry, your Highness. Although in appearance it might seem that their Power is very different from ours, it is not really. In fact the Power of the Children of Arutan is more basic, more elemental, and in touch with Nature. That is why they use elements that belong to nature ‒ this pond, for example ‒ as a means of channeling their power.” 
 
    “You ought to see this temple. You would love it.” 
 
    Notaplo smiled. “I would give everything to be able to study it at leisure…” 
 
    “Aruma has spent much of her life here, according to what she has told me, and has carried out what she calls ‘remodeling’. The temple was originally very similar to those at home, but you should see it now. There are ponds in round chambers, immense trees that rise through several levels. Natural daylight comes in, where from or how I do not know; there are rivulets that run between the chambers, waterfalls at different levels, even a huge lake at one of the deepest levels. And not only that, there are all kinds of flora growing in all the chambers of the temple. There are only three chambers that still resemble those of our home. One is my bedchamber, another Aruma’s, and the third serves as an antechamber which can be subdivided into more rooms. But what is really surprising is that nothing of all this is fake or an optical illusion. No, everything is real: rivers, trees, lakes, real flora, natural. Inside an underground temple!” 
 
    “Truly fascinating. I would give everything to see it.” 
 
    “And I would I give anything to have you here with me, my old friend.” 
 
    Notaplo blushed a little and scratched his white beard. 
 
    “And fauna? Does Aruma have any animals with her? 
 
    “It is strange, but no, she does not. She claims that animals should run free and be happy, not keep a crazy old woman company in her shelter.” 
 
    Notaplo laughed. 
 
    “Although let me tell you that she is not in the least crazy. She plays that particular role, but she is profoundly intelligent and extremely lucid.” 
 
    “And very wise, let us not forget that. She is one of the Ancients, and they lead the Children of Arutan. I understand they are very intelligent Golden, and have great learning.” 
 
    “Like you, my old Erudite.” 
 
    “Ha… rather more than I, I fear.” 
 
    “I doubt that very much. Now tell me, how are you? Is everything well?” 
 
    Suddenly an overwhelming sense of worry reached Adamis. 
 
    “What is going on, old friend? What are you not telling me?” 
 
    Notaplo sighed. “I see I cannot hide my concerns from you, my Prince.” 
 
    Adamis waved at the silvery walls of the chamber with its covering of vegetation, then at the pond. “It is this place. It transmits far more than your voice and your image, and I cannot find any explanation of how this is possible.” 
 
    Notaplo passed his hand across his bushy eyebrows. “A secret temple of the Children of Arutan… I have lived almost a thousand years and very little surprises me, but this has. Their Power is so rooted in Nature, it is so strong, that it transmits much more than we are able to with our powers based on the five elements.” 
 
    “I find it difficult to believe that during all this time we never knew anything about them, that they should have been able to hide themselves so well.” 
 
    “When you are pursued, and your pursuers want to put an end to you and all your people, you do the impossible in order to stay hidden. As has been the case here. The Five High Kings would kill them all if they came to know of their existence. They would never allow anybody to oppose the established order they guard so zealously.” 
 
    “I do not believe the Children of Arutan pose any real threat to the Houses.” 
 
    “Ah, my young Prince, that is where you are wrong. They represent the greatest of threats. Not because of their number, which is small, nor because of their Power, which although great is not comparable to that of the Five High Kings…” 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    “They represent an idea that goes against the established order, an idea which seeks to overthrow that order. And there is nothing more dangerous in this world than an idea in the hands of brave spirits, since because of an idea the Houses and the Five High Kings were born, and because of an idea they could disappear.” 
 
    Adamis gave him a friendly smile. “You are a true philosopher, Notaplo. And I think I understand what you are trying to make me see.” 
 
    The old erudite smiled with pleasure. But a moment later his face clouded again. 
 
    “That sense of worry is still reaching me, and now I can see it in your face, old friend.” 
 
    “I am not good at hiding things. One of those things I do not seem to be able to learn, no matter how long I live.” 
 
    “What is the matter? Tell me.” 
 
    Notaplo sighed heavily. 
 
    “I have a feeling, stronger and closer at hand all the time, that something truly horrible is going to happen.” 
 
    “The Houses?” 
 
    “Yes.” The old man nodded heavily. “The tension between the five houses is becoming untenable. The High Kings maintain control for the moment, but I do not know how much longer they will be able to avoid confrontation.” 
 
    “War? You really think there will be war?” 
 
    “I do not know whether things will go as far as that, but I fear there will be bloodshed.” 
 
    “Why do you think so? The High Kings have held control for a millennium.” 
 
    “The situation … you see, the House of the Fifth Ring, the House of Water, has fallen into disgrace with the loss of their Boundary, that of the Senoca People. Not only have their status and power been tremendously affected, so has something much more down-to-earth: their economy. They no longer have slaves, and without slaves there are no riches, there is no well-being. They have had to ask their allied house for help.” 
 
    “My father’s.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And has he granted it?” 
 
    “Yes, the House of Ether has come forward to help.” 
 
    Adamis was thoughtful. This news surprised him. Even though they were allied houses, his father weighed up every movement with precision, and this one left him at a disadvantage against the other houses. Even more so taking into account that he was already in a weakened position because of his own son’s betrayal. 
 
    “This weakens my father and his house even more.” 
 
    “And the rival Houses are taking advantage of it.” 
 
    “The House of Fire?” 
 
    “Yes, with the support of its ally, the House of Earth. And they are pressing hard; they know they have the advantage. And that worries me profoundly. If the tensions continue ‒ and I believe they will, since there is already a clear advantage they are not going to let slip ‒ they will try to bring the two Houses to their knees. And if they do not yield, all this could end in conflict, even in bloodshed.” 
 
    “Or even in a war…” muttered Adamis, pondering the implications. A war would be devastating for his people. He did not wish it, he did not wish to see his family, friends, his own people, suffer the horrors of war. On the other hand, deep within him he knew that a Golden war would give the slaves a chance. Perhaps the chance they needed. 
 
    “That is what I am afraid of.” 
 
    “And what do you know about the House of Air? They are the ones who hold the key. If they support one side or the other, they will be the ones who set things in motion.” 
 
    “Luckily the High King of Air is prudent, and for the moment he is declining to take sides. He has always kept himself in the middle, neutral, and for the moment he is keeping that position.” 
 
    “But he might change…” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness, and there is something more. There are rumors that the slaves are rising, and in more than one Boundary. The Houses deny it to save face, but the rumors grow with each passing day.” 
 
    “Kyra…” 
 
    “And the others.” 
 
    “Yes. There are still four Boundaries, four missions. That is how we planned it.” 
 
    “If any of them is successful, it will destabilize the situation even further.” 
 
    “We need them to be successful, otherwise Men will not survive.” 
 
    “True, Your Highness, but depending which Boundary it is and when it happens, it might provoke war between the Houses. That is what worries me.” 
 
    “Kyra will succeed, I am sure.” 
 
    “Perhaps Ikai will too. We must be optimistic. The truth is that the four of them are very brave.” 
 
    Adamis nodded. “More than that, they are heroes.”  
 
    “They will accomplish it. I want to believe they will accomplish it.” 
 
    “As do I. And when they do, they will create more conflict between the houses, and that will be in our favor. There might be bloodshed, but I do not think it will come to war. The Five High Kings will not allow it. They know perfectly well that it would be going too far. They will stop it, they will stop that madness.” 
 
    Notaplo sighed. “It is true that they have done so up till now. The most reasonable thing is to think that they will avoid it. But it seems to me something else is going on, something I know nothing about and which I cannot see, even though my old bones warn me it is about to happen. Something terrible…” 
 
    Adamis threw his head back and looked up at the ceiling of the chamber, trying to make sense of the situation. The tension between the Houses was something that benefited the slaves; it was not necessarily a bad thing. But a war between the Golden might be devastating for all, themselves included. In wars the innocent are always the first to suffer. He needed more information. 
 
    “We need more information. We need to understand what we are up against. We must find out what it is that you fear.” 
 
    “I will try and obtain more information.” 
 
    “Do not run too many risks. I need you. I would be lost without you.” 
 
    “You flatter me, my Prince.” 
 
    “Now I am no longer your prince, and that is the truth, my dear Erudite.” 
 
    A feeling of urgency struck Adamis like a blow. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “They are looking for me. Your father has sent Champion Teslo to find me. I must leave.” 
 
    “Go, quickly, and be very careful.” 
 
     At the mention of Teslo, Adamis felt a cold pain in his stomach where the Champion had stabbed him. Yet he felt no rancor. He did not hate Teslo. He had carried out his father’s royal order. He had carried out the death sentence which had been decreed. He shivered, and a new wave of pain assailed his back, as though he had been lashed with a whip of fire. He closed his eyes, clenched his teeth and held on. While the pain tormented him the face of his father, the High King, came into his mind. I do not hate you, father, I understand why you did it. I know it was for the House. But your sentence hurts infinitely more than this torture, and so it will always be, until the day when this poison finally kills me.  
 
    He opened his eyes and watched Notaplo’s image vanishing. The pond became utterly calm, and a sad silence filled the chamber. He turned slowly and headed to the exit. As he thought about everything Notaplo had told him, he began to walk very slowly. He was so caught up in his thoughts that he did not even feel the pain that coursed through his body with every step. 
 
    I must go to the Eternal City, The moment has come to face my ghosts and help Men. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Albana crawled along the bridge of wood and rope with all the stealth she could manage. The moon was full, which did not help; it might even create a problem for the mission. I’ll have to be careful and make use of my skills as a Shadow. She hid behind one of the village huts, where a family was peacefully asleep, and scanned the huge round platform that opened out before her: like the main square in a traditional village. With the slight difference that this one was built in a giant tree, a hundred and twenty feet up. 
 
    She crouched down and watched the guards and the Shaman’s hut at the other end. She counted six guards standing in the square, armed with spears and wearing armor. Three others perched on the upper branches above the wooden building, these carrying short bows. Archers. That’s a problem. In the center of the platform she saw three totem poles representing gigantic birds. The huge yellow beaks and the plumage had been carved in great detail. But this was not what caught her attention; she already knew what they were: Flyers. What made her reach for her daggers were the three dead men tied to the totems. The Shaman had executed them in front of the whole village. He had left them there so that everyone would know what awaited them if they dared to oppose him. Damn lunatic, sadistic as well as skilled and dangerous. He had the whole village terrified. The worst thing of all was that those three poor souls had done nothing wrong. The Shaman was simply showing off his power and terrorizing the population. 
 
    She swept the area with an expert glance. She was looking for more guards, or any other risk she had not anticipated. But there was nothing else to be seen. To the left of the Shaman’s hut, in a building of wood and iron, was the prison where Ilia’s father was being held. I hope he’s still alive. It was more than six months since anybody had seen him. A little beyond was the Proxy’s hut, and beside it the barracks where the Guard were asleep. Time for action! She set off. Using her Power, she disappeared into the shadows which the lush foliage afforded. 
 
    Ilia appeared at the entrance to the square. The guards beside the totems tensed as they saw her. 
 
    “Who’s there?” said the one in charge, a thin man with an unpleasant face. 
 
    At the same time Albana appeared all of a sudden behind the first guard on the branches above. 
 
    “You know who I am,” Ilia said. 
 
    And as her friend spoke, Albana’s daggers ended the guard’s life. 
 
    “You can’t be here at night. It’s forbidden.” 
 
    Albana appeared behind the second archer. 
 
    “I’m the Chief’s daughter, I want to see my father.” 
 
    The guard above them died without making a sound. 
 
    “You know that’s not possible. The Shaman forbids it.” 
 
    A shadow appeared beside the third guard. 
 
    “Today things are going to change. Forever,” Ilia said. There was no shadow of doubt in her voice. 
 
    “You’re crazy.” 
 
    The third archer died with a muffled sigh.  
 
    “No, today we rise up.” 
 
    “Who, you? What are you going to do?” 
 
    “No, not me, the people.” 
 
    At a sign from Ilia, her brother Pilap and Lial appeared beside her. They were armed with knives and short axes. At once the six guards formed in front of them. 
 
    “Withdraw and you won’t die,” the guard said threateningly. “I’ll let you leave because you’re the Chief’s family. But take one more step and we’ll kill you.”  
 
    Ilia, Pilap and Lial stepped forward defiantly. 
 
    “You’ve asked for it. Archers, kill them!” 
 
    But the arrows that should have finished them off never came. The guards looked up towards the archers on the upper branches. They found only silence and foliage. 
 
    “Archers!” the guard called, his voice a mixture of anger and surprise. 
 
    “They won’t answer,” Ilia said. 
 
    “What have you done?” 
 
    “What we should have done long ago.” 
 
    “You’ve gone mad!” He turned to the other guards. “Kill her!” 
 
    Ilia raised her arm. At her signal a hundred men and women appeared behind her, armed with knives, axes and short bows. The green faces showed the determination of an enslaved people whose freedom will not be denied to them any longer. 
 
    “Emergency!” cried the guard and withdrew behind the totems. “Emergency!” he yelled at the top of his voice. 
 
    Armed guards began to emerge from the barracks and assemble in formation beside their comrades in the square. The Shaman and his personal guard came out in haste. A moment later the Proxy came out with his retinue. The Shaman wore his feathered robe, and when he saw what was happening he donned the mask with the huge beak and made his way through to the front of the guard. 
 
    “Ilia!” he cried with a voice filled with hatred and loathing. 
 
    “Shaman,” she replied icily. 
 
    “Have you gone mad? How dare you defy me? How dare you defy the Golden Gods?” 
 
    “Your time has come, Shaman. This is where your reign of terror and death ends.” 
 
    “If you dare oppose me, you’ll be opposing the Gods. You’ll die. You’ll all die.” 
 
    “No. The spirits of the forest say it’s time for us to rise up for our freedom. Their message is clear, I hear it in the wind, the leaves whisper it, the brooks babble of it. We all hear it. Today we rise up. Today we fight for freedom.” 
 
    He pointed to the three men tied to the totems. “If you try anything, you’ll end up like those three.”  
 
    “It’s because of them that we’re here. So that it never happens again.”     
 
    The Shaman reached for the huge Flyer claw he wore at his neck like a trophy and showed it to the rebels. 
 
    “I am the law in this forest, I lead this village. Go back to your homes and sleep, and I’ll forget this insult. If not, then I’ll cut your throats one by one, with my own hands, all of you. I swear it by the Gods!” 
 
    Ilia looked back at her people. Not one of them flinched, the eyes of those men and women were burning. They demanded the end of terror, they wanted freedom. 
 
    “The people are with me. Your days of giving orders are over,” 
 
    “Let me remind you that I have your father and your uncle captive. One more step and I shall order their hearts to be torn out.” 
 
    Pilap and Lial tensed. 
 
    “Don’t move...” Ilia said. Then she stared defiantly at the Shaman. “And I have the Foreigner.” 
 
    “Who?” he said blankly. 
 
    “The one who comes from another world, one like this, where the men and women have already risen up against the Gods and gained their freedom. The one who walks with shadows. The one who kills with the same ease as death herself. The one who cannot be seen. The one who has lived among the Gods and come back to tell the tale. The one who has Power, like the Gods.” 
 
    “Nonsense! That person doesn’t exist! You won’t scare me! They’re no more than lies and stories for children. Don’t think I don’t know that you’ve been spreading those rumors among the people. Lies! They’re all lies! Don’t believe her! You’ll die for those lies!” 
 
    “It’s all true. And they believe me.” 
 
    “Proxy, take your retinue and bring me her father and uncle. I myself will cut their throats before everyone.”  
 
    The Proxy gave a nod and went to the prison, followed by his most trusted men.  
 
    “Now you’re going to learn a very valuable lesson!” the Shaman added. 
 
    Ilia gave him a crooked smile. “We’ll see.” 
 
    The Proxy and his men went into the prison. There was a moment of silence. Everyone turned expectantly towards the building, but in the darkness it was impossible to see anything inside. They heard muffled cries and several dull blows. And then silence fell once again. 
 
    “What’s going on?” the Shaman said furiously. “Go and see!” 
 
    Several guards went into the prison. They came out looking frightened. 
 
    “The Proxy … is dead … they’re all dead … and the prisoners … have escaped,” stammered one of the guards. 
 
    “What? That’s impossible!” 
 
    Ilia smiled. “The rumors seem more likely now, don’t they?” 
 
    “I’ll put you all to the knife!” 
 
    “No. Today you die, and the rebellion begins.” 
 
    The Shaman turned to give his men the order to attack. From a liana, without a sound, a figure descended, almost invisible to the human eye until it was two hand-spans above the Shaman’s head. 
 
    “Kill them all!” he ordered. 
 
    A hand seized the necklace with the Flyer’s claw and lifted him two feet off the floor. He looked up in bafflement, kicking the air. A dagger took off his mask with a single slash. His face and neck were exposed to sight. 
 
    “I want you to see me. I am the lie you refused to hear about.” 
 
    The Shaman stared at Albana, his eyes wide with fear. 
 
    “The Foreigner!” 
 
    Albana smiled from ear to ear. “That’s what they know me as here. And this is where your luck runs out.” With a lightning stroke she cut his throat. The Shaman died with disbelief in his eyes. 
 
    Ilia turned to her people. 
 
    “The Shaman is dead! Take the rest prisoner!” 
 
    And the whole village fell on the guard. 
 
    At that same moment, in all the main villages of the six Counties of the Boundary of the People of the Trees, simultaneously and with the full moon as witness, the people rose against the Shamans, using subterfuge and night as their allies. With the arrival of dawn, Shamans and Proxies would cease to exist and the people would have taken the decisive step towards freedom. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, at dawn, Albana gazed down at the capital of the Boundary from high up in one of the gigantic trees. A deep sadness came over her. The city had been built by clearing an enormous circular area in the heart of the forest. The swine had felled and stripped thousands of trees and acres upon acres of forest. In their place they had built a city of stone and wood, protected by a ring-shaped wall eighty feet high. Columns of black smoke rose to the sky. Smithies and saw mills. The bloody swine. And what was even worse: the existence of six other cities like this one, the capitals of the six counties. Luckily they’re not as big, so there’s not quite so much damage to the forests. 
 
    She climbed to a higher branch to get a better view. From her new position she could see the vast monolith of the Gods and the Regent’s Palace. She shook her head. Time to pay a visit to the Regent and the Enforcers. An unexpected visit, bloody and uncomfortable. She smiled, and her eyes gleamed. She put her hand to her chest, where the disc of the Shadows hung. Her eyes lingered on it. She had less and less Power left. She only used it when her own Power failed, or when she needed to use a skill she had not yet mastered and which the disc helped her with. She practiced and experimented every day with her own Power. She practiced to improve the skills she had already developed using her own Hybrid Power, and experimented so as to develop new ones. This was what she liked most. Trying things out and discovering new skills she could develop through her Power. It took a great deal of trial and error, and once she had accomplished something she still had to practice so that it would turn into a skill she could call on instantaneously. It was hard and frustrating, but it filled her with joy when she discovered new possibilities. So she practiced and experimented tirelessly. 
 
    It’ll be best if I ration it. Once it was exhausted the disc would be useless and she would have to throw it away. I’ll have to use my own Power. That’ll be interesting to see. But without risk there’s no gain. I have to trust my own capabilities and leave the disc for when I really need it. 
 
    She sighed. She needed to go on developing her skills using her own Power alone with no help from the disc, something she was forced to do more and more. The advantage of using the disc in those skills she had already acquired was that they were easier to control. And more powerful. Besides, she hated the feeling of utter exhaustion which was the result of using all the Power stored within her. She hated being left helpless when her source of Power ran out. And oh, doesn’t the damn thing run out quickly. Too quickly. After that she simply collapsed on to the ground, unable to move. A few moments later sleep took her away. The Power which was consumed exhausted the body completely, after which it needed to sleep in order to recover not only the Power used but the energy to allow her to function. I’ll have to be very careful not to consume all my power. 
 
    “What do you think?” Ilia asked her. The girl was coming towards her, walking along the huge branch with absolute ease. Pilap and Lial were behind her. 
 
    “It’s not going to be easy.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, we’ll fight,” Pilap said. There was determination in his eyes. 
 
    “We’re ready to take it,” said Lial, her eyes burning. 
 
    Ilia smiled at her brother and her cousin. “Let Albana speak.” 
 
    “The circular area that leads to the city is a problem. I calculate there are about eight hundred paces from the edge of the forest to the wall. We can’t attack from the trees, and they’ll see us coming the moment we set foot on the ground. I don’t like it.” 
 
    “They’re making it bigger,” Ilia said. “Every day the circle’s bigger. A few months ago it was only five hundred paces across. They’re killing our forests, Mother Nature weeps disconsolately, the spirits tell us so. We must stop this sacrilege.”  
 
    “All that comes to an end today,” said Albana. 
 
    Ilia smiled, but there was concern on her face. “We trust you, Foreigner.” 
 
    “How are your father and his brother?” 
 
    Ilia sighed deeply. “Weak, very weak, but alive. We can never thank you enough for what you’ve done for us, for my family.” She spread her arms wide, including Pilap and Lial in the gesture. 
 
    “It’s nothing. I’m glad we found them still alive.” 
 
    “Only just,” Pilap put in. 
 
    “We’ll never forget,” Lial said gratefully, and hugged her. 
 
    Albana had not expected the gesture, very rare among those rough, savage people. Surprised and moved, she turned to Ilia. 
 
    “Is everything ready?” 
 
    “The Chiefs await your orders.” 
 
    “Pass on the word: they have to take the six county capitals.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Ilia asked doubtfully. 
 
    Albana nodded several times, with her eyes closed. “Absolutely sure.” 
 
    “Let’s divide our forces…” 
 
    “It’s a risk I believe we have to take. They’re not expecting an attack, least of all a coordinated, simultaneous one against all the cities. And we’ve already eliminated the Shamans and Proxies of the villages.” 
 
    “Yes, all the people are with us. Women, men, elders and children are behind us.” 
 
    Albana smiled. “That’s what I was hoping for. But the children and elders mustn’t fight today. Let it be known.” 
 
    “I’ll do that.” 
 
    “Go,” said Albana. 
 
    Ilia saluted and left. 
 
    “You two, pass the order on to our people: we’ll attack when the sun is at its highest.” 
 
    Pilap and Lial nodded and left at once. 
 
    Albana stared at the city a moment longer. I hope I’m not wrong, for the sake of these brave savages. Don’t let me be wrong, she said to herself, gazing up at the sun. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the sun at its highest there came a deafening cry from all along the edge of the forest. Thousands of green-skinned savages poured out from among the trees and ran across the open space to the city wall, as if desperate to reach an immense treasure. The alarm rang out in the city, and the guard took up their positions on the walls. The rebels in their thousands flooded in from all directions, as if the forest surrounding the fateful cleared circle were sending its children to put an end to the aggressors. They ran in their loincloths, armed with short bows, light hatchets and long knives, without armor of any kind. Yelling at the top of their voices, they crossed the area of open land. 
 
    At that same moment, in all six county capitals, the scene was being repeated. The alarm rang, and was drowned by the deafening cries of the rebels in all six capitals. The Guard could not believe what they were seeing. The People of the Trees had risen in arms and were attacking the cities. Thousands of arrows flew from the battlements and the first rebels fell dead. Blood was spilled, and now nothing could stop the conflict until its resolution, one way or the other. Under a storm of arrows and death, the rebels reached the high wall. But unlike in other Boundaries, the walls posed no difficulty for the People of the Trees. With the aid of lianas they began to climb the wall at tremendous speed and with amazing ease. 
 
    Tens of thousands of rebels attacked the capital from all directions, as one. The Guard was overwhelmed by the savage thrust of the rebels, who fought like true green demons. They climbed the wall to hurl themselves headlong at the soldiers, felling as many as they could. Once on the ground they struck savagely with knife and axe in a bloodthirsty frenzy. They fought with such rage and fury, striking at everything they came across, that they even caused losses among their own people. Thus fought the People of the Trees, with fury and savagery, and nothing would stop them, and for a good part of the battle it seemed nothing would. 
 
    The Guard defended the battlements as best they could, but the rebels overwhelmed them. It was then, with the battle all but won, that everything changed. Suddenly horns rang out, and that fateful sound was followed by a horrible sight: the Enforcers, in formations of three, began to take their positions along the wall. The parapet was now filled with rebels, who held back when they saw the Executors in their silver and blood-red armor, bearing their spears of death. But the rebels were brave and determined, and they hurled themselves against the Enforcers with the same fury they had shown the Guard. They would not cower, no matter how massive and lethal the Executors might be. 
 
    The fighting turned frantic. The rebels climbed the wall to attack the Executors. The result, though, was very different to what had happened with the Guard. The Executors sent the rebels tumbling down the wall with brutal blows from their powerful limbs. The rebels, vastly inferior in size and skill with weapons, were no rival for those monsters of death. With brute force and lethal skill with their spears, the Enforcers cleared the parapets in order to regain control of the wall. The battle began to tilt in their favor. 
 
    The rebels did not cease their attack, despite the level of casualties they were suffering. They hurled themselves three at a time against the Executors so as to bring them down, then finish them off once they were on the ground. The fury and savage blows of the rebels were beginning to cause damage among the Enforcers, although the cost in lives was phenomenal. For every Executor they managed to kill, they lost twenty men. The Executors speared them or threw them off both sides of the wall like ragdolls, to hit the ground below. Doubt was beginning to make itself felt in their minds. They were losing the battle, and there seemed to be no way to turn things around. 
 
    In one last desperate attempt to take the walls, the rebels attacked as one with all their remaining strength. The battlements filled with savage shouting, desperate fighting and death. The rebels were fighting with all their spirit. The Executors repelled them with brutal efficiency. Ilia was fighting alongside her brother Pilap and Lial, trying to open up a gap among the Executors with a hundred or so braves. 
 
    “Keep going! Don’t give in!” 
 
    The braves with her brought down a couple of Executors and killed them on the parapet. 
 
    “That’s the way! Onward!” Ilia cried. 
 
    Pilap and Lial lunged at the legs of an Executor as he fought three of their companions. The Executor’s spear ended the lives of two of them, but Pilap and Lial managed to bring him down. 
 
    “Now kill him!” Pilap cried. 
 
    Lial held on to the spear arm of the Executor with all her might, while three rebels stabbed him until he was dead. 
 
    They managed to move a few feet forward on the parapet, but met with another group of Executors. Ilia climbed on to the battlements and surveyed the fighting. All along the wall’s circumference the rebels were fighting the Enforcers, and to her chagrin, they were losing. Now the difference was clear. On the opposite side, Ilia glimpsed Albana. She was fighting at the head of a group of rebels, and they had made their way into the center of the city. 
 
    Ilia pointed her out to her brother and Lial. 
 
    “She did it!” Pilap said excitedly. “She got into the city despite the Executors.” 
 
    “Just like she said she would,” Lial pointed out, with a smile on her blood-smeared face. 
 
    Ilia looked around her. “That’s one piece of good news, but it’s the only one. The Enforcers are decimating us.” 
 
    “What are we going to do, sister?” Pilap asked uneasily. 
 
    “I don’t know, Pilap, we’re losing the battle. Perhaps I should call the retreat.” 
 
    “Let’s go on fighting,” said Lial, raising her blood-smeared knife. 
 
    “If we keep fighting we’ll all die,” Ilia said. She realized that her men were watching her, looking unsure. 
 
    Pilap stared fixedly into his sister’s eyes, “Better to die fighting than go on living as slaves.” 
 
    “Albana’s still fighting down there,” Lial pointed out. 
 
    Ilia heaved a deep sigh. Then she smiled at them. 
 
    “We’ll fight to the end!” she said, and gave the order to her people. “To the end!” 
 
    “To the end!” the rebels cried back, and plunged into the attack. 
 
    Thanks to the momentum of their brave hearts they managed to make the Enforcers retreat. But it was like wounding a wild animal. The Enforcers counterattacked with all the weight of their superiority, and the rebels began to fall in great numbers. In the midst of the chaotic combat Lial was hit on the head with brutal force, and before Pilap could catch her she fell from the top of the wall into the inner courtyard. She died when she hit the pavement. 
 
    “Lial! Nooooo!” Pilap cried in despair. 
 
    Behind him an Executor raised his spear to run him through. 
 
    Filled with abysmal horror, Ilia did her best to warn him. 
 
    “Pilap! Behind you!” 
 
    But her cry was lost among the thousands of others that rose to the sky in the din of the battle. 
 
    The spear came down to kill him. Pilap turned. Ilia knew it was too late. And suddenly two claws buried themselves in the Executor’s shoulders and bore him away bodily. Eyes wide, Ilia watched as her Flyer, Happy Flyer, whisked the Executor up into the air and then dropped him so that he crashed on to the ground. 
 
    “What…?” stammered Pilap, not understanding what had happened. 
 
    There came a shrill croak. A moment later others followed, south and north of the wall. 
 
    Pilap pointed up at the sky “Look there, sister!” he cried. 
 
    A hundred or so of the majestic Flyers were coming down from the heavens to fall by surprise on the Enforcers and help the rebels. 
 
    “I… I can’t believe it,” Ilia said. He watched the giant birds fighting the Enforcers. They grabbed them in their huge claws and flew off with them to the clouds, then dropped them or else dashed them hard against the walls. Those Executors who managed to wriggle in their grasp or wound them were torn to pieces in mid-flight by their enormous beaks. 
 
    “You have to believe it, now we have a chance!” 
 
     “Now I understand why Albana ordered the attack on the county capitals. It was for this. To free the Flyers and send them to our aid.” 
 
    “A great trick!” 
 
    “And tricks and ruses are what she said we’d need to win.” 
 
    Happy Flyer fell on the group of Executors in front of Ilia and Pilap, as a giant eagle might fall on a handful of lizards, and swept them away. 
 
    Ilia saw their opportunity. “Re-group! We need to seize our chance!”  
 
    The fighting turned into madness. The rebels pushed on while the Flyers came down from the heavens with an eerie croaking. Ilia signaled to her Flyer, who came down to the wall to pick her up. She climbed onto the bird and stroked her neck. 
 
    “Thank you, my love.” 
 
    The giant bird nodded several times in acknowledgement. 
 
    Pilap seized a bow and quiver and climbed up behind his sister. They took off, and Ilia was now able to take in the chaotic battle in all its splendor of blood and death. Pilap shot arrow after arrow at the Enforcers, while Ilia did her best to locate Albana. She guided the bird toward the center of the city. Suddenly a blue-white flash appeared before them, like lightning, and a discharge hit one of the Flyers. Wounded, the bird lost its sense of direction and crashed against the wall. 
 
    “What was that?” Pilap asked. 
 
    Ilia guided her Flyer to the spot, and they saw it. 
 
    “It’s an Eye-of-the-Gods, and he’s using a disc of the Gods!” 
 
    Another flash hit a second Flyer, followed by another discharge which hit a third bird. 
 
    “They’re killing them!” Pilap cried. He shot an arrow that hit the Eye in the chest before he could use his disc against them. Ilia made Happy Flyer swerve abruptly, and another flash brushed her right wing. The Flyer, frightened, swerved so abruptly that she almost lost her two riders. 
 
    Pilap gestured at another giant bird, which had been hit in mid-flight and was falling to the ground fast. “We have to help them!” 
 
    “But how?” Ilia said despairingly. If the birds died, they would all die with them. Their fate was irrevocably linked to that of the majestic birds. 
 
    All of a sudden she heard a tremendous blast which nearly deafened her. A huge shadow passed in front of them.  She was completely at a loss. They were in mid-air, above the city. What could possibly have generated a shadow as high up as that? Before her mind could unravel the mystery, she saw it. Before her eyes: the great monolith of the Gods was falling in all its glory, to shatter into fragments on the floor of the city. 
 
    “That was Albana!” Pilap cried. 
 
    Ilia guided Happy Flyer to the center of the square, and there indeed was Albana beside the base of the ruined monolith. Very close to her were a dozen Enforcers who must be pursuing her. 
 
    “Albana, be careful!” Pilap cried. 
 
    But Albana did not seem to fear the Executors. She hailed the siblings with a smile, completely ignoring the Enforcers. 
 
    “Tell her to take cover!” Pilap insisted. “They’re Executors!” 
 
    Albana made untroubled gestures for them to come down. 
 
    “How? What?” 
 
    Ilia brought the Flyer down beside Albana. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said, looking at the Executors as she spoke. “They’re harmless now.” 
 
    “I’ve no idea how you’ve done it, but there’s no way to say thank you in the whole wide world,” Ilia said, as she hugged her with all her strength. 
 
    Albana gave them a smile of pure satisfaction. “Didn’t I tell you, with a bit of trickery and Dark Arts there’d be a chance for us?”  
 
    Pilap waved a hand toward the Executors, who were wandering aimlessly a few steps away. “Why don’t they attack?” 
 
    “Without the monolith they lose their minds. I don’t know why, but that’s what happens.” She pointed up at the battlements, where the same image was repeated before the astonished eyes of the rebels. “Hence my little mission of stealth and shove.” She smiled roguishly. 
 
    “We’ve … we’ve won…” Pilap still could not believe it. 
 
    Ilia was looking around in disbelief. “So we’re free?” 
 
    Albana nodded with a broad smile. 
 
    “How will we ever be able to pay you back, Albana?” 
 
    The brunette looked up at the sky, where the Flyers were gliding. She said with a sigh: “One day, not very far off, I’ll ask for your help.” 
 
    “And you’ll have it,” Ilia assured her. 
 
    “It’ll be to face the Gods themselves: all Men, together.” 
 
    The two siblings exchanged glances and nodded. 
 
    “The People of the Trees will come to your call.” 
 
    Albana gathered them both into an embrace. 
 
    “My mission here is finished.” 
 
    “You’re leaving?” 
 
    She nodded. “It’s time to leave. My friends need me.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Ilia said. 
 
    “Can I go with you?” Pilap asked. 
 
    Albana shook her head. “It’s too dangerous. Help your sister.” 
 
    He nodded. “All right.” 
 
    “Farwell, my friends.” 
 
    “Farewell, Foreigner, May the spirit of the forest protect you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                                                              
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Adamís entered the central chamber of the temple under the lake he found Aruma sitting on one of the massive roots of the giant oak that grew inside the underground temple. With her back against the thick trunk she was combing her long white hair with a golden comb, her gaze distant, humming a sweet melody. At that moment, to his eyes, the Wise Old Woman seemed some mythical creature out of a legend. She was singing to the great tree which inexplicably rose amid the underground chambers like some imperishable guardian of that strange realm, swaying to its queen and lady, who was dedicating a loving lullaby to it. Surrounding them, and spreading out across ground, walls and ceiling, grew lush vegetation like that of some forest with magical qualities. It smelt of forest, of damp earth, of eucalyptus, all of which left Adamis entranced. 
 
    Concealing the pain he felt when he walked, and trying to move as firmly as he could without giving way to the punishment, he crossed the chamber and greeted his hostess. 
 
    Aruma came back from her thoughts, and her eyes lingered on him for a moment. Then she put her comb away in one of the pockets of her brownish-green robe and smiled at him. 
 
    “How do you feel today, young Prince of Ether?” she asked. She half-closed her eyes, as though trying to deduce it for herself. 
 
    “Rather better than yesterday and rather worse than tomorrow,” Adamis replied with an ironic smile. 
 
    Amused by his answer, she bowed her head. “I see we’re in a good mood today.” 
 
    “As good as can be expected of anybody condemned to death with a shriveled body which tortures him endlessly.” 
 
    “That’s a very good answer. It seems that little by little my excellent sense of humor is rubbing off on you.” 
 
    He smiled and raised his arms. “Let us hope so, or else I shall lose my mind too,”  
 
    Both of them laughed like good friends. For Adamis’s spirit laughter was a comforting balm, the only thing he had at hand to alleviate his suffering. He sat down beside Aruma, careful not to make any sudden movement. He gazed into her eyes, searching for the best way to tell her the decision he had reached. 
 
    “Has the time come?” she asked him all of a sudden. 
 
    He threw his head back in surprise. “How do you know? Can you read thoughts?” 
 
    “This crazy old woman can read you like an open book.” 
 
    “Are my thoughts that transparent? My intentions that obvious?” 
 
    She smiled sympathetically. “As far as the rest of the world is concerned, no. You can rest assured of that. But here in my house” ‒ she spread her arms wide ‒ “in the shadow of my child” ‒ she gently stroked the bark of the great tree ‒ “you have no secrets from me.” 
 
    “It may be that we spend too much time together.” 
 
    “That too, if you find it easier to accept that way.” 
 
    “I do. I do not understand your Power, and your mystical relationship with Nature and her children.” 
 
    “Ah! But we are all children of Mother Nature, and we owe ourselves to her. My Power is not so different from yours.” 
 
    “I would say it is.” 
 
    “It is simply more in harmony with Nature. There is a direct link between my power and the natural world around us. A symbiosis. That’s why I can perceive feelings, emotions, that you, my dear child, cannot.” 
 
    “I would like to…” 
 
    “For that you would have to spend a long time studying with me. It isn’t an easy task. I don’t think it’s the right moment. Am I mistaken?” 
 
    “No, you are not mistaken. But perhaps someday.” 
 
    “You will find me here if things don’t change too much. Although I have the feeling that is what they are going to do.” 
 
    “You have the feeling, or the information?” 
 
    Aruma burst out laughing. “I see you know me well.” 
 
    Adamis put his hand to his chin. “The Children of Arutan listen in the shadows, they know what is going on in Alantres, in the Eternal City, what is coming, and as one of their leaders you will have been told.” 
 
    She patted him affectionately. “A good piece of deduction,” 
 
    “The time has come for me to go back to Alantres and help Men.”  
 
    “Hmmm… that’s a decision I was expecting. But do you really believe, young prince, that you’re in a fit state to undertake a mission of that kind?” 
 
    Adamis stretched his neck and tried to appear as whole as possible. 
 
    “I am indeed. I have been recovering for a long time and I think I am ready. I owe it to you, to your care, your patience. I shall never be able to repay all that you have done for me. I owe you my life and my present health.” 
 
    Aruma waved her arms, making light of this. “Nonsense!” 
 
    “I owe you everything, and you know it. Let me at least thank you for it.” 
 
    “I’m an old Healer, nothing more than that. I’ve been learning for over a thousand years from Mother Nature and using my power together with the knowledge I’ve acquired. I’ve studied Nature, poisons and toxins, the blood, the Power of the Golden itself, and that is why I’ve managed to gain some more time for you. But I’m only a Healer, and my powers and knowledge have limits. I cannot save you from the death that flows through your body and one day will kill you, I can only delay it. And the price to be paid is a high one: the body pays it and the mind suffers it.” 
 
    “I will bear with it. Thank you for giving me this time stolen from death.” 
 
    Aruma smiled, but a moment later her face clouded over. 
 
    “I must confess that this old witch hasn’t done it out of the goodness of her heart.” 
 
    “I had guessed as much,” Adamis replied even-temperedly. 
 
    “I asked Ikai to bring you here for a reason, a very important one. And for that same reason I saved your life, and for the same reason I’ve helped you recover some semblance of your past health and strength, as far as I could.” 
 
    “What is that reason? You have never told me.” 
 
    “There are things better explained when the time is right.” 
 
    “Is that time now?” 
 
    “No. The moment has not yet come. But this I will say: one of these days, not too far in the future, I shall need you to return the favor, and I trust you to honor your word.” 
 
    “What will you ask of me?” 
 
    “Something that you’ll find very hard to do. As hard as anything can be.” 
 
    “And if I cannot do what you ask?” 
 
    “Will you deny me anything after what I’ve done for you?” she said. There was a touch of annoyance in her voice. 
 
    Adamis sighed. He knew he could not refuse her anything. But what if she asked him something that went against his honor? Something so horrible that his conscience would not let him do it? Unfortunately he had the feeling that it would be something just like that. 
 
    “I shall refuse you nothing, unless it goes against my honor.” 
 
    Aruma stared at him so hard, and her face took on such a stern look, that he knew that was precisely what she would ask, and also that she would not take no for an answer. 
 
    “You know I’m not one to forgive, nor do I have pity on those who betray me or deceive me. Nature is wise, but she’s also merciless. I follow her principles and her teachings.” 
 
    Adamis weighed up the situation. He could refuse, but then Aruma would turn her back on him. In addition he needed her help to reach Alantres. He was trapped. He had no option but to accept. 
 
    “Very well. When the time comes I shall do whatever you ask me to.” 
 
    Aruma’s face softened. Looking at the great tree as if it were a witness to the moment, she said: 
 
    “The deal is closed.” 
 
    “Will you help me, then?” 
 
    She stood up, and her white hair cascaded down to the ground. 
 
    “Let’s see whether you’ve regained all your power.” 
 
    “Is it necessary?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said in a voice that left no room for refusal. “You won’t survive unless your Power at least, if not your body, is completely restored. We must find out.” 
 
     Adamis sighed. For the three years and more he had been there, every change of season, Aruma had made him pass the same test. A test to measure his Power, to see how much of it he had been able to regain. A test to see whether it was recovering from the effects of the toxin that was coursing through his body. And every season he failed the test. Again and again, without exception. He had never let it dampen his spirits, he knew that the battle to regain the full use of his body was lost, he would never go back to being what he had once been, but his Power at least he could regenerate and win back, and it was that thought, that certainty, which drove him to keep trying. However difficult it might be, however hard he might find it. Often he wondered whether she might have imposed the test on him solely to motivate him. Seeing the triumphant smile on her face at that moment he was more than sure that it was so. But he had never given up, and after each failure – and there had been many of them – he had gone on working with greater driving force and determination. 
 
    “Or is it just that the fine high-born Prince doesn’t wish to fail once again and make a fool of himself?” She gave a mocking giggle. “I told you, nobody will give you anything for nothing here. Here you must earn everything through effort and suffering. That’s Mother Nature’s law. That’s how you learn to value what you have in your life. Here, in my realm, Princes are mere Golden with neither privileges nor silver spoons. I warned you that very first day: the days when everything was done for you, when every wish you had was granted simply because you had been born in a Powerful House, are over. Here there are no slaves or servants who will give you everything. Here your wishes aren’t granted to you because of who you are. Nature is queen here, and she teaches us that without struggle, there’s no life.” 
 
    “I ceased to be a vain Prince a long time ago. Now I am only Adamis, a cripple. But that will not prevent me from helping my own people.” 
 
    Aruma giggled. “Very well said. Then, my dear cripple, let’s see whether you can pass this test.” 
 
    Adamis did not allow himself to be manipulated by Aruma’s words. He knew she said them to unsettle him and make him fail, but this time it would be different, this time he was intent on passing the test. He would manage to stop her. Today he would manage it. 
 
    Aruma went to stand in the center of the chamber. She summoned her Power and rose, hovering in midair. She glanced at him and bowed lightly, then spread her arms wide and began to spin. She laughed, and her laugh was both defiant and mocking. Her strange behavior at certain moments, as if she had lost her mind, puzzled him. But this time he did not let himself be taken in by her role as a crazy old witch. It is a performance, it is not real. She is a Wise woman, an ancient leader of the Children of Arutan. Do not allow yourself to be fooled by her. Focus. 
 
    While she spun round and laughed, Aruma’s face shone with joy. She seemed to be enjoying herself as much as a little girl playing in the middle of the forest. Adamis concentrated on capturing her aura, something truly difficult, because she managed to hide it so well that during those first few years he had failed the test every time. But now his Power was greater, far greater, and calling upon it, he tried to find her. 
 
    Aruma became aware of this and stopped laughing. Now it was she who was concentrating and using her Power to hide her aura from him. He was using his own Power based on Ether to try to capture the wise woman’s spirit. She, on the other hand, was using the Power of Nature to hide her essence, blending it with that of the great tree and the vegetation in the chamber. The battle of wills between the two began to grow more determined. Adamis used more and more of his Power, and at last succeeded in making out a trace of Aruma’s aura. At once she countered by using her own and making it disappear again. 
 
    Adamis did not let himself give way to frustration. He was very aware that it would be extremely difficult; he had to defeat his hostess at her own game, in her own realm. But something began to be clear to him: his Power seemed to be completely restored. He could see it within himself. What had previously been a putrid, almost empty well, was now a deep lake filled with energy. And it was brim-full. The joy which came over him was so great that he smiled. 
 
    “Having fun, young princeling?” she said in an attempt to distract him. 
 
    But he did not flinch. At last, after all that time of pain, he had managed to regain his Power, and nothing would spoil that victory which had been achieved through effort and determination. Now I have to defeat her, or else I will not be able to help Kyra, and she needs me. He concentrated with his whole being and made use of his Power. And this time he saw her aura with total clarity. There it is, it is mine. He focused on it and was about to block it. I have you!  But at that moment his leg was seized by cramp and the intense pain made him lose his concentration, and with it the aura. 
 
    “The body betrays us?” Aruma said, seeing him writhing in agony. 
 
    With a grimace Adamis straightened, bit his lip and bore the pain. He said nothing. He did not take the bait. He let the pain pass and tried again, with even more determination. And this time he succeeded. Aruma noticed and tried to give him the slip by blending into the vegetation like a chameleon. But Adamis was now pure focus. A terrible stab in his stomach was tormenting him, but he did not lose his concentration. He blocked the aura and prepared himself. 
 
    Aruma realized that he had her now. She used her Power to speed up her spinning. He used his own and began to slow down the movement. Two beings of extraordinary power struggled like titans, one rotating, the other trying to stop the rotation. Adamis threw all his power, his body and his soul into the effort. A spasm of pain consumed him, but he was not prepared to give in now that he was so close to winning. Two opposing forces of enormous strength fought until one of them was exhausted and forced to concede defeat. 
 
    At last the rotation stopped. Aruma remained suspended in midair, her face contorted with effort, and finally came down gently. A moment later Adamis collapsed on the floor, writhing in pain. 
 
    “You did it, Lord of Ether.” 
 
    Adamis could not speak, the pain was too intense. 
 
    “You’ve managed to defeat me. You’ve passed the test. Something truly remarkable. I didn’t think you’d be ready. There’s a lot of pride and determination in you, more than I thought. I’m deeply glad that you proved me wrong.” 
 
    “Will… you… help me…?” he stammered. 
 
    “Of course. A deal is a deal. I may be a crazy old woman, but my word is sacred.” 
 
    She came over to him and placed her hands on his stomach and back, then concentrated and used her healing Power. A feeling of wellbeing enveloped him; he felt as though a restorative breeze was caressing his face, and a scent of eucalyptus reached his lungs. The pain gradually began to recede. 
 
    “How… do you… do that?” 
 
    “Mother Nature teaches us to look after the body, to ease pain.” 
 
    “Will you… teach me… someday?” 
 
    Aruma laughed affectionately. “It’s taken me half a lifetime to learn. I don’t think you’d want to stay with this crazy old woman for as long as that.” 
 
    Adamis stood up, very slowly, careful not to drain his strength. 
 
    “It is always an honor and a pleasure to be in your company.” 
 
    “So I see.” She laughed again. “Maybe someday. Now you have a great deal to do.” 
 
    Adamis nodded. “I must go back to the Eternal City.” 
 
    “You do know that the moment you set foot in Alantres you’ll be captured, don’t you? And this time nothing will save you. The High Kings will cut off your head.” 
 
    “I know…” 
 
    “What have you come up with? I know you have a plan. You might be a princeling, but you have a good head.”  She winked. 
 
    “I have a way of avoiding discovery. I have been practicing a lot.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    Adamis closed his eyes, spread his arms wide and summoned his Power. Out of his chest came a white mist which enveloped him completely. For a long moment nothing happened. Then his body flashed several times, with a crystalline light, and after a moment, before Aruma’s keen eyes, the Prince of Ether began to fade little by little until he had become one with the mist. A moment later the mist vanished and Aruma’s eyes were unable to see him. But he had not gone anywhere; he was still there, motionless. 
 
    “The Power of Ether is significant,” she said. “You’ve turned yourself into Ether itself, into spirit. Truly extraordinary. I don’t think there’s any of our own people who’d be capable of anything like that.” 
 
    “My father can,” Adamis said. “He taught me.” 
 
    “I hear you, but I can’t see you. Not even with my power am I able to see you.” 
 
    “That is because mine counteracts yours.” 
 
    “But there’s something I must tell you. Although I can’t see you, my young friend, I can feel your presence.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that.” 
 
    “It might be only me, or those who are akin to Mother Nature, like me.” 
 
    “I do not think so. If someone uses their power to detect my presence, my own power, they will find me. I will have to take the risk.” He came out of his Ether state and became visible again, gradually taking on essence, turning solid before her. 
 
    “Hmm. Perhaps we might reduce that risk.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “The chameleon.” 
 
    Adamis stared at her, at a loss. 
 
    “I’ll help you hide your essence, as the chameleon does, by blending in with its surroundings.” 
 
    “Will you be able to?” 
 
    “Yes and no. As with the chameleon, its camouflage fools most but not all the predators. You won’t be able to deceive everyone. Those with much Power or great perception will find you out. But you’ll be able to deceive the least adept. Or at least so I hope.” She smiled. 
 
    “Thank you, with all my heart,” he replied, and bowed his head low in respect. 
 
    “Let me work on it. Come back in three days and I’ll have things ready. Go and rest. You’ll need it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Three days of rest later, Adamis came to see Aruma. He found her in a strange garden full of exotic flowers and trees he had never seen before. The Ancient was in the habit of talking to her plants as though they were her pets and understood her. By now nothing about her surprised him. The garden was in a separate chamber which was normally closed, one of the few which were. 
 
    He waved to her from the entrance, and she smiled at him. She was sitting on a wooden stool in a sort of workshop, at a large table laid with bowls and glassware. Behind this was a huge shelf full of glass and ceramic containers of various                      shapes and sizes. On one side was a hearth with a low fire on which several pots were boiling. The smoke they gave out and went up the chimney was a disagreeable green. 
 
    “Come in, Prince of Ether,” she said. She was doing something to a bowl in which some viscous substance was being prepared. 
 
    “I do not mean to disturb you…” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said with a smile. “I’m working out one of my  “experimental substances” 
 
    Very slowly, Adamis went over to the work-table and sat down. 
 
    “Don’t get too close to the hearth ̶ those fumes are toxic. I wouldn’t want you to have an accident.” 
 
    “Um… certainly. May I ask what it is?” 
 
    Aruma nodded. “It’s a preparation based on various very special, hard-to-find plants and resins that I myself cultivate in my gardens. I like to experiment with the fruits of our Mother Nature, to see what new uses can be worked out by combining those fruits.” 
 
    “Is it a medicine?” 
 
    The Old Golden shook her head, and a malicious smile touched her lips. 
 
    “The contents of this garden aren’t used for healing, but rather for the opposite.     
 
    “To injure?” 
 
    “Give me a moment, and I’ll show you.” Aruma finished creating the substance and poured it carefully into the pot on the fire. She stirred it for some time, then took it from the fire and poured it into a ceramic bowl. She went to the shelf and poured some gray substance from a jar on to the mixture. They waited for it to solidify. 
 
    “That’s it.” She said. “Let’s try it,” She took a small knife from the table. With a wooden spatula she smeared the substance on the blade of the knife. Adamis watched completely absorbed. “Ready to see what it does?” 
 
    He was eaten up with curiosity. “Yes.” 
 
    “Raise two protective spheres. One against physical attacks, the other against attacks of Power.” 
 
    He obeyed, using his Power to surround himself with two protective spheres. Aruma took hold of the knife and brought the point close to these barriers. 
 
    “The Golden believe in their ignorance that they’re more powerful than Mother Nature, that their Power is superior to that of our wise Mother. But they’re wrong, the arrogant egomaniacs.” 
 
    She pushed the knife, and the blade pierced both protective spheres as though they were butter. 
 
    “Incredible!”  said Adamis. “Nothing should be able to cut through those!” 
 
    “And yet, it does. Now tell me, which is wiser and more powerful, the Golden, or Mother Nature?” 
 
    Adamis nodded. He understood what Aruma was trying to show him. 
 
    “Nature.” 
 
    “Never forget that, Prince of Ether.” 
 
    “I never will, I can assure you.” 
 
    The wise woman gave him a satisfied smile. 
 
    After what he had seen, he was full of curiosity. “And what is in the other pot on the fire?”  
 
    “Aha! Devoured by curiosity eh?”  
 
    “Well, yes… a little.” 
 
    “This preparation is something I haven’t yet managed to master. Mother Nature provides us with the raw materials and the knowledge, but the experimental process is a long and arduous one. I’ve spent years working on this potion, and someday I’ll succeed.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “A toxin: the most powerful one I’ve ever developed.” 
 
    He frowned in distaste. “You are working on a poison? Why?” 
 
    Aruma smiled maliciously and stood up. She went across to some flowers very like orchids, but with black instead of white petals. 
 
    “Poisons in nature have two basic functions: they’re used to serve predatory ends, as in the case of spiders, snakes, jellyfish and others. Or they’re used in defense, as in the case of bees, frogs, caterpillars, plants, fungi…. I’ve spent my entire life studying them. My objective is to find a poison which carries out both functions simultaneously on application and which only affects the Golden, not all the other creatures on the face of the earth. I still haven’t succeeded, but each day I come closer. When I do manage it, I’ll be able to show the Five High Kings that their Power is as nothing against  that of Mother Nature, that the path they’re following is wrong, because we are not more powerful that our Creative Mother.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “But don’t let my philosophical ramblings cast a shadow on your day.” 
 
    “Listening to you always brings me wisdom. I am delighted to do so.” 
 
    She smiled sweetly, and put her arms around him. “I have a few presents for you.” 
 
    “Really?” he said in surprise. 
 
    The wise woman searched beside the shelf, took an object and showed it to him. He was unable to see it clearly, but it seemed to be transparent. 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “A ring, a very special one. I’ve named it Chameleon Ring” 
 
    “I can hardly make it out.” 
 
    “That’s the idea. I’ve put a spell on it with my Power. I know it’s something the Golden don’t do anymore, they prefer their discs of Power, but we follow the ancient traditions, when Power was transferred into objects and was shaped for a particular function. The ring makes the essence of the person wearing it blend into his surroundings and thus become very  hard to detect. Put it on.” 
 
    He put the ring on his index finger. Aruma concentrated, trying to pick up the prince’s essence. 
 
    “Nothing. I can’t pick up a thing. It works,” she said, and smiled broadly. 
 
    When Adamis looked at his finger, the ring was now invisible. And yet it was there, as though it were part of his finger. 
 
    “You can’t use it all the time. The Power in it has unwanted effects.” 
 
    “Such as what?” 
 
    “Harmful ones. It could go as far as producing nausea, distortion of reality hallucinations… so use it only in moments of crisis, when there’s no other alternative….” 
 
    “And I have one final present before you leave.” 
 
    “More?” 
 
    “You’ll need this. It’s for when things turn ugly. Always carry it with you, at your waist, but don’t unsheathe it until you truly need it.” 
 
    She handed him a short sword in its sheath. Its handle was brown and green, and the crosstree seemed to be wooden. 
 
    “A wooden sword?” 
 
    “Yes, but not just any old sword. I’ve put a spell on it, and there are several of my preparations on the blade. It will save your life.” 
 
         “What does it do?” 
 
    Aruma giggled. “Better that you discover that by yourself. But not here. When the day comes when your life’s in real danger. Yours, or that of someone you love.” 
 
    “Very well. I shall honor your wish. How am I going to repay you for all that you have done for me?” 
 
    Aruma’s face was suddenly serious. “Remember your promise.” 
 
    “I will remember and honor it. You have my word on that.” 
 
    “Even though you may not know it, our paths run in parallel. You’re young and inexperienced and don’t see what’s really going on and what’s at stake. But one day you’ll understand. You’ll see there’s much more at stake than you ever thought possible. 
 
    “And now, get ready to leave. I’ll warn my people. They’ll help you get into the city.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “And for Mother Nature’s sake, don’t get killed, or else all will be lost.” 
 
    “I shall try not to.” 
 
    “Don’t try. Do it.” 
 
    Adamis took his leave of Aruma with a warm and heartfelt hug, turned and left the hall. As he was going out, he had the feeling he was going straight into the jaws of death. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. 
 
    “I will not let you catch up with me,” he told death, defiantly. But moving on at a cripple’s pace, bent and dragging a battered body, he did not give the impression that he would be able to escape from anybody or anything, least of all death. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A week after having left the domains of the People of the Highlands behind, Ikai was making his way through the dense forest at the first light of dawn, following Maruk’s trail. Something bright which seemed out of place in that natural environment caught his attention. There it is. The Barrier of the Gods. He went up to it slowly until he was able to see it clearly, then stopped in front of it. Here begins the Boundary of the House of Fire. Asu’s Boundary.  
 
    He raised his left arm with the hated Ring. When he brought it closer to the barrier, his arm started to shake. Adamis had made the whole group an offer to take them off, but if he did so there was no guarantee that someone might not die in the process of crossing the barriers. So they had agreed not to take the risk. He put the hand with the Ring across the barrier, and a golden flash made him narrow his eyes. The shaking turned to spasms as he was crossing the barrier to enter the domain of the Gods of Fire. We’ll win, he said to himself, and lost consciousness. 
 
    He came to as evening was falling. His body hurt as though he had been beaten by a group of Tormentors. He stretched his muscles and adjusted the satchel of food, then his bow and quiver. Lastly he checked his sword and long knife. Everything was in order, and he could keep on his way. He ventured into the forest very warily. Evening was beginning to fall, and he was haunted by an ominous foreboding, one he could not shake off. He was a rational person, someone who analyzed things, and the feeling troubled him. But of course he was in the Boundary of the House of Fire, and that changed everything. Maruk had decided to deal with that particular Boundary for this very reason. Ikai could not blame him. He felt he would have done the same in his place. After all, it had been Oskas who had killed Liriana, and Oskas was a henchman of Asu’s. Maybe we shouldn’t have let him come. But he was determined, he wouldn’t have accepted a refusal. 
 
    He shook himself and shut his eyes tight. Now he felt even worse. Remembering Oskas upset his stomach. Try as he might, he could not accept that this evil monster was really his own father. Or rather, that he had once been his own father. If he really was Siul, they must have done something unthinkable to make him end up as Asu’s loyal spy and assassin. Something so horrible that it had broken his body and mind. In the end there was nothing left of my dear father. I didn’t recognize him. He was beyond any possible salvation. Deep down, Ikai was glad Oskas had died. If a speck of Siul had been alive inside that creature, he would have begged to be killed. He took a deep breath  and exhaled hard. I must concentrate on finding Maruk.  
 
    Before he went on, he wanted to make sure he had not lost his friend’s trail. He had been following it ever since he had crossed the Boundary. He took out a small leather pouch and poured its contents on to the palm of his left hand. There were four locks of hair, tied with colored ribbons. Four companions, four locks of hair. Red ribbon for Kyra, blue for Ikai, black for Albana and green for Maruk. Each one of them carried an identical set of locks so as to find each other if the need arose. For Maruk the need had arisen, and Ikai would find him. 
 
    He put Albana’s lock to his nostrils and breathed deeply, trying to grasp her scent, but all he could find was her memory. He sighed. Soon, very soon. He put the lock with the others inside the pouch, all except Maruk’s, which he kept in his left hand. He took out Adamis’s disc with his right hand and held it in his open palm, closed his eyes and concentrated on feeling the essence of that lock of hair, Maruk’s essence, just as Adamis had trained them to do before they left. They had practiced a lot, as it was difficult to manage. For the best part of the morning he tried, without any result. He began to feel discouraged, then remembered that none of them had ever made it in less than a morning and half an afternoon of trying. 
 
    Finally, with the sun at its highest, the disc gave a golden flash and he was able to see Maruk’s silhouette in his mind, blurred to begin with, then clearer after a moment. Now the second part: to grasp his aura. It took him another long while, but in the end he succeeded in picking it up. He held on to it. His friend’s silhouette vanished and he was left with the image of his aura. 
 
    He used the disc’s Power to scan the forest before him, searching for the trail of his friend’s aura. At first he could not find it, but he did not lose heart and kept trying. He knew it had to be somewhere in that area; it was just a matter of finding it. He moved through the forest with his eyes closed, sweeping the area with his mind. Trees and other obstacles appeared as dark shapes in his mind, which he dodged as he went. The vegetation was a diffuse white. He kept moving, scanning the distance, careful not to trip or to bump into anything. It was like sleep-walking, except that he was wide awake even though his eyes remained closed. The Power of the disc was his sight. After a while he began to have doubts about whether he was in the right place; he ought to have found a trace by now. 
 
    He gazed up at the sky through the heavy branches of the trees, and a sharp pain in his mind, brought on by the brightness, told him it was not a good idea. As he lowered his head he glimpsed a distant light, like a silver reflection. Intrigued, he went in that direction. He was forced to walk so slowly that he began to get impatient, but if he opened his eyes he would lose the possibility of tracking and have to start again. He reached the place where he had seen the brightness and bent down. In front of him, on the soil, was a footprint. Above it there levitated a silver bubble. He stared at it and felt no doubt: it was Maruk, he had passed through there. He raised his closed eyes and twenty paces further on he saw another bubble. A little ahead was yet another. There was no doubt that it was Maruk’s trail. I found it! At last!  
 
    The trail led him to a village just outside the forest. He opened his eyes, put away the lock of Maruk’s hair and Adamis’s disc and studied the village from the edge of the forest. The houses were rather better than those of the Senoca, better built, more advanced. They were painted red and yellow. It was quite a big village, well-built and well-kept. He could not see anybody in the square or near the houses. Maybe they were working in the fields. The wind shook the leaves of the trees above his head, and that was when he realized; there was no sound coming from the village. No chatting, no laughter, no arguing, not even a dog barking. There was nobody there. Nothing. 
 
    He got to his feet, crossed the dirt road in front of the forest and went into the village. It was empty of any life. A shiver ran down his spine. He went over to one of the houses, whose door was open. He went in carefully, and what he saw disturbed him even more. It was deserted, and everything was in perfect order: the kitchen tidied, the wooden and steel utensils hanging on the wall, the clothes folded in the chest, the beds made, the rooms clean. No sign of violence. No sign that people had left in a hurry in the face of some imminent danger. No sign of anything. It was as if everyone had evaporated. He ran two fingers through the layer of dust that covered the table by the entrance. This house had been empty for a long time.  
 
    He went out into the square and searched a couple more houses for clues. But he found nothing. They were all in the same state. How weird! What could have happened here? 
 
    “Hello!” he cried, in the hope that someone would show themselves. 
 
    The only answer was the sighing of the wind. 
 
    “Is there anyone here?” he shouted again at the top of his voice.  
 
    No reply. 
 
    It was a ghost town. He could not guess the reason, but it was unlikely to be a good one. Discouraged and puzzled, he decided to go on until he found another village which could give him answers about what was going on here. He walked for three days until he saw another village. He scouted it and found the same situation: another ghost town. He was getting more and more uncomfortable, but he kept going. Two days later he saw another village. Immediately he went into the forest which lined the path and went on walking. He did not want any surprises. 
 
    He went close to the village, hidden in the bush, fearing to find a new ghost town. But this time he heard voices, human voices. Happiness made him smile. There were people, and they were alive. He sighed when he saw them and relaxed. He took a good look at the villagers: they had white skin, dark brown hair, and dark brown eyes; they were really not that different from the people of the Highlands. He was not surprised by the fact, as this boundary was quite near the Highlands. He had not needed to use one of the underground Portals Adamis had marked on his maps to get there. He had come on foot in a little over two weeks, heading south-west. If the two Boundaries were so close, it was logical to think that the people living in them would be similar in features, not too different in race. As for culture… that he would have to find out. 
 
    Lying on the ground, watching the activities of the village, there was something that did not quite fit in that place. Next to a farm two old men seemed to be negotiating over a rickety cow one of them apparently wished to sell to the other. Opposite, two women were plowing a field. They were of a certain age, and he felt pity for them, They must need to work right up to their final days. Produce or die. In this Border and in all the others. The accursed law of the Gods. In the small central square, around a single fountain, a group of children were running around as they played, yelling non-stop. They were still too young to wear a ring. Enjoy whatever you can. Childhood is fleeting, he thought bitterly. 
 
    And at that moment he realized what it was that did not seem to fit. There are no young people! He scanned village and surroundings again, looking for anyone young, and could find none. How odd! He was puzzled. This was not normal at all. Even when there were massive Summonses, for the mines or the fields, they did not take all the useful population of a village. There were always young people left behind so that the community could survive, so that they would go on producing. This made no sense. His sense of something ominous intensified. 
 
    Nor did he find any trace of either Guards or Enforcers. The best thing to do would be to look into this. It was a small village, not much more than a hamlet, so there ought not to be any enemies. Slowly, letting himself be seen, he came out into the open, walking with his arms out at his sides and his hands empty of any weapon, so that they would know he had no ill intentions. He had left behind his sword and satchel, hidden beside a tree, but in case things turned ugly he had his knife ready at his waistband, behind. When he was very near the square he slowed down even further. 
 
    Suddenly one of the children saw him, stood still, put his hands to his forehead and screamed. Straight away the other children did the same. Ikai made soothing gestures to them, but the children ran away until they had disappeared on the far side of the village. 
 
    From the door of one of the red adobe houses in the square an old woman was watching him. She was dressed in dark yellow, with a black ribbon around her wrinkled forehead. Her eyes were large and pale. He recognized fear in them. 
 
    He kept his hands up and showed her his palms. “I won’t hurt you,” he said. 
 
    The old woman gazed at him in silence. A gray braid hung over her right shoulder. 
 
    He went up to her very slowly. “My name is Ikai. Don’t be afraid.”  
 
    The woman raised her hand. 
 
    He stopped. “I’m just looking for information. Honestly. I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    The old woman said something in a language he did not understand. Slowly, so as not to scare her, he gently tapped the communication bracelet on his right wrist. 
 
    “Can you repeat what you just said? I couldn’t understand you.” 
 
    “Go away.” 
 
    The bracelet was working, and he could understand her now. “Why are you rejecting me?” 
 
    “You’re not from these lands.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. I’ve come from a long way away … What’s going on here?” 
 
    “Go back the way you came.” 
 
    “I found deserted villages. What’s happened?” 
 
    She shrugged and lowered her gray eyes. 
 
    “Have they made the people disappear?” 
 
    The old woman put her finger to her lips. 
 
    “I understand. You’re afraid of talking.” 
 
    She nodded. “We all are.” 
 
    “Can’t you tell me anything?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Maybe I could help you somehow.” 
 
    “You’re young and strong, but you’ll die if you try to help us.” 
 
    “Where are the young ones, the men and women? Working?” 
 
    The old woman shook her head. Her wrinkled face showed deep sorrow. 
 
    “Aren’t they working for the Gods?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “This Boundary is still under the power of the Gods, isn’t it?” 
 
    She nodded very slowly. 
 
    “So where are they?” 
 
    The woman pointed toward the east. 
 
    “In another village? 
 
    She shrugged and lowered her gaze again. “They took them away.” 
 
    “They took them away to work? A Summons?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Ikai did not understand the answer, what it meant. A very unpleasant feeling came over him. 
 
    “Are they… are they alive?” 
 
    The old woman sighed deeply and shrugged again. But the gesture was so sorrowful that he felt it meant no. 
 
    Seeing he was not getting anywhere, he made a desperate attempt to get some information. “I’m looking for a friend, perhaps you’ve seen him. He came here some time ago, the same way I came here today.” He indicated the forest behind him. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Maruk. His name is Maruk.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You know him, is he all right?” 
 
    She shrugged again with the same melancholy gesture. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    She pointed east again. “With the others.” 
 
    “Can’t you tell me anything else?” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Now. Go. Or this’ll become a ghost village like the others, and it’ll be your fault.” 
 
    Before the harshness of her words, he hesitated. He wanted to beg her to give him more information, but she had disappeared inside her dwelling, closing the door behind her. He tried to find someone else who might be able to shed some light on the situation, but all the doors were shut to him. However much he tried, nobody would speak to him. They were deeply afraid. Not wanting to force matters, he decided to continue east. He would find answers somewhere else. He said goodbye and went on along the path. As he was leaving he had the feeling that many eyes were on his back. 
 
    He walked on for many days, following the path. The landscape was beautiful, which he was thankful for. Walking alone through the world was a feeling he could not entirely get used to. A friendly landscape comforted his spirit. He was surrounded by wide green fields and forests of beech and ash. The land was mainly flat, with barely a hill in the distance. The breeze was gentle and warm, and although the sun shone high above, it did not burn the skin. The climate seemed to be a good one in that Boundary. It rained enough, because there was verdure and yet not too much of it, and the temperature was very mild. It was a beautiful place to live. There was only one problem: he did not meet anyone. He had already passed another deserted village, and the old woman’s strange words echoed in his head. He had no clue as to what was going on there, but it was nothing good. He had to find out and he had to find Maruk. 
 
    What’s happening here? And the uneasy foreboding settled on him again like a heavy tombstone. 
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    The portal flashed twice and became activated. At the third flash a bent figure appeared in the middle of the silver platform. Immediately the Eye-of-the-God in charge of the portal turned toward the new arrival and challenged him.  
 
    “Who goes there?” he shrieked. There was surprise in his voice. Three Custodians on duty by the portal turned, spears and shields at the ready. 
 
    The figure straightened slowly, but its face was not visible under the hood that covered its head. The Enforcer stared at it, trying to puzzle out who it might be, but the stranger was wrapped in a brown cloak which hid his body. 
 
    The Eye checked in the silver logbook he carried. “There’s no transport designated for this hour,” he said, 
 
    The figure said nothing. It looked around, as if trying to identify this place. 
 
    The Eye closed the logbook. “This is very irregular. I haven’t been informed. I need to communicate with my Lord and ask whether this transport has been authorized.” At once the three Custodians pointed their spears at the new arrival. 
 
    Is the good Lord Urdin still in charge of the Portals of the Fifth Ring?  the stranger said in a mental message. At the same time, with a casual wave of his hand he let the Enforcer see that his skin was golden, the golden hue of the Gods themselves. 
 
    The Eye-of-the-God was utterly baffled. Realizing that this was a Golden, the Enforcer bent in submission. The Custodians stood to attention. 
 
    “Lord Urdin has been replaced by Lord Ura. It is to him, my Lord, that I must report…” 
 
    And so you should. I wish you to take my greetings to my good friend. 
 
    The Eye, still with his head down and without daring to look at him, sought to excuse himself. 
 
    “Forgive me, my Lord, nobody informed me…” 
 
    Naturally. This visit was not planned. 
 
    The Enforcer opened his silver book. “Who should I announce to my Lord? It’s a little late for a visit…” 
 
    The figure gazed up at the starry sky. 
 
    True. It is rather late for a formal visit. Yet this is not one of those. 
 
    “I don’t understand, my Lord. Doubtless you belong to the House…” 
 
    Oh, I forgot to mention it, I am not of the House of Water. 
 
    The Enforcer began to straighten up slowly. The Custodians were suddenly on the alert. 
 
    “You are not from the House of Water? Which House do you belong to, my Lord?” 
 
    Hmm, interesting question. I had not thought about it. I no longer belong to any House. 
 
    “But… my Lord… that’s impossible.” 
 
    For a being like you it is, since for you it is inconceivable that a Golden should not belong to any of the Five Houses. But let me assure you that it is so. 
 
    The Enforcer did not know how to react. He was in the presence of a Golden, one of his masters, but one not of his own House, and from what he had said, one who did not belong to any House. There was no room for this in his logic. 
 
    Confused? 
 
    “My Lord… who are you? Who should I announce?” 
 
    I am sorry, but you must not announce anybody, since I cannot reveal to you who I am. 
 
    The Enforcer closed his book and stared at the stranger, at a loss. After a moment his priorities seemed to come back to him. 
 
    “If you’re not of the House, you can’t be here without an express invitation at this hour of the evening.” 
 
    The stranger nodded. 
 
    “I must ask you to identify yourself to my Lord, Lord Ura.” 
 
    Unfortunately for you, and for these three Custodians who are already looking at me suspiciously, I cannot do so. 
 
    There was a moment of silence. The Enforcer turned to the Custodians. 
 
    “Arrest him,” he ordered. 
 
    The three huge warriors took a step toward the portal. At the same time the stranger’s body shone, and three translucent spirits issued from his chest. The spirits, their faces twisted with horror, fell on the Custodians. They entered their bodies, and before they could take a second step they fell to the floor without a sound and died, their souls devoured by the three terrible spirits. 
 
    The Enforcer stepped back. 
 
    “That kind of Power is that of the House of Ether,” he said, his shrieking voice trembling. 
 
    I see they are making you with greater intelligence all the time. 
 
    “Please, my Lord, don’t kill me.” 
 
    Curious, I thought your function was to serve us. You should be happy to die for a Golden. If I were to tell you to, you should gladly take your own life,. 
 
    The Enforcer searched among his logic for what to do next. On the one hand what the stranger said was true, but on the other hand he had no wish to die. 
 
    “You are from a rival House, I can’t follow that order.” 
 
    Well parried. I am indeed of a rival House, and therefore you do not belong to me and I cannot order you to take your own life. 
 
    The Enforcer nodded. 
 
    Unfortunately, although I appreciate your intelligence, I cannot let my arrival be known. And I know you will hasten to inform your master, as the pip of Power embedded in your brain instructs you. That is why I am deeply sorry, but I cannot let you leave. 
 
    The Enforcer turned to run. The stranger snapped his fingers. Before he could take a single step, a transparent mist enveloped the Enforcer. A moment later he fell to the floor, dead. 
 
    My name is Adamis, the stranger said. I am truly sorry, but I cannot let my presence here be known. He walked slowly forward between the corpses. 
 
    With the stars shining above, glancing furtively around in case any more Custodians on duty should appear, he came to a square with a fountain in the center in the shape of a ship sailing the seas. A figure was waiting there in the shadows, hiding its presence behind a tree. Adamis stopped. He tried to straighten himself up; he must pretend to be a powerful Golden, a Lord. But a sudden intense pain in his stomach made him bend double. He endured the suffering and stood tall, like a noble of that ring. He stared at the figure hiding in the shadows. It did not move, it simply watched him. 
 
    There was an impasse. He was not sure whether to move on or not. He used his Power to perceive the essence of the figure and make sure he was not heading into an ambush. Water, he sensed the element of water, which did not surprise him as he was in the fifth ring. Whoever it is has a great deal of Power. He needed to be ready, as it represented a threat. But then he perceived something else: it was as if there were traces of the other elements mixed in with the element of water, as if they were blended together. Hmmm, this is unusual. The Power develops with an affinity to a single element, but I have come across this phenomenon before…And then he knew who was waiting for him. 
 
    He went up to the figure. 
 
    “Welcome, Prince of Ether,” the message came to his mind: a young, feminine voice which he recognized. 
 
    “I am no longer a noble from a powerful House, now I am a nowhere man, stateless. Let us forget formalities and speak like commoners.” 
 
    “As you wish,” she said with a small gesture of acknowledgment. 
 
    “Besides, you and I already know each other, Ariadne, Healer of the Caste of Commoners.” 
 
    “I see the memory of our meeting beneath the Eastern Temple the day before your exile remains intact.” 
 
    “There are things one never forgets. But just in case, I brought you this.” He showed her the pearl she had given him at that meeting. 
 
    She smiled as she recognized it. “My pearl.” 
 
    “Although I did not need it, I recognized you from your essence. I remember it well.” 
 
    “Keep the pearl, you might need it.” 
 
    Adamis nodded and put it away. “I see you no longer wear the tree-mask of the Children of Arutan. You are a woman of remarkable beauty.” 
 
    Ariadne blushed. “Wearing it when I walk around the Fifth Ring attracts too much attention.” 
 
    “Particularly if you are pursued.” 
 
    She was suddenly concerned for her leader. “How fares my revered lady? Is she in good health?” 
 
    “Aruma is well. Very well, I would say. Do not worry. I have a message to you from her.” 
 
    From the northern side of the park there appeared six Custodians doing their rounds. They were heading towards the square. 
 
    “It will have to wait. We must move,” Ariadne said urgently. 
 
    “Once they reach the Portal they will raise the alarm,” Adamis said, glancing in its direction. 
 
    “Then let us hurry. This way.” 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “Do not worry, I know this ring intimately. I have lived here all my life. We will be safe.” 
 
    Adamis gave a slight smile of acceptance and nodded. 
 
    The two Golden set off. Adamis was trying to keep up with the pace Ariadne set, but he found it impossible. His battered body would not let him go so fast. The young woman slowed down when she realized the Prince’s predicament. 
 
    “Stand straight,” she whispered to him. “The taller you stand, the less attention we will attract from the Custodians.” 
 
    He nodded and tried to stand tall and straight. Holding the position was torture for him, but he was determined to endure it. Ariadne led him through parks and streets which were practically deserted, always keeping in the shadows, avoiding the better-lit parts, where there would be patrols. Just as she had said, the young woman knew the place perfectly well. They arrived at an area of waterways and saw two figures waiting for them beside a boat tied to a small, swaying wooden pier. 
 
    Adamis hesitated when he saw that these were massively-built slaves. 
 
    “They are trustworthy,” Ariadne assured him. 
 
    They climbed into the boat and headed south, threading the labyrinth of channels of that section of the Fifth Ring. In this ring, the kingdom of the House of Water, where there should be cobbled streets and avenues there were canals and rivers instead. The two slaves guided the boat skillfully, seeming to know every nook and cranny of that extraordinary world of canals and lakes within the ring. 
 
    Adamis half-closed his eyes and tried to see as far as his sight could reach by the lights that lit up the ring. He had always been impressed by what made up the kingdom of the House of Water. Buildings in soft blue floated amid artificial lakes. Palaces and squares were ornamented by waterfalls at different levels which seemed to come down from the sky itself. Exuberant fountains and high geysers decorated magnificent palaces whose walls appeared to be of pure water. He knew these were the residences of the noble families, and that the further away from them they went the safer they would be. But he could not but wonder at the insane design of that beautiful world where rock was water, and wherever you turned your eyes, you found yourself surrounded by it. 
 
     The small boat sailed the silent night. Nobody spoke, and after a while, in the soft light of the lamps which lit their journey, he began to feel as though he was on some funerary vessel, as if they were heading for a burial at sea. He shivered, but shook it off. You already knew that coming back home involved great risk. There is no way back now. 
 
    Ariadne pointed ahead. “There is our destination.” 
 
    Adamis half-closed his eyes and managed to make out a building which was set apart amid the network of canals and small lakes. Seeing it, the emotion he had been feeling became even stronger. The building was spherical, completely covered in gold. The double, concave doors which gave access to the interior were lit by two enormous braziers. He recognized it at once: it was a temple. 
 
    “A Temple of the Golden Dogma?” he asked Ariadne. There was deep concern in his voice. 
 
    “I know it must seem strange to you, but it is the safest place.” 
 
    “There will be priests of the dogma. They are your sworn enemies.” 
 
    Ariadne smiled and bowed her head. 
 
    “What better place to hide than in your enemy’s own house? 
 
    Adamis stared at her uneasily. The risk was enormous. The temples were under the control of the priests, for whom the Golden Dogma was everything, and they reported to the leading house. It was madness. 
 
    “Why not hide in some simple house? Among the third caste, the Commons?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Because that is exactly where they are looking for us.”  
 
    “But there,” he said, indicating the place of prayer and shaking his head, “it is too risky.” 
 
    “The best-kept secrets are those which are open to view.” 
 
    “Now you speak like Aruma….” 
 
    She smiled. “I will take that as a compliment.”  
 
    The boat reached the temple landing, and the two slaves secured it without a word. Ariadne leapt down and gestured to Adamis to hurry. The Prince did all he could to go faster, holding back the pain his body was punishing him with. Ariadne reached the doors of the temple and gently pushed them open. He was not surprised: the temples were never closed, since the priests’ duty was to look after the wellbeing of all the Golden, day and night, for all eternity, until the day they reached immortality. After a creak, a threatening twilight welcomed them. 
 
    “Come,” she said, and went in. 
 
    He glanced back over his shoulder and saw the two slaves continuing on their way down the canal. A moment later they disappeared into the shadows of the night, as silently as they had appeared. He faced the open door and went in. Everything was in darkness. A sepulchral silence filled the hall. There was no trace of Ariadne. He decided to use his Power to find her. He let a thread of his essence run through the spherical room in search of the Healer. He swept it from floor to ceiling, but there was nobody there. This unsettled him. 
 
    He saw a door in the opposite wall, across the hall. He was about to start towards it when suddenly a trapdoor opened in the floor. He stopped in his tracks. 
 
    “It is me,” Ariadne’s voice said. “All is clear. You can come down.” 
 
    Adamis snorted in relief. For a moment he had thought something must have gone wrong. Several stone steps took him down to the cellar of the building. The trapdoor closed after him, and he went into a cold, damp chamber lit by a pair of oil lamps. At the far end a hearth and two wooden chairs could be made out. 
 
     “It is not much…” Ariadne said apologetically. 
 
    Adamis was looking around the room. “It is more than enough,” he said with a warm smile. Very slowly, he sat down on one of the wooden chairs beside the hearth, concealing the suffering that simple act caused him. Seeing the pain reflected in the Prince’s face, Ariadne took a step forward to help him, but he refused her help with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “Do you need anything?” 
 
    “My body would appreciate a blanket. The dampness in this ring penetrates one’s very soul.” 
 
    “Of course, right away,” she said, and disappeared into the next room. She soon came back carrying two old woolen blankets. “Here you are, they will warm you up, I often use them myself.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ariadne.” 
 
    “We are in the fifth ring,” the Healer said, “in the kingdom of water, so the damp here is constant. But one ends up getting used to it.” 
 
    “Over the years… I do not think we have enough time for that.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, wrapping the blankets around him and sitting down again. 
 
    “Better?” 
 
    “Somewhat better, yes, thank you,” He felt the warmth penetrating his body, although he could not shake off the cold embrace of the damp, which heightened the suffering his body was inflicting on him. 
 
    Ariadne noticed his pain. 
 
    “If you would let me examine you…” 
 
    “There is nothing you can do. Aruma has tried everything. My body is corrupted and the poison is now a part of my blood, I shall not live long, and the time I have stolen I must pay for in suffering.” 
 
    “Even so… allow me, please.” 
 
    Adamis sighed. Then he relented with a nod. 
 
    Ariadne used her Power. A beam of brownish-green light issued from the Healer’s chest and ran through the Prince’s body, from head to foot. She examined him carefully, not missing a single detail. After a long analysis, she stopped. She looked into his eyes, and in her own he recognized a look of sadness and frustration. 
 
    “I am sorry…” 
 
    “Do not trouble yourself. I know my fate and I accept it.” 
 
    “What has happened to you is not fair…the torture you have to bear with every movement, every day. You are a Golden Prince, in your veins runs the blood of one of the oldest and most powerful families. It is very hard to see you like this.” 
 
    “Very few things are fair in this life. I do not regret what I did and I will pay the price. This added time Aruma has gained for me with her wisdom and power I will use for good. I am no longer a Prince, I am just another golden who, like you, is searching for the best for our people.” 
 
    “And in your case… for Men.” 
 
    He nodded. “Indeed, and for the race of Men.”  
 
    “And if you had to choose?” she asked suddenly. 
 
    “Between Men and Golden?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Adamis considered the question. It was a complicated one. The implications went deep. 
 
    He said at last: “Let us hope I do not have to make that decision.”  
 
    Ariadne nodded heavily, and he noticed that his answer worried her. 
 
    “I cannot heal you, but there is something simple I can do to make you feel better.” 
 
    She turned to the hearth. “This will be good for both of us,” she said, and began to get a fire ready to give them warmth. The flames did not take long to catch hold, and Adamis welcomed the comforting feeling of warmth. For a moment the pain vanished and he was able to relax. He inhaled and exhaled deeply, enjoying the pleasant sensation. 
 
    Suddenly there came a metallic click, and he knew it was the trapdoor they had come in by. Ariadne turned toward the stairs. A figure appeared, coming down. He wore a purple robe with a blue sash. A Priest of the fifth ring! Adamis stood up and prepared to attack. 
 
    Ariadne raised her hand. “Do not hurt him!” she said. 
 
    The Priest stopped at the foot of the stairs and did not come into the chamber. 
 
    “He is a friend,” Ariadne explained. 
 
    Adamis hesitated. He studied the man of the dogma as he activated his own Power, ready to deal with the intruder. He was more or less his own age, with a sharp face and aquiline nose. His skin was pale golden. The face was dry, yet the eyes, emerald-green, shone with a sweet glow, that of kindness. 
 
    “He is with us,” Ariadne assured him. 
 
    Adamis indicated the priest’s chest. “He is a priest, he is with the Golden Dogma, with the Five High Kings.”  
 
    The man of faith spread his arms wide. 
 
    “I pose no threat,” he said in a voice which was soft yet firm. “Ariadne has asked me to give you shelter in my humble home.” He indicated the chamber. 
 
    “And you always agree to help me,” she said, and went to hug him. Their embrace was almost fraternal. 
 
    Adamis looked hard at them. “Who is this?” he asked Ariadne. 
 
    “This is Sormacus, a great friend of mine, and of the cause.” 
 
    “Is he one of the Children of Arutan?” 
 
    “Not only that, but he is the Key.” 
 
    Adamis showed his incomprehension by a gesture. 
 
    “You will understand in due course,” she said. “But let me assure you that he is the key to our race’s new future.” 
 
    Sormacus took a step toward Adamis and looked closely at him. 
 
    “It is an honor to meet the exiled Prince of Ether.” 
 
    The two men’s eyes met as they studied one another. 
 
    “It is a pleasure, Sormacus,” Adamis said. 
 
    Ariadne came to stand between the two of them and turned a determined gaze on them. 
 
    “The time has come for the Children of Arutan to act,” she said. “The time has come to change the history of the Golden.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyra jumped down from her horse, patted it and left it to graze by the water. She took Adamis’s disc out and gazed at it, entranced. The golden pip inside the crystalline object always captivated her. In it a tiny particle of Adamis’s Power was stored, a fraction of him. She longed for him so much it surprised her.  I hope you’re well, my golden-skinned, golden-hearted Prince. Luckily her nature did not allow her to stop to sigh. She had a mission on hand, and it was time to act. 
 
    She looked carefully at the pond. There was nothing special about it: a pond of green-blue water, quite large and round. No stream flowed into it, as far as she could see. She shrugged, closed her eyes and connected with the power of the disc. Show me the way. The disc rose above her hand, remained suspended in the air a hand-span high, then began to shine with an intense golden light. She opened her eyes and stared fixedly at it. The disc gave out a silver beam in the direction of the center of the pond. After a moment it vanished. 
 
    “What the heck! What do you mean? You want me to dive in there?” 
 
    It made no sense. She concentrated again and commanded the disc: Show me Adamis’s map.  
 
    There was a flash, and a translucent map appeared over the disc. She could see herself represented on the map by a blue bubble. In front of her was a perfect image of the pond, with a black bubble in the middle of the water. How weird, it shows the center of the pond too. Could it be broken? She commanded the disc to move its focus further away, as if an eagle were soaring into the sky. The map spread out and the image moved away. Now she could see far more widely, but the two dots, the blue and the black, remained unchanged. 
 
    “I’ll look for another temple…” she muttered. But the disc did not react to her voice. 
 
    She sighed when she realized this. Move your focus further away, I’m looking for another temple, she said in her mind, and this time she was obeyed. The map expanded, while the two dots shrank until they disappeared into the distance. Suddenly there came a black flash on the map. Close in on that. The disc obeyed and showed the new black dot. Hm… that’s a long way away. It would take me ages to get there on horseback. She snorted. She had no choice but to run the risk. She would have to go to the center of the pond, no matter how little she might like the idea. 
 
    She put the disc away and went back to her piebald horse. 
 
    She stroked its muzzle. “Time to say goodbye, my friend.” The good steed nickered. “I can’t take you where I’m going.” She picked up the bag of food and slung it on her back, then slapped the horse’s rump to start it on its way. 
 
    “Run free, my friend,” she said. She went slowly back to the pond and sighed. “Time for a little practice,” she said as she gazed up at the sun. It was her way of speaking to Adamis, even though he could not hear her. “And yes, I practice every day, as you begged me to do. And without any help from the disc, just using my own Power.” 
 
      
 
    During the long time she had spent looking after Adamis, he in his turn had given her an immense gift. One that she would never have imagined possible: he had helped her accept who she was. It was something she had flatly refused to do; in fact she had resisted with all her being. She could not accept that she was the daughter of that monster Oskas, there was no way she could. Nor could she accept that she was a Hybrid with Power, an aberration like her father. But Adamis had helped her to accept herself: with love, without forcing her, firm in the face of her protests, tantrums and even insults. In the end he had succeeded. Now she knew who she was and accepted it. And what was even more important, she knew she need not be like her father. 
 
    She sighed. I’ll never be able to thank you enough. Now she was at peace with herself, accepted herself. She was a Hybrid with Power, and she was proud of what that meant: she had her own Power, one which her body generated and could use. She did not need Adamis’s disc, and that gave her enormous satisfaction. She had not yet learnt how to use it other than at the most basic level. She could not do anything on a grand scale, like those things Adamis and the Gods were capable of, but little by little, day by day, she was learning a bit more and improving a little. One day I’ll be able to do amazing things. You’ll see. 
 
    She closed her eyes and focused. She needed to achieve complete calm, to put out the fire which always burnt inside her and prevented her from using the Power. She remembered she had been practicing every day for a long time, so as to turn it into an almost reflex act. She had still not attained that skill, but one day she would, because even though she was a hybrid she would become as powerful as a God. One day a Golden will kneel before me, and I will have defeated him with his own weapons, at his own game. 
 
    She focused on herself, searching for her own aura, her own spirit. She had to find it to be able to use it. Gradually she began to make out a silhouette, faint… an outline in white light… very small and far away… She brought it closer, pushing as if it were an object she wanted to attract. At last, after a long moment, a white flash ran through her body. She had done it. I have my aura. I have myself. Focused on her aura, now she had to find her power and use it. This was the most difficult part: truly difficult, and something she could still not fully master. 
 
    She focused on her inner self, within her chest, and tried to visualize her Power. She had had to learn that part by herself by trial and error, as it was different for Golden and Hybrids. For the Gods, Adamis had explained to her, using their Power was practically immediate, like having a thought and then acting upon it. They simply called on it and it happened at once. The greater the power, the faster it could be called and commanded. The most powerful Gods, those belonging to the Five Royal Houses, were so supremely fast with their Power that they could destroy an enemy before he could use his own to defend himself. Kyra could not even imagine it, because it was such a nightmare to activate her own. It seemed that it was not so easy for a hybrid to reach his or her own Power. The Power was a part of oneself, but it was at a much deeper, more inaccessible level. For a Golden it was like lightning. Adamis used his own so swiftly that Kyra believed it was even faster than a thought. 
 
    She went on trying to find her Power, but she was beginning to feel frustrated. She had to make a great effort to calm down and prevent her fiery nature from interfering. She relaxed, and finally, after some time, she managed to achieve complete calm. By Oxatsi, I’m going to manage this! And then she saw it: misty at first, then clearing after a moment. It was like a blue lake inside her chest, perfectly calm. The first time she had seen it, it had seemed to her that she was losing her mind. How was it possible? But Adamis had explained that it was not really a lake, but simply the way the mind represented the phenomenon. Her Power was stored in her chest, and that was the way her mind perceived it. Now it did not surprise her to see it that way. She found it frustrating to have to take so long finding it, but when she succeeded her joy was immense. As it was at that moment. 
 
    “Good!” she cried, and a startled bird flew away. 
 
    Kyra transmitted the order to her Power in her mind, focusing on her aura. She felt a tingling which she was beginning to know well: that of her Power answering the call. There followed a feeling of emptiness. She had it! Now she had to control her Power so it would do what she wished. Concentrating as hard as she could, she gave the order to act. Again she felt the tingling, followed by the feeling of emptiness. Yay! I did it! Slowly, she rose from the ground until she was three feet from it. To the center, very slowly, she commanded. She floated through the air above the calm surface of the pond, keeping to the height of three feet. She reached the center of the pond without incident. 
 
    She banged her chest with her fist. “What d’you say to that? No disc! All by myself!” She was so pleased to have managed it that she would have jumped with joy if she had not been floating above the pond. “I’m a Hybrid with Power and I don’t need any discs! Get yourselves ready, Golden!” 
 
    Suddenly a round beam of golden light rose out of the center of the pond and enveloped her. 
 
    “What the heck?” 
 
    And before she could react, the light blinked and carried her away. She took a deep breath of air, then the water swallowed her. She was sucked inside the pond, towards its depths. She lost consciousness a moment before she ran out of air. 
 
    She came to feeling terribly dizzy and on the point of throwing up. She tried to recover, but could not manage it completely and lay there on the ground, on her side, leaning on one arm. She felt awful. Breathing deeply so as to settle her stomach, she looked around. She was in a round chamber with silver walls. Golden, she thought. Her head hurt like mad. 
 
    “What a way to get in,” she grumbled, thinking of Adamis. “You might have warned me. When I next see you, I’ll give you what for.”  
 
    When she heard the echo of her own voice in the hollow chamber she began to feel uneasy. Adamis had warned her that some of the underground temples were used by the Golden when they moved across the continent, although they did not do it very often. They were like a crossroads with a way out into the open. Each temple had a portal which allowed them to travel a certain distance. Hopping from temple to temple they were able to cross the entire continent from north to south and east to west. Kyra had not the slightest idea how big it was, but Adamis had told her it was immense. Hence they had built the temples with portals, and in that way they were able to travel great distances in a short time. Kyra had to admit that the Golden were as clever as they were evil. Other temples, more important and secret, had to do with their religious beliefs: the Golden Dogma, together with religious and funerary rites. Adamis believed, although he could not prove it, that some Houses also had secret temples. In those they experimented with forbidden technology far from the Eternal City, behind their backs, avoiding discovery. Remembering this, she shivered. 
 
    She looked around and armed herself with the disc in one hand and one of her throwing daggers in the other. I’ve got to calm down. Adamis’ map only shows the known temples, the ones that are used as a means of transport. It would be a stroke of bad luck if I happened to cross a damn Golden in transit. As soon as she thought this she regretted it; she was not exactly the luckiest of women. Her misadventures spoke for themselves. 
 
    She waited in silence, listening, as Ikai had taught her to. Nothing. She seemed to be alone. Better to be safe. As she did not want to risk trying it by herself, she brought Adamis’s disc out and used it. A near-transparent thread of mist issued from the object. It took shape, like a spirit, yet it was not frightening; rather it seemed to be there to protect and serve. Search, she commanded, and the spirit moved through the chamber. Then it went toward the way out and lost itself in the tunnel of silver walls. She waited, alert, for the searching spirit to explore the place and come back to let her know whether it had met some living being. It was not long before it returned. 
 
    Kyra spread her arms wide, and the spirit entered her chest and vanished into her. At once everything it had seen and experienced appeared in her mind. There’s the Portal. The temples were a small labyrinth of chambers and tunnels on different levels. Using a searching spirit saved her having to explore the whole place and getting lost more than once in the process. A great trick, Adamis, thanks for teaching me, she thought, grateful to her lover and tutor. 
 
    Feeling easier now that she knew she was alone, she resettled her satchel across her back and went down the tunnels which led toward the chamber with the Portal. She found it two levels below. To enter it she had to use Adamis’s disc, just as she would have to in order to manipulate the Portal. Only the Golden could operate their artifacts; she herself could not. She had already tried, but her mind was incapable of deciphering the symbols and hieroglyphs she needed to understand in order to operate them. Adamis had explained that it was the symbolic language of the Golden, and that learning it would take too much time. Time which they did not have. With foreknowledge, he had prepared the discs he had given the four of them with the ability to translate the language so their minds would understand it. In this way they would be able to enter and leave the temples and operate the Portals. But if she should lose the disc, or if it were destroyed, she would be unable to use either temples or Portals. 
 
    The Portal shone in the wall with a silver sheen so soft it was barely noticeable. She used the disc and then, once again, Adamis’ map. With it open, floating above the disc, she searched for her destination: the temple closest to the Boundary of the House of Fire. She memorized its location and made the map disappear. Now she had to activate the Portal and indicate the place she wished to go to. She placed her hand on the viscose surface of the Portal, which felt like melted silver, and activated it. Immediately it gave a flash and seemed to wake from a long slumber. The golden rim flashed, and the runes began to twinkle with golden flashes. She had to move the runes and place them in the right order to set her destination. The Portal projected them to her mind as a message, awaiting her reply. 
 
    She bit her lip. Not being able to manipulate the arcane object made her angry. The technology of the Golden was more than she could understand. Not even her brother could. We can’t learn everything in just a single day. She used the disc and began to translate the signs. Without very well knowing how, they began to make sense to her, and she let herself be carried away. She knew her destination; now she had to pass it on to the Portal. She visualized it in her mind. There! ‒ and her mind, with the aid of the disc, translated the location into the Portal’s language of symbols. The runes moved and aligned themselves correctly. That’s it. Great!  
 
    She got ready to enter. Suddenly the Portal gave a flash, and from its surface issued a strange golden gleam. At the same time waves began to spread from its center, like a pebble thrown into a lake. 
 
    “What’s this?” she cried in alarm. She had never seen the Portal do that. 
 
    And before she could understand what was happening, a figure came out of the Portal. Her heart nearly burst with the shock. The figure was slender and golden-skinned. It was a Golden! A bloody Golden! What on earth was he doing there? She cursed her luck. 
 
    Beside her, the Golden straightened slowly and shook off the effects of crossing the Portal. He turned his head and saw her. His golden face was unable to hide his surprise; his thin eyebrows arched and his small clear eyes opened wide. He raised one hand and pointed at her. She reacted with all her energy, hurling herself head-first into the Portal without glancing back. 
 
    She came out on the other side of another Portal in a temple miles away, rolling on the ground in pain. Traveling through the portals was painful for Men. For the Golden it was not, but they could not do it all the time as it affected their Power, so that according to what Adamis had told her, they needed to rest afterwards. When she shook off the pain from her body she cried at the top of her voice: 
 
    “Just made it!” 
 
    Then she remembered she was in another of the temples and that there might be another God there, or a Guard. The Golden normally placed Guards in important temples, to protect their contents. But Adamis had told her there were no Guards in the temples with portals, only in the main ones. She relaxed an instant, then tensed. Oh no! The God might follow her here just by taking the Portal she had left. And he might do it very soon. 
 
    “By Oxatsi! I have to run!” 
 
    She sprinted as if a hungry lion were after her. She left the chamber, not knowing the way but aware that she had to get to the upper levels. She ran searching for stairs without looking back. If he catches me I’m dead. She took out the disc as she ran down a tunnel and summoned the Spirit of Search. Get me out of here, fast. The spirit shot away, responding to its mistress’s urgency, and she ran after it. 
 
    The mental message was so clear that she had to shut her eyes and withstand its scorching strength. 
 
    You will not escape from here alive, came the message from the Golden. 
 
    Just my luck! He followed me! She ran even faster, saw a flight of stone stairs and ran up them without stopping to catch her breath. As she was going up them two at a time, the spirit came back to her. She stopped and spread her arms wide. Which way? The spirit entered her body, and in her mind she saw the way. The way out. I have it! She was about to break into a run once again when she had a strange presentiment: one of death. An attack! She glanced at the disc and commanded: Shield! A protective translucent sphere enveloped her. 
 
    She was about to turn when out of the corner of her eye she saw a flash of fire coming toward her at great speed. A zigzagging arrow of fire struck her in the back. The shield protected her, but she felt the shock in her body. 
 
    Die, you slave, the God said. 
 
    “You bastard!” she shouted. 
 
    You are still alive? How did you survive my heat-seeking missile? 
 
    She wanted to answer. Even more than that, she wanted to kill that scum. But she thought better of it. She would gain nothing by confronting a God. Not there, in a Golden Temple, on his own terrain. And what would be the point? No, her friends needed her. Fighting a Golden would only delay her, and the odds were that she would die. She was not ready. Not yet. She would have given anything to have turned back and defeated him, but that was not the wisest choice. She controlled the rage burning in her stomach and took a deep breath. What on earth was a God of the House of Fire doing there, anyway? He could not be on his way to the Boundary. The Gods did not deign to set foot in the boundaries; it meant lowering themselves. Was crossing with him simply bad luck? No: Ikai always said that in most cases there was some reason for bad luck. At that moment she had no way of knowing what that reason was, but there had to be one, and probably something that was bad news for them. 
 
    She looked back and thought it over. He doesn’t know I’m a Hybrid with Power. He must be puzzled. Let him stay that way. It’ll give me a chance to escape. Without a word she leapt toward the exit as fast as her legs would allow. 
 
    Who are you?  
 
    She said nothing and went on running. At the end of a tunnel she found a flight of stairs. The way out was at the top, and somehow she had to reach it. Suddenly something struck her in the back, so that she almost tripped and fell. The sphere had blocked it, whatever it was. She recovered and began to climb the stairs. 
 
    You have a shield, yet you are not one of our people. What are you? 
 
    The blow had been some kind of test-missile. Now the God was really confused. That gave her a chance. She was almost there. A few more steps and she would reach safety. 
 
    Very well, as you please. In that case it will be your dead body we will study.  
 
    She knew that death was on its way to find her, but she concentrated on the door in front of her, the way out of the temple. With the disc in one hand, panting from the exertion, she commanded the disc to open it. It flashed and carried out the order. The door rang with a rocky crack and a sliver of light came through at one edge. A moment later it began to move to one side, with the light from outside illuminating the entrance to the tunnel. “Come on, come on, quick, come on!” 
 
    Instinctively she turned to glance behind her. Something gripped her throat so that she could not swallow. Rolling up the stairs at great speed came a huge ball of fire, filling the entire width of the tunnel, consuming all the air in its passage, illuminating the walls with the brilliance of a fiery death. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    She turned toward the door. The ball of fire hit her squarely. The brutal explosion filled both tunnel and stairs with fire. The door finished opening and she was thrown outside. She rolled along the ground violently and ended up lying on the grass. She had lost her shield, which had been swallowed up in the explosion. An unpleasant smell of burning made her reach for the back of her neck. It and the back of her head were burnt, part of her long hair was gone and the pain in her back warned her that it had reached there too. The swine’s roasted me! 
 
    Rage made her stand and face the temple entrance, which was carved out of the base of a hill of black rock. She took a step toward the entrance with her fists clenched, ready to face the Golden. Then she stopped. No. Think. This is not the time. There’ll be another opportunity, when you’re stronger. She convinced herself. She turned and ran in the opposite direction like a gazelle chased by a lion. 
 
    The God of the House of Fire came out of the temple and scanned the plain. There was no trace of the slave girl. He sent an impulse of power to find life around him, but could find nothing. 
 
    Interesting, very interesting. Lord Asu will want to know about this odd incident. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Adamis gazed at the unparalleled beauty of the Eternal City, while the ship sailed the waters of the main channel towards the center of the city. They were leaving behind the pier of the fifth ring, their point of departure. The sea breeze caressed his face and he sighed in gratitude. Alantres was as beautiful as he remembered it, although when he looked at it now with his own eyes and not those of memory, it was even more so. 
 
    “Stand straighter,” came the mental warning from Ariadne by his side. 
 
    Instantly he grasped the urgency of the Healer’s message. He straightened and raised his chin. He endured the stab of pain that followed by clenching his jaw tightly. 
 
    “Remember that you are a Golden Lord and you are among Golden.” 
 
    “I know, I am sorry.” 
 
    They were standing on the stern of the graceful ship, a little behind the rest of the retinue. Ariadne gestured ahead. The hundred Golden who made up the entourage of the House of the Fifth Ring were listening to the moving words of their Prince. From the prow, the heir of the kingdom of Water was addressing his people on the subject of the glorious day of celebration and the wonders they would all witness. Adamis recognized Prince Saxti of the House of Aru, the House of the Fifth Ring. A shiver ran down his spine, because he would be recognized if they came face to face. He had to avoid that at any cost. 
 
    He nodded back to Ariadne. “We must be as careful as we can.” 
 
    While the Prince of Water boasted about the intellect of the Erudites of his House and the great technological advances they had achieved, Adamis stretched forward and took a good look at the members of the retinue who were traveling on the single-sailed ship. All of them wore white tunics with golden hoods, as tradition dictated for that day. The wide blue sashes around their waists marked them out as members of the House of Water. He looked down at himself: he was wearing the same, as were Ariadne and Sormacus. 
 
    “Today is an important day,” came Prince Saxti’s clear mental voice. “Today is the Celebration of Intellectual Enlightenment, and all the Houses honor it. It is an important celebration for all the Golden, for through technological advances we continue to evolve and approach immortality, day by day” 
 
    “Today we celebrate the great advances of our glorious civilization,” Ariadne commented sarcastically. 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good plan? It is very risky.”  
 
    “It is the only way to make you understand the aberrations the five houses are creating and the abyss they are leading us to as a civilization. I need you to see for yourself. It is very risky, I know, but I can assure you it will change your vision of the future of the Golden.” 
 
    Adamis sighed and nodded. He had never attended this celebration, even though his father had explained the true importance of the event to him. It took place every three hundred years, and although it celebrated advances in knowledge, it was merely another form taken by the dangerous political game between the Houses. Each one boasted to the others of the advances they had achieved. At the end of the ceremony the best of these were chosen and the houses received prizes accordingly. Those who could boast the most exceptional advances gained positions and power. And those with the least notable advances were relegated and lost face before the winners. Adamis knew that even though the Erudites achieved great advances in all fields every few hundred years, from healing to warfare, what was really being celebrated was something completely different: which House was the most powerful in the field of technology. And that was nothing other than the dangerous game of seeing which House was the most powerful. And politics and power were synonymous with blood and death. 
 
    Prince Saxti went on with his speech: “…and from among all the Erudites of the five houses, ours are the wisest and most intelligent. Their achievements will lead us to the longed-for immortality. The advances they have made will leave the other Houses baffled and speechless.” He waved at his Erudites, signaling them to join him at the stern. About twenty aged Golden, who had been standing in front of a group of large bundles which had been covered with white canvas to hide their contents, joined the Prince of Water. Adamis wondered what could be hidden there as if it were a great secret. Secrets were not usually good news. 
 
    The Prince’s boasting and praises of his Erudites went on. The whole entourage was listening, hanging on his every word. Adamis, on the other hand, was drinking in the unparalleled beauty of the city of the five rings on the emerald-blue waters as the ship moved on along the great central canal. They were level with the fourth ring: the House of Idnem, House of the element Earth. He gazed at the sober, regal buildings of rock and granite typical of that ring. Streets, buildings: everything was of stone and earth. The whole area had an orange-brown tone. Great ramparts had been built around colossal buildings, at different levels along the ring. On those ramparts grew what little vegetation there was. 
 
    Four huge monuments stood out from the rest at each end of the ring. To the north was a proud pyramid over four hundred feet tall and eight hundred wide, constructed from great blocks of granite. If the pyramid was an incomparable feat of architecture, no less was the Great Sphere at the south end. Adamis could not understand how it had been built, for it was perfectly spherical and built from blocks of pure granite. Rivaling it in perfection, to the east rose the Great Needle, whose girth was no more than forty-five feet. It seemed impossible that it should stand, yet it did not fall, not even under the force of the worst hurricane winds. Finally, to the west rose the Rectangle, an imposing structure in the form of a stadium where the tournaments of the House of Earth were celebrated. 
 
    He sighed, saddened at the sight of a large group of slaves working on the building of a reinforcement. How many thousands of slaves must have died raising these mammoth buildings which only serve the vanity of one or other despot? They passed the pier, and he saw the elegant ship which carried the retinue of the House of the Fourth Ring leaving the dock to follow them toward the Great Monolith, where the ceremony would take place. When he saw the entourage of the fourth ring approaching on the ship with its decoration of brown and gold motifs, a question came to his mind. 
 
    “How did you manage to get us included in the ceremony?” he asked Ariadne. 
 
    She nodded to her side. “Not me. He was the one who managed it.” 
 
    Adamis’ eyes turned to Sormacus, who nodded to him in acknowledgment. “I have certain contacts and some influence within the fifth ring.”  
 
    “He is the personal aide to the First Priest,” Ariadne explained. 
 
    Then Adamis understood. The First Priest was the most powerful figure in a House, apart from the royal family itself. He was in charge of all the ceremonies and many of the royal projects, as well as other more delicate matters. 
 
    “The First Priests have contacts and power both inside and outside the Houses. That allows us to arrange certain things. Attendance at this event, for example.” 
 
    “The First Priests talk with each other, and they are very dangerous,” Adamis warned. “They devote more time to the political game than to the Golden Dogma. You should be very careful, they are ruthless.” 
 
    “Your concern honors me, but you need not worry,” Sormacus said. “I know my neck is in constant danger. I have witnessed truly “unpleasant” things. The abuse committed in the name of the Golden Dogma, and the wellbeing of the Houses, are the reasons why I am with the Children of Arutan.” 
 
    “You take many risks, both of you,” Adamis said. He knew very well what the First Priests were capable of. They were nothing but treacherous political animals who did not hesitate to do whatever might be necessary to win the favor of the royal family, and most of all, to improve their own position. 
 
    “The Children of Arutan have been working in the shadows for a very long time,” Ariadne said, “watching, protecting our Mother Nature Arutan devotedly and loyally, respecting her principles, acting as her children, which we are. We are all aware of the risks we take, and of what is coming. Many of us will not survive. But it is our duty to save our civilization and our Mother Nature, since no-one else is going to.” 
 
    “We stay hidden from the powerful,” Sormacus said, “from the royal families, the nobility… but we watch them, we move among them, always alert, listening, learning. We have agents in all the Houses, at different levels: healers, priests, soldiers, even some merchants and nobles. They are the eyes and ears of the Ancient, and they tell us what is really happening.” 
 
    “The Ancient… you mean Aruma…” 
 
    “Her, and the other wise men and women who lead us.” 
 
    “How many are there of those Ancient who lead you?” 
 
    “The less you know the better, the less risk you take.” 
 
    Adamis was not convinced by the reply, although he understood the reasons for it. He might be captured and forced to betray them. 
 
    “Very well,” he said in acceptance. 
 
    They reached the Third Ring, the kingdom of the House of Aurez, the House of Air. The ship carrying the entourage emerged rapidly from the harbor as soon as they passed in front of it. It appeared to fly over the water, with its sail billowing even though there was barely any wind. It was then that Adamis saw something that left him dismayed. A gigantic statue in the shape of a windmill was being set up on the sea itself in front of the main dock. The body of the structure was narrow and pointed, like a great pole that rose almost two hundred feet above the sea. On its tip a colossal propeller with three giant blades turned under the steady lash of the wind. But it was not that which caused his dismay but the Oppressors, who were whipping the slaves in a constant, merciless punishment as they worked to prop up the base of the structure. The enormous construction was being finished to the rhythm of the suffering of more than a thousand slaves who were trying hard not to die that day. 
 
    “They are raising statues and buildings, greater and greater, ever more and more excessive all the time,” Adamis said incredulously as he witnessed the suffering of all those men. “What is the need? Why all this squandering? Why do we need more statues and colossal monuments? Why so much death?” 
 
    “For the greater glory of the Golden,” Sormacus replied. 
 
    “Alantres is growing perverted, excessive, following its Lords’ ideals of vanity,” Ariadne said. “It is madness, and it keeps growing and growing unstoppably. The price, after all, is low as far as the Golden are concerned. What does it matter, the slavery of thousands of people, their suffering, their death? The answer is simple: nothing at all. Yes, nothing.” 
 
    Adamis sighed. “To some of us, it does matter,” he said, although he was fully aware Ariadne was right. 
 
    “To very few. We pretend to be Gods, which we are not, and live as such. Nothing else matters to us. We want to reach immortality and become divinities. And that justifies everything. The suffering we cause does not matter.” 
 
    “Without slaves we would not be Gods,” Sormacus said. 
 
    “The path of living together with the other races, with Men, is not the path marked by the Golden Dogma,” said Ariadne. “It is not the path by which the Five High Kings lead us. We raise great monuments in a corrupt city instead of respecting Mother Nature, whom we do not protect. We live ignoring her wise teachings, because our leaders believe themselves to be cleverer and more powerful than she is. We must abandon that path, which is full of pain and death. We must abolish slavery. Free the Men. We must stop the vain search for immortality for the greater glory of the powerful.” 
 
    “They will never allow it,” said Sormacus. 
 
    “Whether they allow it or not, we will fight to achieve it,” Adamis assured him. 
 
    The ship continued on its course, sailing the waters lightly. The breeze brought a smell of burning and sulfur. Adamis did not even have to turn his head. He knew perfectly well which ring they had reached: the second, the House of Aureb, the House of Fire, that of his sworn enemy: Asu’s kingdom. Thinking about the Prince of Fire, he remembered the death of his Champion and friend, and a pain, not physical but deeper and more searing, came upon him. He breathed deeply, trying not to let himself be dominated by the hatred that was rising in him. An enormous burst of flame made most of the retinue turn back to watch the spectacle. He turned his head slightly and saw the huge construction in the form of a volcano beside the main harbor. That monstrosity in the shape of a mountain which rose to the sky and spewed fire and lava was something new which had been built during his exile. 
 
    There came another explosion of fire and lava, and they heard moans of terror. 
 
    “The perversity and madness of the leaders of the Houses know no limits,” said Ariadne. “They will end up killing thousands.” 
 
    “Or provoking a war, which would be even worse,” said Sormacus. 
 
    “I am not so sure that a war between the Houses would be such a bad thing,” said Ariadne. “Maybe that way they would finally learn. Death is a stern teacher, but an effective one.” 
 
    “A war would be disastrous,” Adamis said. “Many of the Golden would die, and with them thousands and thousands of slaves. They would drag Men down both here and on the great continent. The bloodshed would be too great. We must avoid it.” 
 
    Sormacus nodded, but Ariadne did not seem entirely convinced. 
 
    “Fire cleans the undergrowth and creates fertility for the soil,” she said. 
 
    “Or destroys the forest,” said Sormacus. 
 
    “Consuming all life,” added Adamis. 
 
    “There might not be a choice,” said Ariadne. 
 
    “The Five High Kings will not allow it,” Adamis said. “They have kept the peace for a long time.” 
 
    “Sometimes,” Sormacus said thoughtfully, “even Kings have no choice in the face of extreme situations,”  
 
    “Sometimes even Kings fall,” added Ariadne. 
 
    Adamis was thinking of his Father. “Let us hope it is not so.” 
 
    The ship of the House of Fire, adorned for the ceremony, was leaving the pier with Asu at the prow, arrogant and vain as an immortal god. Adamis felt a torturing pain and had to hold hard to the gunwale. He was not sure whether the pain was physical or the result of Asu’s presence nearby. It was probably both. 
 
    Ariadne noticed his pain. “Hold on, you will make it,” she encouraged him.  
 
    Adamis remembered his dead friend Rotec, and the rage helped him to endure the stabbing pain. He straightened, holding himself in check, as if he were the most noble of the Golden. One day I will obtain the justice you were not granted, he promised his dead friend. Asu will pay for what he did to you. I promise you that.  
 
    As he remembered his dear friend, they reached the first ring, his home. He gazed with moist eyes at his wonderful city of Ether: the buildings and transparent monuments which gleamed under a thousand lights. He saw the streets of the port, of white marble, and the clear buildings that rose throughout the ring to clothe the huge mountain-city above the sea. He sighed as he gazed at the proud palaces, the monuments, the fountains and exotic gardens, all translucent, as if made of crystal. And he saw his home at the summit, the majestic royal palace. 
 
    As he gazed at what had been his home for so long, a great feeling of melancholy came over him. So very many good memories … my happy childhood, my family, my parents. And as he thought about his Father, the nostalgia turned into sadness. How it hurts … oh, how much … the fact that you did not support me … that you sentenced me to death. But that pain, not a physical one, and one which he would always carry in his soul, was something he could not assuage with anything. It burnt as though his heart had been branded with red-hot iron. However hard he had tried, he had not been able to quench it; perhaps he never would. He would have to suffer, to wait and see. 
 
    He sighed. And the sigh was rather louder than he had intended. Someone turned in puzzlement and looked at him. Adamis stood straighter, hoping the hood would hide his face from curious eyes. The Golden, one of the group of the Caste of Commons, did not seem to suspect anything and turned back to look ahead of him. The group of the Caste of Nobles, nearer the prow, was applauding Prince Saxti’s words. Adamis tried to relax. The tension was beginning to be too much for him, and he needed to be careful or else he would be caught. I do not hate you, Father. I understand your reasons, I accept your actions, but you have broken my heart, because you might have been on my side and you chose to save the House rather than your own son. The sadness this has brought me will live with me forever. Nothing will be able to change that now. And one day, I will die by your hand, for you judged me, condemned me and ordered me to be executed. I die by your hand, father. 
 
     While he was being shaken by these painful thoughts, he saw the ship with the retinue of the House of Ether. He wondered who his father had chosen to head the group, since he himself was an only child. One of his cousins, he guessed. He could not make out which one, but he was intrigued, as whoever had risen within his family’s game of power was now a rival ‒ more than that, an enemy ‒ who if he were to discover him would kill him in order to keep his new position. He had no doubt about that, his own family or not. 
 
    A shadow suddenly covered the ship, leaving it in twilight and sinking him deeper into his sadness. They were moving down one of the four tunnels which crossed the first ring and opened into the center of the city, where the Great Monolith which sustained the city and the Five High Kings towered. The four ships followed in single file, a short distance apart, in a reverse procession towards the landing at the foot of the monolith. They, the representatives of the fifth ring, were the first to arrive at the pier. Presently the other ships would dock. 
 
    Adamis stared up at the huge black monolith. So much power in that object, the axis on which our whole civilization turns, he thought, not without admiration. That object was a remarkable technological achievement. It kept the great city afloat and safe from storms and tsunamis. But it was something more than that: a conductor of Power, an intelligent conductor. It projected its masters’ wishes, and by it all the Enforcers and the entire city were governed. Its value was as great as its colossal presence, or more so. 
 
    As he watched the five ships docking, he gazed at the immense base of the monolith, which housed the Chamber of the High Kings. The ceremony would take place there, as was customary for all the important celebrations. He recalled the Ceremony of Vivification, which had taken place in that same hall, and all that had happened afterwards. Who would have thought that one day I would be here like this? The last time I entered the chamber I was the hereditary Prince of the House of Eret. I was powerful, privileged, and had all I could wish for. But I was never happy. Now I am doomed, exiled, with a death sentence I cannot escape. But I have known happiness. And surprisingly it has been through a slave, my beloved Kyra. This happiness with her is so deep and immense that nothing can equal it. When the day comes I will die happy, because Kyra is everything to me and for her I will do whatever is necessary.  
 
    The ships finished their docking maneuvers, but nobody disembarked. They had to wait for the order from the Masters of Ceremony. Protocol dictated this. The great ceremony required the delegations of all five houses to  enter in groups and in order, to present themselves before the Five High Kings. A bad encounter would be dangerous for all three of us, very dangerous. It would mean our end.  
 
    “What are you looking for exactly?” he asked his companions. “Why do you risk so much?” 
 
    “I see the Prince of Ether still finds it hard to trust the Children of Arutan,” said Ariadne. 
 
    “Do not misunderstand me. I appreciate all the help you have given me, but I find it hard to believe that you are risking your lives to go against the Houses, against the Five High Kings. What do you expect to achieve?” 
 
    “We do not judge you,” Ariadne assured him. “To enable you to understand it, our wise people say we search for harmony. As simple and as difficult as that. The Children of Arutan seek to restore the natural order of things, that from which we were born, that which means living in harmony and respecting Mother Nature, and which we have abandoned over the last few thousand years because of our people’s foolish wishes for immortality. We seek to live in harmony: all the Golden, no matter which House, Caste, Family or Profession, all united, equal, as one. And we seek to extend that living together in harmony to the other races, to Men. That is what we seek.” 
 
    “Is there not something else behind this? Is there not a wish for Power, for reigning in place of the Five High Kings?” 
 
    “I can give you my word that it is not so,” she assured him. 
 
    “We are not going to change one corrupt system for another, if that is what you think,” Sormacus said. 
 
    “Very well, I believe you,” Adamis said, putting an end to the question of his distrust. “Let us not speak of this again,”  
 
    “Thank you,” said Ariadne. “We need you to have no doubt about us. Time is running out.”  
 
    “Terrible things are happening,” Sormacus said. “The final day is approaching. We see the signs, and they are clear. There is no doubt any more. That is why we must act. That is why we need to show the Prince of Ether the truth. Once you see with your own eyes, you will have no doubt.” 
 
    “The end of days is near,” Ariadne assured him. 
 
    Adamis considered his companions’ words. They had affected him. 
 
    “Well then, show me what I must see.” 
 
    She pointed to the temple. 
 
    “Now you will see.” 
 
    “Let us hope I live to tell the tale,” Adamis said. There was a searing pain in his stomach as they began to disembark.  
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    On the seventh day of his journey Ikai came to a huge walled city. It was a county capital, and there he would find answers. Or death. Hidden behind a thick oak tree he watched the southern entrance to the city. The great metal gates were wide open. There were no guards there, nor any on the battlements. How strange… The walls were high and regal, with several imposing square turrets. It looked like a more robust and advanced building than that of the Senoca, capable of withstanding a sustained siege: a city that would be very difficult to take. To build something like that must have taken years of hard work and thousands of slaves. If they had built a fortress like that, how could there be no-one watching it? He shook his head, not understanding. 
 
    For over half the morning he watched the entrance, alert, trying to get some useful information to help him decide and act. Even so, he barely saw any activity; a few carts pulled by oxen or horses were all there was. The level of activity in that city was unusually low. But there was one thing which had caught his attention: the merchants with the carts were oldish men. He had still not seen anybody young, and that was beginning to concern him. 
 
    In the early evening he changed his position and watched the northern entrance. The result was the same: a few heavy carts carrying supplies went in or came out, with older men leading them. He sighed and weighed up his options. Night was falling, and he did not have enough information to know what was going on there. He thought about entering the city as one more traveler, but then remembered the old woman’s reaction and changed his mind. There was no guarantee that the same thing would not happen again. Since it was a city there ought to be Guards, even though he had not seen any so far, and they would capture him. No, it was not a good idea to go in through the gate. And nor were there any people coming or going that he could mingle with and go unnoticed, which was deeply suspicious. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end as he thought about it. Where were all the people and the Guard? 
 
    He ate some of his provisions while he reflected on it and night fell. He had explored the surroundings, and the forest was full of life. He had found good game, wild fruits, even a nearby river with trout. Birds and squirrels went their way above his head and the gentle breeze did not warn of any danger. Whatever was happening, it did not affect the forest. But on the other hand, there was nobody hunting, or fishing, or gathering. Nor were there any farms in the vicinity. Very strange… 
 
    He made an impatient noise. He could not stay idle. The great gates were still wide open, as if inviting him to enter the metropolis. He shook his head. No, too easy. They must leave them open for some reason. They don’t fear a rebellion. They don’t fear anything… The thought worried him even more. If they feared nothing, it must be for some reason. After going over it again and again in his mind, he decided what he was going to do. We’ll do it Albana’s way. It’s the best option. 
 
    The moon was shining high above in a clear sky, so he moved stealthily toward the wall by way of the shadows which hid it. At a hundred paces he had to stop behind a boulder, because there was no more cover. He put his head out and surveyed the parapet of the tower. He could not see a soul. But he could not risk it. He grasped Adamis’s disc and used the Power. Dark Spirit, he commanded. The disc gave forth a gleam which he covered with his body, and out of the disc came a black thread which gradually took on the shape of a spirit, dull black in color. To me, he said, and the spirit covered him, clinging to him like a second skin. He had discovered this spirit by accident while he was practicing with the disc to improve his skill with the Power. Generally the spirits he managed to invoke were translucent or whitish. The House of Ether, his own Power, was related to the spiritual world, and could create a variety of spirits with very distinct skills. The more he learnt about the Power the more fascinated he was by it, and the things that might be done with it amazed him. Just as Adamis had asked them to, he practiced every day and was gradually improving, although he was years away from catching up with Kyra, who seemed to have a natural gift for it. 
 
    With the spirit clinging to his body, he made his way to the foot of the tower. At night and from afar, all they would see would be a black spot moving, something blurred, barely perceptible, at least as far as most people were concerned. Now he had to climb the live rock wall of the tower to the parapet. There was just one unfortunate difficulty: he had no rope to climb with. 
 
    He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, activated the disc and searched for his own aura. It had once taken him an eternity to find it, but little by little he had improved so that now he could find it almost at once. When he succeeded, he fixed it in his mind. He focused. He needed to be very careful. Up, gently, to the parapet, he told the disc. A white mist enveloped him and his body began to rise, leaving the ground, very slowly, parallel to the wall. He rose and rose, gently. There was an emptiness in his stomach, but he must not lose his concentration. If he did so the disc would not respond, and he would crash to the ground and break his skull. 
 
    He reached the battlements. Carefully he opened his eyes and stepped unsteadily onto the parapet. He gasped with relief at finding himself on the wall and seeing the height he had climbed. As he had expected, there were no Guards. He decided to find out what was going on. Stealthily, he went into the tower and down the winding stone stairs until he reached a room whose door was ajar. He put his head in and withdrew it immediately. Nothing. Empty. Members of the Guard should have been stationed there, even if they were sleeping, but there was no one there. He went through the rest of the tower and found it deserted, and what was stranger still, there were signs that nobody had set foot in it in a long time. 
 
    He went out on the battlements, crouched down and scanned the city at his feet. There were barely a handful of torches burning to light up the main streets. The houses were all dark, just like the squares, fountains and back streets. Looking at the buildings, he noticed that they were well made, with stone walls, sloping roofs, with everything very well finished. Without a doubt they were the best and more advanced buildings he had ever seen. The people of that boundary were skilled constructors. Looking at the city from above, he realized that it had been built in six symmetrical areas. The first four were completely dark, as if deserted. The other two, to the north, showed some light. He decided to go and investigate. 
 
    He walked at a crouch along the wall, close to the battlements, toward the northern part. He passed two more towers and found them empty in turn. He realized that the Dark Spirit had left him. Now they would be able to see him, if there was anybody to do so. He decided to take no risks, and summoned the Dark Spirit to cover him again. He did not know how long it would stay with him, any more than he could predict how long any of the things he managed to do with the Power would last. He was clearly aware that someone as powerful as Adamis would be able to create strong spirits which remained for longer. He also had the feeling that as he practiced more, not only was he managing to make the Power respond sooner and better, but it was responding with more powerful creations and skills, so that the spirit existed for longer. He had no idea what its limit might be, but it was inspiring him to want to try things out and learn. The whole world of the Power of the Golden and its mastery fascinated him as much as it frustrated him. It was something that went beyond logic, and he was someone guided by logic and common sense. But over time, he was sure he would find the logic behind it all. 
 
    He walked the length of the wall until he reached the more brightly-lit part. Here he lay flat on the ground behind the parapet and watched. He did not see any Guards, but he did see something which at last made sense: Enforcers. Several Executors were standing guard in front of a small palace, while a little to the east another, bigger, group of Executors were watching a great square building. It looked like a military barracks. An Eye-of-the-Gods came out of the palace, went to another building, escorted by six Executors, and disappeared inside. What was going on here? Where was the Guard? And the Proxies? Inside that building? Since there were no answers, and trying to break into those guarded buildings without more information seemed too risky, he decided to wait till daybreak and see whether he could find out anything more. He hid himself in the tower behind the two buildings and waited for dawn. 
 
    What he discovered at sunrise left him as puzzled as he had been in the village. The city woke up, and its dwellers began to go about their daily chores. This could perfectly well have been any city of any boundary, with one exception: all the inhabitants of this city were either old people or children. There was not a single young person. Nor could he spot any Guard or Proxy. Only Enforcers, and old people looking after children. He was so perplexed he wanted to go down and ask, but bearing in mind the old woman’s reaction he decided against it. 
 
    Suddenly he heard the snort of a horse. Crossing the northern gate came Enforcers in a dozen heavy carts pulled by strong horses. He shifted position so as to get a better view. The carts stopped in front of the square building, then Executors alighted and waited for an Eye to come out of the palace. He gave some orders which Ikai could not hear, and the Executors went into the building. A few moments later he heard cries and moans. He turned all his attention on and to his surprise found out part of the mystery of what was going on. The Executors were dragging out young people and pushing them into the heavy carts. But they were not young peasants: no, they were soldiers of the Guard! 
 
    He rubbed his eyes, completely at a loss. As he tried to puzzle it out, the Executors dragged the soldiers out by force and loaded them into the carts. He had not been mistaken, the building was a military barracks, that of the Guard. What he could never have imagined was that the Enforcers would have the Guard imprisoned in their own barracks. But why? The political structure is the same in all the boundaries. The Gods need the Guard. The Enforcers are not enough to control the whole population. And thinking about it, he realized. It was true in the case of a large population, but here there was no such thing. He had no idea why, or where that population was, but if there were only old people and children, then there was no need for the Guard. 
 
    He had an ominous feeling about this, and hoped with all his heart that he was wrong. One final cart arrived, and two Eyes stepped down from it. They conferred with the Eye in command and arrived at some sort of decision. Several Executors went into the building and with much pushing and shoving brought out half a dozen Proxies. Ikai recognized them at once by their characteristic blue and white robes. They were followed by one last man, whose hands and feet were chained. He was tall and wore a brown tunic, his hair was brown and he had an unkempt beard. He stopped before getting on the cart and looked up at the sun. Ikai saw a green glint in his eyes and recognized him. 
 
    It was Maruk! He was so stunned that he shifted involuntarily and his knee dislodged a stone, which rattled loudly on to a nearby roof. He crawled back along the battlements. One of the Executors heard the stone fall and looked up at where he was. seeing a shadow slowly disappearing. He watched it for a moment, then lost interest. Ikai remained as still as a statue to avoid attracting any more attention until he heard the convoy begin to move. I’ve got to follow them and find out where they’re taking him!  
 
    Carefully, he withdrew and climbed down the outer wall, using the Power as he had on his way in. Once he was below he ran to the corner, keeping close to the wall as he went, and saw the group of carts leaving the city. Half a dozen carts in a row. He counted three dozen Executors and two Eyes-of-the-Gods. Too many to attempt a rescue. But he was not discouraged. Time to chase Enforcers.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For ten days Ikai followed the caravan, always keeping hidden and at a safe distance so that the Enforcers would not realize they were being followed. He used all his knowledge as an old Hunter to stay hidden from his prey. The carts were slow and their tracks unmistakable, so it was not difficult to keep a safe distance. The Enforcers barely rested more than was absolutely necessary so as not to kill the horses and to give water to the prisoners. He was used to marching for days on end, so that it was easy to keep up with the pace of the caravan. He was worried about how little food the prisoners were being given. They won’t be able to put up with a long trip with nothing but water and a little bread and meat. He had no idea where they were heading, but he feared that by the time they got there Maruk would already be dead. 
 
    On the eleventh day, with night falling, they left the carts on the road and made camp beside a stream. To his surprise they lit several campfires; it looked as though they were going to spend the night there. This gave him a chance to gather some information. It was dangerous and rather risky, but he could seize the opportunity to investigate. He pondered the situation for a long while, and in the end he decided to act. It went against what his rational mind dictated, but sometimes you have to take risks in order to win. For a moment he thought it was Kyra speaking and not himself: I guess we all change with experience. My little sister has turned more cautious, and me rather less. He smiled at the thought. 
 
    He hid the satchel of food, along with bow, quiver and sword, under a great oak. Very carefully, keeping to the shadows at all times and hiding from the moon, he approached the Enforcers’ camp. He had to find out Maruk’s state and gather some information as to what was happening. From a prudent distance, well-hidden, he watched the camp. He saw his friend tied to a fir tree. His eyes were closed and his head bowed, as if he were sleeping. The Proxies had been tied to a couple of thick oaks. The remaining prisoners had been taken to the stream to drink and clean up. He crawled through the underbrush, his senses on the alert, toward the camp. In one hand he carried a knife, in the other the disc. He successfully avoided two Executors stationed on the outskirts of the camp, then suddenly heard a noise and became rigid as a rock, his face pressed against the ground. Two Executors guarding the perimeter were approaching. He held his breath and tightened his grip on both knife and disc. They passed a couple of paces by him without seeing him. 
 
    He breathed out and swallowed hard. His mouth was dry, his heart beating like a drum. Very slowly he crawled to the tree Maruk was tied to. The light of one of the fires lit him up. Ikai glanced at him for a moment and hid behind the tree again. As he had feared, Maruk did not look good. His face and neck were covered with bruises from the blows he had received and his breathing was very shallow. He was thin and filthy. 
 
    “Maruk,” he whispered in his ear. 
 
    But he did not open his eyes. 
 
    “It’s me, Ikai.” 
 
    Maruk stirred as if he were in the middle of a nightmare. This encouraged Ikai, who for a moment had feared he might be dead. 
 
    He shook his arm. “Maruk, wake up, it’s me, Ikai.”  
 
    Maruk opened his eyes and stared vacantly at the fire. 
 
    “Are you all right? I’m behind you.” 
 
    “No! not anymore!” Maruk cried all of a sudden. In the middle of the quiet night the cry rang out like thunder. 
 
    “Don’t yell, it’s me, Ikai!” 
 
    “No! Leave me!” Maruk shouted, as though in a nightmare. 
 
    Ikai put his hand on his mouth, but it was already too late. From the other side of the camp came two Executors. He had to let go of Maruk, who began to yell again. The Executors sounded the alarm, and three more appeared from the east. He weighed up his chances. Fighting five Executors would have been unthinkable lunacy not long before. But now, with the aid of the disc, it was something he might be able to pull off. There came the shrieking voice of an Eye from further south. He was ordering more Executors to come up to the camp. This changed things. He could not fight off all of them, that he knew. He made the most rational decision: flee! 
 
    He ran off through the underbrush. An Executor’s spear brushed past his head. He leapt over a trunk and another spear thudded into it. With his heart in his mouth he ran, dodging trees, rocks and roots, until he came out into an area of open land. When he glanced behind he saw he was being chased. He ran as fast as he could to cross the clearing and reach the forest. He might be able to lose them there among the vegetation. 
 
    He was forced to flee all night, with barely a rest, trying to leave his pursuers behind. For a moment he thought he had succeeded, then he heard their heavy footsteps on his trail and was forced to go on. 
 
    It was dawn when he came out of the forest and found himself on the main road. His lungs were burning and his legs sore from the effort. He had to stop and rest. He had been doing so at intervals, trying to leave the Executors behind. He had gained something of an advantage, but he knew they would soon be on top of him. They were like hunting hounds and never seemed to tire. Staying on the road was not an option, they would see him and he would be unable to shake them off. The best thing to do was to go back into the woods. He took three deep breaths, then breathed slowly out. Now somewhat recovered, he ran on like lightning. At the edge of the path he jumped over a trunk with his eyes on the forest at the point he would enter it by, finally losing his pursuers in the process. He stepped on the grass and his right foot sank into a hole covered by dead leaves. He stumbled, lost his balance and fell on his face. He tried to get back on his feet at once, but felt a sharp pain in his ankle. He put his hands on the sprain and stayed there lying on the ground, grunting with pain. 
 
    He got to his feet as best he could and tried to lean on his foot. A terrible pain shot up his leg and burst in his mind. It’s a pretty bad sprain! He tried to hobble off to get further away, but had to stop because the pain was too intense. I have to bind that ankle and secure it so that at least I can limp. He took off his shirt and tore it into strips, then bent over, took off his boot and started to bind his ankle tight, enduring the pain. Once it was tightly bound he put his boot back on. It hurt terribly, but at least now he could walk to some extent. 
 
    Unfortunately it was too late. A dozen Executors were watching him from the other side of the road. There are times in life when luck isn’t on our side, he thought resignedly. I’ll have to fight. May Oxatsi take pity on this, her son. He stood straight with the knife in his right hand and the disc in his left, flexed his knee and tried not to put his weight on his injured foot. Calm and concentration, he told himself. 
 
    Three of the Executors raised their spears. Ikai acted at once, using the disc to raise a protective sphere. The three spears hit this with tremendous force, weakening it, but they did not manage to pierce it. At the same time he felt the blow in his body. Confused, the Executors hesitated. He took advantage of this and used the Power of the disc. He summoned a Spirit of Agony, a translucent gray creation in a long tattered robe, its body lacking any flesh. It looked like something out of a nightmare. It floated beside him, staring at him with an unhinged expression of horror that was the very picture of unfathomable agony itself. Ikai pointed at the three Executors with his knife and gave the order: Attack! The spirit spread its arms, gave a cavernous moan, and shot out to fall on the Executors. They defended themselves with their knives, but the spirit’s embrace filled them with unbearable agony. They fell to the ground, writhing as they tried to shake it off. The other Executors hesitated, unable to understand how a man could do something that was only within the power of the Gods. 
 
    Taking advantage of their confusion, he used the Power of the disc to create a Dark Spirit. The disc gave a flash. A black thread issued from it and became a spirit, black as a starless night. But this time, instead of ordering it to cover him, he gave it the order to attack. The spirit hurled itself at the Executors. Covering them with its blackness, it consumed their lives. 
 
    The Executors fought back. Ikai was only capable of creating a few different kinds of spirits which Adamis had taught him to summon. He knew that it was possible to create a wider, far more powerful variety. So far his own were weak, as he had still not mastered the Power sufficiently to create anything stronger. Since they existed in this world the spirits, although translucent, were partially vulnerable to physical weapons. The Executors could wound them and end their existence. The battle between Spirits and Executors was brutal and ruthless. Ikai joined his creations, and between the three of them they finished off all the Executors. The last of these died in the act of destroying the last spirit. He was left alone, with a dozen dead bodies around him. 
 
    He gasped in relief. He was safe. He heard the galloping of a horse in the distance, but only saw the empty road disappearing beyond a bend. He felt a blow in his back followed by a shaking. What? An Executor’s spear had struck the protective sphere. He turned and saw a dozen more Executors coming out of the forest at a run. Oh no!  He concentrated and summoned a new Spirit of Agony, but had no time for anything else. The Executors fell on him. 
 
    He took the first blows from the Executors’ spear and knife, which the protective sphere stopped. But with every blow the sphere weakened a little, and he felt a painful shaking that spread through his whole body. He sent more Power to strengthen the sphere. Those first attacks soon became a tremendous rainfall of blows, whose full force he felt in his flesh. He tried to use the disc again, but the pain and the shaking would not let him concentrate. I’m in serious trouble. I have to find a way of defending myself, or else I won’t make it out of here alive. The blows continued with savage force, with the Executors attacking like predatory beasts whose prey was on the brink of collapse. The Spirit of Agony finished off three Executors before it was destroyed. 
 
    A spear managed to pierce the protective sphere and went straight to his heart. In a reflex movement he deflected the sharp point with his knife. He had escaped by a hair’s-breadth, but now the sphere was cracked and about to fall. The next spear went through it at the level of his head. He saw it nearing his face. Without having time to react, he bent his knees and the spear brushed past his head. As he crouched he felt a stab of pain in his ankle. He could not use the disc to protect himself. The Executors went on hitting the sphere with their spears and half-moon-shaped knives. They could see it was about to give way, and hammered it with all their might. 
 
    He tried to use the disc one last time before his defense was destroyed. Crouching, under the rain of blows, he did his best to focus. He heard the neighing of a horse behind him, but did not let it disturb his concentration. He managed to use the Power and create a Dark Spirit. Yes!  Between the two they could defeat the remaining Executors. Attack them! he ordered it. But before it could attack, the Executors were hurled into the air, crashing on to the ground and dying on impact. Ikai, mouth open in surprise, spun round. 
 
    “Getting into trouble without me?” a familiar voice mocked him. 
 
    Ikai stared at the rider. 
 
    “And where did that really hideous spirit come from? He looks a lot like you, brother.” 
 
    “Kyra!” 
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    The delegations began to make their way into the chamber in the opposite order to the ring they represented. Adamis, together with Ariadne and Sormacus, as part of the delegation of the Fifth Ring, went in with the first group led by Prince Saxti of the House of Water, The High Chamber, where the Five High Kings gathered for important ceremonies, and where they hibernated, was spotless. On the round walls of old gold there shone symbols of Power engraved in silver. The transparent floor allowed them to appreciate the unparalleled beauty of the calm turquoise ocean. The black marble ceiling formed the base of the Great Monolith, which rose above the chamber. 
 
    Adamis remembered that regal place well. He would never forget the last time he had set foot in it: during the Ceremony of Vivification, when he had nearly lost Kyra. This building had always impressed him; it was one of the greatest achievements of the Golden, the very center of Erenal, the Eternal City, which was fed with Power by the Great Monolith.  
 
    They arrived before the Five High Kings. Adamis shrank into himself and bent his head as he felt the immense power which emanated from them. Their all-powerful majesties waited on elaborate thrones set on a round dais which hovered ten feet above the floor. Adamis glanced at them for an instant, his face hidden by his hood. All wore elegant robes whose color symbolized the element their houses represented, decorated with elaborate gold embroidery. Their jeweled crowns marked them out as High Kings of the Golden. Around their necks hung the five ancestral medallions which proclaimed them as Lords of the Elements. 
 
    From left to right, he recognized first His Majesty Edan, of the House of Aru, the House of the Fifth Ring. He had always liked the Lord of Water, who was cautious and reasonable, his Father’s main ally. Sitting on his right was His Majesty Lur, of the House of Idnem, House of the Fourth Ring. The Lord of Earth, on the other hand, he had never fully trusted; he was hard and selfish. He was a fellow-conspirator of the House of Fire and usually followed its lead. On his right was His Majesty Kaitze, of the House of Aurez, the House of the Third Ring. The Lord of Air was shrewd and knew he occupied a privileged position. The alliance between the Houses of Ether and Water on the one hand and the Houses of Earth and Fire on the other left him in a useful position when a tie in the vote needed to be broken, something he took full advantage of in pursuit of his own interests. On his right was His Majesty Gar, of the House of Aureb, the House of the Second Ring. The Lord of Fire was ruthless and brutal. He stopped at nothing to reach his goals, and little by little his was becoming the most powerful of the houses. And finally, on Gar’s right, was His Majesty Laino, of the House of Eret, the House of the First Ring. The Lord of Ether, his own father. Before a whirlwind of emotions could overwhelm him, Adamis shut his eyes and made an enormous effort to stay calm. 
 
    The Five High Kings greeted the group with a slight nod. That simple gesture gave forth such power that Adamis and the others in the entourage had to bend double at once to pay their respects. Edan, Lord of Water, gave them permission to rise. When he did so Adamis could hold back no more and glanced at his father. Seeing him on his throne, so regal, powerful, unshakeable, such desolation came over him that he forgot all the suffering he had gone through. He would gladly have gone up to him, embraced him, let him know how much he had meant for him, how much he had always loved him. But now nothing was the same any longer, and that embrace would never take place, for his father had ordered him to be executed: he himself, his only son. Sorrow mingled with the sadness, and his sense of loss was so deep that for a moment he could not breathe. How much I regret that our paths have driven us to these extremes. He took a deep breath and sighed, trying to let out all the sorrow and sadness. I hope our destinies do not cross again, Father, for both our sakes.  
 
    The entourages of each house entered and placed themselves in order, following the established protocol: Each one before their High King, showing absolute respect. Adamis remained hidden in the anonymity granted him by his group. But seeing the Princes of the Houses and other nobles he knew so well pass by was putting his nerves to the test. He remembered the time when he had been a Golden Prince, when nothing and nobody might touch him. How far away those days were! Once I was a stupid prince like them, unable to open my eyes and see what my people really are: cruel, ruthless and self-worshiping. Luckily Kyra opened my eyes. And I shall never close them again.  
 
    At that moment he saw the Prince of Fire strutting about in front of his father. Asu was behaving with staggering pride and haughtiness, even for him. For a single instant hatred overcame Adamis, so that he wanted to unsheathe the weapon Aruma had given him and run him through with a clean stroke. Luckily his common sense prevailed and stopped him. It was folly. He would never manage it. 
 
    Adamis saw Notaplo passing and gave him a curt nod. He could not risk sending him a mental message, not in the presence of the Five High Kings, since it might be intercepted. And if his Father were to do that, he would recognize him. The mental messages of each Golden had a unique voice, an unmistakable signature. He could not take the risk. Ariadne and Sormacus, who were at his side, had already warned him of this. As long as they were in the presence of the High Kings, they could not risk keeping in contact. Dear old Notaplo was so absorbed in himself that he never noticed. 
 
    Craning his neck, Adamis tried to catch his attention once again, but the one whose head turned was his own cousin Atasos. He lowered his head at once and the sudden fright left him breathless. If his cousin recognized him he was lost, and if he saw him he would certainly recognize him. He had been with him a short while ago during his exile at the Secret Temple of Eret, on the continent. A thousand thoughts passed through Adamis’s mind, devious thoughts. There was a long moment of tension. Ariadne touched his hand, and he looked up very slowly. Her eyes told him the danger had passed. He saw the entourage of the First Ring taking their place before their High King. I must be more careful, he scolded himself. 
 
    The Master of Ceremonies spread his arms wide and called out: 
 
    “Welcome, all, to the Ceremony of Intellectual Enlightenment, a key festivity for the advancement of our civilization and which all the Houses proudly honor. Today intellect, brilliance, wisdom, and above all the eagerness of our civilization to excel and conquer new and unthinkable goals, receive their reward. This is the basis of our Power. This is what enables us to rule over the known world, since there is no other civilization so advanced and powerful.” The members of the five delegations began to applaud in the Golden style by slapping their calves. Adamis smiled as he remembered how strange he had found Men’s way of applauding. 
 
    The Master of Ceremonies went on: “As is traditional on this important date, and in the presence of their all-powerful majesties, the Five High Kings …” He turned and bowed deeply to the Golden rulers. They did not bat an eyelash, so the Priest turned again toward the delegations, who were watching him expectantly. “Every House will have the opportunity to present the most important technological advances they have achieved before their Majesties and before the representatives of the other Houses. Each achievement will be accepted or rejected according to the merits demonstrated and by approval or rejection according to their Majesties’ criteria. 
 
    “Let the First Erudite of the House of Aru, the House of Water, present the achievements of the illustrious House of the Fifth Ring!” 
 
    The ancient Erudite, who was nearing his nine-hundredth year, first greeted Prince Saxti and the entourage, then walked to the center of the chamber with slow steps, leaning on a blue staff encrusted with white ornamentation. He bowed deeply before the dais of the Five High Kings. The Monarchs watched him attentively. 
 
    “By your leave…” he said, and the inflexion of his mental message revealed the wise man’s advanced age. 
 
    “You may proceed,” said Edan, his High King. 
 
    “On this day which is so important for all of us, the Erudites in particular, and all the Golden in general, I will now show the most significant achievement of our venerable house.” 
 
    The High Kings nodded their permission for him to continue. 
 
    “It is an achievement linked to our sacred duty as Golden Erudites to find the key to the attainment of immortality. After hundreds of years of study and trial, we have achieved a very important advance in the technique of prolonging life through assisted freezing. We call this technology Frozen Hibernation. Allow me to demonstrate.” He signaled to two of his helpers. The two pupils brought a pod to the middle of the chamber and placed it on end. Its back was metallic and bluish. The front was of glass, revealing a man inside. He was completely frozen, covered with a layer of white frost. 
 
    “This specimen has been frozen for a hundred years. We froze him at the age of twenty. He would now be a hundred and twenty, and therefore being a man he ought to be dead. Yet he is still alive. And not only that, he has not aged a single day. Let me show you what our wonderful technology allows us to do.” He maneuvered several levers on the sides of the pod, and a blue flash issued from the cracks around the glass lid. There was a metallic click, and the Erudite waited patiently while the process of thawing came to an end. Everybody there was watching with great attention. 
 
    At last the pod opened. A white mist issued forth and settled heavily toward the floor. The two helpers brought out the man and held him firmly to keep him on his feet. He appeared to be asleep, but his color was now normal, he was no longer frozen. The Erudite placed a disc over his heart and used his Power. A golden light ran through the body of the slave from head to foot. Suddenly the sleeper opened his eyes wide in a grimace of horror. He took in a rapid breath of air, but swallowed too much, too soon, and started to cough and convulse. The two helpers held him firmly, keeping him on his feet. 
 
    “As all of you may observe,” the Erudite went on, “he is alive and in perfect condition,” One of the helpers seized the slave’s hair and pulled his head back so that everyone could see his face. “This is the face of a man of twenty. He has not aged a single day.” 
 
    The Master of Ceremonies turned to the Erudite. “Do you testify to the authenticity of this experiment, under sentence of death and dishonor for your house in case of perjury?” 
 
    “I do so testify,” the Erudite answered with complete serenity and confidence. 
 
    “Very well. So it shall be written in the records of knowledge.” With a sign he indicated to the Eyes-of-the-Gods that they should write down the achievement. 
 
    High King Gar bent forward. “How long will he live?” he asked. Such was his Power that the simple mental question burnt the mind of whoever received it. Adamis had to shake the thought from his mind. 
 
    “Our studies indicate that he will live an existence which is normal for his race. He will reach old age and die of natural causes. Freezing has no secondary effects on his organism.” 
 
    “How many tests have you successfully performed in order to be sure of this one here today?” Gar asked. 
 
    “My Lord, more than a thousand that were not successful since the beginning of the experiments. But the last hundred of them have been successful. Everything has been documented in our source of knowledge.” 
 
    High King Gar gestured half-heartedly for the Erudite to proceed. Adamis, who was feeling profoundly troubled, took a deep breath. More than a thousand men must have died or suffered indescribable horrors just for the discovery of this advance in our technology. They use people like animals for their experiments. That is something that cannot be permitted. It is cruel! Barbaric! But for the Golden, men were no more than ants to do whatever they wanted with and to be trodden underfoot when they were no longer necessary. 
 
    “Is this technology applicable to our people?” Kaitze, High King of Air, asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I am glad that your Highness should ask me that question. Let me reply with a demonstration.” The Erudite gave another sign to his helpers. They took away the slave, who was now shaking from head to foot. A moment later they came back carrying another pod, identical to the previous one. Following the same procedure, the Erudite opened it and the helpers brought out the subject. But this time it was not a man who appeared but a Golden. There were several cries of surprise, followed by murmurs of disagreement. Several voices rose, protesting at such an outrage. 
 
    The Erudite attempted to calm the audience. “Let me show you,” he said. He hastened to put the disc on the Golden’s chest. He made use of his Power, and a golden light ran throughout the frozen body. Suddenly the sleeper opened his eyes, his face showing utter surprise. As he struggled to breathe normally and stop trembling with the aid of the two helpers, the Erudite explained: “Allow me to introduce you to my assistant Erreka. He has been frozen for a hundred years, and as you can see, he is alive. In a few moments he will be completely recovered.” 
 
    “You risk too much, Erudite. The life of a Golden is sacred,” said High King Gar. 
 
    Before the Erudite could respond, Edan, High King of Water, intervened. 
 
    “My Erudite knows the law perfectly well. He would not dare experiment with a Golden and put his life in danger if the technology were not safe.” The two High Kings were challenging one another in a battle of wills. Gar had to pull back, since the assistant was alive and the law had not been broken. He made a sign of acceptance, but his eyes gleamed with resentment. 
 
    “My assistant knew the risk. He volunteered. Without risk there is no gain. That is the first law in the development of new technology.” 
 
    “Will we be able to use that technology?” said Lur, High King of Earth. “I have been informed that we cannot use it, that the Power will keep consuming our bodies.”  
 
    “Your information is correct, your Majesty… Our Power continues to feed on our organism even in the state of Frozen Hibernation, and hence even in that state we go on aging. But we have managed to make progress… considerable progress. Now we are capable of slowing down the pernicious effects of the Power during the process of hibernation, and in the process significantly reduce the deterioration of the body.” 
 
    “By how much?” 
 
    “We have managed to reduce the deterioration suffered by the body during hibernation by half.” 
 
    Kaitze, Lord of Air, intervened at this point. “In other words, you are saying that while we remain frozen, our bodies will  age by half as much. If I freeze myself for a thousand years, will I have aged five hundred years when I wake up?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord, that is correct.” 
 
    Gar, Lord of Fire, said in a markedly contemptuous tone: “I do not see the use of it. Why would I want to freeze, only to wake up five hundred years older?” 
 
    “You would be waking up in a new millennium, my lord…” 
 
    “Nonsense. Unless the degree of aging is significantly reduced, it makes no sense.” 
 
    “But if we manage to reduce it to a tenth,” said Edan, Lord of Water, “then we would be practically immortal. We could live thousands and thousands of years hibernating between millennia. And remember, during that time we would continue our search until we found a way of avoiding aging during Frozen Hibernation, or even rejuvenate ourselves. That is what we are pursuing: reversing the process, being rejuvenated while we hibernate in a frozen state.” 
 
    There was a silence as the High Kings took in the implications of this. At last, Laino, the High King of Ether, gave his judgment. 
 
    “Very interesting, and with considerable possibilities. It has my approval.” 
 
    The comment caught Adamis’s attention. If his father gave his approval, it meant there was potential in the idea. Interesting. I will have to speak to Notaplo about it. The High Kings of Earth and Air too gave their approval. The only one who did not accept it was the High King of the House of Fire. The Master of Ceremonies gave a sign and the Eyes-of-the-Gods made a note. 
 
    He beckoned the next Erudite to continue with the Ceremony. “Let the First Erudite of the House of Idnem, House of Earth, present the achievements of the illustrious House of the Fourth Ring.” 
 
    The Erudite, also ancient, saluted his own people and then, with great solemnity, came forward to salute the Five High Kings. 
 
    “What my colleague of the House of Water has exposed is undoubtedly fascinating, and I could not agree more with his vision. Nevertheless, I do not share his method of reaching immortality, or to be more precise, his technology. We in the House of Earth have been working with a similar aim but with a far superior technology: Carbon Freezing. Let me demonstrate to you.” He signaled to several helpers, who brought in what appeared to be a great black tombstone. When they set it on the floor on a trestle, Adamis saw that it was really a rectangle of carbon with a slave frozen in the strange alloy. He appeared to have been trapped while attempting to flee. 
 
    “How long has he been like that?” asked Kaitze, High King of Air. 
 
    “A little over two hundred years, your Majesty. We have managed to keep him indefinitely alive with an influx of Power into the graphite. We have performed controlled tests with a Golden and the results have been wonderful.” 
 
    “And what advantage does this have over the technology of the House of Water?” asked Gar, the High King of Fire. 
 
    “Well, you see, your Majesty, we have managed to reduce the deterioration which the body of a Golden suffers during the stage of freezing in carbon to a third.” 
 
    “It is still a very high level of deterioration,” Gar protested. “Unacceptable.” 
 
    Lur, Lord of Earth, spoke in its defense. “It is lower than the technology of the House of Water,”  
 
    “And the disadvantages?” asked Edan, High King of Water. His eyes were half-closed, as if he already knew there was some problem. 
 
    The Erudite bent his head and glanced at his Lord, who nodded. “The main disadvantage of this technology is that it requires vast quantities of charcoal to create the alloy in which to freeze the subjects. We have tried to do it with regular coal, of which we have great reserves in the mines where the slaves work, but the results are not as satisfactory. So we are forced to burn the great forests to obtain charcoal.” 
 
    “I do not see the problem,” said Gar. “My House could help you with the fire.” 
 
    “Deforesting great territories has very adverse effects on nature,” said the High King of Ether. “It would mean killing flora and fauna and irreversibly changing a region’s ecosystem.” 
 
    “A small cost in order to reach immortality,” said Lur. 
 
    “I totally agree,” said Gar. 
 
    “I think we can establish that the House of Water and the House of Earth are competing to reach the same goal with two very similar technologies,” said Kaitze, Lord of Air. 
 
    The Five High Kings discussed the pros and cons of the technology. In the end the Houses of Fire, Air and Earth supported it and the Houses of Water and Ether rejected it. This was duly noted. 
 
    “Let the Erudite of the House of Aurez, House of Air, present the achievements of the House of the Third Ring,” said the Master of Ceremonies. 
 
    The Erudite addressed the Five High Kings: “The advance I wish to show you is one which will significantly help Erenal, our wonderful Eternal City. Our control of the element of Air and everything related to it has advanced so much that we are now able to control its most negative manifestations in nature.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Erudite?” asked High King Gar with interest. 
 
    “I mean storms, cyclones, hurricanes. They will no longer be a problem for us, for our city.” 
 
    “Interesting…” commented High King Lur. “Go on.”  
 
    “The House of Air has acquired the technology to control these adverse phenomena,” the Erudite said, while the whole chamber stared at him with great interest. Adamis knew that for all of them, one of the greatest problems had always been the sea and its storms. Living in a city on the ocean had that disadvantage. To protect themselves against the whims of Mother Nature, the Golden had designed two defenses. The first was the great wall in the shape of a waterfall that surrounded the city and protected them from less serious storms and rough seas. The second, in case of cyclones or tsunamis, was a giant sphere which rose in the case of imminent danger to envelop the entire city. It was generated by the Great Monolith. The problem was that raising that giant protective sphere required a massive amount of Power. At the same time, the barrier in the form of a waterfall consumed a great deal of Power in its turn. A cost which all the Houses had to pay by providing Power: the Power of thousands of Golden which went to keep up those protections. 
 
    The Erudite turned to his entourage. “The disc, please.” One of his helpers brought it to him, and the Erudite placed it on the floor. “Very well. Watch, my Lords.” 
 
    The image the disc projected was that of a great storm forming in a sky which was turning blacker every moment, above empty fields. Several Erudites were manipulating a white monolith. But that monolith was not a source of knowledge, it was something more. The storm began to grow in force, and strong winds began to lash the Erudites. The sky turned completely black, and the clouds burst. The winds reached hurricane force, and a tornado started to form above their heads. Adamis feared for the Erudites. If they did not leave, the tornado would bear them away. 
 
    “Pay attention now,” the Erudite commented. 
 
    The Erudites who were manipulating the monolith moved away. The artifact gave forth a series of white flashes, as if charging itself with Power. Suddenly there came a great discharge, and a beam of energy shot out of the monolith into the heart of the storm. The beam remained for a moment, as if gathering power, then there came an explosion of energy which spread throughout the black clouds and dissolved them. The storm died out. Murmurs of approval filled the chamber. 
 
    High King Kaitze, Lord of Air, twined his fingers together. “We can kill storms, and soon we will be able to control the weather. We are no longer at the mercy of nature and her changes of mood. Our fear of storms, hurricanes and tsunamis is no more. We will control them and decide upon the weather we want to enjoy. More than that, on a day not too far off we will be able to decide when and where it will rain. We will be able to make good weather favor our crops, our fishing, cause everything to flourish at our convenience. We will be the lords of the climate.” 
 
    “But that is not yet a reality,” said Lur. 
 
    The Erudite intervened. “No, your Majesty, not yet. But we are not so far from achieving it. We will not need to raise the protective sphere which costs us all so much in Power.” 
 
     “That would be a marvelous thing,” Lur said. 
 
    Gar’s eyes were half-closed as he traced the advantages he might gain from this. “To bend nature to our will seems to me an achievement from which we can all benefit substantially,”  
 
    “And would it not be dangerous?” asked Edan, Lord of Water. “Manipulating the weather in that way does not seem very prudent to me,”  
 
    “Dangerous? In what sense, my Lord?” 
 
    “When my Erudites try freezing vast areas to obtain energy during the process of thawing them out, all nature dies. Plants, vegetation, animals, everything. It seems to me that destabilizing the climate in the interests of our convenience might have similar, and very adverse, effects.” 
 
    “And unpredictable ones too,” added Laino, Lord of Ether. 
 
    The Erudite meditated his answer. “It might be so, of course. We must not alter the existing climate in excess, as it could have unpredictable effects. True. Dangerous. We must be prudent and use this advance only in exceptional cases.”  
 
    “Nonsense!” exclaimed Gar, Lord of Fire. “We must use it whenever we wish!” 
 
    There followed a debate among the Five High Kings, who argued about the pros and cons of using such an advance. Finally they reached a division of opinion, with a majority in favor: the High Kings of Air, Fire and Earth for it, those of Water and Ether against. The Eyes noted down the result. This worried Adamis. The yes side had won, so that the technology would be used and the repercussions could be terrible if it were used badly, or too much. What he was witnessing was worrying him more and more, and he was beginning to understand why Ariadne had told him more than once that they were being led toward a cataclysm. 
 
    “Let the First Erudite of the House of Aureb, House of Fire, present the achievements of the illustrious House of the Second Ring,” the Master of Ceremonies announced. 
 
    The Erudite in question bowed and came to stand in the center of the chamber. 
 
    “The advance I will proudly show you here today will change the future of our civilization. It is an achievement like no other, and it marks a before and after in the treatment of Power by the Golden. Let me show you.” He bent forward and placed a crystalline disc on the floor, then activated it and moved back. The disc projected a scene in the center of the chamber: a strong ship with the emblem of the House of the Second Ring, sailing on an icy sea. 
 
    “It is the North Sea, the icy sea,” the Erudite explained. The image moved on in time, and they saw the ship in front of an enormous iceberg. The ship came to a standstill, and several Golden crossed to the frozen surface in a small boat. They climbed to the top of the massive iceberg. The image followed them. The gigantic ice formation had broken off from a nearby glacier. The frozen beauty of the place and its extraordinary raw whiteness left Adamis open-mouthed with wonder. The Golden of the expedition drove a series of more than a hundred metallic rods deep into the frozen surface. The image flew over the surface of the iceberg, and they could now see that the rods formed a pentagon. Above each rod they placed a red metallic sphere the size of a head. To finish, they placed a crystalline sphere of considerable size in the center of the figure. They then left and went back to the ship. 
 
    Adamis was watching intently. What are they seeking to do? I do not understand. 
 
    “This was an experiment that was carried out with the intention of showing it here today, before your Majesties. What you are about to witness is the most spectacular advance ever achieved in the acquisition of Power.” He pointed to the image. The rods stuck in the iceberg began to heat, and a few moments later began to grow red hot, burning and melting the ice around them. Adamis realized they were being manipulated from the ship. The Erudites of the House of Fire were making them burn by using their power. The rods went on driving deeper into the iceberg until they reached its core. At that moment the Erudites caused the spheres at the end of each rod to explode simultaneously.  There followed a devastating blast, with the power of an erupting volcano. A gigantic burst of flame rose to the sky in a fiery column which seemed to reach the sky itself. The iceberg evaporated, consumed by the intensity of the explosion. 
 
    Adamis shut his eyes tightly several times. He could not believe what had just happened. The iceberg had vanished in the great burst of flame. Where there had previously been a huge mass of ice was now only a crystal sphere, hovering above the sea with a golden radiance. They have destroyed the whole iceberg, but why? What for?  
 
    Edan, Lord of Water, was plainly upset by this show of military might. “We all know the destructive power of the House of Fire. That does not represent any advancement for our civilization.” 
 
    Gar smiled sarcastically. “One should not jump to hasty conclusions. You might be wrong, my dear friend.” 
 
    “In what way am I wrong?” 
 
    The Erudite of the House of Fire went on with his commentary. “The experiment is not a warlike one, my Lords. The key is in that sphere which is hovering above the sea.” He indicated the image, which was now centered on the sphere. “Bring it over here,” he told his helpers, and deactivated the image. The sphere was placed before the Five High Kings, who were staring at it with a mixture of confusion and interest. 
 
    “If you will be so good, your High Majesty of the House of Ether, could you feel the Power stored in the sphere? Your House finds it easier to perceive the Power than the others.” 
 
    Laino did so. “This sphere contains a very significant amount of Power.” 
 
    “How many discs, roughly, could be filled with the Power stored in it?” 
 
    “More than a thousand.” 
 
    Amazed cries filled the chamber. The High Kings themselves were unable to hold back. 
 
    “A thousand discs?” cried Lur, “That is quite extraordinary!” 
 
    Gar rose proudly. “My Erudites have managed to make Fire turn the ice into water, and in the process of transformation pick up the energy liberated and make it into Power: a Power which can be stored in discs for our use and enjoyment. And the Power we use externally does not consume us, does not age us. This is indeed a key discovery, as it will change our way of life and allow us to age more slowly, because instead of having to use our own Power we will use that which we obtain from melting the ice of the northern seas. And that frozen world is gigantic, an endless continent. We can extract Power from it for thousands of years.” The Lord of Fire was beside himself with pride. 
 
    Murmurs of approval filled the chamber. 
 
    “It will have effects on nature,” Laino said thoughtfully. “Negative effects.” 
 
    “And what does that matter to us?” Gar countered. “Nature is weak, we are strong, we will dominate it. We almost do so now. Or have you not witnessed what the Houses of Earth and Air are capable of doing? They can bend Nature to their will, and soon, with all the Power we are going to obtain from melting the frozen northern continent, we will manipulate Nature at our whim and nothing will stop us. We will be true Gods!” 
 
    “That is precisely what worries me… the consequences of melting the ice continent,” Laino said. But his concern was buried beneath the cheers of everyone else. The cries took a long time to die down. The High Kings of Earth and Air gave their approval. The only one who did not was Laino. The Master of Ceremonies nodded, and the Eyes noted down the result. 
 
    “Let the First Erudite of the House of Eret, the House of Ether, present the achievements obtained by the illustrious House of the First Ring.” 
 
    Notaplo went up to the center of the chamber. Adamis looked closely at him. He seemed to be well; he looked just as he had when he himself had last seen him in person. What advances will my good Erudite and friend present before the Five High Kings? he wondered, with great interest.  
 
    The ancient Erudite greeted the High Kings respectfully, then turned to his entourage. 
 
    “Marcus, come forward, please.”  
 
    The slave stepped forward, leaving the anonymity that the entourage offered him. When he saw all eyes fixed on him, he hesitated. Adamis too fixed his eyes on the slave, and fear came up his throat with a sour taste. No, Notaplo, do not show them, they will not understand! he thought, and wanted to warn him against his mistake. But he saw his father Laino attentive to everything that was going on and knew that if he sent a mental warning to the Erudite, his father would pick it up and he, Adamis, would be discovered. 
 
    “Do not be afraid, come closer,” Notaplo told Marcus in a soothing voice. 
 
    The slave came forward with his head bent, gazing at the floor and almost trembling, until he was standing beside the Erudite. 
 
    “Your Majesties, this slave you see here with me has the key to immortality for our revered civilization.”  
 
    The announcement left everybody puzzled. The High Kings snorted in disbelief, and among the different delegations complete incredulity made itself manifest in loud cries. 
 
    “This slave is more than three hundred years old, so he ought to have died several times by now. Yet he is still alive and will live for another century. He has never been frozen, nor carbonized, nor has he been treated with any technology.” 
 
    High King Lur was not at all convinced. “Then how can he be alive? Slaves grow old and die quickly. If it were not for the fact that they breed like rabbits, they would not be much use to us,”  
 
    “This particular specimen is not a normal man, he is a hybrid.” 
 
    “Why do you embarrass us by showing us that?” said Kaitze. “The weaknesses and depraved tastes of some ought not to be shown in public.” 
 
    Murmurs and protests filled the hall again. Notaplo nodded several times, ignoring the protests until they gradually died out. Adamis knew what he was about to explain, and he was becoming more and more nervous on the good scholar’s behalf. The High Kings would never accept it. 
 
    “This hybrid is not just long-lived in himself, he has one special characteristic which is crucially important for us.” He turned to Marcus and put a hand on his shoulder. “Go ahead. Show them what you can do.” 
 
    Marcus cupped his hands, then closed his eyes. Concentrating, he created a small ball of fire which floated above his hands. 
 
    There were cries of surprise, which instantly turned to horror. 
 
    “What is this?” cried Gar. 
 
    “It cannot be!” thundered Lur. 
 
    “Who is that slave?” Edan demanded angrily. 
 
    Notaplo intervened at once to calm the general mood. ”The slave is an extraordinary anomaly. Marcus is a hybrid with Power.” 
 
    “What is this outrage?” yelled Gar. “How dare you bring this monster into our presence?”  
 
    “It is an abomination!” cried Lur. “It ought not to exist!”  
 
    “It must die!” Kaitze shouted. “It must be destroyed!”  
 
    Laino rose to his feet. “No one is to shed blood in this chamber! No one is to touch my Erudite or his specimen!” As he stood up, a black mist rose threateningly behind his body, like a formidable ghost ready to devour the soul of anyone who dared confront him. 
 
    Notaplo went on energetically, his voice full of conviction. “Your Majesties, I can assure you this is the only way to immortality. We do not need to remain frozen or carbonized, as the Houses of the Fourth and Fifth rings propose. Hybrids with Power are the key which will allow us to take a giant step forward. They possess the key component, which once it has been found and transferred to the Golden will make us truly immortal. In Marcus, the passage of time has been substantially delayed. But what is really crucial in him is that he possesses Power, as you have witnessed. This validates my theory: natural delaying of the ageing process can coexist with the Power. They are compatible, even though it does not happen among the Golden.” 
 
    “Enough of this! I will not listen to another word about this abomination,” Gar roared. A burst of flame issued from his body. 
 
    “Wait!” said Edan, “I want to know whether the Erudite has achieved what he says. That key you mention: have you managed to find it in your specimen?” 
 
    Notaplo shook his head slowly. “No, I have not found it yet. That is why I present my discoveries here today, in the hope that the other Erudites will take on this study and that between us we can find the key. I am convinced that if the Five Houses work together, we will be able to succeed.” 
 
    “In that case it is no more than a theory,” said Lur. “My House will not support this madness.”  
 
    “Nor mine,” Kaitze said. “It is no more than an aberration,”  
 
    “We ought to kill both of them, Erudite and specimen alike, for such an outrage,” said Gar. 
 
    “Leave, Erudite, for your own good,” Edan told Notaplo. “You should not have presented such nonsense.”  
 
    The reproaches turned into shouts. The chamber filled with savage criticisms, turning harsher with every moment. Notaplo was booed and forced to endure wounding comments with his head bowed. The insults began, and Adamis wanted to leap to his friend’s defense. He made a gesture to do so, but Ariadne held him tightly by the arm. He turned to her, and she shook her head. 
 
    High King Laino intervened. “My Erudite has clearly explained his proposal to you. It is his vision for our future, and in my opinion it is correct. If you do not wish to take part in the study, that is your prerogative. Notaplo, you may leave.” 
 
    Adamis understood his father’s words: he believed in Notaplo, but could do nothing to help him. The other Houses would never accept it. Notaplo left amid base insults and humiliations. Adamis had the feeling, as in a dark premonition, that the Erudite had just signed his death sentence. He felt an acute stab of pain in his chest. He took a deep breath, trying to let it pass, but it did not disappear. 
 
    The Ceremony went on until the winning technology and the most advanced House had been decided on. The honor fell on the House of the Second Ring, that of the Lord of Fire. The entourage, headed by Asu, took the center of the room amid cheers. The entourages of the other Houses applauded respectfully, as tradition laid down. Adamis watched Asu in the center; he was exultant, prouder than ever, regarding everyone else with sneering hostility. High King Gar came down to greet them haughtily, with a broad smile of satisfaction. He received the trophy from the hands of the Master of Ceremonies and showed it defiantly to all, 
 
    Watching the King and the Prince of Fire together, now knowing the power of their new technology, Adamis felt as though an icy ghost had embraced him. And the presentiment was crystal clear: We are going to die, all of us. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyra leapt off her horse and ran to hug Ikai. Both siblings melted into an embrace full of love and affection.   
 
    “I’m so happy to see you, Kyra!” 
 
    “You look awful, brother.” 
 
    “I’ve had a few complicated days,” he said with a smile. He leaned on his foot and gave a grimace of pain. 
 
    She looked down at his ankle. “What’s wrong with your foot?”  
 
    “It’s nothing serious, just a bad sprain.” 
 
    She smiled and shook her head. 
 
    “And why are you smiling now? It hurts terribly.” 
 
    “And it’ll hurt even more when it swells up.” 
 
    Ikai gave her a mock-glare. “Are you glad it hurts?” 
 
    She smiled from ear to ear. “No, I’m glad I have a horse.”  
 
    He nodded, smiling, then shook his head. “You’re impossible.” 
 
    “I know, and that’s why you love me so much, brother.” 
 
    “If my foot didn’t hurt so much and I wasn’t so tired I can’t even move my arms, I’d give you what for.” 
 
    “Ha! In your dreams!” 
 
    He laughed and hugged his sister again, filled with indescribable joy to be with her and find her safe and sound. 
 
    “It’s been such a long time… I was beginning to doubt whether we’d ever see each other again.” 
 
    “Yes, much too long. We knew it would take time, and that it’d be tough. You warned us. We all accepted the mission and its consequences. But I’m so happy to see you again!” She crushed him with another hug. He grunted with pain, but could not stop smiling. 
 
    “How did you find me?”  
 
    “I wasn’t looking for you, I was trying to find Maruk. I was following his trail with the disc. I got his message calling for help.” 
 
    Ikai nodded. “So did I.” He noticed there was something wrong with her hair. “And your hair? Why did you cut it?” 
 
    Kyra turned round to show him the burns in her neck and upper back. 
 
    His hand gently brushed the healing wound. “What happened?” 
 
    She sighed. “We’ve got an awful lot to tell each other.” 
 
    “Yes.” He scanned both sides of the road. “But not here. More Enforcers could appear.” 
 
    “All right. Can you ride with that ankle?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    She mounted like an expert Amazon and offered him her hand. “Get on.”   
 
    He took his sister’s hand and leapt up, pushing himself up with his good foot. 
 
    “Where to?” 
 
    “I hid my weapons a little further on. Let’s pick them up. I’ll need them. And then let’s go get Maruk.” 
 
    “You know where he is?” she asked in surprise. 
 
    “Yes. In a camp at the end of this path.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    They rode as fast as the horse could go. But the poor animal was exhausted, and the weight of two people was too much for it to keep up a lively pace. They had to stop several times so the poor beast could rest, otherwise he would have collapsed. Ikai too was very tired, and he fell asleep leaning on his sister. Kyra tucked him in and watched him as he slept. Her heart was filled with joy at being with her older brother again.  
 
    When they reached the Enforcers’ camp, the two of them approached very carefully and stealthily. They found the place deserted. Ikai read the footprints and concluded that they had left a day before. 
 
    “And now?” Kyra asked. 
 
    “We follow the trail. I hope Maruk makes it. He didn’t look good at all. He’d been tortured…” 
 
    “We’ll find him, and they’ll pay for it.” 
 
    He nodded. “Let’s rest a little before we go on.” 
 
    “Here?” 
 
    “Yes, they won’t come back. Wherever they’re going, they left in a hurry and they didn’t even wait for the Executors they sent after me.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s strange. Why such a hurry?” 
 
    Ikai shrugged. “They must have orders to deliver the prisoners. You know how literal-minded they are.” 
 
    “That’s right. They follow orders blindly.” 
 
    “There’s a stream right here. We’ll replenish our water skins.”  
 
    “Very well. I’ll do it.” She laughed. “I don’t want you to sprain the other ankle, clumsy.”  
 
    Ikai threw her the water-skin, laughing too. 
 
    They built up a fire. While they ate in the comfort of its warmth, they told each other everything that had happened during their time of separation. Kyra told him all she had lived through with the prairie tribe and Ikai did the same with the time he had spent among the people of the Highlands. Then he told her what had happened to him in that Boundary. When he had finished, Kyra told him about her encounter with the God in the underground temple. 
 
    “A God of the House of Fire?” 
 
    “That’s right. I have the burns to prove it.” 
 
    “That’s very strange. Do you think he was headed for here?” 
 
    “I’d say he was coming from here. Bear in mind that our paths crossed.” 
 
    He nodded. “Adamis told us the Golden never deigned to set foot in the Boundaries, that they considered it beneath them.” 
 
    “In general they don’t, but it’s the House of Fire, and that scum Asu might be plotting something.” 
 
    “That’s true. I wonder what it could be. Very strange things are going on in this place.” 
 
    “We’d better keep our eyes wide open in case anything should happen.” 
 
    “How’s your control of the Power? I haven’t managed to master it yet. I’m still having difficulties.” 
 
    “I can already use my own Power quite easily,” she said with a smile so wide and full of satisfaction that it lit up her face. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “But that’s fantastic!” 
 
    “I’m getting to master it, little by little. But there’s so much more to learn, I’m just scratching the surface, and I feel there’s a deep lake, and I have to dive into it and learn.” 
 
    Ikai blushed at the thought that his younger sister was better than he was himself. “You’re so much ahead of me. I’m a lot clumsier. I don’t know why, but I find it very hard to master.”  
 
    “That’s because you think too much about whatever you do. Stop thinking and let your feelings guide you, that’s what I do.” 
 
    “You might be right. I always question everything.” 
 
    She giggled. “Anyway, brother, take it easy, you can’t be better than me at everything.”  
 
    Ikai nodded, smiling, and the two of them shared a moment of joy which comforted their souls, lightening the heavy burdens they both carried. 
 
    With the arrival of dawn they set off, following the trail of the carts. Two days later they found the caravan of prisoners. From behind a rise in the road they saw their target entering an impressive city, with imposing walls decorated in red and orange to represent flames. 
 
    “The capital,” Kyra said. 
 
    “No doubt about that. And no doubt about who it belongs to, either.” 
 
    “The House of Fire. What a pity, we almost caught up with them. Half a day longer and they’d have been ours.” 
 
    “We’ll have to think how to get in there. It’s a big, impressive city.” 
 
    “You and your plans. We should go in through the gates and kill them all.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a great plan, little sis,” Ikai said sarcastically. 
 
    Kyra lowered her head and smiled. 
 
    It was midnight when Ikai floated up, slowly and carefully, trying not to lose his concentration, hugging the northern wall of the great walled city. He had used the Dark Spirit to keep himself hidden in the shadows and make himself invisible to the Guards. It took him quite a while, but he reached the battlement at last and crawled inside over the parapet. He glanced to left and right. There were no Guards. He was not surprised, as the two great gates of the city remained open and well-lit, as though inviting all to come in. But there was no-one to be seen in the streets. Only groups of Executors, patrolling the city. 
 
    Seeing there was no danger, he peered over the parapet and imitated a barn owl’s hoot. Kyra answered from the foot of the wall. A moment later she had already floated up to the parapet at incredible speed. She stopped at the level of the battlements, floating calmly in the air. 
 
    “Come on, hide!” he said urgently. 
 
    She came forward over the parapet and dropped onto the battlements beside him. 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m amazed at how easy you make it look.” 
 
    “It’s just a question of keeping control.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not exactly one for calm and control!” 
 
    She shrugged and smiled. “Soon you’ll find you can do it just as well as me. It should be even easier for you. You have a lot of self-control, and that’s very handy when it comes to using the Power.” 
 
    “Let’s see if I can manage.” 
 
    “Let’s rescue Maruk, and then I’ll teach you this and a couple other things I’ve learnt.” 
 
    Ikai smiled at his sister. “Come on, then.” 
 
    They found the magnificent capital brilliantly lit. It was the dead of night, but there was not a single street in the enormous city that was not lit by torches, braziers and large bonfires. The light of the flames danced in harmony with the sound of the night breeze. In front of the Regent’s opulent palace rose the great Monolith of the Gods. Its base was surrounded by braziers, and in the middle of the main square there burnt a huge bonfire, guarded by twenty Executors. 
 
    Kyra pointed out a small square close to the wall. “How strange. Look at that square. Instead of a fountain, they’ve put a huge bonfire in the middle. What for? The weather’s warm, there’s no need for any heating.” 
 
    “Look further to the east,” Ikai said, pointing. “There are two more round plazas with two big bonfires. I don’t think they use them for warmth.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “I believe it’s for the House of Fire, like the way it is in the Eternal City, in their Ring.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t like it one little bit.” 
 
    “Nor do I. If we go down into these brightly-lit streets, they’ll see us.” 
 
    “So where do we go?” Kyra asked. The city’s huge. Where d’you think they’ve got Maruk held?” 
 
    “I suspect this city isn’t any different from the other Boundary Capitals. There’s the great Monolith of the Gods, behind the Regent’s palace, and the forbidden quadrants of the Enforcers should be behind it. And there’s the entrance to the…” 
 
    “The Dungeons of Oblivion!” Kyra interrupted. She understood where her brother’s thoughts had turned. “Do you think they might have him in there?” 
 
    “I can only think of that place. That or the Guard barracks.” 
 
    She nodded. “So what’s the plan?” 
 
    “To clear up some mysteries. Follow me. We’ll have to take the risk.” 
 
    The two siblings descended from the wall and made their way stealthily, at a crouch, through the deserted streets of the city. If they were discovered, there would be nowhere to hide; the fires lit up every street and every plaza. They reached the low wall around the Guard barracks. Ikai gestured to Kyra, and she understood. Using her Power she began to rise vertically, while Ikai looked uneasily in both directions. A patrol of Executors might appear at any moment. She put her head out over the wall, took a quick look at the inside and came down again. 
 
    “Not a soul to be seen,” she whispered. 
 
    “Sure?” 
 
    She nodded firmly. 
 
    “Wait for me here. There’s no point in both of us risking our lives. I’ll be back in a moment.” 
 
    The gates turned out to be open. He took a quick look inside, and seeing nobody, went in to investigate. Just as Kyra had said, the barracks were deserted. He went into the military building and found it abandoned. No one had lived there in a long time. The layer of dust on the furniture was more than two inches deep, it smelt rank and there was not a single footprint on the floor. He went down the stone stairs to the dungeons and found all the cells open. The prisoners had been taken away. He went back to Kyra. 
 
    “It’s empty.” 
 
    “Then that just leaves us the Dungeons of Oblivion…” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    They moved fast and in silence. A patrol of Executors appeared in a square they were about to cross. Ikai stopped and held Kyra back with his arm. They retraced their steps and hid in a doorway. The patrol went down another street without seeing them. If the alarm was sounded they would have a hundred Executors upon them before they could count as far as three, and it would be the end for them. They went on with the greatest care, stopping at every corner to check. They avoided two more patrols before they reached the wall which surrounded the forbidden quadrant of the Enforcers. Keeping close to the wall, they reached the corner. Ikai took a quick glance at the entrance. Half a dozen Executors were on watch duty there. 
 
    “Careful, they’re on duty,” he whispered. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “It must be for some reason…” 
 
    Ikai nodded. He noticed her shiver, something unusual in her, and he was concerned. 
 
    “Are you all right? Is anything wrong?” 
 
    She shook her head, but her face said otherwise. 
 
    “It’s… it’s the memory of what happened in there…” 
 
    “In the dungeons?” 
 
    “Yes, with Oskas, when he caught me and took me to the depths of that place of horror… What I saw… what he did to Urda…” She shivered again. 
 
    He tried to comfort her. “That was in our Boundary, not this one. Besides, Oskas is dead, you killed him. Don’t worry.” 
 
    She lowered her gaze and nodded. 
 
    Ikai was looking up at the high wall which surrounded the quadrant. “Ready?” 
 
    “Yes, let’s go.” 
 
    They shut their eyes, concentrated and used their Power. They rose together, close to the wall, and stopped when their eyes could see over it. They looked out at the gardens and buildings, calculating when the Executor patrol inside would disappear behind one of the buildings on their route. They waited patiently until there was no danger, both hovering in the air like two Gods. They sank gently into the gardens. 
 
    “Be very careful,” Ikai said. 
 
    Kyra nodded. 
 
    He studied the buildings. Three of them looked like huge warehouses. A spherical one, guarded by two executors, was the entrance to the Dungeons. They approached it secretly, keeping close to the warehouses, careful to make no sound, avoiding the patrols until they were near the two Guards. 
 
    “And now what?” Kyra asked. 
 
    “We have to finish them off quietly. Don’t let them sound the alarm.” 
 
    “That’s not really my strongest point,” she said with an apologetic grimace. 
 
    “I’ll deal with it.” 
 
    Ikai concentrated, summoned two Spirits of Anguish and sent them against the two Executors. Then he drew his sword and knife and followed them. In less than a heartbeat the spirits had the two Executors on the floor, and he finished them off. Kyra ran to help him hide the bodies inside. Once in the building they went down a flight of stone steps. They met two other Executors on watch duty. Ikai had no time to act, but Kyra hurled one against the other and then at the walls so brutally that all the bones in their bodies broke. 
 
    “Shhhhhh!” he whispered. 
 
    She spread her hands wide in mute apology. 
 
    “If we’re not careful, they’ll sound the alarm. And there are too many of them.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s just that with the Power, I do the first thing that comes into my mind… and that’s usually hurling them…” 
 
    “Well, hurl them silently.” 
 
    Kyra looked at him, wide-eyed. “I’ll try. But I can’t promise anything.” 
 
    They went down a long tunnel and into a chamber. When they arrived Ikai expected to find the sphere-cells with prisoners inside them, but what they found was not that, and it made him feel sick. His arms dropped to his sides and he was left in shock, speechless. The round chamber, whose ceiling and floor were of silver, was filled with narrow vertical pods. These were of metal, with crystal lids. Inside each pod was a naked human being submerged in some strange golden substance which covered them up to the neck. There were more than a hundred pods, arranged in concentric circles. From the top of each there issued a pipe that led up to the ceiling of the chamber, into which it disappeared. 
 
    Kyra too was shocked. “What… what’s that?” 
 
    Ikai came back to himself with a start and went over to look at the people in the pods. They seemed to be alive, although in some kind of sleep. A dozen metal rods had been inserted in their shoulders and thighs, as though they were being injected with something. 
 
    “I don’t know, but this looks very bad. Could it have something to do with turning them into Enforcers? You saw what they did to Urda. Is this what the pods were like?” 
 
    She swallowed hard and her gaze saddened. She shook her head. “No, the pods I saw were much bigger. And they were different, stronger and more metallic. Bear in mind that they had to hold an Executor, or even a Custodian. These are much smaller, and they look more fragile.” 
 
    “An experiment?” he suggested. 
 
    “It might be, but why so many? In all the experiments Notaplo showed me, his own and those of other Houses, the Gods only used a few slaves. Why experiment with so many? I don’t know… it doesn’t make much sense…” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    Kyra walked between the pods, looking at the people inside. “Obviously it’s not to turn them into Enforcers. I wonder… why would they have them like this if it weren’t for that? What other evil can they have thought of?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I don’t think the Gods are the kind of people who’d waste resources. If they’ve got them like this it’s because they get something out of it.” 
 
    He banged one of the lids, trying to wake the person inside, but there was no way he could. He tried with several others, searching for Maruk. 
 
    “And that disc they all have attached to their foreheads?” Kyra asked. 
 
    Ikai stopped to look at a woman in one of the pods. She was very pale and extremely thin. He studied the crystalline disc on her forehead. It left a very unpleasant impression on him, but he chose to say nothing to his sister. 
 
    He gestured toward the way out. “Maruk isn’t here. Let’s keep looking.”  
 
    They left the chamber through a tunnel which led them to another, similar chamber. It too was full of pods. Maruk was not there either. They went into a third chamber and came face to face with a patrol of three Executors. Kyra and Ikai stopped dead, and it took the Executors a second to react. Kyra took advantage of their confusion and used her Power on impulse, hurling two of the Enforcers against the ceiling. Ikai drew his knife and sword and faced the third. He would not have time to use the disc. The two Executors hit the floor with brutal force in the same spot where they had been a moment before. They did not get back up. Ikai blocked the Executor’s spear with his knife and buried his sword in his neck with a lightning stroke. The Executor stepped back but did not fall. Ikai was readying himself to strike again when Kyra hurled his opponent against the ceiling. 
 
    He turned to his sister. “I already had him.” 
 
    She bowed her head and smiled, then brought her hand down. The Executor crashed on to the floor. 
 
    “I’ve learnt not just to lift them or hurl them around but also to aim them. I like that. They get such a shock they don’t even cry out.” 
 
    Ikai rolled his eyes. 
 
    “You should try it sometime, it’s most effective.” 
 
    He sighed. “I wish I could, but I don’t even get the chance to use the disc, much less use it like that… It takes me an eternity to concentrate so I can use it.” 
 
    She smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. You’ll learn.” 
 
    They went through all the chambers of the first level, a great deal more carefully. They did not find Maruk. What they did find was chamber after chamber filled with pods with people in that same comatose state, all of them with a disc attached to their foreheads. 
 
    “We’ll have to go down to the lower levels,” Ikai said resignedly. 
 
    “Come on, then. We’ll find him.” 
 
    They followed a long, narrow tunnel. After several twists and turns it opened into a triangular hall which they both recognized. The floor of the chamber was black, and a rectangular monolith twelve feet tall rose in the center. The strange hum that came from it told them it was active. 
 
    “Do you think you can operate it?” Ikai asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “We’ll have to try.”  
 
    Ikai made way for her. She stretched out her arm and placed her hand on the night-black surface of the artifact of the Gods. Nothing happened. She concentrated, trying to bring her Power to bear. Nothing. 
 
    “Use Adamis’s disc,” he suggested. 
 
    She did so, and on the third attempt the monolith let out a flash which lit up the whole chamber. 
 
    “I got it!” she cried in triumph. 
 
    “It looks as though you need the disc to activate objects of the Gods,” he said thoughtfully. “Your power isn’t enough.” 
 
    Kyra nodded. She was annoyed. “A pity….” 
 
    The floor lost its black color and turned crystalline. And as she had expected, they were able to see the floor below, as if ceiling and walls had turned into crystal. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Ikai asked restlessly. 
 
    “Take a good look. We’re going to see the whole lower level, all of it.” 
 
    “It’s a labyrinth,” he said in wonder. “With dozens of chambers connected by tunnels.”  
 
    “And they’re filled with pods. There must be thousands of them…” 
 
    The floor vibrated. “We’re going down, don’t worry.” 
 
    They began their descent to the lower levels. As they went down they discovered that the horror was repeated on each sub-level: dozens of chambers with hundreds of pods in them. They went down five sub-levels more before they stopped at the deepest. 
 
    “This place is a nightmare,” Ikai said. 
 
    Kyra, who had lived through all this before, snorted in disgust. 
 
    “I thought I’d never see that horror again. But I have an awful feeling that this is going to be even worse. They have thousands of our people in here, filling those pods, and it can’t be for anything good.” 
 
    “This explains why there wasn’t a single young person in the whole Boundary. They’ve got all of them here.” 
 
    “Let’s find Maruk and find out what’s going on here. That scum Asu is planning something horrible. I can feel it in my gut.” 
 
    The last floor was a single huge chamber. Before them more than a thousand pods were lined up in rows of ten. Between them was a long corridor, and in the middle a red monolith. They started toward it, eyes wide, looking between the pods, all their senses alert. Kyra walked with her throwing dagger in her right hand and Adamis’s disc in her left, Ikai, sword in his right hand and disc in his left, walked behind. The chamber was completely silent except for the strange hum which came from the pods. It was as though they were in a beehive. 
 
    When they were ten paces from the monolith, Maruk appeared suddenly in front of the artifact. 
 
    “Maruk!” Ikai cried. 
 
    With eyes filled with terror Maruk cried: “No!” and raised his hand to block their way. 
 
    Kyra and Ikai stopped. 
 
    A figure appeared from behind the monolith and laid a hand on Maruk’s shoulder. A golden hand. 
 
    Welcome. I was expecting you, the God said with a triumphant smile. 
 
    Kyra raised her hand to the back of her neck. It was the God who had attacked her in the temple. 
 
    “You!” 
 
    Yes, me. Now give me the weapons and the discs. 
 
    Kyra glanced at Ikai. Fight or surrender? 
 
    A thundering on the floor, like an earthquake, told them what was approaching. From among the pods a hundred executors appeared and surrounded them. 
 
    Surrender. I shall not repeat that.  
 
    Kyra and Ikai exchanged a glance, then let their weapons and discs fall to the floor. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Adamis gazed up at the night sky. It was clear, with barely a light breeze in that section of the Second ring. His right leg hurt. I wish I could say I am already used to something suddenly hurting, but the fact is, I cannot get used to it. He rubbed his leg, although he knew it would be useless. These were certainly not the best conditions for a secret mission into the house of his hated enemy, but unfortunately he had to take the risk. If Sormacus’s information was correct, something important was to happen that night, and he needed to find out what it was.  
 
    He used his Power, and a near-transparent mist issued from his body. He blended into it and passed over the high walls of the Prince of Fire’s palace. The gardens were closely watched, with Custodians every ten paces, but in that form he was invisible to the eyes of the Enforcers. The gardens were decorated for the party in scarlet and gold. He passed by a fountain of fire surrounded by three incandescent rings, where servants were erecting golden awnings. At the far end, in another, more elevated garden, was a waterfall of lava which fell into a lake of magma. The image of the burning liquid falling with its golden radiance against the background of the night was beautiful. Beautiful and dangerous. Do not forget where you are.  
 
    He moved on toward the eastern wing of the great palace. He could now hear the guests arriving at the party. They came to the regal entrance, shaped like the mouth of a giant nightmare beast, in elaborate carriages that appeared to burn as they moved. Adamis knew they belonged to the nobles of the House of the Second Ring. The fame of Asu’s parties was well-known. The term “magnificent” was one often used to describe them. On one occasion Adamis had been invited, and he could bear witness to the fact that he had never been to any other party to rival it in luxury, extravagance, lust and the squandering of wealth. Asu was a pompous imbecile who boasted of his position and power whenever he had the chance, in the most ostentatious possible way. Unfortunately he was as dangerous and insane as he was vain, and that was bad for everybody. 
 
    He could now hear the sound of music coming from the hall. It was mingled with the insincere laughter of the guests as they were announced at the entrance and greeted acquaintances. The parties of the nobles and the powerful families of each house were spectacular, not just in their ostentation and waste but in their falsehood and gossip. And above all, they were the stage where the deeply dangerous game of politics was played out. Every one of those present had a goal in mind: to avoid losing their social position, and to seek to climb the House’s pyramid of power. Political backstabbing while smiling in one another’s faces was a constant. But this became truly lethal when it occurred between members of different Houses. The parties attended by members of the different Houses were fertile soil for espionage, intrigue and political maneuvering. The fact is that I do not miss this whole false world of plots and counterplots. From what Sormacus had been able to gather from his sources, a group from another House was to attend this party. Someone important, whom Asu seemed intent on pleasing. They had to find out why. 
 
    A few steps short of the wall, Adamis was forced to stop. The building was surrounded by Asu’s personal guard. These were not Custodians but Warrior-Gods, and they were huge. There were around a hundred of them. What was worse, there were also several Lords on guard duty: powerful Lords who posed a serious problem, as they could pick up his Power. The bloody paranoiac. If he was found out he would be in serious trouble. Confronting them was not an option; they would sound the alarm and half the ring would appear in the blink of an eye. In addition, this was a spying mission, and if the alarm were raised he would not get the information he was searching for. 
 
    He examined the structure of the palace, searching for somewhere he could enter by without being detected. All of a sudden the walls began to burn, as if the palace had caught fire, with intense red-orange flames. Yet the Warrior-Gods remained at their posts, unflinching. Adamis snorted. This is another of Asu’s frivolities, to impress his guests. Unfortunately the display made it more difficult for him to slip into the palace. I hope my partner in crime is luckier, he thought as he went around the building, looking for some other way in. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ariadne went into Asu’s palace through one of the many lesser entrances behind the grandiose building. The Commoners had to use that entrance, while the nobles and guests used the main one. She saluted the Warrior-Gods on duty by the great doors with a slight nod and went in, gazing humbly at the floor as she went. She had to be very careful, since as a Healer of the Fifth Ring, the House of Water, she was pretending to be a Healer of the House of Fire. Should she be discovered, she would be accused of espionage and would end up in prison, or dead. Most likely dead, bearing in mind the cruelty of the leaders of the House of Fire. 
 
    The Warrior-Gods did not react to her salute, they simply remained on watch, like imposing golden statues. In fact they did not worry her too much. The Warriors were not capable of picking up the essence of Power of a Golden, nor were they particularly intelligent in general, so that for the moment she was safe. But a powerful noble was a very different matter, and there would be many of them at that party. 
 
    She passed a mirror stretching from wall to wall and took a surreptitious glance at herself. She was wearing a low-necked red gown embroidered in black, with a simple necklace in the form of a plain silver chain from which a single pearl hung. She herself thought the outfit was beautiful. She barely recognized the image the mirror showed her, although compared to the gowns the nobility wore it was discreet and of very ordinary quality. 
 
    She went into a great hall where the guests were enjoying the best and tastiest food imaginable, accompanied by delicious elixirs, most of them alcoholic, in many colors and fruity flavors. She glanced quickly around and counted more than a hundred guests in that great over-decorated hall, most of them belonging to the House of Fire and the nobility. She felt suddenly nervous, and there was a queasiness in her stomach. She took three deep breaths, trying to restore her calm. There were several thousand Golden in the Second Ring who in all likelihood did not all know each other. There was no reason why they should recognize a healer of the commoners like her. In any case the nobles rarely took any notice of the commons, even those of their own House. But even so, she was nervous. 
 
    She went over to one of the tables where servants were busy preparing drinks with exquisite care, taking a good look at the hall and the guests. There was luxury everywhere around her, from the curtains of the finest silks to the gold-embroidered cushions, not forgetting the spectacular gowns of the ladies of the nobility. She must not allow herself to become dazzled by so much splendor, she was there to obtain information and so she would. She looked around for Asu, but could not see him. She had to find him. 
 
    “I do not think I have had the pleasure,” came the sudden mental message from someone close by. Ariadne turned slowly, her body tense. Beside her was a nobleman of the House of Fire, and his orange-crimson eyes were fixed on her. 
 
    “My Lord?” Ariadne said demurely, eying the Golden who had spoken to her. He was young and handsome, and radiated great power. He wore a luxurious red tunic with exquisite golden embroidery. 
 
    “I believe we have not been introduced. I would remember your beauty.” 
 
    Ariadne forced herself to smile engagingly. “You are right, my lord,” she said, lowering her gaze. “We have not been introduced.” 
 
    “We must right this wrong,” the nobleman said with a charming smile. “I am Lord Erre, first cousin of His Royal Highness Prince Asu.” He paused, waiting for Ariadne’s reaction to his high social position. 
 
    The Healer cursed her bad luck. At once she bowed elaborately. “It is an honor, my Lord.” 
 
    “The honor is all mine,” said he, watching her with growing interest. “A beauty out of the ordinary. I believe I am very much taken.” He took her hand gently. 
 
    She glanced aside. “You are making me blush, my Lord.” To her utter surprise she had indeed blushed. 
 
    “You have the hands of a Commoner,” he said. 
 
    Ariadne could not breathe for fear. If he should examine her Power, he would certainly find her out. 
 
    “What class do you belong to?” 
 
    “I am a Healer, my Lord.” 
 
    “Ah! An honorable profession. Giving away one’s own Power to heal and alleviate the pain of others. I have always admired that, it is deeply selfless. Doing good by donating Power shortens life greatly. I must admit that I am not sure whether I could do it myself. It requires someone very special. Well done.” 
 
    “You are most obliging,” she said. “I am sure you too would do it, but you have far more important obligations. She hoped he would leave her alone. Of all the ladies at the party, why had he noticed her? It put her in danger; already a multitude of eyes was fixed on them. For a Noble of such high birth to show interest in a commoner was almost unthinkable. All she wanted was that he would leave her in peace so that she could lose herself among the guests and go on with her mission. But for some reason her wish was not to be granted. 
 
    “You have not told me your name…” 
 
    “Oh, forgive me, my name is…Ariela,” she lied. 
 
    “Delighted to meet you, Ariadne. Would you like something to drink? A blue elixir, perhaps?” He waved to one of the servants. 
 
    “No thank you, Healers must not drink; we never know when we might be needed.” 
 
    “Ah, that is true. How clumsy of me. I am not used to dealing with Healers.” 
 
    Nor with Commoners, Ariadne wanted to say, but she held back. 
 
    “Everybody to the hemicycle! Come, you will not want to miss the show!” Asu’s mental message reached her with such power that it burnt the mind. She half-closed her eyes and protected her mind. 
 
    “It would seem that the Prince demands his guests’ attention,” Lord Erre said, and offered her his arm. She took it (in the circumstances she could hardly refuse him) and went with him to a round hall in the form of an amphitheater. The upper floor, where they were, was a great round grandstand where everyone sought places to watch the event. Below, in the lower tier, was a great metallic cage on the floor of red marble with white veins. Guards surrounded the cage completely. In the middle was a very tall, massively-built slave. His upper body was protected by a coat of chain-mail, and his muscular arms and legs were protected by protective guards of steel. On his head was a helmet without a visor. The door of the cage opened, and another warrior went in. This one’s skin was green, and he was much thinner and wirier.  He carried a long knife and a short axe and wore leather armor on his torso. 
 
    Ariadne was afraid of what was about to happen. “They are not going to make them fight, are they?”  
 
    Lord Erre looked at her in surprise. “Yes, it is one of the Lord of the House’s favorite entertainments. He calls them “slave fights”. And they are to the death.” 
 
    She could not hide her distaste. “To the death! I cannot believe it!” 
 
    “You are not in the habit of attending the parties of court members, do I gather?” 
 
    She swallowed. “No, I am nothing more than a simple healer. Commoners are not usually invited to the parties of the nobility …”  
 
    “True. Very true. It is rarely done in my House… But my dear cousin Asu loves to be magnanimous and invite a few Commoners to his extravagant parties.” He gave her an odd smile. “He loves to give cause for admiration.”  
 
    Ariadne could not tell whether he was laughing at the Prince-Heir of the House of Fire. Probably not. No, of course not, she must have misunderstood the comment. 
 
    “But why is he going to make them fight? They are slaves…” 
 
    “For the sake of the show. Look at all those spectators.” He waved at the guests, who were taking their places along the round balcony to watch the entertainment. They carried drinks in glasses of the finest crystal and were chatting animatedly with each other. “They are anxious to watch the slave fight. As soon as the first blood is shed, they will go mad with enthusiasm.” 
 
    Ariadne said nothing and lowered her gaze. 
 
    “Let the show begin!” Asu ordered, and went to stand in his place of honor. With him were two noblemen and several beautiful women: courtesans, no doubt. But what left Ariadne speechless was seeing who the guest of honor was. The information Sormacus had picked up was good. Next to the Prince of Fire stood none other than Aize, the Prince-Heir of the House of Air. The fact that Asu should have thrown a party was not unusual, but that he should do so in honor of the prince of a rival house certainly was: very much so. Did the two High Kings know that their heirs were enjoying themselves together? Ariadne doubted it very much. Whatever the two royal princes were going to plot that evening would be deeply significant. They needed to find out what it was so as to be prepared. 
 
    The two warriors hurled themselves into the attack. Erre was right: as soon as the first blood was shed, the Nobles went mad, shouting and cheering their favorite. The fight was short and brutal. The giant struck several blows with sword and shield, which his opponent dodged by rolling on the floor. Ariadne thought the poor wretch had no chance against that mountain of muscle, but she was completely mistaken. The green-skinned man moved with the agility of a monkey, then in a totally unexpected move climbed onto the giant’s back. Before the giant was able to dislodge him, his adversary was already cutting his throat. He collapsed like a felled tree. 
 
    The spectators were as surprised as Ariadne. They broke out in cheers and applause. 
 
    “Surprising, would you not say?” Asu asked the audience as he enjoyed the success of the fight among his guests. 
 
    This first fight was followed by half a dozen more, with opponents of different races, sizes and fighting skills. Ariadne endured as best she could this horrible spectacle of meaningless death. Warriors of the five Boundaries filed by, and even some of other races she did not know. Where had Asu found these men? The great continent was vast and mostly unexplored. Asu presumably had scouts looking for new slaves. And when at last the Prince of Fire put an end to the fights and Ariadne thought she could be free from of the unease in her stomach, something even more horrendous happened. 
 
    Their host strutted about with chin high and arms outspread, receiving the applause of his guests. “And now, my dear guests! The main course of our party!” he announced. He made a sign to his Custodians, who put the winners of the fights back into the cage. Ariadne thought he was going to make them fight among themselves all over again, but she was wrong. Asu had prepared something far more macabre and cruel. They placed the fighters against one side of the cage, then the Custodians went out. 
 
    Asu laughed. “Bring my little friends!”  
 
    “Little friends?” Ariadne asked Lord Erre. 
 
    “You will see what he means presently…” 
 
    Suddenly three mammoth beasts entered the opposite side of the cage, roaring furiously. They looked like lions, their heads at least, but their bodies were the size of large horses. And what left Ariadne petrified was seeing that they had wings, like those of a great eagle. What were those nightmare beasts? 
 
    “Oh no!” she cried. 
 
    “Do not worry, they cannot reach us up here, their wings do not allow them to fly. At least not yet. It is one of the “species” my cousin and his Erudites are developing in their laboratories.” 
 
    “Species?” 
 
    “Animal hybrids. I do not understand Asu’s fascination with creating those…” 
 
    “Monstrosities?” 
 
    “I was going to say freaks, but I suppose “monstrosities” is appropriate enough. It is something he has a passion for. The bigger and more lethal they are, the prouder he feels. They have carried out endless experiments, and from what I understand they are not the only ones. The word is that Lur, Prince of Earth and a personal friend of Asu’s, shares this passion, and they are both competing to see who can develop the most powerful species.” 
 
    Ariadne was unable to contain herself. “It is a crime against Mother Nature,” she said, and regretted it at once. 
 
    “It might be, I do not deny it. And the worst thing is that afterwards they set them loose on the continent to see how the other animals react to them and whether or not they can survive in the wild.” 
 
    “That is appalling.” 
 
    Erre shrugged. “Well, my cousin has these quirks.”  
 
    “Who will win? Slaves or beasts?” Asu asked his audience, who were already shouting and cheering in a frenzy. “Let us see.” He pointed his finger and sent a flash of fire against the floor behind the beasts. When they saw it they leapt forward. The warriors saw them coming at them and attacked in return. The cries of the slaves and the roars of the beasts filled the cage and rose through the amphitheater to its domed ceiling. Ariadne did not want to see the bloodbath. In a few moments it was over. The dismembered bodies of the slaves lay scattered across the marble, with blood spattered all over the hall. Two of the beasts had perished, but a third one remained alive and triumphant. 
 
    “And the victory goes to my beasts!” Asu proclaimed exultantly. The audience was enjoying the show and applauding furiously. 
 
    Ariadne could not look. She was ready to throw up. She turned to Lord Erre, intending to get rid of the nobleman, at least for a moment, so that she could recover. “Now I would accept that drink,” she said, 
 
    “Oh, wonderful. I do believe it will do you good, after the “show””, he said with a smile, and went away toward the servants in the other room. Ariadne seized the chance to get a good look at her target. Asu was gesturing and boasting before his guest of honor, while the people applauded and cheered their host. Asu, full of false modesty, acknowledged the compliments of his guests. She felt her stomach turning again. This creature was pure falsehood and horror. 
 
    The two Princes left the amphitheater, commenting on the events of the show, and climbed the red marble stairs to the floor above. Ariadne wanted to follow them, but when she saw the line of soldiers posted along the walls, on the stairs as well as the upper floor, she changed her mind. Besides, it would look suspicious for a Commoner to go upstairs unaccompanied. 
 
    “I see there are other, more powerful, Lords who interest you more than I do,” Erre said behind her. 
 
    Ariadne turned to the nobleman. “No, it is not that at all,” she replied. She saw him smiling as he offered her the drink. 
 
    “It is natural enough. They are Princes, I am simply another nobleman.” 
 
    “And I a mere Commoner.” 
 
    There was another moment of silence. They stared at one another, each trying to read the other’s intentions. 
 
    “You might be of the Common caste, but let me assure you that noting in you is common. On the contrary, you are quite exceptional.” 
 
    His words left her without any defense. She blushed again, not knowing what to do. He smiled. 
 
    “Let us drink a toast,” he said, and raised his glass of blue elixir. 
 
    Ariadne raised her own. 
 
    “To us,” he said. 
 
    “To us,” she repeated, and they drank. As she did so she looked up toward the upper floor and saw Asu going into a studio together with his guest. She had to warn Adamis, and quickly, but the constant presence of the nobleman prevented her. She took two long sips. She had to improvise something. 
 
    “Be careful,” he warned her. “These exotic drinks can make you lose your head.”  
 
    And that gave her the excuse she needed. She took another sip, then took a deep breath. She waited a moment, then put her hand to her forehead and pretended her legs would not hold her up. 
 
    Erre held her by the waist with one hand. “Do you feel all right?” he asked in concern. 
 
    “Yes… you were right, I am not used to this. Would you bring me something to eat? It might make my stomach feel better…” 
 
    “Of course. I will be back at once.” 
 
    Ariadne straightened up as soon as he had gone, and seeing his back retreating, she held the pearl from her necklace between her fingers. She activated a small fraction of her Power, directed it at the pearl and whispered her message. 
 
    “They are going towards a room on the second floor. I cannot follow them, there are guards everywhere. Try to get there from outside.” 
 
    Her warning reached Adamis clearly. He was not surprised. It was becoming clearer to him all the time that the Children of Arutan were remarkably skilled at charming objects. He did not understand how they could do it, and he was glad, because their enemies would not be expecting anything of the kind. A disc could raise suspicion, while using the Power openly would be extremely dangerous in a hostile environment. But a pearl: who would suspect a pearl? He moved along the roof, among several Warrior-Gods. They did not notice the strange presence of the mist on the roof. He reached the edge and checked the height. The building was four stories high. The lowest level was where the shows were taking place. The guests were amusing themselves on the second floor, the third housed private studios and chambers, the fourth bedrooms and other suites. He let himself down from the roof to the fourth floor and watched. A light went on in one of the middle rooms, with a great balcony in the shape of a half-moon. It was so wide it seemed to be a viewpoint over the gardens. That is where it must be. Carefully, he moved closer until he was immediately above it. There was nobody on the balcony; they were all inside. 
 
    He concentrated and sent a thread of his Power inside so as to find out who was there. He picked up the conversation that was taking place and drew back the thread so as not to be detected. 
 
    “Magnificent party, Asu,” Adamis heard, and knew it was Aize, the Prince of Air. He knew him well. 
 
    “I am glad that you are enjoying my little soirée” Asu said haughtily. Adamis felt his stomach burning at the thought of his enemy. 
 
    “I had heard that your parties were something worth witnessing, but I have only had the good fortune to be invited to those of your father, the High King.” 
 
    Asu smiled obliquely. “The game of politics… The High Kings are trying to keep up appearances by inviting the other Houses.” 
 
    “I have to say that their parties are not in the same league as this one…” 
 
    “My father and the other High Kings do not share my taste for spectacle and amusement. A pity, in my opinion. They are a bunch of stiff-necked old men, and it is their loss.” 
 
    “I was very surprised by this invitation, to me personally and not to my father.” 
 
    “So much so that you accepted it?” said Asu with a sneer. 
 
    “Yes: so intriguing that I just had to come and see what you are up to. Because you are up to something. You do not make a move behind your father’s back without a powerful reason.” 
 
    Asu smiled. A malicious smile. “Let us go out on to the balcony. We will be quieter there.” 
 
    The two Princes came out to breathe the warm night breeze. The Prince of Air was about to speak, but Asu raised his hand. 
 
    “Let us first check that we are alone.” 
 
    Aize nodded. They both closed their eyes and concentrated in order to use their Power. 
 
    Adamis grasped what was happening. He forced himself to close off his mind and hold back his own Power. But it would not be enough. I am too close! I will be found out! His nerves betrayed him, and he nearly slipped and fell. He held on as best he could to a projection on the roof. A painful cramp crept up his left arm. He cursed his bad luck silently, trying to rise above the pain. 
 
    Asu produced a wave of Power which expanded like a sphere in all directions. A moment later his guest did the same. Both waves were intended to pick up Power in the vicinity. Nothing would escape two royal Princes, from two of the most powerful families and strongest Houses, least of all the Power of a third and powerful Prince. 
 
    Both waves expanded, and in a moment they would reach Adamis. I am lost, he thought. And in that moment of panic he remembered Aruma’s gifts. He had the sword at his belt, but he was not wearing the strange ring. He took it from his belt, and a moment before the waves reached him he put it on his finger. He closed his eyes tightly and awaited the contact he feared. The waves reached him and went on expanding without making contact, without detecting his presence. Unbelievable! It works! He recalled the name Aruma had given the ring: the Chameleon Ring. It certainly was that. He had blended in with his environment and was undetectable. He breathed out heavily with relief. 
 
    Asu smiled falsely. “We are alone. We can chat like a couple of good friends.”  
 
    “Very well, let us talk.” 
 
    “I suppose you will have heard the latest news from the continent…” 
 
    “I have heard the rumors, yes.” 
 
    “Rumors? This is not a rumor, it is true. My spies have confirmed it.”  
 
    “I find it hard to believe.” 
 
    “Do not pretend, Aize. You know perfectly well it is true. First it was the Boundary of those incompetents of the House of the Fifth Ring. They lost their slaves in the revolt. That was something intolerable which ought to have been prevented by using the entire force of the Golden. Had it been in my hands I would have burnt them all, each and every one of those filthy slaves, and exterminated their race as an example. I assure you, that way this pestilent epidemic would have stopped at once. But nothing was done, and now this evil has spread to two more Boundaries, like a contagious plague.” 
 
    “The House of Water has lost its Boundary and fallen in disgrace. If it were not for its alliance with the House of Ether they would be finished.” 
 
    “But the protection offered them by the House of Ether will not last long. Protecting the weak makes you weak yourself. They will not support them indefinitely. It is simply bad business. They would go down with them. They will let them sink, then seek out other alliances.” 
 
    “True. Both Houses are weaker now, which favors us.” 
 
    “And in addition this plague in the form of the revolution of the slaves keeps spreading to the other Boundaries, and will reach that of Ether, if it has not already done so …If their Boundary falls, both Houses will be in a very feeble position, and let me assure you that my own House will take advantage of the situation.” 
 
    “And mine too.” 
 
    “Well, yours not so much…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Asu gave a triumphant smile. “I mean, you have already lost your Boundary,” 
 
    “Those are lies!” Aize protested. 
 
    “No, they are not, and you know it. But we are not here to argue about that.” 
 
    The Prince of Air relaxed. “We are not? Then why are we here?” 
 
    “To talk about an alliance.” 
 
    Aize took a deep breath. “What are you planning?” 
 
    “I am simply looking for an ally for my future plans.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Your House, the House of Fire, is allied with the House of Earth. The House of Water with the House of Ether. My House, that of Air, stays in the center, impartial, maintaining the balance. And so it must be.” 
 
    “That is what your Father the High King has taught you, and you, like a good little lap-dog Prince, repeat it.” 
 
    “How dare you!” Aize cried in outrage. 
 
    “I dare because times are changing. Because the power is tilting in my favor. Three Houses have already lost their Boundaries, and that of Ether will soon do so as well. Only my own House will maintain its Boundary and thus become the most powerful.” 
 
    “Only the High Kings can seal alliances, you know that as well as I do. Nothing of what we might agree upon here tonight will have any value as long as we are not on the throne.” 
 
    Asu’s expression turned into one of sheer satisfaction. “Very well put.”  He grinned from ear to ear. 
 
    Aize was not smiling. His eyes opened wide as he realized what Asu was really planning. “You are not thinking of going against the High Kings?”  
 
    “It is time to take the reins of our glorious civilization and lead it to a glorious future. But to do that we need strong leaders. The old kings are obsolete. They are weak, the slaves rebel and they do nothing, they are losing control. They are leading us into a future of war and destruction. The balance between the Houses is breaking down. Soon there will be bloodshed, as you know as well as I do. It is inevitable.” 
 
    “The High Kings have prevented it for over a thousand years.” 
 
    “Yes, but their time is coming to an end. Three weakened Houses, two strong ones: we are entering a state of great unbalance. Kings who are more concerned with prolonging their final days than with ruling, who do not decide, who do not take action… The war will start soon, believe me.” 
 
    “We can wait for them to abdicate in our favor.” 
 
    “Do you really want to take that risk? With your House weakened, without an alliance with any of the other four Houses? Your position is very awkward… I would say the most awkward of all, not to say desperate…” 
 
    The Prince of Air was about to deny the loss of his Boundary, but Asu cut him short. 
 
    “I am here to offer you my hand. Now, while you still have the choice. If you stay with your father and the Old Kings, your House will die, you yourself will die. I can assure you of that.” Asu’s threat was so convincing that even Adamis was certain that the House of Air would perish. 
 
    Aize was thoughtful for a long moment. “What are you offering me?” 
 
    Asu gave a victorious smile. “That is better. I am offering you an alliance. I can already count on the House of Earth. Prince Lurra and I are very good friends, as you know. If you join me, we will unite the three Houses, Fire, Earth and Air, and destroy the Houses of Water and Ether.” 
 
    “You are speaking of war…” 
 
    “It is inevitable. It will happen sooner or later. I am giving you the opportunity to choose the winning side.” 
 
    “And the High Kings?” 
 
    “This is an alliance between Princes, not Kings. We will deal with them in due course.” 
 
    “I cannot go against my father.” 
 
    “Think about it. It is you or him. If you do not join me now, you will have no kingdom to inherit.” 
 
    “How long do I have?” 
 
    “Until the full moon.” 
 
    “Very well, you will have my reply then.” 
 
    “Do not make a wrong decision…” Asu said threateningly. 
 
    “I will not,” Aize said, and left with a firm stride. 
 
    Adamis was deeply worried. He had witnessed a scene whose implications were deeply serious. He knew Asu was not in his right mind, but to make secret alliances with the Princes in order to go against the High Kings was something he could never have imagined. For a moment he considered the option of seizing Asu and killing him. But in all probability he would never manage to. Not in his present state. Not there, with Asu surrounded by his soldiers.  
 
    At that moment another figure came out on to the balcony. Adamis concentrated and watched. Who was Asu meeting with now? 
 
    “Did he take the bait?” asked the new arrival . 
 
    Asu’s eyes turned to his interlocutor, and he smiled. “He has, yes.” 
 
    “Will he accept?” 
 
    “Yes, he will accept. He has no choice.” 
 
    “When he does, let me be the one to deal with him.” 
 
    “Of course, my dear friend, the honor will be all yours.” 
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    Bring them to me, the God ordered. 
 
    The Executors pushed Kyra and Ikai along the corridor between the pods with their spears. As they stumbled along, he tried to make sense of what was happening. They were in the presence of a Golden! The Gods never set foot in the Boundaries. In that case what was this one doing there? He studied him for a moment as he approached them. This Golden was slender, and wore a rich dress-armor with a breastplate of silver and red scales. He carried a sword at his waist and an elegant cape which seemed to blaze. He was not a soldier, nor did he belong to the lower castes. He was a noble, dressed for war. He must be there carrying out a mission for his Lord. And if he was alone, without soldiers, then it must be a secret mission. 
 
    The Golden touched Maruk on the shoulder. There was a golden flash in the shape of a flame and Maruk, overcome with pain, bent over and fell to his knees. 
 
    “Leave him alone!” cried Kyra. 
 
    The God raised his hand and threatened her with a long golden finger. 
 
    Behave, slave. On your knees. Both of you. 
 
    She and Ikai knelt beside Maruk. 
 
    “I’m… I’m sorry…” he muttered, trembling. “I’ve… failed…” 
 
    Kyra took his hands in her own. “Of course you haven’t.” 
 
    “You’ve done all you could,” Ikai said. “Don’t torture yourself.”  
 
    Maruk bowed his head and shivered. 
 
    “We’ll get out of this,” Kyra assured him. 
 
    The Golden gave an arrogant guffaw. 
 
    You truly are resilient. But this is the end of the road for you. 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Kyra said furiously. 
 
    My Lord will reward me beyond expectations. He has been looking for you for a long time, slave. 
 
    “Let me guess: you serve that swine Asu.” 
 
    The Golden stared at her wide-eyed, his thin eyebrows arched, his expression one of pure fury. 
 
    How do you dare speak like that of the Prince-Heir of the House of Fire? He snapped his fingers, and an orange-red bubble surrounded her. 
 
    She cried out. Her body temperature began to rise, and in a moment it had become unbearable, as if she were being boiled alive. 
 
    “Leave her, please, I beg you,” said Ikai. 
 
    She must learn her place. I will not tolerate lack of respect. 
 
    Kyra fell to the floor and began to scream. 
 
    “Enough, please. She’ll behave.” 
 
    The God kept up the torture a moment longer. Then he waved his hand and the bubble vanished. 
 
    Kyra breathed and searched her body for burns. But there was no trace of any. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Ikai asked her, full of concern. 
 
    She is. But the next time I will roast her alive like a chicken. 
 
    His Highness will not be happy, my Lord Beru, came another voice from behind the God. 
 
    A second God appeared beside the monolith. This one was not a noble, but wore the robe of an Erudite. 
 
    You are right, my good Erudite. Best not to make the Prince angry. He turned to Kyra, who was getting to her knees. Another insult and it will be your brother who pays for it. 
 
    She bit her lip and said nothing. 
 
    As for him, the God said, and this one ‒ he indicated Maruk ‒  I can deliver them dead. Am I right, Erudite? 
 
    That is correct, my Lord. The Five High Kings have ordered their capture and delivery, but they never specified in what state. Therefore they can be delivered dead. 
 
    And tortured. 
 
    Of course my Lord. 
 
    Very well. All is clear, then.  
 
    Kyra, Ikai and Maruk exchanged anguished looks. 
 
    Bring me their discs. 
 
    Two Executors handed them to their master. Beru examined them carefully. Then he used his power on them and closed his eyes, as if capturing the essence of Power in the discs. 
 
    Power of the House of Ether… of someone powerful… very powerful … 
 
    He brought out a third disc, Maruk’s, and examined that in turn. 
 
    They are the same, all three of them. Who gave you these discs? 
 
    Nobody replied. 
 
    If I have to repeat the question, someone will suffer… a great deal. 
 
    It was Ikai who spoke. “Adamis gave them to us before he died.” 
 
    Kyra glanced aside at her brother. Maruk bowed his head. 
 
    That traitor, eh? That makes sense. The imbecile was very powerful. 
 
    The three relaxed. The lie seemed to have worked. 
 
    Why did he give you three these discs? For what purpose? 
 
    Ikai realized that this Golden was no fool. Tricking him would be a complicated business. It would be better to tell as few lies as possible so as to appear as honest as possible. 
 
    “He gave them to us so they could help us free the Boundaries.” 
 
    The Golden stood up straighter, considering the reply. 
 
    Erudite, can these three use the Power? 
 
    The Erudite approached them and took out a disc and a silver dagger. 
 
    Your right hand, he said to them. 
 
    The three exchanged glances, then reluctantly stretched out their hands. First he made a cut on Ikai’s palm, so that the blood fell on to the disc. The crystal absorbed the blood, and countless tiny veins appeared carrying the blood to the golden pip in its center. When the blood reached it there came a golden flash that illuminated all of them. 
 
    This one can. 
 
    Then it was Maruk’s turn. But there was no flash. The Erudite looked at the noble and shook his head. Finally it was Kyra’s turn. There was a vivid flash. 
 
    She can. 
 
    The Erudite moved back to the Monolith. 
 
    That is curious, Beru commented. The siblings can, but not this one. How did you use it without the ability? 
 
    “With … a gauntlet from an Eye, modified.” 
 
    The Golden laughed and clapped. What resources these rats have! Amazing, the things they are capable of. If we are not careful, they will be capable of taking their own Rings off. He laughed again. I thought this one had no value. I was going to end his miserable existence. He aimed a kick at Maruk. And it turns out he has a good head on his shoulders. 
 
    The Erudite nodded. It is not at all easy to modify a gauntlet.  
 
    You will live today. Tomorrow, we shall see, the God said, and laughed again. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ikai said, hoping to pacify him. 
 
    You are a smart boy. He was staring at Ikai’s scar. I see by your face that you have been in trouble and that you have learnt from it. Tell me, how many Boundaries have you already freed? 
 
    The question surprised him. He had thought that by this time all the Gods would know, but it seemed it was not so. And if they did not know… that meant the Houses were hiding the loss of the Boundaries from each other. This was interesting. It meant there was conflict between them, which was something they needed to happen. He considered his reply. He might lie, but he did not know how much this noble really knew. He decided not to take any risks. 
 
    “We’ve freed all the Boundaries except this one.” 
 
    The expression on the Golden’s face was first one of utter surprise, then of pure joy. 
 
    Unbelievable! These cockroaches seem to be worth studying! 
 
    They are, my Lord. Who would have thought it? 
 
    My Prince will shower me with riches for this piece of news. He fixed his red eyes on Ikai. You would not dare to lie to me, would you? There is no need for me to tell you about the consequences of that. 
 
    “I haven’t lied. This is the last Boundary. We’ve come to free it.” 
 
    The God burst into gales of laughter. The more he laughed, the higher the temperature rose in the chamber. 
 
    And had I not been here you might even have done it. He controlled his laughter. But it does not matter. Now that the other Boundaries have fallen and we still have control of our own, the House of Fire has become the strongest. Asu will be supreme. 
 
    My Lord, the Erudite said suddenly. 
 
    Beru turned. The Erudite nodded to draw his attention to the end of the monolith. 
 
    It is time for the harvest. 
 
    A golden ring was climbing the surface of the monolith toward the upper end. 
 
    Excellent! He turned to the Executors. Go back to the upper levels and get ready for harvest-time. 
 
    The Executors obeyed at once. A dozen remained on the lower level. They disappeared for a moment, to reappear pushing huge metal carts with silver wheels. These resembled the carts used in the mines to carry ore. They placed one at the start of each line of pods and waited for their master’s order. 
 
    Beru spread his arms wide and turned to the three of them. You think yourselves very clever, you little rats. But the truth is that you would never in a million years be able to equal the intellect and creativity of our civilization. I will demonstrate this to you. And then you will understand how futile are your attempts at rebellion. You will never be free. You will always be our slaves, because we are immensely superior to your pathetic race, in every respect. 
 
    The golden ring reached the end and shone with a blinding golden light which lit up the whole chamber. 
 
    It is time, my Lord, the Erudite said. 
 
    Go ahead. Let us collect. 
 
    The Erudite moved his hands over the monolith. One by one the pods lit up. Ikai looked at the one by his side. Suddenly the woman in it opened her eyes wide. The disc with two silver circles on her forehead gave a loud metallic click and divided into two parts. The lower remained fixed, while the upper began to spin, flashing intermittently. One by one the discs of all those in the pods became activated, and the chamber filled with the sickly metallic clicking. 
 
    On the woman’s face there appeared black veins. Ikai swallowed. Kyra was staring at another pod, where the same thing was happening. She moaned, horrified. After a few minutes the veins turned blacker still. The woman was now rigid, staring ahead, her eyes blank and her mouth twisted. The blackness spread throughout the veins in her face, then to her neck, then to the rest of her body. Ikai, fearing the worst, clenched his jaw.  
 
    At last the disc stopped with another loud click. Both circles of the disc had turned golden and shone intensely. He tried to make out whether the woman was still alive. Once again the metallic discs of the other pods filled the chamber. A terrible shudder passed through him, which he could not hide. 
 
    Beru noticed this. Do not worry about them, slave, they are alive. They have serviced their Gods, and in a few days they will do so again. He indicated the monolith, where the ring had gone down to the bottom and was touching the floor. His expression was one of pure satisfaction. 
 
    Collect them! he ordered his Enforcers. 
 
    The Executors carried out two actions with precise, rhythmic movements. First they operated a lever at the top of the pod which opened the crystal lid, revealing the head of the person inside, then withdrew the charged discs from their foreheads and deposited them on the left-hand side of the cart. After this they picked up empty discs from the right-hand side and placed them on the foreheads of the poor wretches, then shut the crystal lid. They repeated the process with each pod. When they had finished, they took the carts to Beru. The God examined them and smiled in satisfaction. 
 
    A new harvest. Excellent. My Lord Asu will be very pleased. 
 
    Kyra gave Ikai a questioning glance. What was going on? He read the question in his sister’s eyes. Understanding all this and how it benefited Asu would be deeply important. They had to get information. He risked trying to find out. 
 
    “Will you let the slaves go now?” 
 
    Beru turned to him, obviously amused, and burst into loud guffaws once again. Let them leave? Why would I do something so stupid? 
 
    “So they can go back to their work? You’ll want them to fulfill the law of the Gods: produce or die.” 
 
    They are definitely not as bright as we give them credit for, these cockroaches, he commented to the Erudite. He picked up a crystalline disc from one of the carts, then gazed at the two golden circles which indicated it was charged. He smiled in satisfaction. 
 
    He nodded at the carts. They are already producing for their Gods.  
 
    Ikai was baffled by this. What were they producing? 
 
    I see from your expression of complete confusion that you have not the slightest idea what this disc contains. 
 
    Ikai shook his head. 
 
    How could they be expected to know, my Lord? the Erudite said. They are nothing but stupid slaves, they would never understand the Golden technology. And that of the House of Fire is the most advanced. My Lord Moltus is eminent in the study of Power. 
 
    Beru nodded emphatically. Your master is an old lunatic, but seeing the incredible results he has obtained, I will pass no judgment on him. What is more, Asu is happy with his mad Erudite, and if the Prince is happy with him, that is what matters. 
 
    He turned to Ikai and Kyra and showed them the disc. 
 
    That, you stupid rats, is what the slaves must produce. And it is a thousand times more valuable than all the gold, cereal, food or anything else you could create, harvest or produce. This is going to make us all-powerful and immortal: incontestable Gods. 
 
    Ikai could not imagine what he meant. However much he turned it over in his mind, he could not fathom what they could be getting from those poor souls, least of all how it might make them into all-powerful immortals. Kyra’s look told him she understood no more than he did. 
 
    Beru shook his head in amusement, enjoying his superior position in the face of his prisoners’ confusion. They still do not understand. I will explain so that you can see how useless are your efforts to free the Boundaries. In the end, the only thing you will have managed to do is strengthen my Lord’s position. And with these discs he will be unstoppable. He will have power not only over the slaves, but overall the Golden. The Five Houses will soon be his. 
 
    “He will not manage to defeat the other houses,” Kyra said firmly. 
 
    You are wrong, slave. Utterly wrong. This disc contains the vital energy of a slave. The Erudite Moltus has finally managed to develop the technology to extract it from your bodies and store it in discs so that we, the Golden, can make use of it. 
 
    Kyra’s face changed suddenly. It went from confusion to horror. She turned pale. 
 
    “The Ceremony…of Vivification…” she stammered. 
 
    I see you are beginning to understand. Yes, it is similar to the Ceremony of Vivification, except that now we do not need to find a few selected chosen like you to extract life from. Now we have the capacity to extract the vital energy from any slave. Not only that, we can store it too ‒ he showed them the disc ‒ and consume it.  
 
    Brother and sister exchanged a look of horror. 
 
    The Claw, Beru commanded. 
 
    The Erudite opened a silver container. Inside was a golden bracelet with a claw-shaped clasp. He put it on Beru’s right wrist. On the upper side of the bracelet a circle was engraved. 
 
    Come on, I want to taste this harvest, Beru said. He passed the disc to the Erudite, who nodded and fixed it into the engraved circle on the bracelet. The claw fastened onto Beru’s wrist, and from its nails five needles pierced the Golden’s flesh. Beru wrinkled his pointed nose, but said nothing. The disc shone and divided into two parts. The upper part began to spin as it shone. On the Golden’s hand and arm black veins began to appear. After a few moments the black veins reached his neck, then rose to his face. Beru spread his arms wide. 
 
    Now I feel the essence of life in my body. He stretched out his left hand and created a fierce flame. A good harvest indeed. It replenishes what I use, and so much more. Do you even understand what is happening, slaves? It replenishes the essence of life which the Power consumes in my body. Do you understand what this means? No, of course not. It means that I can use all the Power I want, all the Power I have, without fear of being consumed, without fear that it will consume my life and die. 
 
    Instantly Ikai understood the implications. He swallowed. The thing that stopped the Gods from using their Power, the fear of growing old, of being consumed, was now gone. As a result they could release all their destructive Power without fear of the consequences. And if that alone was catastrophic, the tragedy was now truly disastrous, because to be able to do this they needed slaves. It condemned Men to finish up in the pods until they died. He swallowed, and a shiver ran down his spine. 
 
    We will harvest all the slaves, not only those of this Boundary but all those who have fled. We will hunt them and put them in these pods so as to extract their essence of life and replenish our Power. We shall have unlimited Power, we will be immortal, all thanks to your petty lives, my little rodents. 
 
    Unfortunately they do not last very long, said the Erudite, who was examining the monolith. 
 
    How many have we lost during this harvest? 
 
    A little over a hundred. It could have been worse. 
 
    Very well, Beru said. Look for replacements,  
 
    There are barely any useful adults left in our Boundary, my Lord. 
 
    Then we will have to look elsewhere. He turned to Ikai. And our three rats know where to find more slaves. They will take us to them. 
 
    Kyra bowed her head. The repercussions of all they had discovered were so terrifying, so disheartening, that she could barely breathe. But come what may, they would never doom any human being to the harvest. Rather than that, they would die. 
 
    She raised her head, chin high. “Never!” she said. 
 
    Beru looked at her with amusement. We shall see, my little rat, we shall see. Take them and lock them up. I shall enjoy playing with them. When I have finished, you will have told me everything I wish to now, in one way or another. 
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    The trapdoor opened, and footsteps sounded on the stone stairs. Adamis raised himself in the cot and gave Ariadne a warning glance. The Healer withdrew until she had vanished into the shadows of that back chamber in the basement.   
 
    “I have some news,” Sormacus said suddenly. 
 
    Adamis shook his head. “You forgot to give the warning.”  
 
    “Oh… that’s true…such a hurry…” 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “You do not look well… your lips are black…” 
 
    “Oh, well, a lot of tension, yes. I had to take a tisane to calm down. Well…several tisanes, actually.” 
 
    “I do not know what they are, but maybe those tisanes are not as good for you as you think.” 
 
    “They sooth me, which means a lot.” 
 
    Ariadne emerged from the shadows. “Well, your face and those black lips say that your body does not like them too much.”  
 
    “All right, I will bear it in mind.” 
 
    “So, tell us what is up?” Adamis said. 
 
    “Bad news.” 
 
    “Even worse than before?” Ariadne said, shaking her head. 
 
    “There is a great commotion in the First Ring.” 
 
    Adamis closed his eyes and snorted. “What is it about?” 
 
    Sormacus shook his head, “I could not find out. But it is serious. Several Houses have sent ‘Witness Delegations’.” 
 
    “Witness Delegations?” Ariadne repeated. “To the House of Ether? That is not usual at all.”  
 
    “That is why I have run back here to tell you.” 
 
    Adamis got to his feet with a grimace. 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “At the Square of the Heroes, in front of the great statue.”  
 
    “I will go.” 
 
    “No you must not, Adamis,” Ariadne said. “I will go myself. A Commoner is less conspicuous.” 
 
    Sormacus put himself forward. “And a priest even less so,” he put in, 
 
    Adamis smiled gratefully. 
 
    “Nobody could wish for better partners in such turbulent times. You offer your lives when any danger arises, without hesitation. I am deeply grateful, and so I am sure are Aruma and your Wise People. But no, it is my domain, my House, and I must be the one who goes to find out what is happening.” 
 
    “It might be very risky,” said Ariadne. “They must not find you there. We need you.” 
 
    “If something serious is going on I must be there so as to understand why, and above all to see the High Kings’ reaction.” 
 
    Sormacus was shaking his head. “We are dispensable…” 
 
    “Nobody is dispensable,” Adamis assured him. “I used to think that way, when I was a self-absorbed prince, but Kyra showed me that every life is sacred, irreplaceable.” 
 
    Ariadne was not convinced. “‘Witness Delegations’ are only sent when there is something really serious which the Houses all need to witness, or to be more precise something which they wish to come out into the open.” 
 
    “That is exactly why I must go. Besides, I have to warn Notaplo of what we have found out. He has to know that Asu is plotting behind the backs of the Five High Kings to start a war and bring them down.” 
 
    “Do you believe he will tell the High King of Ether?” Ariadne asked. “I know he is your trusted Erudite, but the High King will want to know where he got such serious information, and he might use very painful means to get hold of it.” 
 
    “I trust Notaplo completely. He will not reveal the source, not even under torture. Anyway, I do not believe my father would go that far.” 
 
    Ariadne pointed to his stomach, where the dagger had penetrated. “Are you sure of that?” 
 
    Adamis kept silent and pondered the situation. He could not stay still and do nothing while Asu carried out his plan. He had to warn the High Kings; only they could stop him. And of the five, the only one he could reach was his father. He also needed to see Notaplo and warn him, not only of the danger they all ran but of the danger the Erudite himself was already in. His appearance at the Celebration of Intellectual Enlightenment had earned him some very powerful enemies, among them Asu. Enemies who would not hesitate to sabotage his experiments, or something even worse. 
 
    “I have decided,” he announced. “I will go and see what is going on and join Notaplo.” 
 
    “All right,” Ariadne said reluctantly. “But I will come with you, just in case.”  
 
    Adamis nodded, grateful for the support. “Sormacus, can your contacts reach Notaplo? I do not want to risk communicating with him. My father might pick up the message.” 
 
    The Priest gazed up at the ceiling and gave this some thought, “I think it might be done.” 
 
    “Well, then, let us be on our way.” 
 
    The journey, in the small cargo boat from the temple which served as their lair in the Fifth Ring to a secondary pier of the First Ring, was completed without notable incident, apart from the encounters with the Guards at each Ring. Sormacus, who had a safe-conduct to let him carry out the works of the Golden Dogma throughout the city, led the way. On this occasion the three of them were dressed as priests. Adamis felt somewhat uncomfortable in this disguise, but he had to admit that they aroused no suspicions. In addition, he could walk with his head down as was the custom among the Golden of faith, which his body was grateful for. 
 
    After they had docked, trying to pass as unobtrusively as possible, they approached the area of the tumult. It was roped off, and a crowd was watching what was happening. The Witness Delegations of the four Houses were already there, demanding explanations from the representatives of the House of the First Ring. Adamis did not understand what was happening. Carefully they made their way through the curious throng until they could see what had created so much ado. When he finally saw it, he understood at once. Beside the giant foot of the granite statue was a dead body: the corpse of a Golden.  
 
    Golden blood has been shed! Unthinkable! The High Kings will not let this go unpunished. Now he understood the reason for the Delegations; they wanted to be present during the investigations. The horror and discontent all around was growing all the time, together with rumors spreading in whispers. He tried to find out what else was happening. He opened his mind and allowed the hundreds of conversations around him to enter it. A chaos of sentences and disconnected words reached him. And one caught his attention completely: Hila. 
 
    Puzzled, he fixed his eyes upon the corpse and made his way to the Custodians who guarded the area. He had to be sure. He saw the clothing, the pallor of the golden face, and he knew: the dead body belonged to the banished House of Hila, the House of the Necromancers. It cannot be. They are forbidden to set foot in the Eternal City, under penalty of death. They would not risk a diplomatic incident. It made no sense. And why in his own House? His father loathed the House of Hila. He would never have allowed one of its members to set foot in the First Ring. 
 
    “Nobody is to touch the corpse!” said the Lord of the Delegation of the House of Earth as he saw the Healers of the First Ring approaching the body. 
 
    “We must remove the body,” said Teslo, the Champion of the House of the First Ring. “It offends all those here.” 
 
    Recognizing Teslo, Adamis took a step back and hid among the crowd. His stomach gave him a stab of pain at the point where the Champion had stabbed him. The mind gives one some bad moments. 
 
    “We have the right to examine the body,” said the Lord representing the House of Air. “So says the Golden law.” 
 
    “No one will stop you from examining it,” Teslo told him, “but in a more private and appropriate environment.” 
 
    “How do we know that you will not tamper with the body?” the Lord of the House of Fire demanded. “Or that you will not hide any proof of what has happened here?”  
 
    “Nobody will do any such thing,” Teslo said defiantly. “And the mere insinuation is an insult to this House.”  
 
    “We all believe in the House of Ether’s impartiality and good faith,” said the Lord representing the House of Water. 
 
    “Speak for your own House,” said the Lord of the House of Fire. “We do not believe anything. This Golden belongs to a Banished House. Who of the House of the First Ring was he coming to meet under cover of night? What are the House of Hila and the House of Ether plotting? Could it be a forbidden alliance?” 
 
    “How dare you!” cried Teslo, and unsheathed his sword. At once a hundred Warrior-Gods came to stand behind him. 
 
    Panic began to spread among the spectators. 
 
    Adamis understood the game now. A very well-thought-out game. At a moment of maximum tension between the Houses, that corpse implied an argument between the House of Hila and that of his father, or what amounted to the same thing: high treason. The identity of the murderer was not important; the suspicion of intrigue would fall on his own house. 
 
    “Would you like us to come back with our Warriors?” the Lord of the House of Earth said threateningly. 
 
    “That will not be necessary,” someone said in an authoritative voice. Adamis recognized his cousin Atasos, who went to the body and looked at it for a moment. Then he turned to the delegations. “The House of Ether has nothing to do with this subject, nor with his death. High King Laino grants you permission to examine it. As for the curious, I must ask you to continue enjoying your day and refrain from spreading inappropriate rumors until what has happened has been explained.” 
 
    “That is better,” said the Lord of the House of Fire. 
 
    “Teslo, have them set up a closed military tent so they can inspect the body in private. Make sure it is a large one. The Delegations will want to verify everything.” 
 
    “At your command, my Lord.” 
 
    Atasos raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “Everybody satisfied?” Nobody complained, and people began to leave. 
 
    While the slaves busied themselves putting up the great tent in the form of a marquee, Adamis watched the last Golden set off for the higher section of the city. Among them he recognized an old man who was walking slowly, head bent, leaning on a staff: it was Notaplo. 
 
    “I am going to speak to him,” he told Ariadne. 
 
    “It is too dangerous. In broad daylight you will be recognized!” 
 
    “Do not worry, I know this Ring and my old Erudite very well.” 
 
    Before she could protest again he had set off, holding himself as straight as he could, toward one of the streets which rose toward the upper part of the Ring. 
 
    Ariadne turned to Sormacus. “I hope they do not find him out. He is running too great a risk.” 
 
    “He is brave, and upright, something very rare among the nobles. What are we going to do?” 
 
    “We must warn the Ancients of this new event.” 
 
    “Who do you suspect of killing him?” Sormacus asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “His identity is the least of our problems. This will precipitate things. If the House of Ether has allied itself with the House of Hila, that is high treason. And if it is a trap, if they have dared set up a trap for the great House of Ether … either way, it leads me to believe it has lost power. It might not be in control of its own Boundary.” 
 
    Sormacus nodded. “I will find out.” 
 
    “Meanwhile I shall inform our people.” 
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    “You too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Notaplo stopped in front of the garden of the Thousand White Roses. He inhaled their sweet fragrance, then left the path that led to the noble area and went in to contemplate that wonder. He walked slowly, lost in delight, until he reached one of the huge fountains in the form of a radiant sun. 
 
    “You could never resist it, could you, old friend?” 
 
    The mental message took the Erudite by surprise. He looked everywhere without seeing who had spoken. 
 
    “Behind the fountain.” 
 
    Notaplo stepped forward, and as he rounded the fountain he saw Adamis. His expression of amazement and delight filled Adamis with joy. 
 
    “Your Highness!” 
 
    Notaplo fell clumsily on Adamis and hugged him. 
 
    “My Prince … how? What are you doing here?” Suddenly his face changed from joy to fear. He glanced in every direction. 
 
    “Do not worry, we are alone. I have made sure of it.” Adamis’ eyes lingered on the old man. He wore the same white robe and carried the same silver staff as always, and though his kind face had withered somewhat, his clear blue eyes, deep, filled with understanding and wisdom, shone with the same intensity. “I see you are well, my good friend.” 
 
    Notaplo nodded and let go of Adamis. He looked at him with misty eyes. “I cannot believe you are here. It does not seem real.” 
 
    “Believe it, my good old Erudite,” said Adamis, “it is me. Or what is left of me,” he added jokingly. 
 
    “How do you feel, my Lord?” 
 
    “I am fine, my old friend. Do not worry.” Adamis put his hand to his stomach, where he had been stabbed. “I have learnt to live with it.” 
 
    “To suffer with it, you mean.” 
 
    “It is still living, and I would never change it for the alternative.” 
 
    Notaplo shook his head bitterly. “You are strong, in spirit and in mind alike. So you have always been, ever since you were little. It saddens me so to see you like this.”  
 
    “We cannot change past decisions, you taught me that,” Adamis said with a smile. “I have no regrets. I did what I believed was fair, and I still think it was the right thing to do. I will take the consequences.” 
 
    “I am not one to judge you, my Prince, but I am with you.” 
 
    “I am no longer your Prince, or your Lord…” 
 
    “For me you will always be. And I am too old to change.” Notaplo smiled happily. 
 
    “What do you know about Kyra?” Adamis asked, anxious to hear good news. “Or about the others?” 
 
    “I do not have much news to give you, my lord. I know that the New-Shelter continues to grow and prosper. They have still not been discovered, although the High Kings keep combing the continent in search of them. The House of Water is desperate, they are calling upon too much Power in order to find them. If they do not succeed, it will be impossible for them to save face before the other Houses. Luckily my little invention works and is keeping them hidden.” 
 
    “Little invention?” cried Adamis incredulously. “You are a genius!” 
 
    “Oh, not at all. A lucky inspiration. When the Boundaries were created as prisons, I thought it was a regrettable idea. I have always wanted to turn them into something positive. And the occasion happened to arise.” The Erudite shrugged. 
 
    “If it were not for you they would have all been caught already, or something far worse. They owe you their lives. And do not think I do not know that you are risking your own life every time you help us. My father will kill you without hesitation if he finds out you are helping us. He will never forgive that betrayal, just as he did not forgive mine. I am deeply grateful, and I know I speak on behalf of all.” 
 
    The old man blushed. “It is nothing.” 
 
    “And what of Kyra? Have you heard anything?”  
 
    Notaplo shook his head. “I know nothing of my dear little shrew. Nor of her brother. But I have heard rumors…” 
 
    “What rumors?” 
 
    “Two more Boundaries have been liberated.” 
 
    Adamis clenched his fists in a gesture of triumph. “The two of them?” 
 
    “Yes, I believe they are Kyra and Ikai’s Boundaries.” 
 
    “Fantastic news!” 
 
    “They are only rumors, but by now nobody would dare talk about this unless there was some truth behind it.” 
 
    “Every night I am tempted to communicate with Kyra…” 
 
    “Do not do it!” 
 
    Adamis looked at him in surprise. Notaplo was not given to being startled. 
 
    “I do not know the reason ‒ do not ask me ‒ but your Father, the High King, is listening. I have seen him using his Power in the chamber of knowledge. He was trying to intercept messages from the continent.” 
 
    “That is not like him. Why would he be doing that? It consumes a great deal of Power… trying to pick up messages is wasting power in vain… my Father would not consume life without some powerful reason… and in the continent?” 
 
    “I do not know the reason. But he does it.” 
 
    “Thank you for the warning. My Father would recognize a message from me at once. His Power is enormous.” 
 
    Adamis put his golden hands on the old Erudite’s shoulders and looked him in the eye. “I am worried about your wellbeing.” 
 
    “I am perfectly well, my Prince.” 
 
    “You should not have spoken about your advances with the hybrids with power, before the Five Kings. They will not understand, and what is more, they will never either accept it or let you go on investigating. You have put your life at risk. I would never have allowed you to do it. It is too dangerous. Did my father not warn you not to make it public?” 
 
    “In life there are times when one has to make difficult decisions which will bring serious consequences. It is the only way of moving forward. Yes, your father warned me that making it public would create great controversy. He had his doubts about the appropriateness of talking about it, although I believe that deep down he approves. In the end he gave me his permission to do whatever I deemed best. And that is what I did. My power is running out, I am already very advanced in years. It is time for others to join my project. The path toward eternal life, toward the glory of our civilization, involves understanding why the hybrids with power do not age. I am fully convinced. That is the path we must follow, all of us, not the technologies they showed, several of which would lead us to destruction if we do not stop their development.” 
 
    “Yes, I too believe that. But trying to convince the Five High Kings to abandon their technologies and study what they abhor…” 
 
    “I know: they hate hybrids and despise Men. But that is our great mistake, because in them lies the key to reaching eternal life. And I no longer have much time at my disposal. I need other Erudites to join me in this. That is why I decided to take the risk and reveal it.” 
 
    “You are a wise man, and a good one. Too good…” 
 
    “Thank you, my Prince, you honor me.” 
 
    “You deserve that, and much more.” 
 
    “It is nothing.” 
 
    “Do you remember when I was little and I wanted to go exploring?” 
 
    “Of course I do. Your Father forbade it.” 
 
    “But I insisted, and kept on insisting. My father did not change his mind, but you on the other hand granted me my wish.” 
 
    Notaplo smiled. “You were a very persuasive child. I could not let you suffer locked up in a palace when you so wanted to explore the world.” 
 
    “And you built a secret portal for me, in the Chamber of Knowledge, outside my Father’s control, so I could go exploring.” 
 
    “Yes, those were times full of joy and hope.” 
 
    “The adventures we had! We even went to the great continent. I have never thanked you enough. Those were my happiest years.” 
 
    “I am glad this old man could make you happy. I have to admit that I too very much enjoyed our secret escapades.” 
 
    “You made me very happy, Notaplo. Very, very happy.” 
 
    The old man nodded with a smile, his gaze lost in memory. “Those were the days.” 
 
    “But I must warn you about something. In your goodness, you do not see evil in others. What they would be capable of doing to stop you reaching your goals, so that their truth may be the only one. For that reason they will destroy your truth, and you along with it. You must be careful. I do not want you walking around the city on your own without an escort. These are turbulent times, and soon things will begin to take on an even uglier face.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Adamis told him everything he had heard at Asu’s party. Listening to him, the Erudite’s face turned somber. When Adamis had finished, Notaplo shook his head as though unable to believe what he had heard. 
 
    “It is something deeply serious, unthinkable. That disturbed young man, the Prince of Fire, has always worried me, but I never suspected he would go so far in his delusions of grandeur. He has lost his head.” 
 
    “So he may have, but it is happening.” 
 
    “Do you wish me to tell your father? He ought to know… it is too important for us to hide this from him.” 
 
    Adamis considered this for a moment. “Very well. You have a point. But he will ask you how you came by the information. What will you tell him? He must not know I am alive. You will have to lie to your King…” 
 
    Notaplo stroked his chin. “Do not worry, I will think of something. He will not know you are alive. I give you my word on that.” 
 
    Adamis accepted this with a nod. “One more thing. After the appearance of today’s dead body, I believe there has been foul play.” 
 
    “Yes, I believe so too.” 
 
    “Warn my Father the High King of this too. I have a feeling that things are going to get very difficult for all of us, very soon.” 
 
    Notaplo nodded several times. “Very well, my lord. I will do so, rest assured.” 
 
    “Thank you, my old friend.” The two of them embraced, and Notaplo gave him a broad smile of affection. 
 
    “I hope to see you back at the palace someday, with your title and honors restored.” 
 
    “I do not believe that will ever happen. But do not worry, your friendship is all I want to keep from my past life:” 
 
    “That you will always have.”  
 
    They embraced again, and Notaplo left, smiling. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A short while later Adamis climbed onto the small boat where Ariadne was waiting. 
 
    “Everything all right?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, everything is fine. I am more at ease now. I have warned Notaplo, and he knows what to do.” 
 
    “How did you know where to find him?” 
 
    “My good Erudite has fixed habits. He always takes the same route when he goes back to the Palace. He always stops at the same places: his favorite spots in the city. At this moment he will be contemplating the city from the Western Lookout. Then he will take the avenue to the Palace.” 
 
    Ariadne smiled. “Yes, that is a very pretty place. The views are spectacular.” She cast off with one of the oars. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    From the lookout, Notaplo was gazing at the Eternal City shining in the night. That particular view enchanted him. How beautiful Erenal was, how beautiful were the great achievements of the Golden. He was so engrossed in the view of his beloved land that he did not notice the murderer behind him. He felt a sharp pain in the back of his neck, where the dagger entered his brain, and arms gripping him. His legs gave way and his sight blurred. How wonderful my city is, he thought, and died. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyra tried to force the bars of the sphere-cell, without much hope. She had already ‘enjoyed’ the hospitality of one of those prisons of the Gods and knew it was impossible to force them. But she tried, anyway.  
 
    “By the Moon!” she cried, and her voice echoed in the round chamber with its silver floor and ceiling. There were twelve sphere-cells in a circle, filling the room. Only three of them were occupied. 
 
    “It’s useless,” Ikai said from another sphere.  “Don’t strain yourself.” 
 
    “You know me, I had to try.” 
 
    He turned to his friend inside the sphere-cell to his right. “How are you, Maruk?” 
 
    “Better… seeing you has brought hope to my heart. I thought all was lost.” 
 
    Kyra tried to encourage him. “Hold on. We’ll win, you’ll see.”  
 
    “For a moment… I thought I was losing my mind…” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Ikai told him. “You’re with us now, and nothing’s going to happen to you. We’ll get out of this one.” 
 
    Maruk took a deep breath, then let the air out in a long sigh. 
 
    “You’ve no idea how happy I am to see you.” 
 
    “We feel just the same,” said Kyra. 
 
    “It’s been very difficult. We didn’t know what was happening… the moment I arrived I tried to organize a resistance movement, without success. People kept disappearing… and didn’t come back. Nobody knew where they went or why. They were just taken. Little by little they took all the strong healthy ones. All that were left were the children and the elderly. They even took the Guard and the Proxies… When that happened I realized something truly horrible must be going on. I had to hide. The people were very frightened. In fact they were terrified…” 
 
    “I don’t blame them,” Ikai said. 
 
    “Now we know what’s happening,” said Kyra. 
 
    “And it’s worse than I’d imagined,” Maruk said, and his green eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “Yes,” Ikai said. “It’s like a horrible nightmare.”  
 
    “Which we’re all going to wake up from, brother. I swear that.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes. We have to stop Asu, or else it’ll mean the end of both Men and Golden.” 
 
    Maruk looked at Ikai. “We need a plan.” 
 
    “That’s right, brother, think of something. One of your master plans would come in very handy right now.” 
 
    He smiled without humor. “Sure… no pressure…” 
 
    “For you, this is nothing. A couple of Gods, a hundred Executors and the three of us unarmed and locked up in sphere-cells. Child’s-play for you!” 
 
    Maruk could not help but laugh. 
 
    Ikai was looking worried. “Finding a way out of this is going to be so easy…” 
 
    Kyra glanced at her brother. “Well, that conceited know-it-all Beru’s forgotten one little detail…” He knew what she meant, and nodded. 
 
    “He’ll pay for his arrogance,” Kyra said, and her eyes sparkled. 
 
    They heard footsteps. Three Executors and an Eye-of-the-Gods appeared at the entrance. One of the Executors was carrying food on a tray and a jug of water. He offered the jug to Ikai. 
 
    “If you open the cells we’ll be able to eat and drink better,” Ikai said. 
 
    The Eye let out a jarring sound which distantly resembled laughter. On his hand he wore a gauntlet. 
 
    “Eat and drink. Quick. One by one.”  
 
    “They must be really afraid of us to be so careful,” Kyra said. 
 
    The Eye stood tall. “We serve the Gods. We fear nobody and nothing.” 
 
    “Sure, that’s why they’ve fastened a golden pip to your forehead. But don’t worry, I’ll help you take it out.” 
 
    The Eye laughed again. “Eat and be quiet, slave.” 
 
    But Kyra did not eat. Her eyes were closed. The Eye repeated the order, but she did not respond. 
 
    “Do as I say, or else I will make you suffer,” the Eye said. He took out a disc with a golden pip which he held with his gauntlet. 
 
    “You see, Enforcer,” Kyra said, “your great master forgot one little detail.” 
 
    “What detail?” 
 
    “This,” she said, and used her Power. She hurled the Eye against the other three Executors with brutal force. The four crashed on to the floor and stayed there. “I don’t need the disc to use the Power. I can use my own Power. Isn’t that a surprise?” And she hurled the Eye against the Executors one more time as they were trying to get up. She struck each of them with the Eye again and again, until none of them rose.  
 
    “Done,” she said. 
 
    Ikai was still in a state of shock at his sister’s brutality. “A bit savage…” 
 
    “If you want to get out of here alive, we can’t pussy-foot around.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Maruk said 
 
    “Right… and now how do we open these cells? I don’t think you can do it with your Power.” 
 
    “Hmm, no. But I have an idea.” She concentrated and dragged the Eye towards her. All the bones in his body were broken. In his sash she found the key to the cells and held it up triumphantly to her brother. 
 
    He had to concede victory to his sister. They opened the cells and took the Executors’ weapons. Kyra searched for the Eye’s disc and found it in a corner. It was not damaged, and she gave it to Ikai. 
 
    “See if you can use it.” 
 
    “Do you think I can?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not. That pip has the Power of a God, most likely one from the House of Fire. If we’ve been able to use Adamis’s disc, we should be able to use the Power in any other disc…” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable. I’ll try.” 
 
    He concentrated. To his surprise, after a moment he felt the tingling sensation which told him he had interacted with the Power. The disc flashed, showing that it had been activated. 
 
    “You see?” 
 
    “Just lately you’ve been right about a lot of things, little sis.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m growing up…” 
 
    The three exchanged doubtful looks. 
 
    “Nah, I don’t think so,” she added. 
 
    Ikai and Maruk smiled. 
 
    Ikai pointed to the way out of the chamber. “We have to escape from here, and it’s not going to be easy. We’re at the deepest level of the dungeons. There are a hundred Executors between us and the surface.” 
 
    “And two Gods…” added Maruk in a strained voice. 
 
    “But they’re not all on this level,” Kyra pointed out. “That smug Beru sent them up to the higher levels to collect the discs. Besides, a while ago we had the same problem, and then we were locked up and unarmed. Now we’re out of the cells and armed. This is getting better by the moment.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Maruk said, more cheerfully. 
 
    “Good,” Ikai said. “Now we have to get out without being killed. Which looks like being quite a complicated business.”  
 
    “Think, brother, think. We have skills the Power allows us. Let’s use them.” 
 
    “If we use them in the open, we’ll lose. There are too many of them. And that’s not counting him… remember he’s very powerful, no less than a Noble of the House of Fire. We can’t fight a God, that’s crazy. And this one least of all. He’d kill us without a second thought.” 
 
    “If it’s not in the open,” Maruk said, “we can try a bit of trickery and escape that way.”  
 
    Ikai and Kyra gave him all their attention. 
 
    “What have you got in mind?” Ikai asked him. 
 
    “Well, the central chamber has two corridors crossing it. One goes north-south, the other one east-west. The monolith is in the center.” 
 
    “Go on,” Kyra prompted him. 
 
    There was a triumphant gleam in Maruk’s eyes. “If we manage to get out through one of the passages without being seen, we might escape…”  
 
    “Hmm… let me think,” Ikai said. “I’ve got an idea coming.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A little later a thick mist which rose three hand-spans from the floor began to spread through the whole level. It gradually spread until it covered all the chambers. The Executors began to gather in the great central chamber, with the monolith and the pods. They did not understand what was going on. By now the mist reached their knees. They watched it through their helmets of horror, not knowing what to do. 
 
    One of the Eyes-of-the-Gods came to check on the pods in case this strange phenomenon might be the result of some massive leak in them. He was examining a pod by the monolith, checking what it said in his golden book about the normal working parameters of the pods. Two hands closed on his ankles like pincers. The Eye looked down, but all he could see was the low cloud of white mist that covered the floor. 
 
    “What…?” he shrieked in his metallic voice. 
 
    He felt a strong pull, lost his balance and fell on his back, so that he was covered by the mist. There was a grunt, and he vanished. Two Executors saw this and hurried to the spot, but could not find him. They began to prod the mist with their spears in search of him, but by now the mist was so thick it was like snow. They did not find anything. The Eye had vanished. 
 
    “Where is he?” one of the Executors asked another in his cavernous voice. 
 
    Before the other could answer, both of them fell backwards with a dull sound and disappeared into the mist. They did not get up again. A third Executor came from the pods and saw what was happening. He was about to sound the alarm when a Spirit of Agony emerged from the mist in front of him. 
 
    “What…?” 
 
    The spirit threw itself on the Executor and consumed him. Two more Executors appeared. They were going to help their comrade in his struggle with the spirit, but a brutal force hit their feet and knocked them on to their faces. Before they could get up again another force propelled them, with immense strength, against the walls. There followed a loud crash. The Executors never got up again, and nothing was seen of what had happened. Another Executor appeared on the other side of the chamber. The Spirit of Agony dived into the mist. A moment later it surfaced in front of the Executor. There was a struggle, and both of them died, vanishing into the mist.  
 
    A somber silence filled the chamber. The poor wretches in the pods, in their comatose state, were mute witnesses to these strange events. The mist spread to fill every corner, and one by one the Enforcers fell and vanished into it. 
 
    Suddenly a voice thundered from the end of the tunnel, at the northern entrance: What is happening here? Enforcers, to me! But there were no Enforcers left on that level. Enforcers, to me! the voice repeated. But the Enforcers could not respond. The God came down the corridor to the monolith. He saw the mist and activated the golden artifact. This is not from the pods. This is…Power!  
 
    A new Spirit of Agony appeared before the God. It fell on him, seeking to devour his golden face. The God took a step back and cried out in surprise. He tried to defend himself, covering his face with his hands. A moment later two flares issued from his golden palms. The Spirit of Agony roared in pain, but kept coming. It reached the face of the Golden. And now it was the God who cried out, a cry of horror and agony. The flames consumed the spirit, destroying it. The Golden managed to recover from the attack and looked around, trying to see his attacker. But all he could see was the low mist, amid a deadly silence. 
 
    Show yourself! he demanded. How dare you attack a Golden of the House of Fire in his own domains? 
 
    From the mist at the end of the corridor, Kyra emerged.  She rose as if coming back to life from the dead and faced the God. 
 
    You! 
 
    “Hello, Erudite.” 
 
    It is impossible! How did you escape? 
 
    “I’m very smart.” 
 
    You will pay for this! The Erudite spread out the palms of both hands and attacked. From his hands came two flares which went straight for Kyra, who did not move. She closed her eyes and used her Power. A translucent sphere enveloped her. The flames reached it and crashed against the protection. 
 
    How can you use the Power? You have no disc! 
 
    “Odd, isn’t it?” 
 
    I would love to study you, the Erudite said with a gleam in his eyes, while at the same time he kept the flames attacking her protective sphere. Give yourself up and I will pardon your life in exchange for studying you. 
 
    She smiled. “I’ve already been studied. And it turns out I don’t need your damn discs. I have my Own Power, and I can use it as I wish.” She strengthened the sphere so that it would not succumb to the flames. 
 
    That is not possible! 
 
    “It certainly is, my little Erudite. So I’ll make you a proposition. Surrender, and I won’t kill you.” 
 
    Surrender to a slave? I am a God! 
 
    “Well, you’re an Erudite, which in the ranking order among Gods doesn’t put you very high. A little above the Healers, if I’m not mistaken…” 
 
    I will roast you for this! 
 
    Kyra shook her head. “Last chance. Surrender.” 
 
    The Erudite sent a fiery arrow at great speed, which buried itself in her sphere. The tip pierced it, but it remained stuck there without touching her body. 
 
    “I didn’t like that. And you can’t say I didn’t give you a chance.” She focused on the Golden’s aura. 
 
    No! he screamed when he realized what was happening. 
 
    Kyra managed to secure her aim and used her Power as quickly as she could, before the Golden had time to react. The Erudite was hurled up against the monolith behind him and crashed against it. By now the mist reached his chest. From the corner of his mouth, dark blood dribbled.  
 
    How…how… he muttered, but he could not finish the sentence and moaned in pain instead. 
 
    Kyra reached out her arm and closed her hand, not completely, but as if she were holding something. The Erudite felt a force clutching his neck. She tightened her hand a bit more. The Golden raised his hands to his neck. He could not breathe. She tightened her grip a little more. 
 
    No! He coughed. No… please… 
 
    Kyra looked hard at the Golden for a moment. She had him. If she tightened her grip just a little more she would strangle him. If she used even more strength, she would break his neck. He was at her complete mercy. The rage in her stomach told her to kill him. He was a Golden, he had condemned thousands of people to the pods. He squeezed them until they were dead. He was an abominable creature. He deserved death. She was about to carry out the death sentence, but something inside her told her to stop. And think. Think of all those people. I need him alive so I can rescue as many as possible. Killing him wouldn’t get us anywhere. If he lives he can help me save those poor souls. She made her decision. She tightened her grip just a little, gently, and the Erudite fainted for lack of air. She dropped him, and he disappeared into the mist. 
 
    Truly fascinating, a voice said in the form of a mental message. 
 
    She started. She felt a terrible chill. It was Beru. She turned, but could not see the God because of the pods. He was entering the chamber through one of the adjacent ones to the north. He made his way down the corridor as far as the monolith, turned east and faced her fearlessly. 
 
    I never thought I would see the day when a slave defeated a God. I must say, it is rather remarkable. Even though he is a minor God, a commoner, it has still never happened before. And If I should tell anyone, nobody would believe me. Not in Alantres, our eternal city. 
 
    “Give yourself up and free the prisoners, and then I won’t kill you,” Kyra said firmly. With utter conviction. 
 
    Beru gave a loud guffaw. The fact that you have defeated an Erudite does not mean that you would be able to defeat a Noble. I am a hundred times more powerful than him. I belong to an ancient family; do not make the mistake of defying me. I cannot be defeated by a slave. 
 
    “That’s what he thought.” 
 
    The Golden smiled and shook his head. I too would not have thought it possible. The surprises we stumble upon in our existence! Not for nothing is my Lord Asu so interested in you. I have no doubt that he perceived something different in you, and that is why he wishes to capture you so intently. 
 
    “One day I’ll pay that heartless creature back.” 
 
    Beware of what you say, slave. Or I might have to deliver you with half your body charred.  
 
    “I’d like to see you try.” 
 
    I shall not tell you twice, slave. Kneel before me or you will suffer. 
 
    “Now look, you arrogant Golden, I have a mission to carry out and you’re interfering. I’ve come to free all these poor souls and lead them to freedom, and that’s just what I’m going to do. If you stop me it’ll all be over for you.” 
 
    Beru began to laugh uncontrollably. Kyra seized the moment to fix on his aura. Beru stopped laughing at once and raised a protective sphere of lava and fire so quickly that she was unable to use her Power. 
 
    Too quick for you, slave? I am a Noble of the House of Fire! I can sense your clumsy attempts before you carry them out. I can defend myself before you even find your own Power to attack me with. And I can attack with the speed and strength of a comet. He reached out with his arm and with a twist of his wrist created a missile in the shape of a great ball of fire which flew towards her. 
 
    The ball of fire crossed the space which separated them and impacted against her protective sphere. It burst on contact, spreading fire all around. The explosion left her stunned and sore, but the sphere held, although it would not for much longer. 
 
    That sphere of yours is not strong enough to protect you from my Power. You cannot fight me, you stupid slave. 
 
    A Spirit of Agony rose out of the mist and attacked him. It encountered the Golden’s sphere and began to attack it in its attempt to reach the enemy’s face. 
 
    A Spirit of Ether? he exclaimed in astonishment. He turned to Kyra, who was still recovering from the impact of the explosion. You cannot have done this, he said, and turned around in search of the new threat. But all he could see was fog and the pods. Where is your brother? You cursed slippery rats! Now you will see! He bent over, ignoring the Spirit, which kept attacking his sphere of lava and fire. He put both hands on the floor through the protective sphere and murmured some words. When he had finished the whole floor around him began to burn, consuming the fog. He murmured again for a long moment, then withdrew his hands. The fire around him began to spread throughout the chamber, consuming the mist of ether. I hope you enjoy my River of Fire, he said with real pleasure. 
 
    The flames moved on among the pods, flooding the chamber like a river: a river of fire. Ikai was lying on his face at the end of the south corridor, hidden in the fog, which covered him completely. The river of fire advanced toward him. Seeing there was no escape, he used the disc again and covered himself with a sphere of ether. The river reached him, devouring the mist which hid him. He got to his feet. 
 
    Delighted with himself, Beru turned to glare at Ikai. There is the other rat! I knew you would have to come out!  
 
    Without wasting time, Ikai attacked. He sent an ethereal arrow at Beru’s sphere. The missile stuck in the sphere but did not manage to pierce it. 
 
    Ha ha ha! Do you really think you can defeat me with that? 
 
    As he laughed, Maruk ‒ who like Ikai had been hidden in the mist, but at the eastern end of the corridor ‒ got to his feet an instant before the river of fire reached him and leapt up on to one of the pods. He climbed to the top and prayed to Oxatsi that the flames of the river would not reach him. 
 
    Kyra recovered. She concentrated and attacked, creating a prism of pure Ether, and sent it against Beru. When it made contact with his sphere the prism burst in an explosion of pure energy which shook the God and weakened his sphere. 
 
    How dare you! 
 
    Ikai created a new Spirit and sent it to attack Beru. Kyra prepared another prism of energy. Maruk, seeing the river of fire disappearing, leapt off the pod, seized the spears of the three charred Executors and readied himself. Beru cried out in rage and strengthened his battered protective sphere. 
 
    Kyra sent her prism of Ether and Ikai his arrow of ether, while Maruk launched one of the Executors’ spears with all his strength. Beru received the three impacts and yelled, beside himself with fury. 
 
    I will roast you! You cursed slaves! The Golden looked at Kyra to the east, Ikai to the south and Maruk to the west. They had him surrounded, except on the north entrance he had come in by. You think you are so clever! With your little tricks! Nothing can defeat a Golden, a God! 
 
    Again the three attacked simultaneously, and the missiles hit Beru from all three directions. The God raised his right hand and aimed it at Kyra. Then he raised his left and aimed it at Ikai. He concentrated and murmured something. A moment later, under their feet, there formed a well of burning lava. Kyra stared in horror; it seemed about to swallow her. A burning heat rose up her legs. The lower part of the sphere began to crack; if it broke she would fall into the lava. The same fate was threatening Ikai. She placed her hands on the sphere, shut her eyes and sent her own inner Power to strengthen it. Ikai did the same, using the disc. But the amount of Power in the disc was small and it was beginning to be exhausted. 
 
    Beru made a triumphant gesture. Now we shall see.  
 
    Maruk sent one last spear against Beru’s sphere. The God turned his head, but kept his arms raised and his concentration on the two wells of lava. Brother and sister were struggling to maintain their spheres and not perish. Ikai used up all the Power in the disc, and with a final flash it went out. He saw the lava under his feet and knew he was lost. Desperately he tried to find his own Power and use it. He shut his eyes and searched. Please, Oxatsi, help me find it! But as so often before, he could not find it. He failed, and the sphere that protected him was destroyed. At the last moment he threw himself forward with all his might. He cleared the lava by an inch, and was left lying on his face on the corridor floor. 
 
    Beru pointed his finger at him. Time to die, cockroach. He was about to use his Power when Maruk leapt on to his back. Armed with two of the Executors’ half-moon knives, he put all his strength into the jump and plunged them into the Golden’s battered protective sphere. 
 
    Treacherous snake! he yelled in fury as Maruk stabbed again and again at the sphere. Beru’s eyes turned red hot. He murmured, and two beams of fire came out of his eyes and caught Maruk in the chest, Maruk stepped back, leaving the two knives stuck in the sphere. He looked down at his chest, put his hands to the wound that had killed him and fell to his knees. 
 
    “I’m going to Liriana,” he said. “She’s waiting for me…”  
 
    “Nooooo!” Ikai cried in despair from the floor. 
 
    “You swine! Noooooo!” cried Kyra, and put her entire being into covering the well of lava under her feet with a layer of Ether. 
 
    Maruk breathed his last and died. 
 
    Beru raised his left hand towards Ikai, while with his right he kept the well under Kyra. He smiled in satisfaction and sent a ball of fire against Ikai. Without protection, the ball would kill him. Ikai hurled himself between the pods, and the ball burst where he had been standing an instant before. The explosion destroyed several of the pods. Flames, pieces of metal and burnt flesh flew out. 
 
    “Ikai!” Kyra cried. She had finished with the well of lava and was running down the corridor to her brother. She crossed the cavern, passing in front of Beru without sparing him a glance and ran down the south corridor to the site of the explosion. Ikai was lying on the floor among the shattered pods. His back was in flames. 
 
    She created a cloak of Ether and put it over her brother, putting out the flames. Ikai was stunned and burned in several places. 
 
    A new ball of fire exploded over her, and she had to take a couple of steps back from the impact. When she glanced aside at her brother she saw that the explosion had not reached him. 
 
    Beru’s laughter echoed in the chamber. 
 
    Idiots! I am a God and you are mere cockroaches! 
 
    He sent another ball of fire, and Kyra withdrew a couple more steps. In front of her there loomed a gigantic flame of terrifying intensity. 
 
    Beru smiled. Time to bring this to an end! Nobody defies a Golden and lives!  
 
    Kyra’s defense began to break beneath the giant flame which was trying to torch her. She sent more Power to the protective sphere, but knew it would not hold for long. The effort made her sink to one knee and go on holding off the attack with both hands stretched out. 
 
    It is useless, slave. I am far superior. It is futile to resist. 
 
    She half-closed her eyes with the effort. As she did so she glimpsed something behind Beru. A blackness was approaching from the north entrance, down the corridor. The Golden, focused on defeating Kyra, did not notice. 
 
    “Welcome,” said Kyra in greeting. “It’s taken you a while to come.”  
 
    Beru looked at her, at a loss. He looked right and left but could see nobody. 
 
    What new trick is this? You will not fool me. 
 
    “You didn’t make it easy for me,” said a seductive voice, heavy with sarcasm. “Wasn’t there a deeper dungeon for you to hide in anywhere in this Boundary?”  
 
    Beru turned to face the north corridor. In front of him, surrounded by a strange blackness, a brunette with feline features, carrying two black daggers, was staring at him. 
 
    Who are you? he asked in surprise. 
 
    “My name is Albana and I’m your death, Golden.” 
 
    The God murmured something and opened his mouth. Albana used her Power. From out of the Golden’s mouth came a gust of blazing fire. But Albana vanished, to reappear behind him. While Beru projected his fiery breath at the emptiness in front of him she plunged her daggers, with all the force of her Power, into the exact spots Maruk had stabbed with his knives. The battered sphere did not hold. It shattered into a thousand shards. 
 
    Beru spun round. He looked at Albana and opened his mouth. A flame began to emerge. Suddenly his mouth shut and the flame went out. His eyes stared at Albana’s hand under his jaw. The brunette had stabbed her dagger through his chin and into his brain. His eyes stared wide in horror. 
 
    “I told you,” she said, and finished him off by plunging the other dagger into his brain, up to the hilt. 
 
    She turned and saw Maruk’s body, then Kyra on her knees, exhausted and unable to stay upright. 
 
    “Ikai?” she said apprehensively. 
 
    Kyra pointed. “There.”  
 
    Albana ran. 
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    “Ikai!” Albana called desperately as she reached him. But he did not answer. He was lying face down on the floor, with the back of his clothes burnt and blood on his head. Albana was desperately afraid. She dropped down beside him and held his head in her lap.  
 
    “Come on, Ikai! Answer me!” But there was no reaction. 
 
    Kyra went to Maruk’s side and sat down beside him. Heartbroken, she realized he was dead. 
 
    “Damn you! I’ll kill you all! I swear I’ll kill you all! For Yosane, for Liriana, for Maruk, and for all the others! You’ll pay for it all!” 
 
    Albana turned Ikai over and tried to stir him into consciousness. She cleaned his head wound. He seemed to have hit a pod, or a part of it, when he had been thrown back by the explosion. 
 
    “Come back to me! You can’t leave me now we’ve found each other again!” 
 
    Kyra stared at them with her heart in a tight knot. “Tell me he’s not…” 
 
    Albana was trying every possible way of bringing Ikai back to the world of the living. She turned her head to Kyra. “I won’t let him leave,” she said, and began to blow air into his mouth. 
 
    Suddenly he started coughing and opened his eyes wide. 
 
    “He’s alive!” Kyra cried in delight. 
 
    Ikai looked at Albana, unable to focus his eyes properly. “Albana? Is this a dream?” 
 
    Both women burst out laughing. 
 
    “Yes, a dream,” said Albana. “See if this seems real.” She kissed him with such passion that he ended up coughing uncontrollably. 
 
    “That was quite a scare you gave us,” said Kyra. 
 
    “Then it’s real…you’re here?” 
 
    “Yes, I came to rescue you, my love.” 
 
    “And a good thing you did!” said Kyra. 
 
    “The God!” Ikai said, terrified as he began to remember. 
 
    “Take it easy, he’s dead,” Albana assured him. 
 
    He relaxed and put his hand to his head. It hurt like fury. 
 
    “We have to take a look at those burns on your back,” Albana said. 
 
    “Every day you get handsomer, brother. I don’t know how Albana can look at you. What with the scar on your face and the new burns on your back, you look lovely.” 
 
    “For me you’ll always be beautiful,” Albana told him with a loving smile.  
 
    Ikai blushed. 
 
    “It must be on the inside,” Kyra said. 
 
    “Even more so there,” Albana said, and holding his face in her hands, she kissed him again. 
 
    “We’d better look for medicines for those wounds,” said Kyra, and went away to search for them. 
 
    They found a blanket in one of the adjoining chambers and covered Maruk’s body. The three friends knelt around their fallen comrade. Holding hands, they begged Oxatsi to welcome her brave son to her breast. To give him a life in the beyond, by her side. To let him rejoin his beloved Liriana so they could be eternally happy. They prayed that she would accept their pleas on behalf of that brave man who had sacrificed his life fighting for the freedom of all men, fighting against evil and defending his friends in danger. Maruk of the Senoca: a friend, a brave man, a tireless fighter for freedom. 
 
    Kyra cried, which was a rare thing in her, and made Ikai’s eyes mist over. He had a huge knot in his throat and could not swallow. 
 
    Albana sighed. “When we agreed to set out to free the Boundaries we knew not all of us would make it.” 
 
    “He didn’t deserve to die like this,” Kyra said. 
 
    “None of us do, but it’s the risk we take and accept.”  
 
    Ikai’s eyes lingered on them for a moment. “If anything should happen to either of you…” and could not go on, as he was overwhelmed with tears. 
 
    Kyra wiped away her own tears. “If it has to be, so be it. If I die fighting, don’t shed a single tear for me. I’ll have died for what I believe in and I’ll be beside Oxatsi, content.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Ikai scolded her. 
 
    “We can’t hold back death, but we can fool her,” Albana said. “I’ll make sure we stay alive a little longer, until we’ve finished off the damn Gods.” She said it with such conviction that Ikai and Kyra ended up smiling at the brunette. 
 
    They got to their feet, dried their tears and composed themselves. 
 
    “We have to take the upper levels until we reach the surface,” Albana said. 
 
    Kyra shook her head. “There’ll be a lot of Enforcers…” 
 
    “I’ve thought of a plan,” said Ikai. “It’s one that’s already been tried, and it worked.”  
 
    They used the low mist trick. Slowly and carefully they began to clear every level, one by one, of all the Enforcers, until they reached the surface. With Kyra and Albana working together with their own Powers to kill all the Enforcers and Ikai creating the fog, the Executors died before they could realize what was happening. They worked stealthily, taking no risks. It took them the whole day. At nightfall they managed to reach the gardens of the Dungeons of Oblivion. Here they breathed in the pleasant evening air and cleared the area with the efficiency of highly trained assassins. Albana dealt with the Guards at the gate, and everything was left in deathly silence. They hid the bodies, as there were still many Enforcers in the city. 
 
    Ikai could not take his eyes off Albana. Having her with him after all this time apart filled his heart with an immense joy, and at the same time with worry about the dangers they faced. He was perfectly aware that nobody was more able than Albana at looking after herself, but he could not avoid worrying every time she faced an Enforcer. 
 
    “Clear,” Kyra said after combing the area. 
 
    Albana came back a moment later. “The whole area’s free of Enforcers. The Dungeons are ours.” 
 
    “Fine,” Ikai said. “Now we have to save those poor souls in the pods.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we free the city first?” Kyra asked. “It wouldn’t do to be found out, and for them to suspect something’s wrong so that a thousand Executors suddenly fell on us ...”  
 
    “There’s only three of us,” Ikai said doubtfully. 
 
    Albana nodded. “For the three of us to go out into the streets and take on the Enforcers would be too risky. There must be hundreds of them in the city, and if the alarm’s sounded they’ll all be on top of us.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t be able to manage against all of them,” said Ikai, who was already trying to think of an alternative. 
 
    “But I know how to fix this problem,” Albana said. “I’ve done it before. I’ll need an assistant, though.” She eyed him mischievously. 
 
    “All right then, you can count on me. Kyra, you watch the Erudite. Don’t kill him. We need him alive to save the people in the pods.” 
 
    “And if he tries anything…” 
 
    Ikai shook his head. “Just don’t kill him, we need him. Please.” 
 
    “All right,” Kyra said. Her shoulders sagged. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was midnight when there came a deafening noise in the main square of the capital. It rose to the sky and spread throughout the streets of the city. The Great Monolith of the Gods had fallen. Albana winked at Ikai and smiled. The mission of sabotage and destruction had been a success. 
 
    “You’re wonderful,” he said, and kissed her. 
 
    She smiled broadly. “Hmm, I like it. I’ll have to plan a few more secret missions just so that you kiss me like that.”  
 
    “You know I’ll kiss you anyway, mission or no mission.” 
 
    “That kiss had an extra charge of emotion in it.” 
 
    “Don’t know why you say things like that. I always kiss you with all my heart.” 
 
    “I know, silly, but I like to make you blush.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “I like messing with you,” she replied. Her smile turned mischievous. 
 
    “One day you’re going to drive me crazy. You’re impossible.” 
 
    Albana laughed and kissed him again, with all her heart. “I love you.” 
 
    “And I love you too.” 
 
    “Because I destroy monoliths and kiss so well?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly because of that,” he said with a smile. He stroked her cheek. “Come on, let’s get back before Kyra loses her patience with the Erudite.”  
 
    Two Executors appeared in the square. Ikai tensed and Albana drew her two daggers, but the Executors passed them by without noticing them. They walked aimlessly, looking up at the moon, lost. 
 
    “It worked,” Albana said. “Without the Monolith they’re harmless.”  
 
    “Let’s go back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They found Kyra on the last level of the Dungeons. She had a dagger in her hand and was sitting on the floor with her legs crossed. In front of her the Erudite was tied to the monolith. Kyra’s protective sphere was raised. 
 
    “Kyra…”  
 
    “Take it easy, brother, we’re playing a game of truth or death.” 
 
    “I love that game,” Albana said. 
 
    “What game is this?” Ikai asked. He had the feeling that they were both making it up. 
 
    “It’s a very simple game. I ask a question and he answers. He can choose between truth and death.” 
 
    Ikai looked at his sister in puzzlement. “And who decides whether or not he’s told the truth?” 
 
    “I do, of course.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Of course. This is going to end well, for sure.” 
 
    The Erudite stared blankly at them. His face showed the terror he was feeling. 
 
    “I don’t think he relishes being a prisoner in the hands of slaves,” Albana said. She was toying with one of her black daggers. 
 
    “Do you like the idea?” Kyra asked him. 
 
    No…No… the Erudite replied. 
 
    “Good. He’s told the truth. I believe he’s beginning to understand the game. Tell me: how is it that a couple of Gods have got their hands dirty coming all the way here?” 
 
    The Erudite hesitated. I… I should not…it is top secret. 
 
    “Oh yes, you should, believe me,” Kyra assured him. 
 
    Prince Asu will kill me if I speak, he muttered. 
 
    “And what do you think I’m going to do to you myself?” said Kyra. “And I’m here and itching to tear your guts out.” 
 
    The Golden trembled. All right then…Prince Asu sent us himself… 
 
    The three exchanged puzzled looks. “Why? He already has his Enforcers to do the dirty work.” 
 
    This is a very important job… He sent Lord Beru to direct the operation himself. And he sent me to ensure that the extraction was done with all guarantees. Only an Erudite with advanced knowledge can handle the monolith and operate the pods correctly. The Enforcers would not be capable of it. They lack the necessary intellect. He raised his head. 
 
    “Don’t get all haughty with me, or else I’ll carve that “intellect” of yours out of your head,” Kyra threatened, and the Erudite cringed in terror. 
 
    Albana tilted her head inquiringly. “And there’s something else you’re not telling us, isn’t there?”  
 
    I… well… it is a rumor… 
 
    Albana motioned him to go on speaking. “Tell us more.” 
 
    It is said… that Prince Asu…. is doing all this behind the back of the High King, his father. 
 
    The three looked at each other again, this time with concern. 
 
    “That’s very serious… how did he dare?” 
 
    The Prince has his own plans…the Erudite said, and fell silent, as though he had committed an act of treason. 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Albana said. “Very, very  interesting …” 
 
    Ikai stepped in at this point. “How do we take all those people out of the pods without them losing their lives in the process?” 
 
    The Erudite thought before answering. I can do it. I can bring them out of the state they are in and revive them. But in exchange I beg you to spare my life. 
 
    Kyra stepped forward and put the dagger against his eye. 
 
    “Kyra, stop it,” Ikai said. 
 
    “We’re not negotiating with this murderer. He’s already killed hundreds of people.” 
 
    Ikai crouched down beside the Erudite. “If you revive them and help us get them out of here, I’ll spare your life.” 
 
    “Ikai, don’t!” Kyra protested. 
 
    “But if you betray us and anything happens to them, I’ll let my sister cut you into little pieces.” 
 
    “That’s better,” she said. 
 
    It… will not be… necessary. I will help you… I will free them. They will all come out alive. 
 
    “They’d better,” Kyra said fiercely. She mimicked cutting his throat. 
 
    They untied the Erudite and allowed him to set to work. Albana and Kyra did not take their eyes off him. Erudite or not, he was a Golden, and this made him dangerous, But the God was so terrified he did not even glance at them. Instead he concentrated on manipulating the monolith or “fountain of knowledge” as he called it. It took him some time to calibrate it and prepare the process. They had not meant to revive the prisoners, so the process for doing so had not been foreseen. He had to create it from scratch. Kyra raged and cursed, and Albana had to calm her. The Gods never wasted an ounce of energy or power on something they had no intention of using, and this was just another example of it. Unfortunately. 
 
    Finally, after hours and hours of work, the Erudite announced he was ready to begin the process. Ikai moved closer to him. 
 
    “For your own good, I hope you don’t fail. I won’t be able to stop them” ‒ he gestured towards the two women ‒ “if you do.” 
 
    I…I will try with one person first. And if it is a success I will proceed with the rest, he said, and went to check the nearest pod on his right. 
 
    “I think that’s a very sensible idea.” Ikai agreed. 
 
    “Inside that pod there’s a human being,” Kyra said threateningly. “A good person who had never done any harm. You’d better get her out of there alive.” 
 
    The Erudite shot her a glance, then looked away. Albana smiled at the sight of the Golden in terror. She winked at Kyra, who nodded. The Erudite activated the process. The Monolith flashed, and in that first pod the process of revival began. Fortunately for all, the experiment was a success. The first person recovered. It was a young woman. They helped her out; she was weak and shivering with cold, and they covered her with a blanket. 
 
    “We’re going to need help,” Ikai said when he saw the state she was in. 
 
    “I’ll deal with it,” Albana said, and left. 
 
    The Erudite began to revive the remainder of the people in the last floor. Ikai and Kyra helped them out of the pods and tended to them. After a while Albana reappeared with a hundred elderly men and women carrying blankets, water and food. 
 
    “I spread the word around. We’ll soon have a thousand people to help us.”  
 
    “That’s great!” Ikai said. His admiration for Albana grew day by day. Whatever she set her mind to, she managed to accomplish one way or another, however difficult or hard the task. 
 
    “I’m going back to the surface, to organize everybody,” she said, and disappeared again. 
 
     The brunette remained on the surface assembling a human chain of help and organizing provisions and supplies. Before she realized, there were more than two thousand volunteers ready to do whatever was needed to help. Ikai took charge of organizing things inside, keeping a close eye on the recovery of the unfortunate prisoners they were liberating from the pods, and making sure someone was assigned to help each one of them. Kyra meanwhile watched over the Erudite as if she were his shadow. It took them four days and nights to free and evacuate all the people. 
 
    At nightfall on the fifth day Kyra, Albana and Ikai were having something to eat around an improvised camp fire in the middle of the gardens, above the Dungeons of Oblivion, They were utterly exhausted, and had simply dropped down there. None of them spoke. They were eating the food that had been provided for them and drinking fresh water from a jug which a kind old lady had brought them. 
 
    Ikai turned to several old people who were hovering nearby, trying to serve them. 
 
    “Don’t worry about us. Make sure everybody’s looked after and find them somewhere to stay in the city. Let them rest and recover before they set out for their own villages.” 
 
    The old people protested, since they wanted to thank the three for all they had done for them, but Ikai insisted. In the end he succeeded in convincing them, and they left. 
 
    “You’re a good man,” Kyra told him. 
 
    Albana smiled. “The best in the world.”  
 
    Ikai blushed. “It’s the most sensible thing. We can manage.” 
 
    Albana crawled across to him and kissed him on the cheek. “I wouldn’t change you for anything.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t change you either.” 
 
    They kissed as if they had just realized how much they loved each other. 
 
    Kyra tilted her head. “Hey, you’re not alone,” she joked. “Behave yourselves.”  
 
    Albana and Ikai laughed. The three shared a moment of affection and camaraderie, sitting by the fire with the moon shining in the sky and a gentle breeze caressing their hair and faces. They enjoyed letting their tired bodies relax, forgetting how sore they were, as if this were a night to enjoy and forget all their woes. 
 
    Ikai fell asleep with a piece of bread in one hand and a slice of cheese in the other. Albana covered him with a blanket, kissed his forehead and went to sit beside Kyra. 
 
    “What news of Adamis?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing… and I’m worried. Have you heard from him?” 
 
    “No. Nothing. But if he hasn’t got in touch, he’s not in danger. That’s what we all agreed.”  
 
    “Yes, but he won’t get in touch even if he is in danger. I know him well. He won’t want to endanger us. He’d rather sacrifice himself, the idiot. And knowing that is eating me away inside.” 
 
    “That does him credit. It’s very noble of him.” 
 
    “He’s an idiot.” 
 
    Albana smiled at Kyra and hugged her. “Don’t worry. I’m sure he’s all right.” 
 
    “He’d better be, or else he’ll have me to contend with,” Kyra said sulkily, and threw her piece of bread into the fire. 
 
    The two friends fell asleep leaning against each other. They were all so tired that they slept well into the morning. Neither the sun, nor the singing of birds, nor the last elderly people leaving the walled precinct woke them. At last Ikai managed to open his eyes and went to see if there was anybody left inside to evacuate. He found no one. Everybody had gone to safety. He felt an immense relief. 
 
    Albana went to check the warehouses beside the dungeon entrance to see if she could find more food and blankets to take to the people they had freed. Kyra woke up and went to check whether their prisoner was still in the same place. They had locked him up in the last sub-level under threat of cutting him to pieces if he tried to reach the surface. Imprisoning a God was a complicated business, but if you scared him enough it was not impossible. She found him by the monolith; he had not moved at all. 
 
    Ikai was gazing up at the blue sky, wondering what their next move should be now that they had freed all the Boundaries, when Albana came out of a huge building she had been inspecting. 
 
    “You’d better come and see this,” she said, her face grave. 
 
    Kyra and Ikai hurried to follow her. In the half-light they found hundreds of crates perfectly stored, ready to be transported. 
 
    “It’s a huge warehouse…” Ikai said. 
 
    “They’ll have food stored,” said Kyra. “That’ll come in very handy.”  
 
    Albana shook her head. She pointed to a crate she had opened. The other two looked inside. 
 
    “By Oxatsi!” cried Kyra. 
 
    “It’s filled with charged discs!” said Ikai. He picked up one and examined it. 
 
    Albana opened several more crates. “They’re all full,” she said hoarsely. 
 
    Ikai was looking towards the far end of the huge warehouse filled with crates. “I can’t believe it!” 
 
    “If all those crates are full,” Kyra said, holding her head in her hands, “that means thousands of discs.”  
 
    “Imagine what Asu could do with all this,” Albana said. 
 
    “That must be his plan.” Ikai half-closed his eyes. “With all these discs he could launch a war against everybody: men and Golden.” 
 
    “If he wins,” said Kyra, “he’ll put all of us in pods to squeeze our lives out of us and get hold of more discs. We’d never see the light of day again.”  
 
    “There can’t be any doubt about it,” Albana agreed. “This technology changes things completely.” 
 
    “Do you think he’d dare start a war?” Ikai asked, without much hope of getting a negative answer. 
 
    Albana nodded. “With those discs there’d be no stopping him. His soldiers would be able to fight all day and replenish the energy they’d consumed without any fear of shortening their lifespan. A Golden’s greatest fear is of growing old. That’s what holds them back when it comes to using their Power. With the discs, their soldiers would go out to fight with nothing to fear, using all their Power. The other Golden won’t do it. They won’t be able to balance the explosion of Power they’ll be hit with, and for that reason they’ll lose.” 
 
    “But they’ll fight with all their might when they see that’s what the others are doing,” said Kyra. 
 
    “But by the time they do, it’ll be too late. Asu and his troops will hit them by surprise and with all their Power. Full blast. And they’ll be able to do that for as long as they want. All they have to do is use the Discs, so as not to lose life.” 
 
    Ikai was deeply concerned. “Yes, I can see that …” 
 
    “And the worst thing is… these discs will make Asu immortal. He’ll live forever.” 
 
    Kyra raised her fist. “Nonsense. His days are numbered. I’ll cut his head off.”  
 
    “Count on me!” Albana said, and winked. 
 
    Ikai was looking thoughtful. “I need the Erudite, I want to ask him something.” 
 
    “I’ll bring him,” Kyra said, and came back with the Erudite. His golden face had turned very pale, and there was fear in his eyes. He walked with bent head, dragging his feet. He no longer looked like a God. 
 
    Ikai gestured at the open crate. “Why didn’t you tell us about this before?” 
 
    You did not ask… he replied, eying Kyra. I told the truth about everything you asked me, he added in haste. 
 
    “Are there more discs than this?” Ikai asked. 
 
    No, these are all there are. 
 
    “How many have you already sent to Asu?” 
 
    A few crates, to be tested among his own faithful. 
 
    “You mean to say we’ve got all the discs here that have been harvested?” 
 
    Yes. These are all there are. 
 
    “Why are they here, and why haven’t they already been sent?” 
 
    They were going to be sent when the moment was right. Prince Asu will send someone he trusts to pick them up. There are many spies inside and outside the House, and the Prince does not want to risk his secret being discovered. 
 
    “Until he’s ready to attack, you mean?” Albana put in. 
 
    That is so.  
 
    Kyra picked up one of the discs. “That means we have his secret weapon! He’s in our hands. Without all this, he won’t be able to start a war.” 
 
    “True,” Albana said, and narrowed her eyes. “We have his treasure. It’s ours.” 
 
    Ikai was looking at the crates. “The discs… can they be used on men? Do they have any effect on us?” 
 
    The Erudite shook his head. We have experimented with it, but it does not have any effect on you. Your organisms are not capable of absorbing the essence of life. 
 
    “In that case they’re no use to us,” Albana said. “We ought to destroy them so that Asu can’t get his hands on them.” 
 
    “I think so too,” Kyra said. 
 
    Ikai nodded. “It’s the sensible thing.” 
 
    “Let the Erudite do the honors,” Kyra said. She turned a look of pure fury on him. 
 
    Me? No, my prince would go mad with rage… all the work done… the incalculable value… I cannot…  
 
    Albana threatened him with her black daggers. “Set fire to the warehouse.” 
 
    The Erudite muttered again: No… not that… 
 
    Kyra took a step toward him, looking as though she were about to cut his head off. Frightened, the Erudite set fire to the first line of crates. 
 
    “That’s better,” she said, and dragged him out of the warehouse. Albana and Ikai followed them. The flames took hold inside the building and climbed up the front as far as the roof. They watched the fire devour the warehouse: the Erudite on his knees, defeated, the three Senoca looking on proudly, filled with joy. 
 
    “What wouldn’t I give to see Asu’s face when he finds out,” Kyra said. 
 
    “He’ll have a fit of rage,” said Albana. “I hope he bursts into flames.” 
 
    Ikai sighed as he stared at the black smoke filling the sky. “We’ve managed to put an end to his plans.”  
 
    The three watched half the warehouse collapsing under the flames with a loud crackling. There was no mistaking the joy on their faces. The flames began to consume the other half of the building. 
 
    A powerful mental message reached them. 
 
    What is going on here? 
 
    The Erudite looked up towards the entrance in the wall. 
 
    Lord Champion!  
 
    At the entrance stood a formidable Warrior-God whom Ikai recognized at once. It was Asu’s champion. Behind him were a dozen Warrior-Gods and twenty or so Custodians. 
 
    “Treachery!” shouted the Erudite aloud. 
 
    Albana hit him on the head with the hilts of her daggers, and he fell unconscious. “Run!” shouted Ikai,  
 
    They sped towards the back wall, crossing the gardens like gazelles pursued by tigers. Several fiery javelins narrowly missed them. Kyra used her Power and covered them with a heavy fog. Albana used her own and raised a dark barrier behind them. When they reached the wall Kyra and Ikai, holding hands, levitated over it. Albana used her Power and crawled up it like a spider. 
 
    The last thing they saw as they fled was all the Soldiers and Custodians fighting the fire in an attempt to save what was left of the warehouse and its contents. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Eyes blazing, Asu stared at the crates of discs which contained the slaves’ life-essence. The walls in the chamber of knowledge of the House of Fire, in the Second Ring, seemed to sweat in the face of the Prince’s fury. 
 
    “This is all you managed to save?” he asked Iradu. The champion was still recovering from his wounds, and moved with a grimace of pain. 
 
    “Yes, my Lord. When we arrived to pick up the discs the warehouse was burning. It is all we managed to rescue.” 
 
    “It is not even a third of what Beru had collected!” 
 
    The enormous warrior bent his head, so that his long braid fell to one side. “I am deeply sorry.” 
 
    “By the flames of my ancestors, I will kill those interfering slaves! Tell me what happened again.” 
 
    Iradu told him what he had found once they had managed to put out the fire and save some of the crates. 
 
    “I cannot believe that those cockroaches managed to kill my cousin Beru and free all the slaves from the pods.” 
 
    “They were three, my Lord. I was able to recognize them. The slave that Adamis helped and her brother. The third one, if I am not mistaken, is one of the Shadows trained by Oskas.” 
 
    “Albana… I remember her. And the other two are that insolent Kyra and her brother. Yes, I know who they are, and they will pay with fire and suffering. They will pay!” 
 
    Moltus stopped operating the red monolith of knowledge and went over to the crates. He picked up one of the discs. 
 
    “What are you doing, you old fool?” 
 
    “I must check the purity of the harvest, your Highness. If your Highness will allow me.” He bowed clumsily. 
 
    With an impatient wave, Asu allowed him to continue. 
 
    “Bring me the Claw,” Moltus said to one of his assistants, who brought him the golden bracelet with the claw-shaped clasp and put it on his right wrist. He chuckled with anticipation, then placed the disc on the circle engraved on the back of the bracelet. Once it was in place there was a click, and the claw clamped onto his wrist. The five pins in the nails buried themselves in the old Erudite’s flesh. The upper part of the disc began to spin, glinting as it did so. Black veins began to appear on his arm and slowly spread throughout his body. 
 
    “Well?” Asu demanded impatiently. 
 
    Moltus inhaled deeply. On his face there appeared a smile of satisfaction. Then he looked from side to side, as though he were listening to something. 
 
    “The voices are telling me it is an excellent harvest. Life is returning to my body.” 
 
    “You and your damn voices!” 
 
    Moltus bent over in fear. “They tell me they will bring long life to our people.” 
 
    “Not our people, me and my own people!” 
 
    “Of course, your Highness.” 
 
    “How much essence of life do we have in those crates?” 
 
    Moltus nodded several times. “Enough to carry out your plans, my Lord.”  
 
    “Are you sure, you old fool?” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord, the voices say there are enough discs.” 
 
    “There had better be, or else I will put an apple in your mouth and roast you alive like a pig.” 
 
    Moltus slumped his shoulders over his staff, his head bent. 
 
    “I could send troops to the Boundary to capture the escaped slaves,” Iradu suggested. 
 
    “No, it would take too long. We will soon have all the slaves we want. Not only from our own Boundary, but from all the rest.” 
 
    “The campaign against the slaves?” Iradu asked. 
 
    Asu nodded. “The Army of the Five High Kings has set out already for the great continent. Soon the slaves will be ours.” He gave a twisted smile. “Well, all those who survive. I will put all of them in pods and squeeze them until there is not a drop of life left in them. We will obtain a constant production of essence of life which will feed us so that we do not age. We will live forever!” 
 
    Moltus coughed. “Do not forget, my master, that they must reproduce, to generate more able bodies from which life can continue to be extracted.” 
 
    Asu frowned. “We will breed them like cattle and squeeze the life out of them. Start preparing all the details for breeding and mass production.” 
 
    Moltus chuckled triumphantly. “Of course, my Lord. Thus the circle will close and we will obtain an infinite flow of life.”  
 
    “We will be immortal! Immortal!” Asu shouted, so forcefully that the walls of the chamber could barely contain his thirst for power and eternal life. He turned to his Champion. “Iradu, is everything ready?”  
 
    “Yes, my Prince, as you ordered.” 
 
    Lord Erre came into the chamber and bowed. “Your Highness.”  
 
    “Cousin,” Asu replied with only the trace of a bow in return. 
 
    “The meetings have been agreed.” 
 
    “When?”  
 
    “The first one will be tonight, the second tomorrow evening.” 
 
    “Very well. It is time to seal alliances,” Asu said, and his eyes distilled fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Adamis was waiting anxiously for Sormacus to come back. He needed information, and he needed it urgently. He began to pace around the cellar of the temple where they were hiding in the Fifth Ring, and a sharp pain attacked his stomach. For once he bore the punishment gladly. For a moment it made him forget a much deeper pain that had been torturing him for days: that of Notaplo’s death. Every time he thought of his friend and mentor’s end, something inside him burnt, demanding revenge from the skies. But when the feeling of rage passed it was replaced by one of intense pain and unfathomable sorrow. 
 
    He gazed up at the somber ceiling and took a deep breath. I am so sorry, my old friend. Thank you for everything you taught me, for everything you did for us. I will soon join you and we will be able to go on philosophizing about life, Men, Golden, nature and the search for eternal life. 
 
    Sormacus came down the stairs in a hurry. Judging from the expression on his face, the news he brought was not good. 
 
    “What did you find out?” Adamis asked him bluntly. 
 
    “The situation is becoming critical,” he replied, with concern in his voice. “The Houses have called their Soldiers to assemble, as well as the Healers. The Rings have been closed. Nobody may come in or go out, the boundaries of each House are closed. Martial law has been proclaimed. First it was the House of Fire, followed by the House of Earth. The Houses of Ether and Water had no choice but to do the same.” 
 
    “And the House of Air?” 
 
    “It remains neutral, but has also put its army on alert and is allowing nobody to cross its Ring.” 
 
    “As serious as that?”  
 
    “Yes. War seems imminent.” 
 
    “What has brought on this situation?” 
 
    “The freeing of the Boundaries. It is rumored that all of them have fallen, one by one, and that only the House of Fire have kept theirs. This makes it the most powerful. The balance of forces has been broken and the old grudges are coming back to the surface. The nobles of every House are looking to gain position as they see the chance to make the opposite house bend the knee. Especially the House of Fire, with the support of the House of Earth.” 
 
    Adamis shook his head and put his hands behind his back. “And my Father?” 
 
    “He is in a difficult position. He has been accused of dealing with the Banished House, the House of Hila.” 
 
    “My father would never deal with those worshippers of death.” 
 
    “Your Father has formally accused the House of Air of the murder of their First Erudite… which has made the situation even worse.” 
 
    “I do not believe it was the House of Air. I have no doubt it was Asu, although I cannot prove it.” 
 
    “Unfortunately the knife found in Notaplo’s body belongs to the House of Air. It has the Royal seal.” 
 
    “A trick to make my Father accuse the wrong person and force the House of Air to lose its neutrality.” 
 
    “Allying itself with the Houses of Fire and Earth…” Sormacus reasoned. 
 
    “It would seem so. It is well played. A very skillful move.” 
 
    “Let us hope that your Father will not act. A false step in this situation would bring on a catastrophic war.” 
 
    “My Father will not act without having meditated his moves beforehand. I do not think he will fall into that trap.” 
 
    “Let us hope not, for the good of all. Unfortunately it will be hard for me to gather more information now that the Rings have been closed and martial law declared.” 
 
    “What about your contacts in the other Rings?” 
 
    “In hiding. The Soldiers are searching the Rings house by house, for spies. They are imprisoning anybody in the least suspicious, or who might have contacts with the other Houses. Accesses to the Palace have been sealed, and nobody is being permitted to pass without the express consent of the Royal Family. There are checks at many points in each Ring. I am afraid we cannot count on their help.” 
 
    “Do not worry, we will manage to get out of this mire,” Adamis said, though without much confidence. Suddenly he felt a tingle at his waist. He put his hand in the pocket of his robe and found Ariadne’s charmed pearl. He took it out and gazed at it on his palm. The pearl vibrated. He closed his hand over it and concentrated. 
 
    “Adamis,” came Ariadne’s mental message in a whisper. 
 
    “I am listening, Ariadne. Where are you? Are you all right?”  
 
    “I am fine… at least for now. I am at the Royal Palace of the House of Fire.” 
 
    Adamis used his Power to project Ariadne’s messages so that Sormacus could hear them too. 
 
    “How did you get there?” Sormacus said in alarm. “You have to get out, you’re in great danger. The Houses have declared war.”  
 
    “I know. But I can’t get out. They’ve sealed the Palace. I’m trapped.” 
 
    “Have they found you?” Adamis asked. 
 
    “No. I’m safe for the moment. I’m a guest of Lord Erre, Prince Asu’s cousin. He is rather attracted to me… He’s been flirting, trying to woo me. He invited me to the Palace, and he wouldn’t take no for an answer. I couldn’t reject him. But now I can’t get out. Nobody can.” 
 
    “We will have to get you out of there,” Adamis said. 
 
    “No, this might play in our favor. Here I can get valuable information at a key moment.” 
 
    “But it is too dangerous,” Adamis said, greatly concerned. “You are in the lion’s den. If they discover you they will kill you.”  
 
    “That is a risk we always run.” 
 
    “Have you gathered any useful information?” Sormacus asked her. 
 
    “Yes. Something strange is going on. Lord Erre had a meeting with Asu and other nobles of the Royal House around mid-morning. When he came back I couldn’t get him to tell me what is going on, but he was very serious, extremely serious. He has called his Guard and ordered them to arm.” 
 
    “They are getting ready for battle,” Adamis said. 
 
    “And there’s something else. When I asked him whether we would have dinner together this evening, he told me that much to his chagrin he would not be able to, that he had something very important to see to. But he said he would definitely come to see me in the morning.” 
 
    Adamis’ attention was caught by this. “See to something? Tonight?”  
 
    “Yes. I don’t know where, but I could try and find out.” 
 
    “It is too dangerous,” Sormacus said. “He will be suspicious if you show too much interest,”  
 
    “Do not endanger yourself any more, Ariadne,” Adamis told her. “Try to survive and take no risks.”  
 
    “Somebody’s coming,” Ariadne said, and the communication was abruptly broken. 
 
    Adamis and Sormacus exchanged looks of alarm. Adamis thought of using the pearl, but it would put her in danger and he rejected the idea. He put it away. 
 
    “She will be fine,” he told Sormacus. But they both knew that Ariadne’s chances of coming out of there alive were very limited. 
 
    Night fell, and Adamis said goodbye to Sormacus. 
 
    “Are you sure?” the Son of Arutan said. 
 
    “Yes. Asu is going to attempt something tonight, and we need to know what it is.” 
 
    Sormacus bent his head. “Very well.” 
 
    “Warn the Elders of Arutan of what is happening.” 
 
    “Very well, I will warn our leaders.” 
 
    “And good luck.” 
 
    “The same to you.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Idana placed her hand on the great translucent monolith. The first time she had done so she had been afraid, but now it comforted her. The golden artifact kept the Senoca hidden from the Gods. It gave her a sense of protection. She gave thanks to Oxatsi for Notaplo’s and Aruma’s help with building the object there, in the heart of the New Shelter.  
 
    The apothecary was at the top of the cliff watching the fishing boats bringing in the day’s catch. It was an image which always filled her with joy, almost as much as healing some sick person with one of her potions. Not only for what it represented symbolically ̶ the people of the Sea were once again sailing the waters of Mother Oxatsi ̶  but because it meant food, prosperity. 
 
    She followed the boats with her gaze until they entered the white cove where the harbor began. The New Shelter, as the Senoca had named their new home, was growing day by day, and Idana marveled at how swiftly it was doing so. Thousands of little fishermen’s cottages rose along the coast, seeming to multiply from one week to the next. Inland, too, farms and fields devoted to cultivation and cattle-rearing spread toward the forests behind them. 
 
    Her eyes turned to the breakwater, which only a year ago had been insecure and relatively small. Now, on the other hand, it was large and robust and defied Mother Sea’s fury. More than a hundred people were working on it, getting ready for the arrival of the fishing boats. She turned toward the cottages behind her: every day they were a little bigger, a little better cared-for. The Senoca worked day and night to improve things, to make a worthy home in which to live in freedom and harmony. And little by little, with much effort and tenacity, they were succeeding. She sighed. How she loved that place and her people. 
 
    “They’re coming back,” commented Oltas, chief of the warriors and her personal bodyguard. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be doing something more important than following me everywhere?” she asked, although she knew well the answer she would get. 
 
    “You’re our Leader now, and we must protect you.” 
 
    She sighed again. Behind Oltas, the half dozen warriors who accompanied her everywhere were waiting at the ready. 
 
    “Leader only because the others aren’t here.” 
 
    “Leader because you’re one of the Heroes, and because the others made it clear before they left.” 
 
    “You’re not letting me out of your sights, are you?” 
 
    There was a broad smile on Oltas’ face, framed by his thick black beard. “Not now, not ever. You’re too valuable for all of us.”  
 
    Suddenly shouts made everyone look in the direction of the forest. A young man was running down the hill. He waved his arms and shouted something Idana could not understand. He reached them panting breathlessly, his forehead drenched in sweat, fear on his face. He tried to speak. 
 
    “Apothecary… help…” he managed to articulate. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Come with me quickly!” 
 
    “But what’s happened? Is it an accident?” 
 
    He pulled at Idana’s arm, his face twisted with worry. “My family. We have to help them.”  
 
    “All right,” she said, “take me to them.” She feared an accident. The Senoca were expanding into the neighboring territories; in their urge to build and develop they did not always take account of the risks, and accidents were liable to occur. 
 
    “Where are they?” Oltas asked. 
 
    “Behind the woods to the west, by the river.” 
 
    “Right. I know the place. Come on.”  
 
    The group followed the young man, who immediately started to run towards the forest. They crossed the woods and raced down to an area of open land by the river, and what they found left Idana speechless. 
 
    “By Oxatsi!” cried Oltas, and the warriors readied their weapons. 
 
    “What… what’s happened to them?” Idana stammered. 
 
    Tears were running down the young man’s cheeks. “I don’t know. I found them like that.”  
 
    Standing before them were his father, mother and two sisters. They were unmoving, frozen alive, like statues of ice. 
 
    “They… they’re… frozen…” muttered Oltas in amazement. 
 
    Idana went closer to them and examined them. It was true, they were frozen where they stood. Judging by the position of their bodies and the expressions on their faces, they had not even realized the fact. 
 
    “You will save them, won’t you?” the young man begged. 
 
    Idana smiled at him. “I’ll do all I can. We’ll need some wood, for a fire.” 
 
    “Sure!” the young man cried, and ran off to fetch some. 
 
     “Fire?” repeated Oltas. “Do you really believe…?”  
 
    “No. There’s nothing we can do for them. Now listen to me carefully. It’s very important. I want you to run to the New Shelter and raise the alarm. Do it quietly and make them all follow the proper procedure.” 
 
    “The alarm? In the whole New Shelter?” 
 
    “Yes. It wasn’t a Man who did this. This is the work of a God.” 
 
    Oltas stared at her, wide-eyed. He looked back at the family who had been frozen alive, and finally understood. “I’ll do as you say.” 
 
    “One more thing. Send trackers. There’s a God inside our Boundary.” 
 
    He stared at her with sunken eyes and deep unease in his voice. “They’ve found us?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    “Are they coming?” 
 
    “They will, very soon.” 
 
    “Right, I’ll go at once.  And you? What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Ask for help.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A long way away from the New Shelter, in the west of the continent, Kyra emerged from the portal and fell to the ground, writhing in pain. She waited for the unpleasant feeling to pass, then got to her feet. Ikai and Albana were watching her. They had crossed a moment before and had already recovered. 
 
    “What now?” Albana asked. 
 
    Kyra pointed upwards. “Now we go up to the upper chamber of the temple, and from there out to the surface. Well, to a lake above the temple. So get ready for a dip.”  
 
    “Let’s get a move on,” said Ikai. “If this is the only Temple close to a Portal, maybe the Golden will have used it to get here as well.” 
 
    “And they might use it again.” added Albana. 
 
    “Do you think they’re following us?” 
 
    “We left them busy with the fire, but as soon as they’ve got it under control they’ll come for us.” 
 
    “Then let’s get out of here.” 
 
    The three set off at a run and soon reached the surface. Just as Kyra had warned them, they emerged in the middle of the lake. They swam to the shore and without wasting a moment looking back, disappeared into a forest. Night overtook them a long way from the temple, and they stopped in a clearing by a group of massive boulders with a brook running between them. They drank and dropped wearily to the ground, at the end of their strength. Ikai and Albana gazed at each other, hand in hand, but were unable to say a single word. Kyra gazed up at the moon between the clouds, and her eyes closed. The events of the last few days, and their escape, had exhausted them. They slept until dawn, when the singing and fluttering of birds woke them up. 
 
    Kyra felt she needed another week’s sleep. 
 
    Ikai mimed distaste at his own smell. “I’m going to take a bath. I need it,”  
 
    She smiled. They all stank. “And Albana?”  
 
    “She’s gone to check nobody’s following us. She’ll be back shortly.” 
 
    Kyra nodded and got up slowly. Her brother wandered off looking for deeper water and when he found it, he dove in. 
 
    She scanned their surroundings. It was an attractive green landscape, full of life. It smelt of resin and leaf-mould. Suddenly the bracelet on her right hand started to vibrate. She narrowed her eyes and looked at it in surprise. The communication bracelet… that’s strange. It must be bad news. We’re not supposed to use them to communicate, unless it’s something really serious… She took out her disc and got ready to receive the message. The disc of Power gave off a flash. Someone was trying to communicate. Something’s going wrong. Who can it be? Idana? Her stomach began to turn, and she cursed at being unable to control her nerves. The bracelet vibrated and the disc flashed again almost simultaneously. A silhouette began to take shape amid a gray mist. It was not a mental message, it was a manifestation. Now she was really nervous. The figure finished taking shape before her eyes. Kyra recognized it and cried out: “Adamis!” 
 
    “Greetings, my princess,” the Golden Prince said. His eyes were shining with the intensity of the love he felt. 
 
    “Adamis, how wonderful to see you!” 
 
    “I am even happier to see you are well. What happened to your hair?” 
 
    She put her hand to her head, the area that had been burnt. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you another time. I can’t believe you’re right here in front of me. You have no idea how much I’ve missed you! I so wanted to see you!” 
 
    “And so have I, my love.” 
 
    Suddenly Kyra realized something, and fear took hold of her heart. “Wait. Are you all right? What’s happening? Why are you making contact?”  
 
    Adamis made a calming gesture. “Do not worry, I am fine, there is nothing wrong with me.”  
 
    “Are you sure? You’re not lying to me? We agreed to make contact only if things were really dangerous…” 
 
    “I am not lying to you, I am fine. The situation is dangerous, but not for me. It is for you, for Men. That is the reason I am contacting you. To warn you.” 
 
    Kyra stared at his eyes, trying to read her beloved’s soul. Something was not right. 
 
    “Where are you? You’re not safe, getting better with Aruma, are you?” 
 
    Once again he repeated his soothing gesture. 
 
    “I will tell you everything. I do not have much time, they might intercept the message, so I will come straight to the point. You must promise me that you will not lose your temper. We have very little time. You must restrain yourself. Promise me.” 
 
    She nodded. “All right, then. Go ahead.” 
 
    He told her, briefly and precisely, what he had been through and the information he had discovered since they had parted. When he finished he noticed that she was making a superhuman effort to control her anger. 
 
    “You’re in the Eternal City! In the lion’s den!” 
 
    “Kyra…” 
 
    She sighed deeply, then stamped her foot and at last managed to calm down. 
 
    “When we’re together, you’re going to have to listen to me.” 
 
    Adamis smiled and bent his head. 
 
    “You must warn everybody. The Golden are sending an army of gods to finish off all Men. There will be Gods from all Five Houses. It is a maneuver by the High Kings to gain time while they complete their plan.” 
 
    Kyra nodded. “I’ll warn everybody. Don’t worry.” 
 
    He smiled at her and blew her a kiss. 
 
    “I love you, my conceited Prince.” 
 
    “And I love you, my rebellious shrew.” 
 
    She reached out her hand to touch him, and he did the same with his own until they almost touched. 
 
    “I’d give anything to be with you,” she said. 
 
    “And so would I, my love.” 
 
    “And now you’re going to tell me that we can’t, that there are more important things than our own happiness at stake, that we must make sacrifices and fight for the good of our own people.” 
 
    “I did not say that, you did…” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose and made a face. “Hell!” she muttered. 
 
    Adamis smiled sweetly at her in return. His beautiful face shone with the Golden luster. 
 
    “Don’t smile at me like that, or I’ll lose my head.” 
 
    “I smile at you with the happiness and love I feel for you. I cannot help myself. When I am with you I am happy.” 
 
    “And me with you. You fill my heart. I want to hold you, touch you… kiss you…” She reached out further and the image blinked. Her hand passed through his. She heaved a deep sigh, filled with melancholy and frustration, and let her arms fall. 
 
    “So do I. There is nothing I wish more than to hold you in my arms. But this is not the moment.” 
 
    Stubbornly, she shook her head. 
 
    “You know I am right. We owe ourselves to the cause we fight for. We cannot allow ourselves to be carried away by selfishness, no matter how much we love each other, no matter how much we may long to be together.” 
 
    “I preferred you when you were an unbearable Golden Prince. Now you’re worse than my brother.” 
 
    Adamis laughed. I shall take that as a compliment.” 
 
    “I know you’re right, but I wish it weren’t so.” 
 
    “We must be strong, the end is near. We must save our people from the terrible end that is coming.” 
 
    Kyra stood tall and looked straight at his eyes. “I won’t fail you.” 
 
    His gaze lingered on her an instant. “I know, little shrew. Now I must go.” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “Soon we will be together.” 
 
    “Promise me you’ll survive. Promise me we’ll be together.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “I promise.” 
 
    His image blurred, then disappeared completely, leaving her engulfed in sadness. A flock of blue-feathered birds flew over her head, and she stared up at them. 
 
    “For freedom!” she cried. 
 
    A moment later Ikai came back. His hair was wet and he looked refreshed. 
 
    “Who were you talking to?”  
 
    “To Adamis. He contacted me. We’re in serious trouble.” 
 
    Ikai’s face turned somber. He readied himself for the bad news. 
 
    “Well, that makes a change,” came Albana’s sarcastic comment. They turned toward the trees and saw her appear. “The day we get good news, we’ll die of shock.” She smiled ironically. 
 
    “Are we being followed?” Ikai asked. 
 
    Albana shook her head. “What did Adamis say to you?” she asked. 
 
    Kyra told them. When she had finished, Albana snorted. Ikai was silent in thought, weighing up the implications of his sister’s news. 
 
    Suddenly the bracelets on their right hands began to vibrate. Kyra turned to Ikai, who looked back in surprise. 
 
    “Another communication,” she said. 
 
    He shook his head. He knew it would be more bad news. Brother and sister took out their discs. The bracelets vibrated and the discs flashed. A human form appeared between them. Kyra and Ikai waited anxiously for it to become recognizable. Finally the image vibrated and Idana appeared before them. 
 
    “Idana!” Kyra cried. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Their friend nodded. 
 
    “And the New Shelter?” Ikai asked worriedly. 
 
    “It’s fine for the moment. But I fear it won’t be for long.” 
 
    “If you’ve got in touch,” Albana said, “it must be something serious. What is it?”  
 
    “They’re coming,” Idana replied, and the three understood at once. 
 
    She told them what she had seen. The New Shelter was in a state of Alert. All the Senoca had armed themselves and gone into hiding, as they had agreed they would should this situation ever come up. 
 
    “Adamis has confirmed that the Golden are sending an army,” Kyra told her. 
 
    “Oh no! That’s dreadful! I was hoping it was a false alarm. That there might be some other explanation…” 
 
    “No,” Ikai said. “They’ve found us, and they’re going to attack soon.”  
 
    “We need to get ready,” said Albana. 
 
    “We’re going to need help,” Idana said sadly. “All the help we can get…”  
 
    “Very true,” said Ikai. “It’s time to call on our friends, to unite all Men and fight for our survival.” 
 
    “We’ll go and get them,” said Kyra. 
 
    Albana was looking at the natural world around them. “And not only Men. We need to warn Aruma and the Children of Arutan.” 
 
    “We can’t afford to lose a single moment,” said Ikai. “We’ll set off right now. We’ll meet at the New Shelter.” 
 
    “Hurry,” Idana begged them, her eyes deep-sunk with worry. 
 
    Ikai was turning over the possibilities in his mind. “We’ll take everyone through the Portals.” 
 
    “It’ll be complicated,” said Albana. “There are a lot of us, and the temples are narrow.” 
 
    “We won’t make it in time any other way. It would take us forever to reach the New Shelter on foot. The People of the Highlands and the West are too far away. It would take them months.” 
 
    “You’re right, brother. It might be difficult to organize, but it’s the only way.” 
 
    “Cross first with just a few, to show them the way,” Ikai suggested. “Then go back to the Portal to make sure they all cross over. That’s the most complicated part. Once they know the way, the first ones will guide the rest.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Albana said.  “We’ll do it like that, then,”  
 
    “By Oxatsi,” Idana put in, “don’t waste time. I have a bad feeling about this.”  
 
    Ikai looked her straight in the eye. “Idana, I know it’s a lot to ask…” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ll hold out till you get here. I won’t let them destroy the New Shelter, and the Senoca with it.” 
 
    “Thank you… I know you hate conflict and bloodshed. ” 
 
    “I’m the Leader of the Senoca in your absence. I’ll do my duty. Don’t you worry.” 
 
    Kyra smiled at her. “You get stronger by the day. Soon you’ll come to like being leader.” 
 
    Idana shook her head. “Not in the least. I hate it, all the harsh decisions make me feel sick, but we’ve been through a lot, and it teaches you to learn some courage and keep going. If I’m forced to make difficult choices, then make them I will.” 
 
    “Good for you!” Albana said. 
 
    “If the Gods arrive,” Ikai said, “keep them busy, don’t let them reach the New Shelter until we get there or else we won’t stand a chance.”  
 
    “Understood. I’ll do that. I won’t fail.” 
 
    “Good luck!” they wished her. 
 
    She smiled at them with her natural gentleness. The image began to fade, then disappeared. 
 
    A moment later Kyra was saying goodbye to her brother and Albana. 
 
    “Be very careful,” Ikai told her. 
 
    “And you too, brother,” she replied with a smile, and set off at a run. 
 
    Ikai gave a sigh of deep concern. 
 
    “Nothing’ll happen to her,” Albana reassured him. “She’s like a whirlwind. Nobody’ll be able to stop her.” 
 
    He nodded, but every time he saw his sister leave he felt it might be the last. 
 
    Albana smiled sadly. “Time to say goodbye,” she said. 
 
    He looked into her black eyes. Taking her by the waist and drawing her towards him, he kissed her whole-heartedly. 
 
    “I see you’re going to miss me,” she said, her eyes shining with joy and passion. 
 
    “Look after yourself. Come back to me safe and sound.” 
 
    She smiled at him with real amusement. “I’m always very careful,” 
 
    “I know perfectly well you’re nothing of the sort. That’s why I’m asking you. Don’t take any risks, and come back to me.” 
 
    She smiled and gave him a kiss brimming with love and passion. Without another word she winked at him and ran off towards the woods. 
 
    Ikai let out his breath in a long sigh. “The beginning of the end,” he murmured, and set off in his turn. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Adamis left the temple and took cover in the shadows. They had a small boat hidden not far away at a nearby pier, and he made his way towards it. He had to dodge several patrols: not Custodians, but Soldiers of the House of Water. Sormacus was right, the army was patrolling the streets. Adamis could not remember having seen anything like this in all his years as Prince of the House of Ether.  
 
    Suddenly Ariadne’s pearl vibrated again. He laid it on the palm of his hand and focused. A message came to his mind. 
 
    “The High Chamber.” 
 
    “What is going on, Ariadne?” 
 
    “I cannot explain, I am in danger.” 
 
    “Asu?” 
 
    “Go to the High Chamber, Adamis.” 
 
    A voice sounded behind Ariadne, and reached Adamis through the pearl. 
 
    “What are you doing? Who are you communicating with?” 
 
    “No one, Lord Erre. You are mistaken.” 
 
    “Yes, I am indeed mistaken. About you, you bitch!” 
 
    The sound of a blow reached Adamis. 
 
    “Ariadne! Are you all right?” he asked in alarm. 
 
    There was only silence. The communication was dead. 
 
    Adamis sighed. The risks the Children of Arutan ran were enormous. Thank you, Ariadne. I hope this information has not cost you your life. Unfortunately he had the feeling that it might have done just that. 
 
    It took him an eternity, and he had great difficulty in dodging the patrols and reaching the center of the Eternal City, where the giant monolith which fed Power to the city rose to the skies. Under its base: The High Chamber, the place where the Five High Kings met and ruled the destiny of the Golden. Enveloped in a blurred mist, he came out of the water and approached the building warily. He had been forced to leave the boat because of the impossibility of avoiding the patrol in the grand canal as he approached the central monolith. He had had to use a great deal of Power in order to travel through water surrounded by the misty blurriness. At another time this would have been a source of worry, but not anymore. His days were numbered; consuming Power and shortening his life in the process was now totally unimportant. 
 
    As he came closer he saw that the entrance to the High Chamber was deserted and the great doors closed. At the same time he saw shadows moving on the upper part of the Chamber, at the foot of the Great Monolith. Without thinking twice, he used his Power. He rose in the mist until he was level with the roof of the chamber and saw three figures crouching on the crystalline surface. They were doing something with what appeared to be two discs. He approached stealthily. Suddenly a cloud moved away from the moon and the silver beams fell upon the figures. He recognized them, and a chill ran down his spine. It was Lord Erre, as he had guessed. But he had not been counting on the fact that he would be with Asu and one of his spies, one of his Shadows, as Albana had been: probably the substitute for the deceased Oskas. 
 
    Adamis froze. He could not move, or he would be seen. He took out Aruma’s ring and put it on a moment before the Shadow turned in his direction, as if he knew he was there spying on them, as if he could feel him. The spy’s eyes swept across where he was standing, but found only a fading mist. The Chameleon Ring had protected him. But should Asu be the one to look, he would be lost. He would not fool the Prince of Fire; he was too powerful. Adamis flattened himself on the crystalline floor without taking his eyes off his enemies’ backs. 
 
    “Help me,” Asu said to Erre. 
 
    The Noble turned round and followed his lord’s order. 
 
    “Activate the inhibitor disc so that we can hear what they are saying.” 
 
    “I do not think it will work,” Lord Erre said. 
 
    “That crazy Erudite Moltus says it will work.” 
 
    “All the more reason,” Lord Erre replied. 
 
    “Activate it and we shall see. Sometimes that old lunatic’s attempts work.” 
 
    Erre did so. For a moment nothing happened. Then a voice reached Adamis. A voice he knew only too well: his Father’s. Instinctively he looked around in search of its source. And then he saw them. Below, inside the High Chamber, the Five High Kings formed a circle. They were not wearing formal attire, nor did they wear their crowns. They were in royal armor, and the elemental medallions shone at their necks. They were staring at each other in silence, and the atmosphere inside was charged with a tremendous tension. Adamis realized that this was no friendly meeting. 
 
    “This has gone too far,” he heard his father say angrily. 
 
    How he could hear his father when he knew with absolute certainty that the conversation was blocked and directed only to the five high kings, he had no idea, but it surely had something to do with the disc and Moltus. Moltus… the Erudite who betrayed me. I thought he had died. But he is with Asu. He had deserted to the enemy ranks. The vermin! Very worthy of him. The fact that Asu had Moltus’ mind to turn to was very bad news. The Erudite was a venomous snake and half-crazy, but he was brilliant, utterly brilliant. There was no knowing what technologies he might have developed for his enemy. Problems keep growing with every step I take. Adamis suffered a spasm and held back a cry of pain. The Shadow turned, as if he had noticed. 
 
    “Be still,” Asu snapped at his spy. “This is very important.”  
 
    The Shadow glanced around with eyes half-closed, frowning, before turning to look at what was happening below. 
 
    Adamis sighed. That was a narrow escape. He focused on watching what was happening below while the voices reached him through the disc. That clandestine meeting had him completely at a loss. What were the Five High Kings doing, meeting in secret behind closed doors? Were they trying to put an end to the increasing tension? Maybe the meeting will put an end to all that talk of war, he thought hopefully. But his Father’s voice dispelled his misunderstanding. 
 
    “Have you lost your mind?” Laino, Lord of Ether, cried in accusation to Kaitze, Lord of Air. “How dare you murder my Erudite?” As he threatened, behind the Lord of Ether’s back a mist formed, rising several feet above his body and taking on the shape of a horrifying spirit. Such was the Power of the High King that the spirit looked like a giant bodyguard emerged from the ghost world. It was a long time since Adamis had seen his father so angry. 
 
    “I did not order the murder of your Erudite,” the Lord of Air defended himself. “Someone is trying to make the blame fall on my House.” In response to the threat, behind him and above his head black clouds formed. They reached the ceiling, threatening a powerful storm, and a bolt of lightning zigzagged inside them. 
 
    The Lord of Ether turned to the other High Kings. “If not you, then who?” 
 
    “He was the most likely one,” Kaitze said, pointing an accusing finger at Gar, Lord of Fire, who sat up erect and raised his chin provocatively. 
 
    “To accuse someone, you had better have proof,” the Lord of Fire said, and behind him a huge flame began to form like a fiery column which rose to the ceiling, consuming all the air around it and giving off a black smoke. 
 
    “So who was it, then?” Laino asked. “I will not allow such an attack on my House to remain unpunished.”  
 
    None of them replied. They were all watching each other: haughty, powerful, defiant. Their eyes were filled with power and strength. None of them would admit to any weakness. 
 
    “Nobody admits it?” 
 
    “Maybe it was done without express consent,” said Lur, Lord of Earth. 
 
    “One of the Nobles? An Heir Prince, perhaps?” suggested Edan, Lord of Water. 
 
    This time the silence became tenser. None would admit to having less than full control of their House. 
 
    “From the way hostilities are escalating,” said the Lord of Ether, “it is clear that you cannot control your own heirs and the nobles of your houses.”  
 
    “And who are you to talk about heirs being out of control?” said Gar, clearly referring to Adamis. 
 
    Laino fixed his eyes on Gar’s, and Adamis thought everything would be over there and then. His Father was about to attack the Lord of Fire. Lur and Edan tensed as well. 
 
    Kaitze attempted to calm things down. “We are at the brink of war for exactly that reason,” he said.  
 
    “He needs to choose his words carefully! I am High King of Fire, and I am in control of my house!” 
 
    “Are you sure of that? asked the Lord of Water. “It is not what my spies tell me.” 
 
    “How dare you!” exclaimed Gar, and his flame tilted toward Edan as though it were a living creature ready to strike. Immediately an enormous waterfall, seeming to come from the sky, formed behind the Lord of Water. 
 
    “Stop, all of you!” said Kaitze. “This is going too far. The heirs of the Royal Houses and the Nobles are out of control. They will cause a war if we go on like this. They see their rival is weakening, and they want to seize their opportunity. And they will not wait for our approval for much longer. They see us hesitating in the face of events, and that cannot be allowed.” 
 
    There was a moment of enormous tension. Finally the Five appeared to regain their senses and grow calmer. 
 
    “As for your Erudite,” Kaitze went on, turning to Laino, “none of us ordered his death. It is not the satisfaction you were after, but it will have to suffice for now,” 
 
    Laino’s eyes lingered on the other four kings. He studied them, and in the end he nodded. 
 
    “I accept it, but only because all this endangers the Great Project.” 
 
    “Very true,” said Edan. 
 
    “The most important thing now for the five of us is to conclude the Great Project,” Laino said. “Do you agree? Or have you forgotten all the work we have done in order to bring this great work to success?” 
 
    The five exchanged distrustful looks, which ended in one of common agreement. They nodded. 
 
    “We have been working on this secret plan for a long time,” said Kaitze, “and we cannot let all our plans be ruined when we are so near completion. Let us sit down and make sure sanity prevails.”  
 
    The five took their places on their thrones. Adamis did not know what his father was referring to by the Great Project, and this ignorance, the fact that he had kept that secret even from his own son, hurt him deeply. He took a deep breath and went on watching attentively. He needed to understand.  
 
    “How is the plan going?” asked Kaitze. 
 
    “My funerary temple in the great continent is ready,” said the Lord of Water. 
 
    “And mine,” said the Lord of Fire. 
 
    The remaining High Kings nodded in their turn. 
 
    “Excellent. My temple too has been finished. We already have the first part of the Great Project completed. It is time to begin the final preparations. Do we all agree?” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    Laino, Lord of Ether, used his Power and called out: “Let the Guardian Priests appear.” 
 
    From behind the monolith appeared seven figures in white robes with hoods that hid their faces. Their robes were embroidered in gold, and each of them carried a staff of Power in one hand and a golden book in the other. Adamis watched in awe. He had never seen anything like this before. Yet he had no doubts that they were Golden. He felt he understood what was happening less and less, which made him uneasy. What was the Secret the High Kings were keeping? Who were these strange Priests? What was the Great Project? 
 
    The Guardian Priests bowed to the Five and fell to their knees, heads bent. 
 
    “Five Guardians to watch the temples and our eternal rest,” the Lord of Ether said, and beckoned. 
 
    Five of the Priests rose and came forward. Each one came to stand before one of the High Kings. 
 
    “Have you brought it?” Laino asked. 
 
    “We have brought it, at a very high cost,” replied Gar, Lord of Fire. 
 
    The Priests bent close to their masters, and each High King handed his Eternal Priest a disc of enormous size, with an enormous golden pip inside. These discs were so big that Adamis was baffled. The Power stored in them must be huge. Why would these Priests need so much Power? 
 
    “Very well. You already know your mission.” 
 
    “To protect the eternal rest of our lords,” the priests said in unison. 
 
    “Until when?” 
 
    “Until the day of the return,” they responded, again as one. 
 
    The Lord of Ether nodded to them. “Go to the temples and see that all is prepared.” 
 
    “As the Five request, so it shall be done,” they said in unison once again, and left the chamber. 
 
    Adamis, who was growing more and more puzzled all the time, looked closely at the two remaining Priests. Each of them carried a huge book in his arms. One had a golden cover, the other silver. 
 
    “Come forward, Guardian Priest of the Book of the Sun.” 
 
    The priest knelt and presented the book to the Five. 
 
    “Come forward, Guardian Priest of the Book of the Moon.” 
 
    The other priest knelt in his turn and presented his great book. 
 
    The five rose from their thrones and went down to the Priests. They laid their hands on the books: the right on the one, the left on the other. They concentrated and used their Power. An amalgam of flashes of different colors issued from their hands. For a long moment the Power of the Five imbued the Tome of the Moon and the Tome of the Sun. Adamis knew they were placing a spell on them, as was the custom in olden times, but the Golden no longer used that old technique. All this is very strange, he thought as he tried to puzzle out what was happening. 
 
    “Leave now, and preserve the books as you have been instructed.” 
 
    The two priests bowed solemnly and left the hall in silence, carrying their books. 
 
    Laino gave a final summons. “Come forward, Guardian Priest of the Medallion of Shadows.” 
 
    As if emerging from the shadows themselves, another priest appeared with a large medallion round his neck. The jewel was almost as big as the Royal Medallions which the High Kings wore. He presented it to the High Kings, who repeated the process. A massive amount of Power passed across to the medallion. Adamis watched, perplexed. The High Kings could not afford such an extravagant waste of Power. Those powerful spells would consume what little life they had left, so that they would not live to complete the cycle.  
 
    The Priest took the enchanted medallion and left. 
 
    “It is done,” Gar said, his voice and face stern, as if he were not really convinced. “And now what?” he added reluctantly. 
 
    “Now you should think seriously what you would rather have: immediate glory or immortality.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” said Gar, and the others directed questioning looks at the Lord of Ether. 
 
    “The balance between the Houses is broken. We all know that. The freeing of the Boundaries has brought it on. War is about to break out, because there are some houses which are more powerful than others at the moment. If it does, it is true that there will be glory for the winners. But they will lose the chance to gain immortality. To gain immortality we must complete the Great Project, and if there is a war we shall not be able to do so.” 
 
    “You are very sure we will gain immortality,” said Gar. “Some of us are not so confident.” 
 
    “The Eternal Chamber works, you know that as well as I do. We have several specimens of each House in hibernation. It will work.” 
 
    “You are very optimistic,” said Gar. “I have my doubts. Many things could go wrong.”  
 
    “That is true,” said Lur, Lord of Earth. 
 
    “Without risk there can be no victory,” said Edan, Lord of Water. 
 
    “We have the Funerary Temples, we have the Guardians. We have the Eternal Chamber; we only need to be awakened when we so decide.” 
 
    “That is the part I find less convincing,” said Gar. 
 
    “Time is running out for the five of us,” said Laino. “We will not see a new cycle. Our Power is running out and our body with it. We can hibernate and recover, the Eternal Chamber has proven it. You have all been in the Chamber. You have tested it. You know it works. We can come back in a millennium, rejuvenated, with some of the Power that is being drained from us. If we stay and fight amongst ourselves, we will die. It does not matter which House comes out victorious after the war. The five of us will die consumed in it.” 
 
    Edan nodded. Gar lowered his gaze. 
 
    “Someone has to wake us in a thousand years,” said Lur, Lord of Earth. “And what happens if they decide not to? If we are betrayed? There is a definite risk.” 
 
    “We have managed to make it work, after so much effort, time and secrets,” said Laino. “Now that we are ready, is that what is worrying you?”  
 
    “I do not want to hibernate and be unable to come back,” said Gar. “And neither do they.” 
 
    Laino nodded heavily. “They will wake us. It has been arranged.” 
 
    “Yes, but your system has never convinced me.” 
 
    “It is the safest. If you tell someone from your House what we are doing, do you think they will wake you in a thousand years’ time? Or do you believe they will betray you and let you die? Which is the more likely?” 
 
    Gar shook his head. “The risk of betrayal is too high. All the Nobles want to be King. No, we cannot risk sharing this secret with anyone from our own families.” 
 
    “In that case, my system is more suitable,” Laino said. 
 
    Gar protested under his breath. “Very well. We will follow your system. Nobody will share this with their Houses.” 
 
    All nodded in agreement. 
 
    “One last thing,” said the Lord of Water. “What shall we do to prevent the Nobles of our Houses starting a war?” 
 
    “We will distract them,” said Laino. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “By giving them the war they want.” 
 
    “Against whom?” 
 
    “Against Men,” Laino said. 
 
    Immediately Adamis felt deeply afraid for Kyra and the others. All he could think of was that he must warn her. He had to protect her. The Five High Kings left the chamber by a secret passage. He tried to calm down and think about what he had just witnessed and its consequences. His father had planned a way to hibernate and return with his Power restored, and he was going to start a war against Men. 
 
    Asu’s furious voice reached him. “Those damn senile traitors will pay for this treachery with their lives.” 
 
    “My Lord,” Erre said, trying to calm him. 
 
    “So they want to reign forever, eh? Hibernate and return renewed. And they have not let anybody know that they have the technology to do it. The dirty cheats. Nobody is going to rob me of what is mine by right. I am the future, my father is the past. I shall send him to his Funerary Temple so that he never returns. I shall bury him alive. Nobody betrays me. Nobody tricks me.” 
 
    “Calm yourself, my Prince.” 
 
    “I will be High King, that is my destiny, and I will be the only High King. The Five Houses will be mine. My dear father can go on with his secrets. But he must be senile if he really believes I will allow him to hibernate and come back to take my crown away from me. I will be King, not him.” 
 
    “My Lord, that is high treason,” Lord Erre warned him. “Control yourself.”  
 
    “Do not worry about those decrepit old fools. Their time is over. My time has come.” He motioned to them, and the three left in haste. 
 
    What Adamis had witnessed had frozen him, but these words of Asu’s petrified him. The end is near. 
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    Idana was scanning the barrier of the Boundary from the top of a tree on the edge of the forest. The morning mist was starting to fade. The apothecary was so tense that she nearly broke the branch that held her.   
 
    Oltas pointed from the branch below. “To the North.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked her Warrior Chief. 
 
    “That’s what the watch said. They should arrive soon.” 
 
    The mist vanished, and with its disappearance came a major disappointment. Crossing the Boundary which until then had served as protection there appeared an endless line of soldiers. Idana’s heart sank; they were not only soldiers, they were Gods! 
 
    “By Oxatsi!” she cried, shaking with fear. 
 
    They were marching forward in formation. More than a thousand colossal God-Warriors in full battle armor, moving in a perfectly straight line. Each was armed with a spear in one hand and a huge metallic gauntlet in the other. They were so gigantic, they trod so powerfully, that Idana knew there was nothing they could do to stop these impressive soldiers. Behind the first line appeared another, then a third, and another, then another, and still more. Idana swallowed. They were lost. They were going to be annihilated. 
 
    “The Golden Gods are sending a real army…” Oltas said, his voice faltering. 
 
    Idana’s mouth gaped wide with shock. “An army of God-Warriors…” 
 
    After the soldiers came other Gods in golden carriages pulled by coursers. They formed five squares, each made up of five hundred gods. They wore elegant dress armor on their slender bodies, and their golden faces showed the haughtiness of those who know themselves to be lords and masters. 
 
    Idana was trying to make sense of this unusual set of forces. “Five groups of carriages… five houses. They don’t mix, not even when they join forces against a common enemy…” When she realized they themselves were the enemy the Gods had come to fight, she was so overcome by terror she almost fell off the tree. 
 
    “The officers of each house?” 
 
    She shook her head several times. “Worse than that, much worse. They’re God-Lords: Nobles of great Power, with devastating skills. The Houses are sending Nobles to lead their soldiers. That can only mean they aren’t going to let anything go wrong. They’ve come to destroy us, and they want to make sure of it.”  
 
    The God-Lords radiated such invincibility that they seemed untouchable. She thought of Asu and all the evil power he was able to unleash. His nobles would not be far behind in destructive power. She shivered. There was nothing they could do against those powerful and devastating beings. 
 
    Oltas saw her lost in thought, her face twisted by fear. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    She shook her head, wide-eyed at the sight of the terrible army which was on its way. “May Igrali keep us in her glory. We’re all going to die.” 
 
    “They’re moving on without scouts, without protecting their flanks or watching their rearguard. They’re not worried.” 
 
    “They don’t need to. They fear nothing. Who’s going to be mad enough to oppose them?” 
 
    “True…” 
 
    “How long d’you think before they reach the New Shelter?” 
 
    “They’re not going very fast. They’re on foot. If they rest at night, it’ll take them about five days.” 
 
    “Five days…” she repeated desolately. 
 
    “We’d better go. We’ve seen enough.” 
 
    She nodded, and they climbed down from the tree. Thirty or so Senoca watchmen and scouts were waiting for them. 
 
    “Watch their progress and report,” Oltas ordered them. “Don’t let them capture you.”  
 
    The watchmen nodded and ran into the forest, where they disappeared into the vegetation. Idana and Oltas crossed the forest at a run. At the other end they found their horses. They mounted and galloped away. 
 
    Idana clung to her horse’s neck. “We need to gain time,” she said to Oltas. 
 
    “To head for the New Shelter, they’ll have to go through the forest.” 
 
    She shook her head. “The Nobles won’t go through. It’s too difficult. They’ll try to go round it.” 
 
    “By the eastern pass…” 
 
    “Yes, between the two great forests.” 
 
    Oltas nodded. “Are you going to do it?” 
 
    She swallowed hard and heaved a deep sigh. “I have no choice, I must. For our people.” 
 
    “They won’t listen to reason.” 
 
    “Even so, I have to try. They’d never forgive me if I didn’t.” 
 
    “We’re with you, and we’re ready. Everybody knows what’s coming. We’ve known for years.” 
 
    “They’re a brave lot.” 
 
    “We’re the Senoca, the People of the Sea. And we’re free, and we’ll die free.” 
 
    Urging their horses on, they headed swiftly towards their own people. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At dawn on the second day the army of Gods began to cross the pass between the eastern forests. They advanced as what they were: Gods, as if everything around belonged to them, as if nothing and nobody could stop them. And this was true enough. But the Senoca had spent a long time preparing for this moment, since they knew it would eventually come. And although fear sought to devour their brave hearts, they refused to run away. If they were to die, then die they would, but they would never give up the freedom they had gone through so much to gain without fighting. 
 
    The pass between the forests was narrow, and the God-Warriors moved along it four abreast. The bodies of those creatures were so massive that four of them were enough to fill the wide pass. Half way, at the narrowest part, surrounded by the densest stretch of forest, the Gods stopped. Fifty or so trees had been cut down, blocking their way. Behind them Idana was waiting, with Oltas at her side and a hundred warriors behind them. 
 
    The lines of God-Warriors opened and two God-Lords came to stand at the head of their soldiers. The first was dressed in red, the second in white. They considered the obstacle and then seemed to confer, although not a sound came from them. Then they turned to look at Idana and the group with her. 
 
    Who is your leader? Let him step forward, came the mental message. 
 
    Idana’s legs were shaking, but she pulled herself together and stepped forward. “I am the leader,” she said. 
 
    Do you know who we are? 
 
    “Yes, I do. My name is Idana. I have been in the Eternal City.” 
 
    You are one of those who escaped… In that case, slave, you know very well what you have to do. Kneel before your Gods, and you may live another day. 
 
    She took a deep breath. More than a hundred paces and a huge barricade of great trunks separated her from those heartless beings. But she knew it would not save her from their fury. Even so, she declared herself. 
 
    “This is the land of the Senoca, and it’s free land. Here Men live in freedom and kneel to no one.” Her voice sounded cool and self-assured, which surprised her because she was half-dead with fear. 
 
    The Golden was beside himself with anger, unable to believe this insolence. How dare you! Kneel, slave! 
 
    “What do you want? Why have you come?” she replied. She was holding her chin high and her stomach in so that her legs would not shake. 
 
    We have come to teach you a lesson, slave, said the other God-Lord coldly. 
 
    “And what lesson would that be?” 
 
    Whoever opposes our designs, dies, he said in a voice of ice. 
 
    “We don’t want any bloodshed.” she said, trying to negotiate so as to avoid the death of thousands. “Couldn’t we come to an agreement?” 
 
    The two Gods glanced at each other and laughed, haughtily and disdainfully. 
 
    There will be no agreement. You have disobeyed and will now suffer the punishment. We bring death and destruction. An exemplary punishment will show everybody what happens to those who disobey their Gods.  
 
    She sighed. “You have no right. We won’t go back to being slaves. We’ll fight, and if we must die, we will.” 
 
    Of course you will die. 
 
    She nodded to Oltas. The Warrior Chief raised his hand and made a turning gesture with it. They began to fall back towards the forest, followed by a hundred of their men. 
 
    Slave, came the voice of the God in red. Idana turned. Do not think we will forgive your insolence. The apothecary knew what was going to happen. The God raised a finger and murmured something. There came a red flash in his hand, and all of a sudden a ball of fire formed before him. With a wave of his hand he sent it toward the group of men. 
 
    “Look out!” cried Oltas, and pushed Idana into the woods. The ball of fire traced an arch over the barricade of trees and burst on top of the group with great gusts of flame. She was thrown back and landed heavily against a tree. Dizzy and in great pain, she saw Oltas and most of the men burnt to death amid the flames. 
 
    “Bastards…” she muttered, and lay there unable to move. 
 
    The Golden sent a second ball of fire and finished off all those still standing. The two Golden laughed in satisfaction as they watched the men burning. The white-clad Golden focused. Raising his arms, he created a strong current of wind, as though it were a living creature, and hurled it at the trees of the barricade. Half of them were sent flying. The Golden was about to clear the rest when he heard a long-drawn-out whistle coming from both sides of the path. It was as though the forests were whistling a death-tune. 
 
    Both Golden turned toward the woods. Thousands of arrows flew out of the eastern forest at the columns of Golden. A moment later came thousands more from the western forest. The Gods defended themselves by raising protective spheres and activating the shields in their gauntlets. The God of the House of Fire managed to raise his sphere an instant before fifty arrows reached him. He spun round and saw the God of the House of Air taking a step back, only to stumble and fall to the ground. He had not had time to raise his defenses, and his body was riddled with arrows from chest to head. The armor had withstood the arrows, but the ones that had struck him in the face had killed him. 
 
    No! he cried in incredulous fury. Impossible! The humans had killed a Golden. A noble. Unthinkable! He looked at the Warriors. Many of them had been struck. Most were only wounded, but some had fallen. 
 
    You damn treacherous vermin! he cried. 
 
    And in reply to his shout, the lethal whistling came again. Thousands of arrows rained on the army of Golden. But this time they were prepared. They protected themselves from the attack with very few casualties. 
 
    Attack the forests! the Golden ordered them. 
 
    The God-Warriors divided into two fronts and stampeded furiously into the forests on both sides of the path. Hiding among the undergrowth, thousands of Senoca sent a final volley of arrows against the charge of the Gods, who retaliated with spears and fire, ice and rock missiles. These wreaked havoc among the brave slaves. A moment later they were caught by the charge of the God-Warriors, who set about killing them mercilessly, using their Power and all the skill of their elemental weapons. 
 
    Idana managed to put the horn to her lips. With the last of her strength she called the retreat. The horn sounded three times. 
 
    “Flee…” she murmured, already drained of all her strength and in a sea of pain. Then she lost consciousness. 
 
    The Senoca fled, penetrating deeper into the woods like deer chased by predators, putting a distance between themselves and their pursuers. Strangely, the God-Warriors did not go after them but moved back to the path where the God-Lords were waiting. The Senoca ran for their lives without looking back, trying to cross the forests and reach safety at the far end. 
 
    Once the God-Warriors had assembled on the path, the Lords turned to face the forests. In their luxurious armor, forming five groups, they spread their arms wide, concentrated and murmured. Flashes ‒ red, blue, white, brown and translucent ‒ issued from their bodies. And a few moments later the western forest became an inferno. Firestorms formed over the whole forest, completely covering it with black clouds which exploded with bolts of fire. A rain of fire began to fall on the trees, followed by hundreds of fiery missiles which fell through the canopy of leaves from the sky. The Senoca fled in desperation from the explosions and the flames, while a fiery rain seeped through the branches so that the vegetation was devoured by flames as they fled. Everything was scorching fire: around them, above their heads, under their feet. 
 
    The forest to the east began to be covered by ashen clouds, and the temperature dropped dramatically. Storms began to cover everything with ice and snow. In a few moments everything started to freeze: earth, trees, vegetation were soon covered with ice and frost. The Senoca ran as fast as they could, this time to avoid death by freezing. 
 
    The Lords of the House of Air drove on the storms of fire and ice which had been created by the Lords of the Houses of Fire and Water until they covered the entire forest. With the air driving them on, fire and ice spread with such speed that they reached the Senoca in their desperate flight. 
 
    The destruction was complete. The great forests died, and with them thousands of Senoca. Devoured by the flames or frozen alive as they were fleeing. Only the swiftest managed to get out of the woods alive. They ran on toward the New Shelter, where the rest of the Senoca were waiting to hear the result of the battle. They looked out at the devastating destructive power of the Gods and wept with sorrow and frustration. There was nothing they could do against those powerful beings who were the incarnation of evil. Men were doomed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was midnight when High King Gar, the sovereign of the House of Aureb, the House of the Second Ring, came into the death chamber. He was at his secret Funerary Temple in the great continent. He was accompanied by his First Erudite, the Priest in charge of protecting the temple, and a dozen personal Guards.  
 
    Gar looked around the chamber. It was circular, and at its center was an ornate altar on which lay a sumptuous sarcophagus which dominated the whole chamber. Walls and floor were of polished red marble. The altar itself and the sarcophagus were red, like a flame. A circle of hieroglyphs carved on the polished surface of the floor surrounded the sarcophagus. He gazed at the walls and studied the Golden symbols that covered them to protect his eternal rest. 
 
    He approached the altar. 
 
    “Erudite, is everything ready for the final test?” 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty. If you will allow me.” 
 
    “Proceed,” said Gar.  
 
    A lot depended on everything going well. The Five High Kings had planned the definitive test for this evening. If the test was successful, the five of them would be able to hibernate and regain life and Power. If it failed, the temple would serve its original purpose. Gar wished with all his being that the test would be a success. He did not want to die: not yet. 
 
    “It will be a success, your Majesty,” his Erudite assured him. 
 
    “It had better be. Being so close to eternal life makes you even less willing to die. I would have resigned myself to it had there been no possibility… but now… I cannot, I simply cannot. I have to become immortal.” 
 
    “We have been working on it for over three hundred years,” the Erudite assured him. “Tonight we will achieve our goal.”  
 
    Gar nodded and with the help of his two personal guards climbed onto the sarcophagus. Very slowly he lay down inside it. He smoothed out his red silk robe and placed the medallion of fire on the center of his chest. 
 
    “We will wait for the signal from the other High Kings,” he said. 
 
    The same process was taking place in four other secret temples, where the other High Kings were preparing themselves for the final test. So it had been agreed: all of them simultaneously, on the same evening and at the same moment, so that none of them would succeed and then betray the others. High Kings they may have been, but none of them trusted even their own shadow, still less their rivals.  
 
    A moment later Gar’s medallion gave off a flash. It was followed by four others. 
 
    “The Five High Kings are ready,” he announced. “Go ahead. I want to be the first.” 
 
    The Erudite took five steps in a straight line from the head of the sarcophagus to the wall. The walls of the chamber were inscribed with runes and funerary symbols to protect the great king’s final rest, as well as to help him in the voyage and the eternal life beyond. 
 
    The Erudite went to stand in front of a large circular rune and placed his hand on its center. When he used his Power, the rune lit up with the sheen of the Golden. He pressed on it, and it yielded. A rocky panel moved sideways, revealing a dozen round openings in the wall. The Erudite inserted a disc of power in each one of them, then covered them again. The rune flashed several times at short intervals. 
 
    “The mechanism has been charged, your Highness.” 
 
    “Very well. Proceed.” 
 
    The Erudite activated the rune, making it turn on itself. There followed a metallic sound, then that of rock against rock. From the ceiling a great translucent sphere slowly came down, to halt a hand-span above Gar’s body. 
 
    “You will feel cold, my Lord.” 
 
    Gar nodded. “I am ready.” 
 
    The Erudite activated another rune on the sarcophagus, which began to fill with a viscous, semi-transparent substance. Little by little the level rose until Gar was completely covered. His guards put on the lid of the sarcophagus, then moved back. The sphere began to spin, giving out a strange hum as it did so. On reaching the right speed, it flashed. A powerful beam of golden light issued from its lower end and imbued the sarcophagus with Power. 
 
    Gar did not know how long he had been in hibernation. The lid opened suddenly, and above his head he saw the sphere. It was no longer spinning. 
 
    He sat up, with the viscous substance dripping down his head and neck. “Has it been successful?” he asked his Erudite 
 
    “Answer your Lord,” ordered a voice which Gar recognized at once. 
 
    “Yes… yes…” the Erudite replied in a trembling voice. 
 
    Behind the scholar Gar saw Asu, wearing heavy battle armor. With him were Iradu and thirty or so soldiers who filled the chamber. Gar’s two guards lay dead on the floor. The Priest had been forced to leave the chamber. 
 
    “What does this mean, Asu?” Gar demanded. 
 
    “I was going to ask you the same thing, Father. What does all this mean?” He waved at the sphere and the sarcophagus. 
 
    Gar got to his feet slowly in the sarcophagus. The substance was still dripping off him. He was surrounded by soldiers. 
 
    “I am the High King of the House of Aureb. I do not owe explanations to anybody, least of all to my own son.” 
 
    “Let me guess, then. You were trying the new technology of hibernation you have been developing in secret. Now I understand why you were so interested in building this place. And here I was thinking you were obsessed with the approaching end of your days. When what you were building was this chamber, to trick death and come back revived and recovered. To come back and take my kingdom away from me. My right.” 
 
    “As long as I live, the right is mine, not yours.” 
 
    “And what was the plan? For the Five to pretend they were retiring to their eternal rest in their funerary temples, and instead of dying, becoming rejuvenated? It is a good plan, I cannot deny that, but it is very inconvenient for me.” 
 
    Gar was surprised that Asu should know all this. 
 
    “Whatever I decide to do is my prerogative as High King. I have nothing to explain.” 
 
    Asu made a face. “You see, Father … the time when that was true is past. Just like your own time and that of your reign.” 
 
    “How dare you speak like that!” 
 
    “How dare you conspire with the other High Kings behind the back of your own heir, of your own house? To develop technology with them for your own personal benefit?” 
 
    Gar jabbed his finger at him. “Be very careful with what you say and insinuate! I am not prepared to tolerate any more insolence!” 
 
    At the gesture, Asu’s soldiers lit their fiery swords and activated the shields on their arms. 
 
    Gar gaped at them in amazement. “Lower your weapons immediately! I am your King! You owe your loyalty to me! To me and not to him!” 
 
    But the soldiers did not heed their king’s order. 
 
    “You see, Father, they are now loyal to me, not you. I know that for someone as archaic as you are this is hard to understand, but allow me to explain. I am the future and you are the past, a past that is about to disappear forever, and they are betting on the future. I cannot blame them.” 
 
    “This is treason. Have you gone out of your mind?” 
 
    “Me?” Asu shook his head. “Who is experimenting with secret technology so as to live and reign eternally? Who is making deals with the enemy?” 
 
    “Think carefully about what you are doing, Asu. I am within my rights, I am the High King of my House. You owe me respect and obedience. Whatever course my actions or decisions may take. Without either doubting or judging.” 
 
    “You have taught me to trust nobody, to be stronger than everybody else. You have made me who I am.” 
 
    “I am your Father, your King. You must obey my command.” 
 
    “I am sorry, dear Father, I have obeyed you all my life. From now on I shall only obey myself.” 
 
    “Think it over. There is still time. I will forget this has happened. I will forgive you this error in judgment.” 
 
    Asu laughed. “My dear Father, you have never forgiven anybody for anything in your long existence. And you are not going to begin now. You will not let me ruin your precious plans now that I know what they are.” 
 
    “You have always been a stupid, vain young man, but I never imagined you would go so far as this.” 
 
    “Your words hurt me, Father,” Asu said with a theatrical gesture, as if he had been stabbed in the heart. Then he grinned broadly. “Luckily I have been immune to your spite for a long time.” 
 
    “Lower your weapons!” Gar ordered. 
 
    The Soldiers kept their eyes fixed on him. They did not obey. 
 
    He clenched his fists and stared at them. “I will order you one last time: lower your weapons and take my son prisoner, or else you will all die here today.” 
 
    “Take me prisoner? Why would they do that? You do not understand, you decrepit old man, you are the past. A new era is beginning, an era in which the House of Fire will rule supreme. I will rule over all the Houses, over all the Golden.” 
 
    “You are insane!” 
 
    “No, Father, I am a visionary.” 
 
    “Do not do it, Asu, I am your father!” 
 
    “Kill him!” 
 
    At Asu’s order the thirty soldiers hurled themselves on Gar. Instantly the High King waved his hand and raised two spheres to protect himself: the first one of fire, the second of solid lava. The first soldiers attacked his defenses with their fiery swords. Gar spun round and launched a wave of fire which spread out from his body to the walls of the chamber. The attack caught the soldiers who were nearest. Some managed to defend themselves with their shields while several others fell dead, consumed by the wave of flames. The soldiers furthest away leapt to avoid being hit. 
 
    Iradu was about to intervene, but Asu stopped him. The Prince raised a protective sphere and gestured to his Champion to do the same. Iradu, a natural warrior, was not pleased with the order. He had devoted his life to training for moments like this. Protecting himself and waiting was not what he wished for, least of all when his men were dying. He would have preferred to attack, but Asu would not let him. The wave passed over them, but their protective spheres held. 
 
    Gar, on top of the altar, his arms stretched out wide and his eyes like burning coals, surrounded by his flaming spheres, was the personification of a god of fire. 
 
    “You will all die for this treachery!” he shouted. 
 
    The Soldiers used their Power to create an explosion on the ground and propel themselves to the high dome of the chamber. From that height they sent fiery spears and javelins against Gar’s defenses. The High King felt the impacts, but his defenses held. In reply he sent a huge ball of fire, which burst against the soldiers before him. They fell to the floor amid flames, their soldier shields insufficient against the King’s power. The soldiers beside and behind Gar leapt on him. They stabbed the protective spheres with their fiery swords, striking them again and again with all their might, trying to destroy his protection. Turning to face the attack at his back, Gar waved his arms and formed a colossal fiery bird. The soldiers hurled balls and missiles of fire at the enormous shadow, but it was immune to fire. Gar laughed, and his smile was full of satisfaction. He gave the order, and the bird flew at the soldiers. On contact it burst into a mass of flames. The soldiers were reduced to ashes. 
 
    “All together, attack!” Asu shouted. 
 
    The attacks on Gar multiplied, but the High King sent much of his reserves of Power to reinforce the spheres, and the soldiers could not penetrate them, either with physical blows or with the use of their own Power of Fire. Gar raised his arms to the ceiling and brought them down as he intoned the words of a spell. The floor of the chamber became the crater of an erupting volcano. Asu reinforced his own sphere and passed some of his own Power to reinforce Iradu’s. The soldiers kept battering at the King’s defenses with all their strength and Power. Gar raised his arms and sent Power to the volcano. A moment later it erupted with a tremendous explosion. 
 
    The soldiers were consumed by the eruption. When it was over, only Gar, Asu and Iradu remained standing. 
 
    Gar looked at Asu with utter disdain. “Did you really think they could overcome me? I am not as decrepit as you might think.” 
 
    Asu smiled. “I knew they would not. That was not their purpose. Iradu, it is your turn.” 
 
    The Champion nodded and leapt on Gar. The impulse and speed left a wake of fire behind him. Iradu’s sword came down on the spheres and a flame burst out from the impact. The strength of the attack was such that Gar was forced to take half a step back into the sarcophagus. At once he sent more Power to strengthen his spheres. Iradu battered them with his sword of fire and shield, without pause, with all the force of his huge body. With every attack Gar’s defenses weakened more and more, and he was beginning to feel the blows on his weak and shriveled body. 
 
    “It hurts, does it not, Father? Your ancient body will not stand up to the punishment.” 
 
    “Iradu, I am your Lord, not him! You are the Champion of my House, my Champion!” 
 
    Iradu stopped his attack. He looked at his King. Then he turned to look at Asu. 
 
    “I am sorry, your Majesty. He is more powerful. Abdicate now and I will protect your life.”  
 
    “Abdicate? In his favor?” 
 
    “I promise you will not die. I will protect you with my life,” 
 
    The High King fixed his eyes on his son’s. He recognized in them an unfathomable greed, a disproportionate ambition, which bordered on insanity. 
 
    He bent his head. “I cannot do that. He will destroy us all.” 
 
    Iradu sighed. He looked at Asu and the Prince nodded. The Champion lifted his sword of fire and brought it down. 
 
    The High King closed his eyes and concentrated. While Iradu attacked ceaselessly with sword and shield and sent fiery missiles and balls of fire against the spheres, Gar used practically all his remaining reserves of power to conjure an ally. Before Iradu there rose a Fire Elemental. 
 
    “Beware!” Asu warned him. 
 
    Iradu turned toward the being of fire. It had a slightly humanoid shape, thin and over six feet tall. Its whole body was burning, face, body and limbs; it was a living flame. The creature struck Iradu with its fiery arm, and the Champion covered himself with his shield. The flames licked his face. He took a step back. The Elemental moved toward him at amazing speed. He threw himself into the attack. 
 
    Asu smiled ironically at his father. “Alone at last.”  
 
    Gar shook his head. “You are insane.” 
 
    “Just like you. Otherwise, why do you wish to live forever? Have you not lived and reigned enough already? Nearly a thousand years, Well, I think you have, but of course you do not. Which of us is the insane one here?” 
 
    “Would you have respected Iradu’s offer?” 
 
    Asu glanced at his Champion, who was fighting furiously against the Fire Elemental. 
 
    “No. I would have killed you both. I would be sorry about Iradu, but it is not my fault if he has a weakness which I cannot allow. I cannot leave loose ends. What I am planning is too important.” 
 
    Gar shook his bent head. “To crown yourself High King of all the Golden.” 
 
    “Exactly, Father,” 
 
    “You will never succeed. You are insane.” 
 
    “We shall see,” Asu said, and joined his palms before him. A red flash ran through his whole body. A ray of fire issued from his hands and attacked Gar’s spheres. He kept up the fiery beam and increased its intensity little by little, trying to penetrate the spheres at one single spot. 
 
    Gar reacted. On the verge of consuming his last reserves of Power, he invoked a great storm of fire. The sky of the chamber vanished behind clouds black as smoke, with thunder and lightning beginning to form inside them. Asu looked up with a superior smile and sent more Power to his protective sphere. The storm broke with a tremendous roar, and heavy fire began to rain down over the whole chamber. Burning lightning zigzagged down to attack Asu and Iradu. Without losing control the Prince kept up the beam, strengthening his sphere against his Father’s fire at the same time. His defense held, unlike that of Iradu, who could barely manage to defend himself from the storm and the Elemental. He was holding his shield over his head and deflecting the Spirit’s blows with his sword. 
 
    “Your spheres are not holding,” Asu said to his father. “They are about to fall.”  
 
    “They will hold,” Gar said furiously. 
 
    “I am afraid not, my dear Father. Your reserves of Power are empty. That was the purpose of the attacks. To leave you without any Power.” 
 
    “I disown you!” 
 
    And with this last cry of rage, his protective spheres cracked. Asu’s fiery beam penetrated them and struck the High King in the chest. It pierced him from chest to back. Gar, his eyes staring wide, moaned in pain, raised his hands to his chest and fell to his knees inside the sarcophagus. 
 
    “I… I curse you…” he said, and with a last cry of rage, he died on his knees, on top of the sarcophagus. 
 
    Asu turned to Iradu, who was on the floor, badly wounded. Half his body was burnt from the Fire Elemental’s attacks. The creature was on top of the defeated Champion, its arms raised for the coup de grâce. Asu was about to attack when the creature was consumed before his eyes. Without its creator it could no longer exist. 
 
    “Priest!” Asu called. 
 
    The Priest came into the chamber and bowed. 
 
    “Prepare him for the final journey.”  
 
    “As you wish, your Highness.” 
 
    “You will watch over him for all eternity. Nobody must disturb his rest.” 
 
    The Priest nodded. “Of course. That is my mission. No one will disturb him.” 
 
    Asu laughed in satisfaction, and his laughter echoed against the walls of the chamber. And as he laughed in great guffaws, his communication disc flashed. When he picked it up and activated it, it projected an image to his right. Blurred at first, it became clearer very quickly. A chamber very similar to the one he was in took shape. The floor was covered with dead Golden soldiers. In the center, inside a sarcophagus on top of a brown altar, lay another of the Five High Kings: dead. 
 
    “Here is proof,” a voice said. 
 
    Asu’s eyes gleamed in triumph. He used his Power on the disc and sent the same image in return: that of his father inside the sarcophagus, dead. 
 
    “Here is proof,” he said with deep satisfaction. 
 
    The disc flashed again, then went out. 
 
    A moment later it flashed again. He smiled broadly. The image that appeared might have been a copy of what they had just seen. He half-closed his eyes to make sure it was indeed another image. This floor too was covered with dead Golden soldiers, and on the royal sarcophagus, on top of a white altar, lay another of the Five Kings: dead. 
 
    “Here is proof,” another voice said. 
 
    Asu clenched his fist hard in a sign of victory and power. He sent back the image of his dead father. 
 
    “Here is proof,” he said, and put away the disc. Filled with uncontrollable joy, he yelled as if he had lost his reason. But no, he had not lost it; nothing could be further from the truth. He had succeeded in the first part of his plan for absolute domination. Three of the High Kings had been betrayed by their heirs and had died in their underground chambers, and now his destiny was just a single step away. 
 
    “It will all be mine!” he cried, raising one fist with the Claw injecting the life from a disc into his wrist. “Mine!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a lump in Ikai’s throat as he gazed at Idana, lying on the bed badly wounded. Two Senoca apothecaries and a medicine-woman of the People of the Highlands were tending to her. She was writhing in pain from the severe burns she had sustained. One of the survivors of her group had found her alive. They were doing all they could to prevent her suffering, but it was an impossible task.  
 
    “Ikai…” she called out. 
 
    One of the apothecaries motioned him to come close, and he knelt beside her. 
 
    “I’m here, Idana,” he said, and stroked her cheek. 
 
    “You came…” she said with a grimace of joy, though half her face and head were burnt. 
 
    “I told you I’d come with reinforcements.” 
 
    “They’ve come? Did you persuade them to fight beside us?”  
 
    He nodded. “They’re outside. They’ve come to fight with us. And Kyra will come soon with the People of the Steppes, and after her Albana with the People of the Trees. Even the men and women of the People of the West, the ones who’d been locked up in the pods, even they’re going to come. They are all joining the Senoca.” 
 
    “Oh… I’d like so much to see that… all united…” 
 
    “You will,” he said, and kissed her forehead. 
 
    “Did… did I do well?” 
 
    “Well? You did something wonderful!” 
 
    “Did I?” she said, and writhed in pain. 
 
    “Everybody’s saying so. Idana: the slave who confronted the army of Gods. Idana, who faced the Gods and didn’t bend the knee. Who showed the courage in the hearts of Men, who didn’t give in. Who didn’t surrender her people’s freedom. Everybody’s saying it. Everybody’s cheering you.” 
 
    “But so many have died… did I do the right thing?” 
 
    He nodded firmly. “You did what was right. I couldn’t have done it any better myself. You tried to negotiate, then when there was no other option you fought. It was the right thing.” 
 
    “Thank you…” 
 
    “And there’s more. You killed a God-Lord and several hundred God-Warriors. Nobody has ever done anything like that before. And the news is spreading all over, from race to race. They’re all talking about it, and it fills them with hope. Because it means that the Gods can die at the hands of men. And that discovery gives them wings to rise up and fight. And they owe all that to you. To the Apothecary who stood up to the Gods.” 
 
    She tried to smile, but the pain returned and her face contracted. 
 
    “Besides, you managed to gain time for us. The army of the Gods stopped when they crossed the forests, and it hasn’t moved in two days. It seems their Lords need to rest so as to recover the Power spent.” 
 
    “Then I did it.” 
 
    “Yes, you did, and you gained us the time we needed so that everybody could get here.” 
 
    “Promise me you’ll show them to me,” she said, with a grimace of pain. 
 
    “Show who, Idana?” 
 
    “The other Peoples of Men. I’d so love to see them…” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    His eyes filled with tears, Ikai left the tent. Lurama, matriarch of the People of the Highlands, and Burdin, their Warrior Chief, were waiting for him, wrapped in their typical bear-skins. Thirty thousand Warriors were camped behind them. 
 
    “How is she?” Lurama asked. 
 
    “Not well…” 
 
    “I’m sorry…” 
 
    He dried the tears from his eyes with the sleeve of his tunic. “She’s a great woman.” 
 
    “She must be, to stand up to the Gods,” Burdin said, “to have managed to kill them.” He looked pleasantly surprised. 
 
    “I’d like to thank you for answering my call.”  
 
    Lurama nodded. “I told you that when the day came you could count on the People of the Highlands, and we always honor our word.” 
 
    “We told you we’d come, and here we are,” Burdin said. “We have a blood debt with you. You gave us our freedom, and we haven’t forgotten that.” 
 
    “Thank you anyway. It’s going to be very hard. Many won’t make it.” 
 
    “It is the price that has to be paid for freedom,” Lurama said, “and we’ll gladly pay it. They’ll never take it away from us again.” 
 
    “We’ll fight to the end,” Burdin said. 
 
    Ikai hugged Lurama and then Burdin. “Thank you, my friends. I’m truly grateful.” 
 
    “The People of the Highlands are with the Senoca,” Lurama assured him. 
 
    Ikai nodded, deeply gratified. He raised his eyes and searched for the Senoca, who were camped further down, near the houses above the New Shelter sea. They were getting ready to defend their homes. 
 
    Two scouts approached to report the latest news. Then they left at a run towards the northern forests. 
 
    “What’s the news?” Lurama asked. 
 
    “The Gods are on the move.” 
 
    She looked up at the sky. “Do we have time?” 
 
    “Yes. Our people are on their way. They’ll be here before sunset.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s get ready.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the evening sky beginning to give way to a full moon, Ikai went back into Idana’s tent. He looked enquiringly at the people caring for her. The eldest, sad-eyed, shook her head slowly. He understood. It was the end for Idana. He had to take a moment to ready himself. He was on the verge of tears, and there was such a lump in his throat that he could not swallow. He felt as if someone had pierced his chest with a spear. He took several deep breaths and managed to turn a little calmer. Bracing himself, he went across to his friend. 
 
    “Idana …” 
 
    The apothecary opened her eyes just a slit. 
 
    “They’re here. D’you want to see them?” 
 
    She opened her eyes fully and nodded. She was so weak she could not even speak. He gathered her up in his arms, surprised at how light she felt. They came out of the tent to an orange sky, with the full moon seeming to welcome them. 
 
    “Look, Idana, they’re here,” he said with the girl’s head leaning on his chest. 
 
    She looked out at the sea in the background. Seeing the houses of the New Shelter she smiled. Then she looked to her right and saw the Senoca, her beloved people. Those survivors who were still able to fight were lined up there, armed with bows and spears. There was determination in their pose; they would never yield. Beside them she saw a people she did not know. They were dressed in bearskins and looked like fierce warriors. There were thousands of them, lined up beside the Senoca. 
 
    “These are the People of the Highlands,” Ikai explained. “I asked them to come and help us, and they’ve come.”  
 
    She smiled and looked up at him with hope in her heart. 
 
    “They’re not all here, they’re still arriving, and they’ll keep coming all night and tomorrow. Thousands will come to help us.” 
 
    Then he pointed to the left, where Kyra had just arrived with the first forces of the People of the Steppes. She had brought thousands of warriors on their piebald horses. 
 
    “It’s Kyra!” 
 
    When the redhead saw them she jumped off her horse and ran to meet them. At the sight of Idana and her brother’s face, she realized what was happening. She glanced covertly at her brother, and he shook his head without letting Idana notice. 
 
    Kyra swallowed and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Hi there, Freckles, I’m back,” she said, trying hard to hold back her tears. She hugged her gently and kissed her forehead. “What d’you think of all the mounted warriors I’ve brought with me, huh?” 
 
    Idana’s eyes were wide with wonder. “Their skin’s red…” 
 
    “The People of the Steppes have red skins and learn to ride horses before they learn to walk.” 
 
    “Fascinating…” 
 
    “But you still haven’t seen the best,” Ikai said, and turned with her in his arms so that she could see Albana assembling the People of the Trees. Thousands of men with green skin in loincloths, armed with bows and knives, making a human forest on the grass of the plains. 
 
    She was open-mouthed. “It’s… it’s unbelievable…”  
 
    Kyra waved to Albana, and the brunette hurried to them. There was no need for anybody to tell her what was going on. When she saw Ikai and Kyra’s faces, and the state Idana was in, she knew at once. 
 
    “Hi there, Apothecary!” she said with a smile. “I hear you taught those stuck-up Gods a lesson, so now you’re not only a Hero of the Senoca, but a Hero to all Men.”  
 
    Idana smiled faintly. 
 
    “There’s talk of building a statue of you beside the Monolith,” Kyra put in, keeping up Albana’s joke. 
 
    The Apothecary smiled at her two friends and her eyes shone. 
 
    Still holding her firmly, Ikai nudged her gently with his shoulder, “And here they come: the survivors of the People of the West.” 
 
    Under the brightness of the full moon the five races of Men made up an immense human wall in front of the New Shelter. Thousands of men and women of the five peoples were waiting, their eyes on the four friends. 
 
    “There you have it,” Ikai said proudly. “All Men united as one, ready to face the Gods. Just as we said would happen in the council, that evening years ago.” 
 
    “I never…thought we’d do it…” Idana muttered. 
 
    “They’ve all come. Thousands of men and women. They’ve come to fight for freedom, for Men. We’ll win, Idana, I promise you. For them, for all of us, for you.” 
 
    She looked at each of them in turn. “Will you promise me that?”  
 
    “We promise,” they said. 
 
    Idana’s gaze passed over the five peoples of Men, and she smiled. A wide smile, full of hope. 
 
    “We’ll win,” she said, and sighed. Kyra and Albana embraced her. She closed her eyes and died. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes filled with tears, Kyra turned to the five peoples. She pressed her communication bracelet and announced: 
 
    “My friend Idana has died! A Hero! The Apothecary who faced the Gods and refused to give in, who fought against them! The woman who killed a God-Lord! She gave her life for our freedom! Remember her sacrifice, remember what she achieved, remember that she never surrendered her freedom!” Her voice seemed to come forth in five different languages at the same time, which amplified its strength. For a moment there was silence, and she did not know whether they had understood her. Even so, she cried out again at the top of her voice: 
 
    “For Idana! For freedom!” 
 
    A moment later thousands of voices shouted in unison, in five different languages: 
 
    “For Idana! For freedom!” 
 
    “Death to the Gods!” Kyra cried, raising her clenched fists to the sky. 
 
    “Death!” they all shouted in response, and raised their fists in the air. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They said farewell to Idana at dawn in a simple ceremony, following the Senoca tradition. They placed her in a small funerary boat and sent her to the arms of Mother Sea Oxatsi. The singing of the Senoca filled the harbor, bidding farewell to one of their own, to a hero. 
 
    At the end of the ceremony a commotion at the other end of the harbor reached them. Fearing the worst, they ran to see what it could be. From the far end of the harbor, a huge ship was approaching the quayside. It was a ship of the Gods! The scouts gave the alarm and the Senoca hastened to their posts in the fishermen’s huts so as to confront the threat. Ikai, Kyra and Albana armed themselves and hid behind one of the Senoca fishing boats. 
 
    The ship reached the pier and dropped anchor at ten paces. They tensed. Ikai poked his head out to see why the Gods were not disembarking. A message reached his mind. 
 
    You had better tell your people not to attack… 
 
    The voice sounded familiar to Ikai, but he could not place it. 
 
    You would not want this old witch of nature to be riddled with arrows by accident, would you? 
 
    “Aruma!” 
 
    Yes, your people know me by that name. 
 
    He emerged into the open and signaled to the houses. “Stop! They’re friends! Nobody attack!” Kyra and Albana came out too and sent messages to prevent the remaining troops from rushing to the harbor. It was some time before Aruma thought the situation was sufficiently under control. She came ashore in a small boat, accompanied by half a dozen Golden. All of them wore green and brown robes, under a hooded cloak of the same colors. In a forest they would pass completely unnoticed. 
 
    When they set foot on the pier, there came a whispering murmur of concern and fear among the Senoca who were watching, bows in hands. 
 
    They do not like the Golden, Aruma said, spreading her arms wide to hug Ikai. 
 
    He returned the hug with affection, “And do you blame them?” he asked with an ironic smile. 
 
    Of course not, young tiger, she replied and turned to hug Albana and then Kyra. 
 
    And how is the young tigress? she asked Kyra with almost sisterly affection. 
 
    “Surely not as well as the great witch of nature,” she replied, and they both laughed like old friends. 
 
    “Have you heard anything from Adamis?” Kyra went on to ask. 
 
    Aruma nodded. He is well. She took her aside and in a low voice told her everything that was happening in the Eternal City. When she finished, Kyra’s face was deeply worried. 
 
    “Thank you for telling me,” she said, and turned to Ikai with a look that said we need to talk. 
 
    After the hugs, and seeing there was no danger, the Senoca relaxed. Ikai turned to them and reassured them, just in case. 
 
    “These Golden are friends, they are here to fight with us. No harm must come to them.” 
 
    Thank you. This old witch is grateful. 
 
    “And this ship?” 
 
    I bring reinforcements. The Children of Arutan have come with me. 
 
    “How many?” Kyra asked excitedly. 
 
    All those I could summon. Almost a hundred. 
 
    “Will they fight with us? Against their own?” Albana sounded doubtful. 
 
    Aruma nodded solemnly. This is our fight as well. 
 
    “And we thank you from the bottom of our hearts,” Ikai said. 
 
    And I thank you in turn. 
 
    “Now then. We have a lot to discuss and plan, and very little time.” 
 
    Very well. But one thing more, my young lion…” 
 
    “Yes, Aruma? Whatever you need.” 
 
    I have brought you a gift. One of my “concoctions”. 
 
    Ikai stared at her in surprise. “A concoction?” 
 
    I have spent much time preparing for this day. she said. There was a touch of malice in her broad smile. About five hundred years. I always hoped that one day Men would rise against the Golden. My concoction will help you. You will need to bring carts down to the cargo ship (she pointed to a second, heavier, ship which was coming into the bay at that moment) and unload the barrels of the concoction. There are several hundred of them. 
 
    “As you say,” said Ikai. He did not understand why, but knowing the old witch’s eccentricities, he preferred not to know. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was almost nightfall when the great meeting took place in the Council House, where the Senoca decided tribal matters. Ikai presided, with Kyra and Albana on his right, representing the Senoca. On his left was Aruma, representing the Children of Arutan. Around the great oak table were the leaders of the other four nations: Lurama and Burdin for the People of the Highlands, Lone Wolf and Swift Deer for the People of the Steppes, Ilia and Pilap for the People of the Trees, and Galdar for the People of the West. 
 
    “We don’t have very much time,” Ikai began, “so I’ll leave formalities aside. The Army of the Golden is on its way here. They’ll arrive tomorrow evening.” There were restless murmurings. “They’re coming to destroy us. You’ve already seen this, and you know it in your hearts.” 
 
    They have been ordered to give an exemplary punishment, Aruma said. The Five High Kings have ordered it so. That is what my people in Alantres have told me.  
 
    “They’ll have no mercy on us,” said Kyra. 
 
    “We’ll fight together, and we’ll win,” Ikai told them. 
 
    “What plans have you made?” Lurama asked. “Your ideas have always led us to victory.” 
 
    Ikai sighed deeply. “This time things are much more complicated.” 
 
    “We trust you,” Kyra said. 
 
    “And we follow Kyra,” Swift Deer added. 
 
    “We’ll fight all together, under Ikai’s leadership,” Albana said. 
 
    “Wherever Albana goes,” said Ilia, “the People of the Trees will go with her.”  
 
    Men, together with the Children of Arutan, will face an army of Golden, Aruma said, with an ominous gesture. The balance is tilted very much in their favor. There was a murmur of disapproval at this. I do not set out to make enemies, but this old witch has lived more than a thousand years and although she never believed the day would come when Men would free themselves and rise against the Gods, she also does not believe it may be possible to defeat the Golden army… not without a brilliant plan, she concluded when the complaints turned louder. On the other hand, as I said, I never thought this day would arrive, and I was wrong. I might be mistaken and we might have a chance. 
 
    “One chance is all we need,” Kyra said. “We’ll take it and win.”  
 
    “The problem is the God-Lords,” Albana commented. “A God-Warrior can kill dozens of our people, but a God-Lord can exterminate thousands.” 
 
    “Very true,” Ikai agreed. “Although numbers are on our side by a hundred to one, they aren’t a determining factor in this battle, because an even greater one is the destructive power of the Gods.”  
 
    Let us come up with some strategies that will work,” Aruma said. 
 
    The group stayed in the Hall well into the night, proposing and studying options for the battle. They analyzed all the proposals and possible outcomes until they were forced to stop. Finally they went to bed. All except Ikai and Aruma. 
 
    Do not let disappointment get the better of you, Aruma said. 
 
    “I try not to, but I can’t find a way to avoid dying tomorrow.” 
 
    Do not give up. You have come very far. Freedom is at hand. 
 
    “Thank you, Aruma.” 
 
    I have one last idea to suggest, one I am sure you will take advantage of, and then I will leave. 
 
    Ikai felt a sudden disappointment. “You’re leaving?”  
 
    Yes. I am needed in Alantres. The situation there is critical. 
 
    “But we need you here! Your Power is enormous!” 
 
    But it is a Power which my own people need in the Eternal City. 
 
    “We won’t be able to win without you.” 
 
    Yes, you will, I am leaving my children with you, and my gift. Use them well. I know that you will do just that. 
 
    The old witch, Leader of the Children of Arutan, whispered something in his ear, then left. 
 
    He was left perplexed and desolate. “May Oxatsi take pity on our souls!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Stunned, Adamis watched the attack on the Fifth Ring from the doorway of the temple where he had been hiding.  
 
    “It is not possible, it cannot be happening,” he said to Sormacus. 
 
    There were explosions of Fire and Earth all along the inner side of the great ring. Shades of red and brown lit the whole area. The noise was deafening. Meanwhile the defenders of the House of Water were raising huge defensive walls of ice and water. Water was able to overcome the destructive power of Fire, but not that of Earth. 
 
    Sormacus’s shoulders sagged. He sighed heavily. “I am afraid it is. The Houses of Fire and Earth are attacking. It is war.” 
 
    Adamis was unable to take in what his eyes were seeing. “But how is it possible? The High Kings would never allow this madness. There has never been a war under their rule. They have always avoided it.” 
 
    “The rumors that have reached me are that the High Kings are no longer in control of certain Houses.” 
 
    “That is impossible!” And yet as he said this, he began to realize what was happening. 
 
    “Asu?” 
 
    “That is what my sources say.” 
 
    The sky above their heads darkened. Fierce flashes in red and brown appeared in a threatening sky. A hundred storms of fire and rock broke out, and death began to rain from the sky on to the city of Water. 
 
    Adamis was still staring at the destruction around him. “A regicide?” 
 
    “Worse than that, my reports say at least two: Fire and Earth.” 
 
    “Preposterous!” Adamis was trying to interpret Sormacus’s information and the attack he was witnessing with his own eyes, but his brain refused to accept it. Finally he came to terms with it. “If that is true, and the Princes now rule their houses, then war, death and destruction await us.” 
 
    The defenders were raising hundreds of enormous domes of solid ice round the entire Ring to protect the citizens from storms and enemy attacks. The elemental walls and domes held off the battering, but they would not be able to do so indefinitely. 
 
    Sormacus half-closed his eyes. “I got that from my informants. I need more information, but the situation is now so chaotic that I doubt our people can get hold of any more. I fear Asu’s agents might be murdering them as we speak.” 
 
    Groups of God-Warriors of the House of Water were running to the docks and the areas under attack. They were followed by the Lords, who were surrounded by Custodians. While they went to battle, a multitude of Golden of the lower castes were fleeing from the front lines. There were explosions of fire and rock everywhere. The ground rose, the air burned and death reached the Golden of Water. 
 
    Adamis sighed. “I cannot believe Asu has gone as far as this. He has always been a lunatic, but a regicide? War between the Houses? It is unthinkable madness, even for him.” 
 
    Sormacus nodded. “This is what we feared would happen one day. Death and destruction as we have never known before. Our leaders had already predicted it. It is the beginning of the end of the Golden.”  
 
    A tremendous explosion brought down a building near them, and they were forced to run for cover. 
 
    The Golden of the House of Water directed colossal storms and missiles of ice at the attacking troops. Thousands of icy explosions froze the ships which were being used to launch some of the offensive. 
 
    “The House of Water is counter-attacking,” Adamis said. 
 
    “I do not think they can keep up their defense for long. Look…” 
 
    A thousand ships with sails of the Houses of Fire and Earth were approaching, ready to assault the Ring. At the same time, from the docks, hundreds of Lords were launching storms and missiles which destroyed the House of Water’s front lines of defense. 
 
    Adamis felt the ground under his feet begin to buckle and crack. “Spheres!” he cried. 
 
    “We can’t stay here, we’re too close to the docks,” Sormacus said, and no sooner had he raised his sphere than he felt the impact of a huge rock from an explosion nearby. 
 
    Adamis was scanning the water. “They are launching rocks and balls of fire from the other Ring. They are preparing the invasion. They are going to destroy the whole area.”  
 
    The buildings in the first line of the Ring, those further in and closer to the water, were beginning to crumble under the Power of fire and rock. The Golden of the House of Water were screaming. Death was falling on them, and they had no escape-route. 
 
    A terrible sense of frustration took hold of Adamis. “I cannot remain idle. I have to do something,” he said. 
 
    “Leave the city. Seek safety.” 
 
    The winter storms broke above the attacking ships which were preparing to assault the rings, freezing the God-Warriors who manned them. The Lords of Fire sent fiery storms to fight those of ice, while the Lords of Earth used their Power to attack the troops of the Golden of Water on the docks of the Fifth Ring. The House of Water defended itself by creating great tsunamis to sink the enemy ships. 
 
    “Thank you, Sormacus. But I cannot do that. I must try to stop this madness.” 
 
    Sormacus gestured at the burning pier where the God-Warriors of the House of Fire were beginning to land. “It is too late.” 
 
    “I will try to reach my father. He will be able to help us. There must be some way of stopping this.” 
 
    “I wish there were, but I do not think so, my Lord. Your father will most likely be under attack already. I do not think he will survive. He is on the losing side…” 
 
    “Even so, I have to try to stop this catastrophe. And you: what are you going to do?” 
 
    “I will contact the Wise and carry out their designs as I have always done.” 
 
    The explosions of fire and rock multiplied. The ground was soon unstable under the tremors the attackers were causing. Adamis and Sormacus could hardly stay upright. Buildings were collapsing all around them. 
 
    “I understand. In case we never see each other again… I am grateful for everything you have done for me.” 
 
    “It has been an honor.” 
 
    The two Golden hugged each other like brothers in a lost cause, and parted with the feeling that they would never meet again. 
 
    Adamis strengthened his sphere and broke into a run, with everything around him exploding in fire and rock. He saw fifty or so Lords of the House of Fire landing at the main dock, which had already been taken by at least a thousand Warriors. A little to the west the scene was being replayed, but this time by the troops of the House of Earth. The combined destructive power of both Houses was devastating. The troops of the House of Water were falling back toward the Royal Castle. 
 
    A sense of something ominous came over him. “Where are you, Father? Why do you not come to help your ally?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And so the fatal moment arrived for Men. The majestic army sent by the Gods to kill them crossed the northern forests and began its final advance towards the New Shelter. Between the army of Golden and the coast, where the homes of the Senoca stood, lay a great plain covered with short grass. At the end of it, with their homes and the sea behind them, waited three hundred thousand free men, armed and ready to fight to the death to keep their freedom. 
 
    The Golden advanced with a heavy tread, five thousand God-Warriors ‒ a thousand for each House ‒ leading the way in their spotless armor. They gleamed under the rays of the early evening sun with the unmistakable light of victory. They advanced without any trace of fear, chins held high, backs straight, and the looks of Gods. They radiated an aura of power and invincibility that caused hearts to shrink. The men of the five nations knew that these beings were on their way to destroy them and the New Shelter. The Gods would have no mercy and would destroy everything. When the Golden army was a thousand paces from the horde of men, it stopped. 
 
    Ikai was watching from the center of the front line. At his order the army of Men started to prepare. Burdin was at his side. The warrior of the Highlands put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Today we’re going to kill Gods,” he said with such confidence that Ikai nodded in agreement. His eyes turned to the thousands of men and women of the Highlands at his back and he felt protected. But he knew this was a false feeling; nothing would protect him from the devastating Power of the Golden. 
 
    “If…” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Liberator, I’ll protect you. Lurama would never forgive me if anything happened to you.” 
 
    Ikai smiled at the great warrior, and hugged him gratefully. The two hundred thousand men and women who flooded the plain shifted restlessly, holding their weapons in sweating hands. Hardly anyone was in armor, very few had shields. Most carried bows and arrows, with long knives at their belts of leather or cord. They looked like a great horde of farmers, without order or direction, in clear contrast to the disciplined, perfectly supplied and well-organized army of the Golden. 
 
    From the rear of the enemy lines appeared the Lords in their golden carriages, who came to stand at the front of the lines of God-Warriors. Ikai could make out five distinct groups: presumably one for each of the five Houses. They were standing apart, and by the colors of their clothing he could recognize which house each group belonged to. Five carriages moved forward several hundred paces: one for each House. 
 
    “What do those bastards think they’re doing?” Burdin asked. 
 
    “They want to parley.” 
 
    “We ought to kill them instead.” 
 
    Ikai smiled at him. “First we ought to find out what they want.” 
 
    “And then kill them.” 
 
    “And then kill them,” Ikai agreed. At this there was joy on the faces around him. 
 
    “I’ll go alone,” he said to Burdin. 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “I can protect myself, but not you.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, I’m coming with you. And that’s that.” 
 
    Ikai shook his head and reluctantly accepted. He walked three hundred paces and stopped. Burdin was one step behind him. The mental message reached him like a blow. 
 
    Are you the leader of this rabble? demanded the Lord of the House of Fire. 
 
    “Yes. My name is Ikai.” 
 
    The Lords exchanged looks of surprise. 
 
    You are wanted. You escaped from Alantres. 
 
    “Well, here I am.” 
 
    And where are the other fugitives? 
 
    Ikai shrugged. 
 
    That attitude will not help you. He gestured behind Ikai. Neither you nor those slaves.  
 
    Ikai did not flinch at this. “What do you want?” he asked. 
 
    You are insolent, and insolence is payable in blood.  
 
    “I don’t fear you. I’ve already fought one Lord of the House of Fire. And I’m still alive. On the other hand, he isn’t.” 
 
    The golden face of the God turned to one of rage and incredulity. 
 
    That is not possible!  
 
    “Nor was reaching the Eternal City, or saving one of the Chosen, or escaping from there, or freeing a Boundary, or freeing all Men…would you like me to go on?” 
 
    I shall roast you alive for this! 
 
    Ikai did not flinch. He locked his gaze on that of the Golden. “Your proposal?” 
 
    The God could not manage to subdue his feelings, and was making a supreme effort not to attack him. The Golden on his right, from the House of Ether, spoke in his place. 
 
    The proposal is that you all turn yourselves in now. Without resistance. The punishment will be relative to the crime committed. It will clearly be exemplary, but many will live to serve again. If you refuse, you will be obliterated. No one will survive. Those are the orders we received from the High Kings before we left. We have to see that they are carried out. 
 
    “I will tell my people.” 
 
     Make them consider it. To fight us is a folly that will cost all your lives. You, more than anybody, know the destructive power we possess. You have seen it. You know it. Make them think carefully. There are hundreds of thousands of men who are about to die. It is a confrontation which they cannot possibly win. 
 
    Ikai said nothing, but turned on his heels and left. Burdin placed himself at his back to protect him with his own body. He went to stand before the expectant tide of his people, ignoring the Golden, who were watching him from afar. He activated the communication bracelet and addressed the five peoples. 
 
    “Listen to me!” he shouted, and there was absolute silence. “I bring a proposal from the Gods. They want us to surrender. They say that if we do so the punishment will be dire, but that many will survive to serve again as slaves,” A murmur of protest began, and instantly turned into loud refusals. Ikai gestured for calm and went on: “If you refuse… you’ll be destroyed. Nobody will survive. They’ll obliterate us.” He wanted to make this very clear, so that everyone would know what they were facing.  
 
    A sepulchral silence followed his words. The fear was patent on the faces of many. The shining enemy army was before them, an army of all-powerful Gods. 
 
    Again a murmur began among the sea of men and women, a murmur which became stronger little by little. It turned into a shout, with fists raised. 
 
    “We won’t turn ourselves in!” 
 
    “We’re free men! We’ll never go back to being slaves!” 
 
    “We’ll fight!” 
 
    “We’ll die as free fighters!” 
 
    The shouts became deafening: thousands of throats calling out that they would not give up, that they would fight. Ikai listened to them, his heart filled with pride. Against all odds, with destiny itself against them, facing an impossible task, knowing they would die: even so, they would not surrender. 
 
    “What’s your answer?” he shouted at the top of his voice. “Fight or surrender?” 
 
    “Fight!” three hundred thousand throats thundered in unison. The sound was so great that earth and sky seemed to shake. 
 
    Ikai turned toward the Golden, who were watching. He spread his arms wide and with a wave indicated the men and women who with their arms raised were still shouting whole-heartedly to the sky. 
 
    The message from the Lord of Ether reached him. 
 
    I am sorry it has to end like this, said the Lord of Ether.  
 
    “They prefer death to being slaves,” Ikai said into his bracelet. “The proposal is rejected. We won’t surrender. We’ll fight.”  
 
    Sorry? said the Lord of Fire. If what they want is death, death is what they shall have! And we appreciate your bringing all the slaves. He smiled triumphantly. You are saving us the trouble of hunting and killing them.  
 
    “We’ll see at the end of the day who dies and who lives.” 
 
    The Lords began to mobilize themselves. Ikai joined the People of the Highlands and unsheathed his sword. He raised it to the sky, then with his other hand he picked up Idana’s horn and made it ring out in a single long call. It was the signal for all to prepare themselves. With orderly movements the sea of rebels divided into three large groups, with Ikai in the central one, just as they had planned. The lines of God-Warriors did not move, while the God-Lords advanced in their carriages to join their leaders and formed themselves into five groups in front of their lines. Ikai counted two hundred and fifty nobles: fifty for each House. A shiver ran down his spine. Their combined destructive power would be terrifying. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Burdin asked. 
 
    “They don’t want to waste time. The Lords are going to destroy us from afar by using their Power.”  
 
    “Cowards! Let them come and fight hand to hand, like a true warrior!” 
 
    Ikai shook his head. “They won’t get their hands dirty with our blood. For them it would be demeaning. They just want to kill us as quickly as they can, as cleanly and easily as possible, so they can go back to their Eternal City.” 
 
    “The swine!” 
 
    The God-Lords wasted no time in beginning to use their Power. They were so powerful that their auras started to radiate with an intense gold which became visible to all. The rebels watched in silence. The wind vanished from the plain, and with it first birds, then a moment later all the other animals. A grim silence fell on the battlefield. Everyone knew what it meant. Surrounded by that golden radiance and in the midst of that ill-omened silence, the Golden seemed true Gods. Murderous Gods. 
 
    The golden radiance began to change. In the Lords of the House of Fire it turned red, brown in those of the House of Earth, blue in the House of Water, white in the House of Air and translucent in the House of Ether. Five Golden Houses, five Elemental Powers that would bring death to Men. And destruction descended upon them. The three groups of rebels watched the sky blackening. Murderous storms formed over their heads as fear began to take over their bodies. Rays of fire and zigzagging bolts were followed by deafening rolls of thunder. A hurricane wind struck the front lines. Men and women were hurled through the air. Colossal tornadoes appeared out of thin air in the center of the plain and came toward them. The winds they created sucked in everything around them. 
 
    Fire began to rain from the heavens over Ikai and his group in the center. A winter storm broke out over the group to his left, freezing everything it touched. Under the group on his right the ground began to tremble with the onset of an earthquake that would swallow them up. A mist that would devour the souls of whoever it came in contact with began to surround the three groups, blocking their way. There was no means of escape; they were being attacked from the sky, the earth and the air, and beyond. Panic spread among the rebels, who were about to be utterly annihilated. 
 
    Ikai gave two long calls on the horn. In reply, the Children of Arutan rose from among the Men. They had stayed crouching, hidden, so as not to be detected. They were scattered throughout the groups, covering the greatest area possible. They raised their arms to the sky and used their Power. A beam of brown-green light issued from their arms, rose and widened to form a great dome which came down to the ground. A hundred of these domes appeared, covering the rebels in the three groups. 
 
    “Everybody get inside the protective domes!” shouted Ikai. 
 
    The storm of fire fell on them. It reached those who had not run under cover in time, who burned amid screams of horror as flames devoured their lives. But the fiery storm could not pierce the domes. The rain of fire and fiery bolts fell relentlessly on the men, but was unable to penetrate. The icy storm fell on the first group, but met the domes and found its way blocked. The third group saw the earthquake fade away beneath their feet within the protection offered by the domes. The ring of deadly mist hurled itself against the rebels it surrounded. Ikai and Burdin had to step back and seek cover under one of the domes. Those unfortunates who had not managed to get under cover were devoured by the deadly mist. 
 
    The God-Lords stared at the domes in surprise. This was something they had not been expecting. But they took action and attacked more intensely, determined to break this defense. They launched huge fireballs which burst on impact and created scorching flames, fiery meteorites that rushed down from the heavens to crash against the domes with devastating impacts of rock and fire. The icy storm produced a rain of sharp stakes of ice which fell on to the domes, while at the same time the temperature dropped vertiginously so that the grass was soon covered with frost. The men huddled together inside the domes. Those who found there was no room for them were frozen alive. The tornadoes crashed against the defenses, seeking to break them and suck out the men and women they were protecting. 
 
    Anxiously, Ikai watched the monstrous creations of the Lords. He knew that with each attack the domes were weakening and the Children of Arutan were having to send more of their Power to strengthen them. But seeing the tremendous battering they were receiving, he guessed they would not last for long. Either they would be destroyed, or else their Golden allies would run out of Power before long. It was time to act, or else they would all be lost. He put the horn to his lips and sounded it three times. The fear and chaos which were assailing the rebels huddling under the domes vanished at the sound of the horn. Those who carried bows readied them and aimed at the God-Lords. 
 
    One of the defensive domes gave in. Hundreds of men, together with the Child of Arutan who was maintaining it, died in flames. Ikai cursed silently. With a lethal whistling that filled his soul with hope, a hundred thousand arrows left the domes and sped through the air to fall upon the God-Lords. He followed their flight, holding his breath. An instant after impact, the Lords covered themselves and their carriages with solid spheres. The arrows hit the spheres with a metallic rattle and were unable to pierce them. 
 
    Ikai sighed deeply. 
 
    “The bastards are covering themselves!” cried Burdin. 
 
    “We already expected that.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” 
 
    “We use Aruma’s gift.” 
 
    “The God-Witch?” 
 
    “Yes. We need to have faith.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it’ll help us. She’s one of them. You shouldn’t trust her.” 
 
    “I trust her.” 
 
    Without losing his calm, Ikai repeated the call. This time the archers put their hands to their waists, where they carried flasks of leather and wood. Inside was Aruma’s concoction. Behind Ikai, in the middle of each group, the rebels opened Aruma’s barrels. They dipped their arrows in the contents as the storms intensified above them. Another of the domes gave way before the impact of one of the tornadoes. Five hundred rebels were sucked out by the devastating force of its winds and died. 
 
    The rebels released their bows, and another hundred thousand arrows flew from inside the domes and fell on the God-Lords. Many were caught in the storms and failed to reach their goal, but even so, many thousands reached their target. The God-Lords saw them coming. But they felt no fear behind their defenses and ignored them, focusing instead on killing the rebels. 
 
    And the unthinkable happened! 
 
    The arrows pierced the defensive domes of the Golden. With muffled moans of surprise and horror, the God-Lords were struck by the arrows. Horses and Lords fell to the ground, writhing in pain. 
 
    Before the stunned stare of the God-Warriors, their Lords died riddled with arrows. 
 
    “It’s working!” Ikai cried gleefully. “Aruma’s concoction works!” 
 
    The Men had killed God-Lords! There was hope! 
 
    “I’ll never speak ill of that old witch again!” Burdin said, and sank his sword in the barrel of the strange silvery substance. Ikai did the same with his own, together with his knife. Then he turned to his people and shouted: “Keep launching! Don’t stop!” 
 
    Another of the domes gave way and several thousand rebels froze alive, turned into statues of ice. The rebels launched another volley of silver arrows. The Lords strengthened their defenses, sending more Power to their solid spheres, and raised new ones around the existing ones to protect them from the attacks of Power. With defenses raised against both physical attacks and attacks by Power, nothing could touch them. But the God-Lords were wrong. The arrows reached them and once more penetrated the spheres to reach their targets. They fell amid screams of pain and rage, their slender golden bodies riddled by dozens of arrows. They died with terror and fathomless incredulity on their faces. 
 
    Ikai seized the opportunity. “Launch again! Quick! Come on!”  
 
    The arrows flew once more. But the surviving God-Lords fled, at the same time ordering the God-Warriors to attack and cover their retreat. The arrows reached the front lines of the Warriors, who were already running forward. The arrows struck their huge bodies, but they did not stop. Only those who were hit in the face, or else with many arrows, fell. The remainder charged, elemental lance in one hand, shield-gauntlet in the other. 
 
    Shouts of terror made Ikai look to his right. Another of the domes was falling. The ground was opening under a thousand men in an earthquake which was creating abysses, and into these the rebels were falling amid horrifying screams. 
 
    “Hell! We’ve got to finish off the Lords, or else their storms will wipe us out.” 
 
    Burdin pointed up at the sky. “The storms are getting less.” Where there had been ten before, now there was only one. 
 
    “When those who created them died, the storms died with them,” Ikai said. “But there are still enough to devastate us. Our allies aren’t going to hold out for much longer.” He indicated the nearest Child of Arutan, who was trying to keep up the protective dome at all costs. 
 
    Burdin gestured toward the God-Warriors, who were charging at incredible speed, sliding on cloaks of fire or ice. “They’re coming!” 
 
    “Get ready for the assault!” Ikai shouted as a new wave of arrows flew toward the attacking army in a short arc. This time they reached the front lines of the God-Warriors full on, causing many casualties. But they were already on top of the rebels. 
 
    The impact was awesome. 
 
    The Warriors struck the lines with such brutal strength that men and women were thrown into the air like rag dolls. The domes could not defend them from physical attacks, so the God-Warriors penetrated them and began to slaughter the rebels. 
 
    The second wave of God-Warriors reached them and leapt over their comrades, who were hacking at the front lines. They advanced in gigantic leaps, propelled by their elemental power to unthinkable heights, and fell in the midst of the Men. When they touched down they used their Power to cushion their fall, in the process creating an elemental explosion all around them. One landed near Burdin and everything around him burst into flames, killing a hundred rebels. 
 
    “Damn you!” Burdin yelled, and went for him. 
 
    God-Warriors of the House of Water attacked the group on the left, falling on them with explosions of ice as they touched the ground. The rebels around them froze to death or were pierced by missiles of solid ice produced by the explosions. 
 
    “Move away from them when they come down!” Ikai cried desperately. The Golden were falling from the heights like Gods of death on the mass of rebels, who were unable to move far enough away to be safe from the explosions. 
 
    The God-Warriors landed on the group to the right amid showers of pure rock, so that the rebels were crushed by stones and boulders. Chaos took over the men, who were being slaughtered. 
 
    While the remaining God-Warriors spread chaos among the rebels, the surviving God-Lords summoned a hundred of the Warriors for protection and retreated to the far end of the plain, near the edge of the northern forests where they had come from. Only one out of every ten had survived. They were regrouping, utterly baffled, trying to understand what could have happened. 
 
    Ikai saw the chance he had been waiting for, seized the horn and sounded it five times. At his signal, on the edge of the eastern forests there appeared fifty thousand warriors, approaching at full gallop on their piebald mounts. 
 
    “Go, Kyra!” he encouraged his sister from afar. This part of the plan was vital. 
 
    At the head of the charge rode Kyra, with Lone Wolf on her right and Swift Deer on her left. The remaining chiefs of the tribes of the People of the Steppes rode behind at the head of their warriors. 
 
    “For freedom!” she shouted. 
 
    “Death to the Gods!” shouted Lone Wolf. 
 
    When the God-Lords saw this new threat aimed directly at them, they sent a thousand God-Warriors to form a barrier to block its way. 
 
    “Today they’ll answer before the spirits of the prairies for their crimes!” shouted Swift Deer. 
 
    The braves of the steppes howled, yelled and shouted at the spirits with insane abandon as the thunder of thousands of hooves echoed across the plain like an earthquake. 
 
    The God-Lords fell back to the forests of the north to avoid facing the charge. They would kill the savages from a distance. They would not put themselves within shooting range of arrows or spears, least of all from a cavalry charge like that. As the riders neared the lines of God-Warriors, the latter began to launch elemental missiles against the advance. Javelins of ice and tridents of fire struck the forefront, driving off not only the riders of the front line but also several behind them. They were followed by devastating balls of fire and ice which exploded on impact into flames and shards of cutting ice. 
 
    Kyra urged her horse on. “Bastards!” she yelled. 
 
    Hurricane winds struck to her left, carrying several riders away through the air. She was forced to hold on to her horse with all her might so as not to fly off herself. Swift Deer nearly went with them. Ghosts of Ether reached the horses and attacked them so that the poor animals died of terror, bringing their riders down with them. A missile in the form of a huge rock brushed Lone Wolf’s head, and he shifted to one side to avoid it. The boulder fell further back and broke into hundreds of fragments, killing both riders and horses. 
 
    “Keep going! We’re there!” Kyra shouted, fifty paces from the enemy line. 
 
    The God-Warriors dug in their legs, raised shields and spears and formed a wall of elemental shields. An unmovable wall: they used their Power and part of the wall turned solid as rock: part ice wall, part barrier of fire, part a wall of winds. 
 
    The crash was horrendous. 
 
    Thousands of horses struck the wall with the full momentum of their charge as their riders released arrows and spears at the God-Warriors. There was a deafening noise, followed by terror. Horses and riders were thrown in the air by the brutal impact. Some were thrown back, unable to take evasive action, others were sent flying over the wall of God-Warriors and fell behind them, mostly already dead. 
 
    The golden wall withstood the first blows. Thousands fell trying to get over it. But a few did manage to have some effect and break it at several points. Kyra was one of those. Making use of her Power, she disarmed two God-Warriors and sent them flying backwards. 
 
    “Follow me!” she cried to her people when she saw the opening. Lone Wolf, Swift Deer and a hundred or so braves made their way through it. A little to their right another hundred warriors managed to penetrate the wall and kill a few Gods. The fight was now frantic. 
 
    Seeing the line breaking, the God-Lords got ready to act against Kyra and those others who had managed to get through. At the edge of the forest, behind the Lords, a pair of eyes was watching them. The Lord Leader of the House of Ether became aware of this and turned to face those eyes which were watching him closely. Then another pair of eyes appeared beside the first, and then another pair, and yet another. A moment later a thousand more had appeared. The whole edge of the forest was filled with eyes; even the branches of the trees were full of them. Eyes that were staring at him with a single purpose: to kill him. And at that moment, the Golden Lord realized something was wrong. Deeply wrong. The first pair of eyes stepped forward out of the vegetation and appeared in front of the Golden. 
 
    It was Albana. 
 
    She raised her black daggers and cried: “Death to the Golden!” 
 
    There came a prolonged whistle from the forest. The God-Lords turned toward Albana at the same moment thousands of arrows flew from the forest. They strengthened their spheres with horror and panic on their faces. They had no time for anything else, for the arrows smeared with Aruma’s concoction penetrated their defenses and riddled them. They died with their eyes wide with disbelief. 
 
    Albana came to the side of the Lord Leader of the House of Ether, who had fallen from his carriage and lay writhing on the ground. The Golden stared wide-eyed at Albana. 
 
    “We never believed… it is impossible… you are no more than slaves…” he muttered, and died. 
 
    In the midst of the battle, the God-Warriors were unaware of what had happened behind them. Albana gave the order and fifty thousand warriors of the People of the Trees emerged, yelling like demons, from the forest where they had been hiding, to attack the rearguard of the God-Warriors: A thousand of them had to confront a hundred thousand rebels attacking them on two fronts. 
 
    Kyra fought like a demi-goddess at the head of the braves of the steppes. With the help of Lone Wolf and Swift Deer, she had killed several of the imposing God-Warriors and was preparing to face a giant from the House of Fire. 
 
    “I’m going to send you back to your lords,” she said. 
 
    Condescendingly and haughtily, the huge God-Warrior smiled. 
 
    Never, you slave, he said, and with a movement of his spear of fire he hurled a fiery javelin toward her. She sent Power to her translucent sphere. She was finding it easier and easier to use her Power; by now it was almost instinctive. The javelin struck the sphere and she felt the shock, but it failed to penetrate. The eyes of the Golden widened in surprise. 
 
    “Who are you calling a slave, Golden? I’m a free woman.” 
 
    The face of the God-Warrior hardened. I do not know what you are. You have Power, but I am going to kill you all the same, he said, and launched a ball of fire at her with a flick of his shield. 
 
    Kyra concentrated. She could not let it explode or else it would reach Lone Wolf and Swift Deer, who were beside her fighting another God-Warrior, stabbing him mercilessly with their weapons which had been soaked in Aruma’s concoction. Lone Wolf was concentrating on his torso while Swift Deer worked on his back. Another half-dozen warriors of the prairies were hanging from the enormous Golden’s legs and neck. She reached out her hand and focused on stopping the ball of fire. She had never tried anything like this, but if she did not manage to do something at once her friends would die. The missile reached her, but it was losing speed. A fraction of a second before it touched her sphere, it stopped. It stayed there hovering, spinning, before her eyes. “Gotcha!” She moved her hand and sent the ball back toward the God. 
 
    You wretched slave! the God-Warrior roared, and the ball exploded on top of him, together with several of his comrades. The Warrior had managed to protect himself with his shield, but his fellow warriors, taken by surprise, fell amid flames. The Braves of the Steppes hastened to finish them off. 
 
    “Did you like the taste of your own medicine? I have a lot more for you!” 
 
    No… it is not possible… only the most powerful among us can do… a thing like that.  
 
    “In that case I must be one of the most powerful,” Kyra said. She caught the Golden’s aura, focused on it, fixed it and lifted the giant by the neck. She held him suspended in midair. 
 
    It cannot be… you are a slave… he said. He was bleeding from the mouth. 
 
    “I can see you aren’t listening.” 
 
    The God-Warrior moved his fiery spear and attacked her with a bolt, but her sphere held. She raised the palm of her hand and froze the bolt, extinguishing it. 
 
    It is impossible… you are using the Power of Ether and of Water at the same time. 
 
    In fact Kyra herself had been surprised by this. She had just wanted to put out the fire. She did not know where the ice had come from. But she did not let on. 
 
    “Surprised by what a woman can do?” she said, and with a wave of her arm she sent an ice stake against the Golden. It pierced his chest from side to side. 
 
    Nooo…. 
 
    “I told you I was a free woman. You should have listened to me.” She watched him die and let him fall to the ground. She did not know how she had managed it all, but it was getting easier for her all the time. And her Power was increasing. 
 
    She turned to the wall of God-Warriors, with the braves of the steppes dying against it. I have to help them, she thought, and went forward, hurling God-Warriors through the air, to break the wall. 
 
    Albana was leading the Green Men in the rearguard, with Ilia and her brother Pilap beside her. A God-Warrior of the House of Air blocked their way. He waved his spear and sent a zigzagging bolt of lightning against Albana, who used her disc and covered herself with a protective sphere. In response the God-Warrior sent a strong gust of wind which sent Ilia and Pilap flying. They landed violently about twenty paces away, but the sphere protected Albana. 
 
    Surprised to see that she had not been affected, the God-Warrior leapt into the sky amid a gust of wind. From above, he attacked her with an orb charged with the force of an electric storm. She saw it, emitting electric charges as it came, and moved away with a shadowy leap. The God saw her vanish into darkness and then reappear twenty paces further away. The orb exploded against the ground, electrocuting a dozen warriors of the Trees. 
 
    Albana swore silently. She could not rise above the ground and stay high above like the God-Warriors, but what she could do was make them come down so that they lost the advantage of height. She concentrated and used her Power before the Golden could attack again. With a muffled snap, a whip of intense black issued from her arm and wrapped itself around the ankle of the hovering God. With a tremendous tug she brought him crashing to the ground. 
 
    The God-Warrior rose to his feet, shaken by the blow, and she seized her opportunity. She gave another shadowy leap and appeared behind the Warrior, who was already recovering. With a simultaneous movement she drove her two daggers into each side of his thick neck. The Golden gave a grunt and attacked her with a gust of wind produced by his shield. She was hurled backwards and hit the ground hard. The impact left her breathless. The Golden took two steps toward her with the daggers buried in his neck. He stumbled and fell to his knees. She got to her feet, trying to get her breath back. The God-Warrior grunted again and fell face down on the grass, dead. 
 
    She recovered her daggers and ran to where Ilia and Pilap had fallen. They were bruised but alive. Ilia gestured to her right, where a God-Warrior was butchering a group of her rebels. She used her dark whip, and this time it coiled itself around the Golden’s neck. With a pull of her Power she made him fall backwards. 
 
    “Finish him off!” she ordered her people. Instantly Pilap and a dozen green-skinned warriors jumped onto the God and stabbed him to death. 
 
    “All at once! Attack all together!” she said, and turned to face the next God-Warrior with Ilia at her side. 
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    Adamis adjusted his war helmet. It was golden, as befitted a Lord. It covered his whole head, hiding his face behind a wide mirror visor in which a flame burned. The helmet visors of each house reflected the element they belonged to and hid the identity of the wearer. He was dressed in the armor of a Lord of the House of Fire, whom he had been forced to kill. The Lord and his escort had discovered him as he was crossing from the third to the second ring. Luckily the accident had occurred in a little-guarded area and he had not been found out. He needed to take every possible precaution; he was alone and in the lion’s den. Were he to be challenged again, he would not live to tell the tale. 
 
    Feigning a confidence he did not feel, he walked over to the command post in the main dock of the second ring. His intention was to reach the first ring, and his father, but the bridges between the fifth and fourth rings and the second and first had been destroyed. To arrive by sea was impossible, since the enemy ships were rigidly blocking the access. He had looked for a portal to travel through, but it had proved useless. The portals were all taken and closely-watched. 
 
    He watched the frantic activity taking place along the whole ring. The House of Fire was alive with activity: troops and support personnel went from one end to the other in an incessant movement of Golden and Enforcers. The noise of the battle was growing progressively stronger as he headed to the inner side of the ring. He put his hand to his eyes and tried to make out his home, the first ring, in the distance, but a thick mist around it prevented any clear view of the buildings. What he was able to notice were numerous red flashes and explosions in the mist, which told him that the House of Fire was attacking the First Ring. 
 
    At the doors of the command post a giant warrior turned to the forces lined up on the docks. “Fire!” he ordered. 
 
    Adamis counted more than three thousand Warriors and fifty Lords deployed in that part of the ring. Countless Enforcers accompanied them, executing their masters’ orders. The Lords were sending devastating storms of fire and blazing missiles toward the First Ring. He calculated they would reach the docks and the first rows of buildings, but no further. The Power did not reach across such distances. To attack the inner ring and his Father’s royal palace they would have to land, either through a portal or by ship. Using the Portals was very dangerous in these circumstances, as the enemy would be expecting them on the other side. It made more sense to cross the canal that separated the two rings. The scene of the attack on the House of Water came to his mind. 
 
    He went a little closer and his suspicions were confirmed. A thousand ships filled with Warriors and Enforcers and led by Lords were heading toward the First Ring. They were currently halfway between the two rings. He was saddened to see that they were attacking the docks and the front row of buildings of the Ring of the House of Ether with elemental explosions. And if that were not serious enough, what he saw next left him breathless. Further to the east, three thousand ships from the House of Air had taken their positions. They were attacking the First Ring, supporting the House of Fire’s offensive. 
 
    Adamis took a deep breath. He felt a terrible unease. Now he understood. That is why he cannot go to help the House of Water. He is being attacked by the Houses of Air and Fire. The situation was far more serious than he had imagined. An alliance between the Houses of Fire and Earth was deeply worrying, but with the addition of the House of Air it would be impossible to stop them. The Houses of Water and Ether found themselves in a clearly weaker position, and because they were both being attacked at the same time they could not help each other. A pang in his stomach forced him to double up. He straightened up immediately; he would be found out if he did not behave like a Lord of the House of Fire. He had to make an effort to keep back the sickness he felt. 
 
    “Give them no breathing space!” shouted the Warrior in command. A hundred paces away, Adamis recognized him and stopped. He had not done so before because his face was hidden under the war helmet he wore: silver, as was appropriate for Warriors. But there was no doubt about it: it was Iradu, Asu’s Champion, the one who in time of war was responsible for leading the army of the House of Fire. Adamis saw that the giant champion’s body was marked by huge burn marks. Something had happened to him which had almost cost him his life. 
 
    He shivered involuntarily at the horror and destruction before his eyes. Asu had planned and executed his coup with masterly skill. Adamis had to admit that Asu was proving to be far more intelligent than he had ever thought he could be. He knew his rival was reckless to the point of insanity, but he never imagined that in his delirium of grandeur he would dare go so far. Unfortunately he had. Golden and Men would suffer a fate of horror and death. 
 
    Thinking about Men, he turned toward the catacombs, which were in the inner part of the city, a long way from the docks. They would be keeping the slaves there. He could imagine them, utterly terrified, unable to understand what was happening. When the troops landed, the horror would reach them and they would be unable to hide from destruction and death. Unfortunately it would reach them all. They would be the victims in this fratricidal war: the war between the Gods. 
 
    The combined attack upon the House of Ether intensified. Adamis was trying to find a way to reach the First Ring, but without success. A Lord in war armor arrived at the command post. Adamis came as close as he dared without raising the attention of the hundred Warriors on watch duty around the post. At first he did not recognize the Lord. He used Notaplo’s bracelet to intercept the communication. 
 
    Iradu greeted Asu’s cousin respectfully. “Lord Erre.” 
 
    “Champion of the House of Fire,” replied Lord Erre with equal respect. 
 
    “What are my Lord’s orders? 
 
    “The High King wishes to intensify the attack on the House of Ether.” 
 
    “And the battle on the House of Water?” 
 
    “It is won. It is just a matter of a little more time. The forces of our allies from the House of Earth have surrounded the Royal Palace. Without the help of the House of Ether they will not survive. That is why it is crucial to increase the pressure on them.” 
 
    “I understand. So it shall be done, when they are on the point of falling. The High King and his people will flee through the Royal Portal to the Palace of the High King of Ether. We will not be able to capture them.” 
 
    “That does not matter. Even though they hide in the House of Ether, they are doomed. Once the Royal Palace of Water is overthrown the army of the House of Earth will join ours and that of Air in the First Ring, and we will finish them off.” 
 
    “Very well. I will give the order to intensify the attacks.” 
 
    “I will join the invasion force. Clear the way for me. We must make them retreat deep into the city.” 
 
    “Do not worry, they will,” Iradu said confidently. 
 
    “And one thing more … High King Asu wants to know whether the plan is ready.” 
 
    “It is. I will carry out his order personally.” 
 
    “It is essential that you do not fail. The stakes are high.” 
 
    “I have never failed at anything, my Lord. I will not fail today.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Lord Erre gestured, and his personal bodyguard joined him. At the docks he boarded an impressive warship which was waiting for him. 
 
    “Destroy the defenses!” Iradu ordered the attacking forces. 
 
    The last ships were leaving to invade the First Ring. Adamis saw several Lords boarding smaller, more graceful vessels. These were the assault troops, He searched for one without a Lord in command and found it at the end of the dock.  
 
    “Lord on deck!” the officer said, surprised to see Adamis coming on board. 
 
    “I am taking command,” Adamis said confidently. 
 
    “Of course, my Lord,” said the officer. He moved aside so that Adamis could stand astern in the center. 
 
    “Follow the assault forces.” 
 
    “At your command, my Lord,” the officer said, and signaled to the helmsman. 
 
    At the point half-way between the two rings the battle was at its thickest. The warships of the House of Fire were attacking the coast with blasts of fire which generated intense flares whose aim was to destroy the House of Ether’s defenses. But the thick fog did not allow them to see whether they were being successful or not. Several heavy ships, loaded with Warriors, Enforcers and a few Lords, had penetrated the waters of the First Ring on their way to the main docks to finish the job of destruction. Suddenly a giant gray-black silhouette emerged from the water. It had no definite shape. Giant eyes of horror were all that could be distinguished. The spirit, of monstrous proportions, hurled itself at the ships like some creature of nightmare. Adamis knew perfectly well what it was, and what it entailed. His Father’s Lords had combined their Power to create a giant Voracious Spirit, devourer of life. 
 
    The ships of the House of Fire sank amid cries of horror from those swallowed by the spirit. From the ships at the rear came an attack on the creation of Ether with fiery spheres, arrows and spears. But the Spirit, though wounded, was attacking even more voraciously. It went on devouring Golden and Enforcers, destroying the enemy ships. Adamis was encouraging it from deep within himself, while at the same time his ship moved away from the monster so as not to capsize. From land the House of Fire increased the attack on the area the monster had emerged from. Adamis hoped that the Lords of his House had managed to get to safety, but knowing the destructive power of fire he feared the worst. 
 
    At the same time he noticed something that raised his spirits. The House of Ether was fighting off the invasion. New Voracious Spirits appeared and fell on the ships. They were accompanied by a deathly fog which spread from the shore. The ships which penetrated it reached the shore with all their crew members dead. The poison of the fog finished off the Golden. The few ships that reached the shore intact were received by a horde of spirits of agony. The creatures fell on the Warriors of the House of Fire and devoured them. Adamis could not have been more proud of his people’s masterly defense. 
 
    But not all was good news. Although the ships of the House of Fire were losing the battle, things were different with those of the House of Air. In the paths of the ships the Lords had created a number of typhoons which headed toward the coast, destroying everything they found in their way, both on sea and on land. The spirits were dispersed by hurricane winds. The deathly fog was dispersed by great gusts of wind created by the Lords. And what was even worse, on dry land the first line of ships were beginning to create great tornadoes which cleared the landing areas and forced the army of Ether to fall back. Adamis swore under his breath. Ether’s natural enemy was Air. It could defeat the other elements, but as for Air… 
 
    The ships of the House of Fire began to pull back while they waited for those of the House of Air to clear a path. The battle went on until nightfall, when the troops of the House of Ether were finally forced back to the royal castle. Adamis had left the ship by now. Surrounded by warriors of the House of Fire, he watched his home being destroyed. The lower part of the mountain, scattered with translucent crystalline buildings, which formed the first ring, was being razed to the ground by countless whirlwinds, tornadoes and hurricane-force winds which were toppling buildings and Golden alike and making their way to the upper levels. Amid protective flames the great army of Fire was landing, and soon that of Air would follow. His detachment began to take a higher position and was fiercely attacked by the retreating defenders. 
 
    The fog now covered only the higher part of the First Ring, where the royal castle and his family were. The invading troops secured the lower areas, then fell back awaiting orders. The troops of the House of Air took up a forward position, forming the first line of attack and defense, half-way up the great mountain. They were protecting the troops of the House of Fire from the attacks of the House of Ether, which fell on them from the summit. During the whole night reinforcements continued to arrive from both Houses. The attacks on the summit did not cease. Relentlessly they battered the walled positions under the covering of the fog so as to pave the way for the assault which would come with dawn. 
 
    Adamis, with an ever-growing knot in his stomach, could not see how they could possibly get out of their quandary. And when dawn arrived, his faint shred of hope vanished completely. The navy of the House of Earth arrived victorious and joined that of the House of Fire at the docks. This meant that the House of Water had fallen. And now the House of Ether would fall too. Three massive ships docked, and from them issued the three regicide Princes. The first was Asu, unmistakable in his showy red and gold war armor. He was followed by Lurra of the House of Earth. Last came Aize, of the House of Air. They made their way to a fortified command post before the intent gaze of all, followed by their guards of honor. They marched like all-powerful peacocks: erect, chins held high, showing off all their power and glory. 
 
    Very carefully, Adamis went closer. He was surrounded by about a hundred elite warriors of the House of Fire. He activated the bracelet, although he hardly needed to. Asu was so sure of his victory that he did not even take the precaution of hiding his conversation. 
 
    “Victory is ours!” he said. He was staring up at the top of the city, which was being bombarded with elemental explosions. 
 
    “They are not even counter-attacking,” Aize commented. 
 
    “They are preparing for the final defense,” said Lurra. “The same thing happened in the siege of the High King of Water’s palace.” 
 
    “And see how it served them,” Asu said, and guffawed with laughter. “Nobody can stop us, we are the future of the Golden.” 
 
    “The High King of Water, most of his Lords and some of his forces have fled through the Royal Portal,” Lurra said. 
 
    “Do you think they have taken refuge up there?” Aize asked. 
 
    “Without a doubt,” Asu replied. “Those two shriveled old mummies will want to fight and defend their thrones together, to the end. They will not give in. But do not worry, we will grant them their wish. We will kill them together.”  
 
    Aize’s eyes turned to his troops. “If they have taken shelter up there, it will complicate our assault.”  
 
    “That conceited Laino thinks he will be able to resist on his precious crystal mountain, the fool!” Asu said arrogantly. “He has no idea how mistaken he is. Nobody resists my plans.”  
 
    “He does not want us to reach the Great Central Monolith,” Lurra commented. “He is denying us its Power.”  
 
    “I have sent several patrols to the monolith through the four passes,” Aize said. 
 
    “And?” Asu demanded. 
 
    “They have not come back.” 
 
    Asu was plainly upset at this answer. “The old lunatic is planning something.”  
 
    “Who cares?” said Aize. “He will soon be dead.”  
 
    “We must not underestimate those old mummies,” Lurra said, sounding doubtful. “They have stayed alive for so long because they are intelligent.”  
 
    Asu swept his gaze over the troops. “Whatever he may be planning, he will not be able to stop us. Nothing can do that now. When all our forces have finished landing and preparing, we will attack.” 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “Follow my orders, and we will win. Everything is going according to plan. The victory is within our reach. Do what I say, and we will be the three sole High Kings.” 
 
    “I am with you,” said Lurra. 
 
    “And I,” said Aize. 
 
    “Now let us prepare the final attack,” Asu said breezily. 
 
    A few hours later there came strong explosions, followed by the sound of tumbling rocks. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” snapped Asu. 
 
    “The passes to the Monolith have been sealed, my Lord,” came Iradu´s reply. He had already disembarked. 
 
    “Laino is planning something.” 
 
    Accompanied by their Champions and their escort of elite warriors, Aize and Lurra hurried to the command post. 
 
    “What on earth …?” Aize demanded. 
 
    “Better not stop to find out,” Lurra said. 
 
    Asu clenched his fist tightly. “Attack the damned mountain. Do not leave a stone standing in the royal castle.”  
 
    “And what about the two High Kings?” 
 
    “Give the order to kill them. Whoever brings me their heads, I will overwhelm him with riches. Pass the word to the troops.” 
 
    They left at once. The army of Air made its way up through the crystal buildings, which were already no more than rubble. They were followed by the army of Earth, with the army of Fire bringing up the third line. They made up three concentric rings surrounding the mountain, on whose summit the survivors of the Houses of Ether and Water had taken shelter. 
 
    As the three invading houses ascended, they pounded the summit with explosions and missiles. From below, the Lords sent elemental storms to the summit to make the soldiers’ way easier. Adamis created a storm of fire of very low intensity and sent it to the summit. Asu’s guard of honor was nearby, and he had to act like a Lord of Fire. Seeing his enemy so close, he thought for a moment of killing that fool, but he had to set the thought aside. Asu was protected by Iradu, his cousin Erre, and his guard of honor. He would not be able to fight all of them, still less with the whole enemy army so near. It was best to wait and search out an opportunity to get into the palace and stop Asu somehow, although at that moment it seemed impossible to him that he could manage it. 
 
    The forces of the House of Air came within a hundred paces of the castle wall. The tornadoes and hurricane winds that went before them were pushing the deadly fog toward the castle, protecting its own warriors. Suddenly there came a roar and the earth shook. A giant creature of ice, humanoid in shape and more than a hundred and fifty feet tall, rose up from the castle. It lifted one of its immense feet and stepped over the wall. The ground shook under its weight. They attacked it with tornadoes and whirlwinds. The creature was buffeted violently, so that for a moment it seemed it would lose its balance and fall, but it regained it and opened a huge icy mouth. From this came a tremendous freezing gust which froze everything it touched for more than a hundred paces. The tornadoes were petrified into ice, as were those warriors of the House of Air who were struck. 
 
    Confusion overcame the warriors. They began to attack the creature with electric javelins and stormy discharges. But they barely managed to scratch the giant’s ice body as it continued its advance, using its breath to freeze all the soldiers who were attacking the walls. The Warriors regrouped for the attack, and the second and third lines began to launch balls of fire and missiles of rock against the creature. Once again the ground shook, and a second elemental appeared before the gates of the city. As colossal as the first, this one was of Ether and had the appearance of a gigantic, tormented spirit. 
 
    Asu was beside himself with fury. “Great Elementals!” he cried. 
 
    “How can they be so huge?” Erre asked, dumbfounded. 
 
    Asu looked behind him, then up at the sky. Alantres, the Eternal City, was enveloped in darkness; it had stopped radiating light with the Power of the Golden. “The city has been extinguished. They have deflected all the Power of the Great Monolith. They have used it to create those elemental monstrosities!” 
 
    The two colossal creatures began to spread death among the enemy troops. Warriors and Enforcers of the three Houses leapt on them, trying to harm them with their own elemental weapons, but barely succeeded in making any impact. With huge sweeps of arms and legs, the two giants sent the soldiers to their death. 
 
    Every step they took down the mountain made the ground shake and toppled the enemy units. 
 
    “You accursed old dotards! You will not defeat me! Not today! Not ever!” 
 
    “What are your orders, my Lord?” Iradu asked. 
 
    “My Lords! To me!” Asu called. 
 
    A hundred Lords came to present themselves. All of them wore claws on their right arms. They formed a circle around Asu, spreading their arms wide, touching each other’s fingertips. 
 
    “At my command!” said Asu. 
 
    The Lords closed their eyes and concentrated. Asu spread his arms and gave the order, and the Lords transferred all their Power to their Lord. Every last drop. So as not to die, they immediately activated their claws and injected into their own veins the slaves’ essence of life which was stored in the discs. They fell to the ground in exhaustion, senseless. Asu, charged with the Power of his Lords, roared out: 
 
    “Nobody can stop me! Nobody!” 
 
    There came an enormous amber flash, and a Great Elemental of Fire came to life. It was as gigantic as its rivals. 
 
    “Finish them off,” Asu ordered. 
 
    The Elemental went up the mountain city to fight its brothers. The Great Elemental of Ether stepped out to meet it, hurling the warriors at its feet through the air with every step. Meanwhile the Great Elemental of Ice was attacking the troops of the House of Air. 
 
    The two giants stared at each other with brutal golden eyes imbued with the Power of the Golden. The Great Elemental of Fire roared in defiance, and flames issued from its mouth. The Great Elemental of Ether, refusing to cower, replied with a spectral scream. The Elemental of Fire attacked, and a huge fiery arm struck the torso of the other Elemental. But the fiery arm went through the immaterial torso. The attacker roared in rage and frustration. The Elemental of Ether launched a lethal gust at its opponent. The gust wounded it and forced it to step back, but it recovered and counter-attacked. It opened its mouth and sent a great gust of fire against its enemy. The Elemental of Ether took the impact of the flames in its face and chest, and its ghostly body caught fire. Its opponent roared in triumph.  
 
    When the Great Elemental of Ice saw its ally perish, it stopped its attack against the warriors to engage with the Elemental of Fire. Both giants exchanged colossal blows as each tried to make the other fall. The Elemental of Ice took two steps forward and with a massive strike toppled its enemy, which fell backwards in gusts of flame like a mountain collapsing. The Elemental of Fire tried to get back to its feet, but its rival was already upon it. It rose to one knee, and before the blow could make contact it sent a burst of flame against the icy creature. But unlike what had happened with the Elemental of Ether, this time the gust of fire did not affect the ice creature in the same way. Part of its right arm and torso melted and fell to the ground as water. The Elemental of Ice roared and sent a freezing blast at the creature of fire. With a bray of despair, the Elemental of Fire went out, its flames dead beneath the power of water. It stayed there on its knees, its body a smoking mass. The Elemental of Ice launched a powerful kick, destroying its rival and sending its remains flying all over the battlefield. 
 
    “No! Damn you!” cried Asu. “Attack! All together!” 
 
    The Warriors and Lords of the three armies hurled themselves against the wounded Elemental. The giant creature kept fighting until it was brought down by the attack of thousands of warriors. It fell to the ground and shattered into a thousand pieces of ice, which a moment later were no more than water. 
 
    “Yes!” Asu cried exultantly. “Nothing is going to stop me!” 
 
    Adamis felt this was the end of his own people. Asu called his two allies, and they met at the command post. 
 
    “They are ours now!”  he said. 
 
    “My Warriors are ready for the final attack,” Lurra said. 
 
    “My forces have been badly hit,” said Aize. 
 
    “So?” Asu shot back. 
 
    “So it would be better if it were Lurra’s forces that took the lead now.” 
 
    Asu turned to Lurra, his eyes narrowed. “And what do you think of that?” 
 
    Lurra’s eyes turned to the battlefield, then to Aize. He took a step toward him, and with a swift movement buried the stone dagger up to the hilt in his eye. Aize died with a look of bafflement on his face. Before his body had reached the ground, Iradu gave the order to attack the House of Air. 
 
    Asu smiled sardonically at Lurra. “You asked, and I granted it to you.”  
 
    Lurra looked satisfied. “Thank you,” he said, and gave an exaggerated bow. “I could never stand that whiner. He has got what he deserved.” 
 
    Asu nodded, eyes gleaming. “Iradu, do not leave a single Lord, Warrior, or Enforcer of the House of Air alive.” 
 
    “As you wish, my Lord.” 
 
    Adamis watched in astonishment as the forces of the House of Fire and the House of Earth betrayed those of the House of Air and put them to the knife. Evening came, and he witnessed the bloody fall of the once-powerful House of Air. 
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    The battle between men and Gods entered its decisive stage. Kyra and Albana had managed to eliminate the Lords and cause heavy casualties among the Warriors on the northern stretch of the plain. Meanwhile the Peoples of the Steppes and the Trees had surrounded the Warriors and were relentlessly pressing on with the aim of killing the Golden soldiers. 
 
    Ikai, on the other hand, was losing the battle in the south. The Warriors’ initial assault had been brutal, but what followed was truly devastating. Once in the midst of the horde of rebels the Warriors, like the incredibly effective soldiers they were, began to deploy all their destructive power. The rebels fell dead under the onslaught of their silver spears and elemental shields, or else were blown apart when they were caught by explosions of Power which had been created to destroy everything around. For every Warrior that fell, hundreds of men died. 
 
    In the midst of the battle, Ikai sent Power to his protective sphere and confronted the God-Warrior in front of him. This Warrior belonged to the House of Ether and had created a lethal mist around him. More than thirty unfortunates had already fallen dead at his feet at the touch of this mist that seemed to devour their spirits. Ikai focused his attention and sent a Spirit of Agony against the Warrior, who defended himself with shield and elemental spear. But since it was a monster of the same element, ether, he could not manage to inflict any damage on it. Seeing the success of his attack, Ikai created a Spirit of Pain and launched it against the Warrior. The two spirits devoured the Golden, who was unable to defend himself. 
 
    An icy shock warned him that he was being attacked from behind, and he turned to find himself facing a Warrior of Water. He ordered his two spirits to attack, but this time the spear and shields of ice succeeded in damaging them. The Warrior destroyed them, although he was left badly wounded, and Ikai sent a third spirit to finish him off. His use of the Power had attracted the attention of several Warriors. One of them, from the House of Earth, hurled a sharp-edged javelin of stone at Ikai’s sphere with enormous strength. It weakened the sphere. To his right, Burdin leapt onto the back of a God of the House of Air. The enormous God-Warrior had created two whirlwinds with violent shakes of his shield. These sent the rebels flying through the air, to fall headlong on to their comrades. 
 
    Ikai and Burdin fought with all their might in the midst of a chaotic battle which they were losing, little by little. The rebels were fighting and dying like heroes. They would not give up, they kept attacking even when everything indicated that they were lost. A Warrior of the House of Fire saw Burdin standing up beside the body of the Golden he had just killed. He flicked his spear, and a fiery whip issued from it with a crack and caught Burdin in the back. The Highland warrior arched in pain and roared. The whip lashed again and struck him in the chest with tremendous force. He fell and did not get up again. 
 
    Several Warriors of Water were making their way forward through the sea of rebels, creating waves with a synchronized swinging of spears and shields. The waves they were spreading were icy, and the rebels were frozen to death as these reached them. The few survivors were cut to pieces by the icy spears of the Golden. The rebels defended themselves with bows and spears, but the Gods kept coming. They advanced, wounded countless times, continuing to kill like titans of War. 
 
    Ikai gave the death-blow to the Golden who was attacking him and glanced hastily round to assess the situation. Twenty Warriors of the House of Fire were advancing from the east, destroying anyone in their way with fireballs and outbursts of flames. The battle was lost. He wiped the sweat from his brow, breathed out heavily and gave the order to retreat. Burdin, wounded, looked up at him from the ground, imploring him to go on fighting. Ikai shook his head. He could understand his friend’s feelings and would have given anything to carry on, but it was suicide. The Warriors were too strong. They were being butchered. 
 
    “Retreat!” he cried to his people. 
 
    The survivors of the Senoca, the People of the Highlands and the People of the West began to fall back towards the New Shelter. They ran for their lives as the Golden regrouped, preparing to hunt them down. 
 
    To the north, Kyra noticed that her brother was retreating. 
 
    “We have to help them!” she shouted to Albana. 
 
    Albana nodded gravely. “They’re being massacred. There are too many of them. Let’s get things here finished and help them.”  
 
    They attacked more fiercely, finally managing to finish off the last Warriors who were still resisting in the north. 
 
    “We did it!” Kyra shouted, her energy renewed. 
 
    “We need to get into formation and move south,” said Albana. 
 
    They reorganized their forces quickly and began to move toward the New Shelter. At the far end they could see Ikai and his people running away from the two thousand and more Warriors, who were pursuing them in two long lines in an unbroken formation, keeping up a marching step. 
 
    Ikai ordered the rebels to take cover in the houses. Here they would make their last stand, on roofs, at windows and in doorways. They brought out bows, arrows and knives and prepared for the end. Death was on its way, echoing on the plain under the boots of those elemental soldiers of horror and destruction. 
 
    From the roof of one of the houses in the center, Ikai searched for his sister and Albana. 
 
    Burdin was stretched out on the roof. “Are they on their way?” he asked. Ikai could not understand how he could still be alive. With those wounds he should have died, but he refused to. 
 
    “They’re on their way, don’t worry. They’ll catch them from behind.” 
 
    Burdin smiled. “We’ll finish them off,” he said confidently. 
 
    Ikai weighed up the situation. Even with Kyra and Albana’s forces, their chances were slight. He scanned the battlefield, where more than a hundred thousand braves, men and women, lay dead. Rage and frustration brought the beginning of tears to his eyes. They can’t just have died for nothing. We can’t all die for nothing. He tightened his fist over the disc and wished he could have the Power to stop that army of Golden before they annihilated all Men. But he did not have it, and the end was approaching inexorably. 
 
    Three hundred paces from the houses, the Warriors stopped. The front line stepped forward and took up its formation. The second turned to face Kyra and Albana’s forces and took a step forward too. Ikai sighed deeply. Seeing those two formations, he knew they would not make it. Even without their Lords, these soldiers knew what they had to do and how to do it. They were perfectly trained in the art of war. 
 
    Kyra and Albana’s forces stopped three hundred paces away and waited for Ikai’s signal to attack. He put the horn to his lips and was about to blow it, but did not. If he gave the order, they would most likely all die. His heart was telling him to use it; his rational mind prevented him. He took a deep breath. Fighting meant a chance for them: a slight one, but a chance nonetheless. Fleeing doomed them to be hunted and executed. He owed it to all those who had already given their lives. His heart won over his head, for once. We’ll fight! For them, for all!  
 
    He took a breath and was about to blow the horn when he saw the five golden carriages in the distance. Each of them was coming on to the plain from a different direction. His heart missed a beat. More Lords! He shook his head. He could not believe his bad luck. The five carriages advanced separately until they had the Golden army in their sights, then stopped. He watched them closely, trying to work out what this could mean. He could see them better now: they were not Lords but Eyes-of-the-Gods, Enforcers. He lowered the horn, at a loss. The Eyes stretched out their hands and discs flashed on them, each one the color of their respective House. The flashes were repeated at intervals. 
 
    Suddenly the two lines of Warriors broke their formation. What on earth are they doing? he wondered. They divided into the Five Houses and each one formed itself into a triangle. Very slowly, closely observing one another, they began to retreat and separate. What could all this mean? All of a sudden, before the astonished gaze of all, from the House of Fire there flew a huge ball of fire which crashed against the triangle of the House of Ether and exploded in flames. From the triangle of the House of Earth flew an enormous boulder, spinning vertiginously, which crashed against the side of the triangle of the House of Water. 
 
    Ikai was left open-mouthed, so that it took him a few moments to react. By Oxatsi! They’re attacking each other! What was happening? And more importantly: why? The triangle of the House of Air was retreating, while the Houses of Water and Ether defended themselves against the attacks and launched attacks of their own. Suddenly the House of Fire attacked that of Air, which attacked in turn. 
 
    Seeing this, Ikai finally realized what it meant: the Eyes on the carriages were messengers sent by the Golden Houses. He tapped the bracelet on his right hand and heard the message the discs were repeating over and over: The great Golden war has begun. Glory to the winner. 
 
    “The Golden… are at war,” he stammered. 
 
    Burdin assumed he had not heard properly. “What did you say?” 
 
    Ikai gestured at the battle taking place between the triangular formations. “The Gods are fighting each other.” 
 
    “By the three goddesses! This gives us a chance!”  
 
    Ikai nodded. “It does. This changes everything.”  
 
    Without wasting any more time he crouched and activated the bracelet. Using Adamis’s disc he made contact with his sister and Albana. It was risky, but this new situation demanded it. 
 
    “Are you risking communication? It might be intercepted,” came Albana’s immediate reply. 
 
    Almost simultaneously Kyra demanded: “What’s the matter? Why are they fighting each other?” 
 
    “Stay put. The Golden are at war.”  
 
    “If they’re at war, we’re the least of their problems now. I doubt if there’ll be anyone listening to what we’re saying.” 
 
    “That’s probably true,” Albana said thoughtfully. 
 
    “That’s really good news!” Kyra said. Her voice was jubilant. 
 
    “Don’t get involved. Let’s see how things develop.” 
 
    “Right,” said Kyra. “That’s the wisest thing to do, even though I’d gladly cut them all to pieces! What are we going to do once they finish killing each other?”  
 
    “Wait to see how it all ends. Let’s not be too hasty. Be ready for my signal.” 
 
    “We will be,” Albana said. 
 
    The battle between the Gods was both terrible and devastating. The Warriors used their entire arsenal of elemental power without breaking their triangular formation. The attacks were concentrated, seeking to break the defenses by pounding against the sides and damaging them. The din they created was deafening, as if a thousand storms were gathered together above the battlefield. When one Warrior was brought down, another from inside the triangle took his place. Little by little the three Houses lost soldiers under these devastating attacks. The first triangle to fall was that of the House of Ether, one of whose sides collapsed when the last Warriors who formed the barrier were engulfed in flames. The House of Earth attacked them mercilessly with a rain of rock and explosions of stone. Under this pressure they tried to retreat, but the House of Fire bombarded them with fire. The flames from the explosions finished off the last forces of the House of Ether. 
 
    Ikai realized that the Houses of Fire and Earth, instead of attacking one another, were jointly attacking the other Houses. This was revealing. Soon afterwards the House of Water fell, its soldiers wiped out by flames and rock. Finally their focus turned to the House of Air. Its Warriors created great winds and generated hundreds of electrical discharges to fall on their enemies. These caused many casualties, but they could not withstand the two Houses in alliance. And suddenly everything fell silent. The din faded and the two surviving triangles remained motionless. They had both been severely battered and were barely left with enough warriors to hold the formation. Ikai waited patiently. He did not want to be hasty. Would they attack each other? 
 
    The two triangles began to move, advancing toward each other. He half-closed his eyes. What was going to happen? To his surprise, the triangles of the House of Fire and the House of Earth fused into one. 
 
    “There seems to be something more behind this,” he muttered. “Alliances…”  
 
    Burdin looked at him blankly. 
 
    Ikai pondered for a long moment, as he liked to do. He came to a decision and communicated with Kyra and Albana. 
 
    “We’ll kill the victors.” 
 
    “That’s a good decision, brother.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Albana asked. 
 
    “Yes. We need to send a very clear message to the Eternal City. If they attack us they’ll be decimated.” 
 
    “Agreed.”  
 
    “Get ready. We’ll attack at my signal.” 
 
    The signal came, and a sea of rebels surrounded the enemy triangle. For a moment nobody attacked. The Golden kept up their defensive formation, while the rebels smeared their weapons with Aruma’s preparation. Very slowly, Ikai took five steps forward and stood facing one side of the triangle. Kyra and Albana did the same and faced the other two. The Golden were watching them. Ikai raised his protective sphere, and a moment later the other two raised their own. The Golden could not ignore the provocation and attacked, focusing their elemental power on the three of them. Ikai let out his breath in a long sigh. This was just what he wanted. Their spheres would withstand the first charges, and this would prevent them from attacking their people. He sent more power to his sphere to strengthen it, then gave the order. 
 
    “Attack! For freedom!” 
 
    The sea of Men hurled itself at the islet of Golden. 
 
    And the unthinkable happened. 
 
    The Men defeated the Gods. 
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    “Take the Royal Palace!” Asu ordered his troops. 
 
    The armies of the Houses of Fire and Earth hurled themselves into the attack. The battle was ferocious. The defenders of the House of Ether, with the help of the survivors of the House of Water, fought with all their might, their Power and their desperation, knowing that to yield a single step would mean their end. The first to die and vanish from the battlefield on both sides were the Enforcers. They fell in great numbers, unable to face the immense Power of their Lords. 
 
    The Lords were creating elemental storms, which battered walls and battlements with the aim of smoothing the way for the Warriors. With outbursts of fire and earth, the Warriors propelled themselves to the battlements. While they were in the air they sent elemental missiles against the defenders, who in their turn attacked them, trying to prevent them setting foot on the walls. Thousands of warriors in red and brown launched themselves into the sky and fell onto the battlements like a plague of colossal locusts. The Warriors and Lords of Ether defended themselves by creating ghosts of pain and death, accompanying them with lethal mists. 
 
    But the enemy possessed a secret weapon, quite apart from their clear superiority in numbers. 
 
    Asu showed his followers the Claw he carried on his right arm. “Use these!”  “Unleash all your Power on the enemy, without fear! The Claws will replenish your essence of life! You are immortal now! You will not age a single day! By my grace! Charge without mercy!” 
 
    And little by little, the defenders fell beneath the enemy’s superiority until the call to retreat sounded. The assaulting forces at last took the walls, where they strengthened their position and took their toll of the defenders in their retreat back to the royal castle: the last defense. 
 
    “The walls are ours,” Iradu said to Asu. “Do we attack the palace?” 
 
    Asu exchanged a glance with his cousin Erre, who in turn looked at Iradu, who nodded. “Everything is ready, my lord.” 
 
    “In that case we wait.” 
 
    Adamis was about to leave; he wanted to fight with his own people and defend the royal palace. But this puzzled him. What did Asu mean? What was he waiting for? 
 
    Lurra and his Champion strode towards the command post. Behind them came the guard of honor of Earth. 
 
    “We have a serious problem,” Lurra announced. 
 
    Asu turned to him, looking puzzled. 
 
    “My spies have informed me that the House of Hila, the House of the Dead, is attacking the rings we have left unprotected. They have taken advantage of the fact that we are fighting here to stab us in the back.” 
 
    “The banished House?” Asu cried. “How dare they? This is an outrage!”  
 
    “We have to retreat and defend our Houses,” said Lurra. “While we are fighting here to conquer the First Ring, our homes are left defenseless.” 
 
    “That is not a good strategy,” Asu said. 
 
    Lurra shook his head. “I know you want victory here. So do I, but I cannot allow those ghouls to attack my home without defending it.” 
 
    “One must make many sacrifices in war,” Asu said. 
 
    “I cannot do what you are asking of me. My House is my first duty.” 
 
    “I guessed you might say that.” 
 
     “I am leaving with my troops.” 
 
    “That will not be necessary,” Asu said, and gave a crooked smile. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Asu pointed behind Lurra. 
 
    At the head of a hundred sinister Lords came Beltz, King of the exiled House of Hila. With him was his nephew Lord Woz. They were macabre enough to be unmistakable. They were dressed in black from head to foot, with the exception of a silver sash where they carried two long curved daggers. On their golden foreheads, on their shaven heads and under their eyes the strange symbols of their death-rituals were tattooed in black. But what made them truly unmistakable was their eyes: black, with golden irises and white pupils. 
 
    Lurra stared blankly at the newcomers. “What is this?” he stammered. “What are they doing here?” 
 
    Asu took out a fiery dagger and without a word, buried it up to the hilt in the back of his neck. 
 
    “This, my dear Friend,” said Asu, “means there will only be one High King: myself.” 
 
    Lurra, his eyes staring from their sockets, turned and groped for the dagger that had killed him. He met Asu’s eyes, filled with greed. 
 
    “Traitor…I should have known…” 
 
    “Yes, but you were not clever enough. Or did you really believe I was going to share Alantres with you?” 
 
    The King of Earth collapsed with a look of horror on his face. 
 
    “Fool,” Asu spat out with utter scorn. “Kill all the Warriors and Lords of the House of Earth. We have no further need of them.”  
 
    Iradu, Erre and Asu’s Guard of Honor had already attacked the dead king’s escort. The fight was brief and brutal. 
 
    “It is lucky that I have no ambitions,” Beltz said with a broad smile. 
 
    “Ambitions are very dangerous,” Asu replied, and his eyes flashed. 
 
    “Alantres and being High King myself do not interest me in the least. They are all yours.” 
 
    “I am pleased to hear that,” Asu said. His smile was threatening. “Otherwise you would end up like all the others. 
 
    Beltz nodded. “But I do require my compensation for helping you.” 
 
    “And so you will. All the dead will be yours, now and in the future.” 
 
    Beltz smiled. “I am sure there will be plenty. My House will be delighted.” 
 
    “There will indeed be. This is a beneficial alliance for both of us. I will rule, and you will have countless corpses for your sacrilegious rituals.” 
 
    “A perfect alliance,” Beltz said. His smile was wide, his eyes dark and profound as death itself. 
 
    “Just remember to keep your hands off Alantres.” 
 
    “The living do not interest my House. We leave them to you. When we have finished here, we will go back to our island. To our exile.” 
 
    “Very well. Otherwise…” Asu nodded towards Lurra’s body. 
 
    Beltz smiled and spread his arms wide in agreement. 
 
    “Now let us take the fortress, and destroy the other rings. Everybody shall know who the sole High King is. Everybody shall kneel and beg for their lives before me!” 
 
    Adamis had already witnessed enough. He had learned of Asu’s master-move. With a feeling of overwhelming anxiety clutching at his chest, he went to a secret entrance at the harbor-side. He did so as quickly and discreetly as his battered body would allow him, making sure nobody saw him. The secret entrance would lead him down a long passage which led to the cellars of the royal palace. The royal family had built several such secret passages so as to evacuate the Royal Palace in case of need. He intended to use one of them to reach his father. 
 
    When he reached the palace cellars, he took off his helmet so that his face would be seen and he would be recognized as who he was: the Prince of Ether. What he found when he arrived filled his heart with sorrow. They had piled the dead in the cellars; there were thousands of them. He recognized Lords and members of his own family. Two warriors of the Guard challenged him. He revealed himself, and they bowed when they realized who he was. 
 
    They offered him a suit of armor in the colors of the House of Ether so that he would not be mistaken for an assailant.  He donned his House colors proudly and went in search of his father. 
 
    As he went up the white marble stairs he could hear the screams and elemental explosions of the desperate fighting close at hand. He found his father in the throne hall, surrounded by his loyal defenders. 
 
    Teslo, the Champion of the House of Ether, challenged him. “Who goes there?” he cried. 
 
    “Do you not recognize me, Teslo?” 
 
    The Champion shook his head. “But… it is impossible… I killed you…”  
 
    “Yes, but the sentence has not yet been fully carried out.” 
 
    Teslo sank to one knee and bowed his head in respect. “My lord… I…” 
 
    “I know, Teslo, you did your duty. You have nothing to reproach yourself for.” 
 
    “Thank you, your Highness. I will take you to your Father.” 
 
    Laino, High King of Ether, was giving orders to his Lords and did not notice their  arrival. 
 
    Adamis felt a lump in his throat. Contradictory feelings of love and hate were struggling in his heart. “Father…” he said. 
 
    Laino’s face changed from the most intense concern to confusion and denial, but after the first moment, it lit up with the greatest joy. 
 
    “Adamis! You are alive!” 
 
    Adamis was struggling between the joy he felt at seeing his father and the pain of his rejection and death sentence. “Yes, Father.” 
 
    “I cannot believe it,” Laino said, wide-eyed. “It is a dream,” 
 
    “No Father, I am here and I am still alive. I have come to help.” 
 
    “After what I did? You have still come?” 
 
    “Yes Father. This is my family, my home. If you need me I will always come.” 
 
    Tears welled up in Laino’s eyes. “But I ordered you to be killed.” 
 
    “You are my father… I will always love you…” The words came out without thinking and as he heard them come out of his own mouth he realized it was true, and so it would always be. 
 
    “How could I have been such a fool?” 
 
    “You did what was best for your House. It was I who betrayed you by helping the slaves.” 
 
    “I was wrong, I knew the moment I gave the order. Will you be able to forgive me some day?” 
 
    “I already have, Father. I do not hold it against you.” And to his surprise, it was true: the pain was receding from his heart and there only remained love for the one who had given him life. 
 
    “My son, I am so sorry. This meaningless war, this horror, was what I wanted to avoid. That is why I did it, that is why I condemned you ‒ and for what? For nothing. This horror has come to pass regardless of how hard I might have tried to prevent it. How stupid I feel. How wrongly I have behaved before the arrogance of the Golden, the slavery of men. Before you.” 
 
    “That is the past. It is forgotten. Let us look toward the future.” 
 
    “Thank you, my son. You have no idea what having you back here means after what I did to you.” 
 
    “Asu has been very shrewd, and has struck a blow which nobody could have anticipated. Your actions have been fair. You condemned me in order to avoid a war.” 
 
    “I ordered that punishment for you in the hope of a miracle… Notaplo told me there was a chance, and that is why I chose the dagger Slayer of Kings. Because of that chance. And it happened.” 
 
    “Yes, old Notaplo was right again. The Children of Arutan saved me.” 
 
    “That sect of traitors? Impossible. We thought they were extinct.” 
 
    “Yes, you owe my life to them. And much more, for they have been watching over the good of the Golden from the shadows.” 
 
    “In that case, and because it comes from you, I will thank them if the moment comes.” 
 
    “You should. And thank you for giving me a chance with the Dagger…” 
 
    He took Adamis’s face in his hands. “I could not kill my own son in cold blood, I simply could not…”  
 
    Farther and son gazed into one another’s eyes, Laino wept, and those tears washed away all the pain Adamis had been carrying with him. They embraced. Everybody in the hall was staring at them. 
 
    Laino turned to them.” This is Adamis, my son, heir to the throne, and here today with you, my most loyal people, as witnesses, I reinstate him as my successor and heir. 
 
    “Hail Adamis!”  
 
    “Hail, Prince of the House of Ether!” cried Teslo. 
 
    “Hail!” they all echoed. 
 
    The explosions and shouting outside intensified. One of the Lords arrived at a run. 
 
    “They have launched the final offensive!”  
 
    “Defend the House!” Laino ordered his people. 
 
    “What can I do?” Adamis asked. 
 
    “I have no Power left. I have consumed it all.” 
 
    “And the High King of the House of Water?” 
 
    “He died defending the walls. They have taken him to his temple on the mainland to give him an honorable burial.” 
 
    “I am sorry for your loss… I know you were good friends.” 
 
    “A whole life as allies. He fought with honor and courage to save his people. He deserves our respect and the final rest of a High King.” 
 
    Adamis nodded, and Laino looked at him with concern. “You must save your mother and the others.” 
 
    “Where is Mother?” 
 
    “In the chamber of the Royal Portal. She is organizing the evacuation in case we are unable to resist.” 
 
    “Will we be able to?” 
 
    Laino sighed deeply. “I believe not. They are too strong.” 
 
    “Then we will fight to the end. I will be by your side.” 
 
    Laino, his eyes moist and with a lump in his throat, could barely manage to say: “Thank you, my son.” 
 
    A series of fiery eruptions, very close at hand, shook the walls of the chamber. Part of the ceiling collapsed. 
 
    “They are at the gates!” came the warning. 
 
    Laino grasped Adamis by the shoulders. 
 
    “Go and see your mother, make sure we have an escape route.” 
 
    “I will go at once.” 
 
    “Thank you, my son.” 
 
    Adamis went along the corridors of the palace amid the noise of explosions. His father’s Warriors took cover behind columns and improvised barricades to resist the final attack. When he reached the chamber in the Portal, he found it crowded with Golden from the two allied Houses. These were the refugees from the House of Water, together with those Golden of the House of Ether who were not equipped for fighting. But he found something else which made him stop in fear: in several adjoining chambers were hundreds of Golden from the House of Air, and even of the House of Earth. They were being guarded by Warriors of the House of Ether. What are they doing here? How did they get here? 
 
    He found his mother in front of the great portal, speaking to a group of Erudites. 
 
    “Mother…” he said, hardly able to swallow. 
 
    She turned round and stared at him. When she first recognized him it was as though she was confronting an apparition. 
 
    “Adamis! My son!” she cried, and ran to hug him. 
 
    “Mother, this is such a glad moment!”  
 
    “You are alive!” She touched her son’s face and arms to make sure he was not just a spirit. “You are alive!” she repeated, and her eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “I am fine, Mother. I am alive.” 
 
    “I begged him not to do it, I begged him to forgive you, but he would not listen.” 
 
    “He did what he had to do for the good of the House.” 
 
    “I will never forgive him. Never. I left his side the moment he condemned you, and I will never go back to him.” 
 
    “Mother… he has reinstated me.” 
 
    “That gladdens my soul, but it does not change what he did. I am here for all these people who are suffering and will die if I do not help them, but not for him.” 
 
    “He gave me a chance… the dagger…” 
 
    “Of not dying? Just one? No, I will never forgive him.” 
 
    Adamis embraced her, and she covered him with kisses and tenderness 
 
    “My dearest son is back with me,” she said amid tears of joy. 
 
    Adamis indicated the Golden from the rival Houses. 
 
    “Mother… what are they doing here?” 
 
    “They have been arriving recently. They have been betrayed by the House of Fire, and their Rings are being attacked by the House of Hila. They asked me for shelter, and I have granted it to them. I do not even want to think of the unnatural things the House of Hila would do to them. I could not refuse them. It would have meant condemning them to an end worse than death. They came through their own Royal Portals. But a moment ago they stopped coming. We do not know why.” 
 
    Adamis turned to the Portal and noticed that it was indeed turned off. 
 
    “What is the matter with it?” 
 
    “The Erudites do not know. But it seems it is not only our own. As the refugees have stopped arriving, we suspect their own Portals have also stopped working.” 
 
    “That is strange. Very strange.” 
 
    “The city portals use the Power of the Great Monolith. They say that something is preventing it from working.” 
 
    “The enemy?” 
 
    “As far as we know, they have not reached the monolith. Your father destroyed the four passes.” 
 
    “I will go and find out what is going on.” 
 
    “No, stay here with me. I have only just got you back. You cannot leave yet.” 
 
    Adamis gestured around him. The faces of the refugees reflected their fear. “We must take them to safety or else they will die.”  
 
    “Very well,” she said resignedly. “But be very careful.”  
 
    “I will be, Mother, do not worry.” 
 
    The Queen kissed his cheek, and he left. 
 
    A growing unease in his stomach warned him of what he was going to find. 
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    Adamis arrived at the inner dock of the First Ring and went to one of the moored ships. There were no signs of fighting, which left him feeling easier. It did not look as if the enemy troops had reached the inner ring. And if that were so, then why had the Great Monolith stopped working? With these thoughts in mind he went on board and set off toward the central island. 
 
    He moored the ship and left it as quickly as he could. He was in the very center of the Eternal City, at the foot of the gigantic monolith which fed Power to Alantres. He checked the base of the artifact and felt a chill, followed by an intense stab of pain in his back. Inside was the High Chamber, where the Five High Kings met and decided upon the lives of Golden and Men. 
 
    He looked closely at the entrance to the sacred temple and stiffened when he saw his father’s guards in front of the door. They were dead. At once he raised his protective sphere and readied himself. Something was going wrong, very wrong. He thought immediately of Asu. How could he have got there? If he was in control of the great monolith, they were lost. 
 
    With the greatest care he opened the doors and entered the great chamber, as fast as his body would allow him to. No-one saw him. When he looked around, what he saw stunned him. It was not Asu who was controlling the monolith, as he had feared: it was the Children of Arutan! Trying to understand what was happening, he found himself unable to move. 
 
    He recognized Aruma, surrounded by a hundred of her acolytes. They were in two circles, with the old woman at the center. Making up the first ring, the larger of the two, were the majority of her acolytes, most of them young. In the second there were only a dozen Golden, and by their appearance and their considerable age he guessed they must be the Ancients, the leaders. They were carrying out some kind of ancestral ritual. All of them had their arms raised toward the base of the black monolith, and their eyes were closed in a mystical trance. Beside Aruma in the center had been placed a great transparent container in the shape of a pod. Inside it was a brownish-green liquid. 
 
    He had no idea what was going on, but seeing his allies there he decided to find out. He lowered his protective sphere. 
 
    “Aruma, what are you doing here? What is happening?”  
 
    The old witch turned to him and smiled broadly. 
 
    “The Prince of Ether has found us, and he is well,” she said. She sounded pleased. “I never believed you would manage to get as far as this, not amid the horror and chaos of this war. It gladdens my soul to see you safe and sound.” 
 
    Nobody else turned round; all went on with the ritual. 
 
    “Thank you, Aruma. It has not been easy, but in the end I succeeded. I too am delighted to see you. How did you get here?” 
 
    She gave him a malicious grin. “Oh, you know we have our ways…”  
 
    Adamis imagined they must have used a secret passage or something of the sort. Aruma and her people had many secrets, so he was not especially surprised. 
 
    “What are you doing to the Great Monolith?” 
 
    “It is a sacred ritual to Arutan, our Mother Nature.” 
 
    “You have to stop. You are interfering with the Power of the monolith, and we need it to use the Royal Portal and evacuate the survivors sheltering in my House.” 
 
    Aruma nodded thoughtfully several times. 
 
    “We had not taken that possibility into account,” she said, sounding concerned. She pondered, then went on: “Unfortunately we can’t stop the sacred ritual. I’m sorry it interferes with the functioning of the Portal, I truly am, but it’s imperative that we continue.” 
 
    “Listen, Aruma, if you do not stop it thousands of refugees will be exterminated. The royal palace is about to fall. Asu will not leave anybody alive, you know that. You must help me.” 
 
    “I would like to be able to help you, Adamis, you know in my heart I feel it so, but I regret I must deny your petition.” 
 
    Adamis gaped at her. “I cannot believe it. You are not being serious, surely?” 
 
    “The ritual must continue. There is too much at stake.” 
 
    “Aruma, you cannot! You are sentencing them to death!” 
 
    “They’re dead already, my dear Prince. We’re all doomed. It’s just a matter of time.” 
 
    “By Alantres! What are you saying? Are you all out of your minds? We have to save them! My mother! My father! They will all die!” 
 
    “My young friend, the final hour has arrived,” Aruma said, and her face turned somber. “What we predicted would happen has occurred. For long the omens showed us that the day would arrive when our civilization’s greed and pride would lead us to the destruction of Mother Nature. That day has come, and that is why we must acct.” 
 
    “What day? Act in what way?” he asked. He was trying to understand what was happening and find some way out of the situation. 
 
    “Today is the day the Golden have decided to take an irreversible path toward the end of our existence. Asu and his allies of the House of the Dead will win. They will take power, and it will be the end for our mother. Nothing and nobody will be able to stop them. They will destroy not only the Golden and Men, but Mother Nature herself. Today is the day when the final stage begins which leads toward the end of time. And that is why we must act to stop it. Tomorrow all will be lost.” 
 
    “There must be something we could do. Not everything is lost. My father is still holding out.” 
 
    “Yes. And he’ll do whatever he can to protect his House and his allies, but in the end he will perish. The Houses of Water and Ether are doomed. Just as the Houses of Air and Earth have already perished. They will all be fodder for the House of the Dead and its corrupt Power. The dead will rise and walk the earth to continue devouring and killing in a vicious, unbreakable cycle. The House of the Dead is an aberration which will corrupt the living. But the one who will really destroy the world is Asu, with his boundless greed. He will use all the technologies that have been developed to exploit Mother Nature and create more Power and become the most powerful being in our universe. He will seek to live eternally, exploiting humans, nature, and whatever else he may find. Like a huge black hole that swallows everything: life, power, everything.” 
 
    “Can you not destroy him? Kill him?” 
 
    She sighed deeply. “If we could, we would already have done so. We have tried, several times, without success. And in any case, even if we succeeded in killing him, another would take his place. Another with the same ambitions to rule and become immortal, or something even worse, because that’s what the Golden are fed from birth, and it’s all they know how to do, all they aspire to. The technologies for the destruction of our Mother are already working, and you’ve seen them in action. Over time they’ll develop others even worse in their insane pursuit of immortality and absolute power. The root of the problem is the beliefs and goals of our civilization which are now leading us to the abyss. Our civilization will destroy this world.” 
 
    “Then let us stop Asu,” he said, trying to gain time. “Then we can think about the future later on.”  
 
    Aruma shook her head. “You yourself have been witness to the devastating power of Asu and his new ally. We can’t stop him. He’ll win.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Adamis asked with deep apprehension. 
 
    “We’ve spent a long time preparing for this day. We knew it would come. Whether it was Asu or some other Golden who would drive us to the edge of the cliff. We’ve worked a lot, searching for some way to stop the destruction of this world. I myself have devoted my whole life to it, just as they have.” She indicated the circle of the dozen Elders, with a grateful smile. “And in the end we found out how to do it.” 
 
    “Then there is hope!” 
 
    “Yes, but it requires an unequalled sacrifice. One that most Golden aren’t prepared to make.” 
 
    “What is it? Perhaps I will be able to convince them.” 
 
    She waved a hand toward her companions and the base of the great monolith. “This ritual.” 
 
    “I do not understand…” 
 
    “Do you remember the Toxin I spent so long working on?” 
 
    Remembering that she had been seeking to create an extremely potent toxin, he felt a deep unease. “Yes… the poison. Did you succeed?” 
 
    “Yes, in the end I did.” 
 
    “And what are you going to do with it?” 
 
    “Not only have I found it, I’ve managed to ensure that it only causes death to the Golden and remains harmless to men, animals and plants.” 
 
    Adamis thought that this would give them a chance. “What are you planning to do? Will you use it against Asu’s army?”  
 
    “Yes, and no,” Aruma said. There was deep sadness in her eyes. 
 
    “Why not? It is a good idea. It could work. How do we use it?”  
 
    “Well, you see, once it’s in the environment we can’t control its area of effect. It will kill every Golden it encounters.” 
 
    “My mother? My people?” 
 
    She nodded heavily. 
 
    “They could get to safety using the Royal Portal! They could go to the Great Continent!” 
 
    The leader of the Children of Arutan sighed deeply and shook her head. Adamis stared at her, and finally he understood. 
 
    “You do not want anybody to get away. You do not want any Golden to reach the mainland. You want to kill them all, here, in Alantres.” 
 
    She lowered her gaze. “At last you understand.” 
 
    Adamis realized the lunacy of what the Children of Arutan meant to do. “You cannot! That would be genocide! A holocaust!” 
 
    “It’s the sacrifice which Mother Nature demands. As long as the Golden rule this world, she will be endangered. And that is a sacrifice our people are not prepared to make.” 
 
    “You are going to kill us all! This is madness! Stop!” 
 
    “Not all. There are a few among us who are immune to the toxin. They will be spared, the rest will die. It’s the only way to save this world. Believe me, I wouldn’t do it if there were any other solution.” 
 
    “You are out of your mind! You are driving us to extinction as a species!” 
 
    “No. The few who will survive will begin a new era. One based on the lesson they have learned. They will not repeat the mistakes of the past. They will not seek immortality and absolute power. They will live in harmony with other species and with Mother Nature.” 
 
    “You have no guarantee that it will happen like that. They might just as easily follow the same path that led us here.”  
 
    “That was foreseen.” 
 
    He saw the flash of intelligence in her eyes. 
 
    “You have prepared a safeguard.” 
 
    She nodded, with a crooked smile. 
 
    “You are immune. You will survive,” he said, understanding her game. 
 
    Aruma shook her head emphatically. She waved her hand and Sormacus came forward from the shadows. 
 
    “No, not me. My disciples will be in charge of making sure that the Rebirth of the Golden follows the course laid out for them.” 
 
    At the sight of Sormacus, an image came to Adamis’ mind: the blackened lips he had noticed on several occasions. 
 
    “I thought you were sick…” 
 
    “No, I was taking small doses of the poison so as to become immune. I’ve been doing it since I was a little boy.”  
 
    “Sormacus, make her see reason. You are intelligent, you know this is an insane mistake.” 
 
    Sormacus shook his head. “It’s the only way. We’ve studied all the scenarios and alternatives. We’ve been doing that for centuries. No other option except Rebirth is viable. It’s that or else complete destruction.” 
 
    “No!” Adamis cried out,  
 
     “Remember, we made a deal,” Aruma told him. “I would help you to get back to Alantres, and one day I would ask you for something you would find very difficult to do but which you promised to fulfill.” 
 
    “I remember…” 
 
    “Today is that day. You must honor the deal. I’m asking you not to interfere.” 
 
    “I cannot do it. I cannot let you kill them all.” 
 
    “You owe me. You must honor what we agreed.” 
 
    Adamis shook his head. “You ask something of me which I cannot do.” 
 
    “You knew it would be so.” 
 
    “Yes, but not this.” 
 
    “Then you will break your word and not carry out what we agreed on, and which you owe me.” 
 
    “I cannot…” 
 
    Desperate, seeing he would get nowhere with them and that this madness would kill most of the Golden, he was left with no other option. He would have to fight against them and stop them, however much he might hate doing so. He could not allow them to exterminate the Golden, whether or not they were right to do so. He simply could not let them commit such an atrocity. With his eyes fixed on Aruma, he raised his protective sphere and prepared to attack. 
 
    “It won’t do you any good.” Aruma said. 
 
    Out of the shadows, behind his back, Ariadne appeared. Adamis spun to face her. Her sword went through his protective sphere and the tip of the blade touched his neck. 
 
    “Ariadne…” he stammered, utterly taken aback. “You are dead… Lord Erre… the House of Fire…” 
 
    “No Adamis, I’m alive. We tricked you.” 
 
    “You too?” 
 
    Ariadne nodded without taking her eyes off him. “And as you can see, I have a sword like the one Aruma gave you, the one which hangs at your waist. Your sphere is useless. I will not hesitate to kill you if you so much as blink. I owe myself to my people, to the cause.” 
 
    “The same goes for those who try to protect themselves from the toxin. I have mixed it with the preparation so as to penetrate protective shields. Everything has been seen to. The Rebirth of the Golden can’t be stopped.” Aruma said. 
 
    Adamis felt that he was the greatest fool in existence. He had been part of their plans, had helped them to bring those plans to fruition without realizing. All the time he believed he was being helped, it was really he who was helping Aruma carry out her plan. 
 
    “You have used me, from the very beginning, ever since you sent me the pearl.”  
 
    “We needed you, we needed Men, to attain our aim. We never lied to you. We explained to you what was happening, what would come later …” 
 
    “You never explained about this madness!” 
 
    “Because I knew you would not approve. That’s why Ariadne has always been near you. Following you like a shadow.” 
 
    “She has a Chameleon Ring like the one you gave me, does she not?” 
 
    Aruma nodded. Ariadne showed him the palm of her left hand with the ring in it, while the right grasped the sword-hilt firmly. She put it away in the folds of her robe. 
 
    “She received the same gifts as you. With different aims in mind.” 
 
    Adamis bent his head. “I cannot believe it.” 
 
    “We are doing it for the good of all,” Sormacus said, “Golden and Men. If there were any other way we wouldn’t sacrifice so many of our own, believe me, Adamis.” 
 
    “I think you believe it is the only option, but you are wrong, I assure you. Very wrong!”  
 
    “I knew you wouldn’t understand,” Aruma said. “I can’t blame you for not seeing the greater good.” 
 
    “There is no good that could justify this! Stop!” 
 
    Aruma bowed her head and sighed. “If he moves, kill him,” she said to Ariadne. 
 
    The young woman nodded. There was a tacit threat in the stare she turned on Adamis. 
 
    “Sormacus, the hour is come. Activate the mechanism,” 
 
    “No! You will kill thousands of innocents!” 
 
    The hundred Children of Arutan began an ominous chant. Sormacus went to the great transparent container and pulled the side levers. From the top of the pod issued an enormous golden needle. The liquid in the container began to boil, and an instant later it began to turn into gas, which issued from the needle under pressure toward the base of the Great Monolith. 
 
    The Children of Arutan in the outer circle concentrated all their power on the base of the monolith. The toxic vapor began to penetrate it. Adamis did not understand what they were trying to do, but then he saw it through the crystal ceiling. A huge toxic cloud, circular in shape, was forming around the monolith like a silver-green ring. The more power the Children of Arutan sent, the bigger and denser this cloud became. 
 
    “No! Tell them to stop!” he pleaded. He tried to move, and the sword grazed his neck. Ariadne shook her head. Her eyes told him clearly that she would kill him if he tried to stop them. 
 
    Aruma’s gaze was condescending. “They’re all sacrificing themselves here today. They’re sending forth all their Power so that the toxin reaches the boundaries of this world. They won’t stop until all their Power has been consumed.” 
 
    Adamis shook his head in disbelief. They were all insane. 
 
    “Send it forth!” she said. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Nothing can be done now. My children are giving all their Power and their Life. They will die consumed. They are sacrificing themselves for a new beginning, for the Rebirth of the Golden.”  
 
    The Children of Arutan in the outer circle were now using all their power, and amplified by that of the Great Monolith the toxic ring began to spread and cover the land around it. As they died, the cloud expanded in the form of a damp mist which sank as far as the inner spaces of the earth. 
 
    “Let me save them!” Adamis pleaded. 
 
    “If you leave this chamber you will die,” Aruma said. “The toxic cloud will spread over all Alantres. They will all die, you included.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “A day.” 
 
    “Even so, let me go.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You are condemning yourself. You could be part of the Rebirth if you choose to stay.” 
 
    “I owe myself to my people. I must go to them. They are my family.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to save them.” 
 
    “Grant this to me. For the friendship we shared.” 
 
    She sighed. “I’m sorry that this is your choice. But I’ll grant you your wish. Let him go, Ariadne.” 
 
    The young woman looked at Aruma, who nodded. She lowered her sword. 
 
    Adamis ran out of the chamber. 
 
    “Goodbye, Prince of Ether,” Aruma murmured as he left. 
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    Adamis went back to the dock in the first ring and leapt off the boat. A sharp pain in his side left him slumped on his knees with his hand on his ribs. He cursed the weakness of his battered body. He raised his eyes ready to go on and at that moment he felt it: a damp feeling with a sour taste to it which soaked his whole body from head to foot. I am doomed. He looked up at the sky and saw that the great poisonous cloud had passed over him and was spreading towards the First Ring, covering everything it found in its path. 
 
    Everything around him was now a toxic mist. He was aware that there was no hope for him now. But he was not afraid, perhaps because he was already under sentence of death and living on borrowed time. He had now received a second death sentence and would be dead within a day. I will get up and fight to the end, he told himself, and gathering strength from his royal pride he got to his feet and went to look for his people, and try to save them. 
 
    He arrived in the throne hall in the midst of the din of the battle. He found his father lying on the ground surrounded by the last of his loyal subjects, who were defending him. Part of the wall and ceiling had collapsed, and through the gap the enemy Warriors were trying to make their way in. The soldiers of the House of Ether were doing all they could to repel them in one last suicidal defense. The noise was deafening. 
 
    Teslo, Champion of the House of Ether, was leading the defense, fighting in the front line. Like a demon of the mist he was killing every enemy who dared to come into the chamber. 
 
    Adamis saw that his father was badly wounded. 
 
    “Father!” 
 
    “Adamis, my son.” His smile was twisted in pain, and he grimaced as he spoke. “It is nothing, just a scratch.”  
 
    Adamis looked inquiringly at the two ancient healers beside the High King of Ether. They shook their heads, deep sadness in their eyes. A little further away, wearing a strange white-hooded robe trimmed with gold, a Priest was waiting solemnly. Adamis remembered that this was a Guardian Priest. His Father was dying, and there was nothing that could be done for him. 
 
    “Father, we must leave. There is no time to lose.” 
 
    “I will not be able to. Save yourself. Save your mother and as many as you can.” 
 
    Adamis looked around him. The fighting was chaotic, heart-wrenching. The casualties were piling up. Explosions and elemental missiles were coming from all sides. Rock and marble were exploding. The chamber was surely going to collapse. It would not withstand that kind of battering. 
 
    And at that moment, as if it were following hard on his heels, the lethal mist arrived. He looked up through the broken dome and saw the cloud pass over them, spreading out towards the Second Ring. Under its shadow the mist descended and penetrated every opening. A few moments later the entire chamber was enveloped in the poisonous substance. The fighting stopped. Warriors and Lords of both sides stared at the strange phenomenon in bafflement. The dampness and bitter taste reached Adamis once again. With heavy sorrow in his soul, he knew they were all doomed. 
 
    “I am sorry, Father…” 
 
    Laino seemed to read what the mist meant in his son’s gaze. 
 
    “Is it the end?” 
 
    “Yes, father,” he said helplessly. 
 
    “In that case, before I die I need to tell you a great secret.” 
 
    “You can trust me. Although nothing you might tell me matters any longer.” 
 
    “Even so, I want you to promise you will respect my wishes.” 
 
    “Always. Father, what are your desires?” 
 
    “You will bury me in my temple. I am the last of the Five High Kings. They are already resting in their temples. I too wish to rest there for all eternity.” 
 
    Adamis nodded repeatedly. “I will do that, Father. You have my word, I will take you there.”  
 
    “Thank you … now listen, it is important that you should know this. We, the Five High Kings, made a secret pact. A pact to live and rule forever. We built a great secret chamber where we spent a long time experimenting with hibernation. And after many failures, we finally succeeded. We discovered how to hibernate and come back revitalized, rejuvenated, able to rule for another thousand years. It took us an eternity, but in the end we succeeded. More than once, in our frustration at our failures, we came close to destroying the Chamber of Hibernation, but we did not give up. We completed the project. We took the technology to our funerary temples so that no one would suspect anything. We would be buried with all honors, but we would return.” 
 
    “I know this, Father…” 
 
    “You know? How is that possible?” 
 
    “I followed Asu the night of your last secret meeting. He was spying on you. He found out everything, and so did I.” 
 
    “That explains… many things.” 
 
    “Do not worry, I understand what you were trying to do. I never wanted to rule. I would have supported your plan.” 
 
    “Thank you… we swore an oath not to confide in our heirs, in our Houses. The greed of the Golden… the risk of betrayal… was too high.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. Among us it is boundless. I know that very well.” 
 
    “Exactly. That is why we decided not to trust our own people to bring us back in a thousand years once we were hibernating in our mortuary temples. Everybody was to believe we were dead. I created a system which would avoid our having to trust the Golden to wake us up when the day came.” 
 
    “A system? I do not understand…” 
 
    “Before I tell you, you must promise me you will not judge me.” 
 
    “I am no-one to judge your acts. How were you going to wake? Who would do it?” 
 
    “This will surprise you: slaves. Hybrids, to be precise.” 
 
    “Hybrids?” Adamis repeated incredulously. 
 
    “Yes. We experimented on them in the utmost secrecy. For a long time. Not even Notaplo knew. Hybrids with Power, the ones Notaplo called an exceptional anomaly, are really hybrids born of our seed, the seed of the Five High Kings.” 
 
    Adamis was shocked at this. He could not believe what his father was telling him. 
 
    “But… but that means… and those poor human women? I cannot believe it.” 
 
    “They did not suffer, I can assure you of that. The seed was implanted artificially. They were not even aware of it.” 
 
    “It is an outrage!” he cried, with Kyra’s image burning in his mind. “That does not make it acceptable!” 
 
    “No, but it was necessary. The women were none the worse for it, and they were taken good care of.” 
 
    “That is no excuse!” 
 
    “I knew you would not approve of it, which is why I never told you.” 
 
    “It is absolutely unacceptable! I do not understand how you could lend yourself to such an act, much less that it was your own idea!” 
 
    Laino gestured at the corpses of the warriors around them. “I was trying to avoid this.” 
 
    Adamis closed his eyes and shook his head. The wickedness of it overwhelmed him. 
 
    “You have to understand my reasons… a war between the Houses was approaching all the time. I wanted to prevent the death of thousands of our people.” 
 
    “Even so, Father… we are not Gods, even though we might have thought we were. We cannot play with the lives of those less powerful.” 
 
    Laino nodded, with tears in his eyes. “I see that now… I realize my mistakes… our arrogance… All my attempts, however well-intentioned, have failed. War has come, and it has destroyed us. Asu will lead his surviving Golden to a destiny of horror… I ask your forgiveness for what I have done.” 
 
    “It is not me whose forgiveness you need to ask. It is men, all the slaves.” 
 
    “It is too late for that. I need your forgiveness before I leave for my eternal rest. Forgive me, son, for this, for having condemned you, for all my mistakes…” 
 
    Adamis took a deep breath. He did not want to forgive him, since what he had done was unforgivable, an inexcusable abomination. But he was dying, and he loved his father. He felt he must grant him the rest he begged, even though he did not approve. 
 
    He took his father’s hand in his own. “You have my forgiveness.” 
 
    “The slave… Kyra…” 
 
    “Yes, father, tell me.” 
 
    “Her father was Oskas… he came of the seed of High King Gar, of the House of Fire.” 
 
    Adamis nodded. “I see. And Kyra’s mother?” 
 
    “Another Hybrid with Power. Born from the seed of Edan, of the House of Water.” 
 
    “Why allow the mixing?” 
 
    “The larger the number of descendants, the greater the guarantee that they would come to wake us on the appointed day. At this moment there are two generations of Hybrids with Power born of the seed of the five high kings. First there were five, now there are still very few of them, a dozen, but there will be more, for the seed will be passed along with the blood of men. In a thousand years there will be a good handful, and the strongest, the ones in which the Power is most latent, will answer the call. That is the system I created.” 
 
    Hearing this, Adamis thought of Albana. She too was a Hybrid with power. 
 
    “Albana. Which House?” 
 
    “Albana is of our House, the House of Ether.” 
 
    “Only that? She is not mixed?” 
 
    “She is pure.” 
 
    Adamis nodded. 
 
    “One more thing, my son,” He moved his hand to the Royal Medallion of Ether which hung at his neck. “This medallion is imbued with great Power: not only mine, but that of every single one of our people. It represents the House of Ether, it is enchanted so that it will defend its bearer. To defend the High King in case his rest is perturbed. Only one worthy of our House can wear it. Each one of the Five High Kings has one, and they have been enchanted in the same way.” 
 
    “I understand. I thought it was just a jewel, that its value lay in what it represented, in who it identified: the High King of the House.” 
 
    “No, it is much more than that. Far, far more… it is very powerful.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Everything is written down in two sacred books: The Book of the Sun and the Book of the Moon. These Tomes are the key to the system I created. They look like mere log books of knowledge and facts: they contain a great deal of information about our civilization, our Temples and Portals, our Power and Abilities, our history and significant events up to this moment. But hidden among all that information is something more important… Whoever knows what to look for will be able to discover my system in them. In them I have stipulated the manner and the time for summoning the Hybrids to wake us.” 
 
    “I understand… have you used hidden spells, as was done in the old times?” 
 
    “Exactly. Both books are enchanted. I used much of my Power for it. Everybody uses discs now, but I used the ancient methods.” 
 
    “So these books are the key to understanding your system.” 
 
    “The books and the Medallion of Shadows.” 
 
    “The Medallion of Shadows? What does that do?” 
 
    “It watches from the shadows. It is enchanted and imbued with the Power of the Five High Kings. It will watch over our rest so that we run no risk. If we should do so, it will summon the Hybrids with Power so that they can act. It is the watcher which will prevent betrayal, or else some natural or chance disaster, before the day of awakening.” 
 
    “I see you left nothing to chance.” 
 
    “I was always good at thinking,” he said regretfully, “although not good enough to save my people.” 
 
    “Do not blame yourself. Nobody could have foreseen this.” Adamis was thoughtful. An idea began to take shape in his mind. An unlikely idea: surely it would not work. But perhaps… what could he lose? They were all doomed in any case. The enemy army attacking in front of them, the toxic cloud above and the Royal Portal which was not working. The idea took shape more strongly in the face of his despair. And who knew? Crazy though it might be, it could even work. I will try it anyway. We are already dead. I have nothing to lose.  
 
    “Where are they? How can I find them?” he asked urgently. 
 
    “They are hidden and guarded by three Guardians: The Guardian Priest of the Sun, the Guardian Priest of the Moon and the Guardian Priest of the Medallion… so that they do not end up in the wrong hands. I will tell you where… my strength is failing me…” 
 
    Adamis embraced him. Laino whispered the location to him. 
 
    “Are the three there now?” 
 
    “Yes. I sent them as soon as the attack began. I wanted them to be safe.” 
 
    “How can I use them? How can I find the hidden passages and spells?” 
 
    Laino explained, and with his last breath, the last trace of life left him and he died in his son’s arms. 
 
    “Thank you, Father,” Adamis said, and wept for his loss. 
 
    Part of the wall crumbled, and several Warriors of the House of Fire leapt in over the rubble, hurling fireballs as they came. 
 
    “Block the gap!” Teslo cried to his men. “Keep them back!” 
 
    Adamis called the Priest, who was waiting alert a few steps away. 
 
    “Take him and follow me. We will take him to his Funerary Temple, as was his wish.” 
 
    The Priest nodded and gently took his dead Lord in his arms. 
 
    “The High King is dead!” Teslo cried, and raised his sword. 
 
    All the Warriors and Lords raised their swords. 
 
    “Long live Adamis, the new High King of the House of Ether!” Teslo proclaimed. 
 
    “Long live Adamis!” they all shouted, and fell to their knees. 
 
    Adamis looked proudly at them. “Rise and fight, my faithful ones! For the House of Ether! To the death!” 
 
    “For the House of Ether! To the death!” they cried, and returned to the fight. 
 
    Adamis addressed his Champion, who was soaked in blood and sweat. 
 
    “Teslo, I need you to gain some time for me so that I can evacuate as many as possible.” 
 
    “At your command, my Lord.” 
 
    “It is not an order… it is a request…” 
 
    “You are my King. I live to do your bidding.” 
 
    “Thank you, Teslo, but you know what I am asking you.” 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty. I will give my life for my House. For that I was born, for that I became a Champion.” 
 
    “Thank you, Teslo,” Adamis said, and clasped the massive shoulders firmly. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Go, your Highness. We will hold out as long as we can.” 
 
    Adamis shot a last glance at his brave followers. All the Warriors and Lords still alive were fighting with all their Power. None of them would come out alive. He took a deep breath and exhaled. He had to go on; there was only the remotest of chances. Followed by the Priest, he headed off towards the palace cellars. 
 
    “Where are we going, your Highness?”  
 
    “To the First Erudite’s chamber of knowledge.” To Notaplo’s chamber.  
 
    Once in the crystalline chamber, he smiled at the countless memories it brought back to him. Beside the House of Ether’s translucent monolith of knowledge, he saw two Erudites. These were Notaplo’s disciples. 
 
    “Come closer,” he called. 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty,” said the elder of the two. “How may we be of service in this grave hour of need?”  
 
    “When I was a little boy, Notaplo let me play with him here.” 
 
    “I remember, your Majesty.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you may remember that Notaplo let me “escape and explore the world”?” 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty.” 
 
    “Do you know how he did that? Could you replicate it?” 
 
    “I believe I could, your Majesty. My master endowed the monolith with this capacity. It has its own source of Power so that its use would not be detected. It is a secret known to very few.” 
 
    “Luckily I know it, and I can remember it. We are going to “escape and explore”.”  
 
    The Erudite nodded and began to operate the controls of the monolith. 
 
    Adamis turned to the other Erudite. “You: go to the Royal Chamber and look for the Queen Mother. Tell her to bring all the survivors here. Quickly. The enemy is about to break our last defense.” 
 
    “Right away, your Majesty.”  
 
    Adamis gazed at his Father’s dead body in the Priest’s arms. 
 
    “We will give him the royal rest he deserves.” 
 
    “Where, your Majesty?” the first Erudite asked. 
 
    “My Father’s funerary temple.” 
 
    The Erudite nodded again and went back to working on the monolith. Brilliant golden lights in the form of rings ran along its surface. Suddenly, with the monolith in the middle, as if it were part of it, there took shape a golden sphere, six feet high. A moment later it was filled with something like liquid silver. 
 
    “It is active, your Majesty,” the old Erudite said. 
 
    The Portal gave out flashes of silver. 
 
    “Priest, do you know your duty?” 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty. I am a Guardian Priest. I will watch over my Lord’s rest. Nobody and nothing will ever disturb it.” 
 
    Adamis bowed to the Priest, who crossed the Portal with the dead King in his arms. 
 
    “Goodbye, Father…” Adamis murmured. He felt a great void and a pain in his chest. He put his hand to it and remembered the Royal Medallion of Ether. It had gone with his father. He thought of going to get it back, but there was no time. He had to save his mother and the others. If he ever needed it again he knew where to find it: in his father’s coffin in his funerary temple. He wondered whether the other High Kings had been buried with their jewels. Yes, they must have been. That is what they planned, and that is how they will have been buried: with their medallions, in their Funerary Temples, with their Guardian Priests. Except that they will not return from eternal sleep as was their wish. None of them. The plan did not work. I am sorry, Father. 
 
    He turned back to the old Erudite. 
 
    “I want you to create another Portal. The biggest and most powerful you can.” 
 
    “Very well, your Majesty, but it will use up all the Power of the Chamber of Knowledge. We will not be able to use it again.” 
 
    Adamis nodded. “It is a one-way journey. There will be no return. There will be no more journeys for us.” 
 
    “Very well. I will get it ready. It will take me some time.” 
 
    “Hurry. Once they are all here, we must go.” 
 
    The refugees started to arrive. Golden from the Houses of Water and Ether filled the corridors and the chamber of knowledge. After them waited the Golden of the Houses of Earth and Air. When the Queen Mother came to Adamis he told her what had happened to his father Laino. Her eyes filled with tears and she knelt before her son. 
 
    “Long live the new High King of the House of Ether,” she said with bowed head. 
 
    “Mother, it is not necessary…” 
 
    “But it is,” she said. “I, as Queen Mother, kneel before you and swear fealty to you, my son and new High King.” All watched this, then they too knelt.  Adamis was impressed. 
 
    “Please stand, I beg you.” He took his mother’s hands and helped her up. “Are they all here?”  
 
    His mother’s eyes were filled with a deep sadness. “All those we could gather together. There are not many of them. The others are dead.”  
 
    Adamis sighed. “It is all we can do.” 
 
    He turned to the old Erudite. “Is it ready?” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord.” 
 
    “Activate it.” 
 
    The Erudite operated the monolith of knowledge, and an enormous portal formed around the artifact. A golden ring held it. Inside it the silver surface which formed it began to vibrate and flash. The translucent monolith was transferring its Power to the Portal. 
 
    “Forward! Everyone! Through the Portal!” Adamis ordered them. 
 
    The surviving Golden of the four houses began to cross, with Adamis spurring them on to go faster. They did not have much time. The forces of Asu’s army were on the point of entering. The last refugees crossed the Portal, and Adamis insisted that his Erudites cross before he did so himself. 
 
    He heard a terrible explosion from the floor above, and knew that his people had died. The last line of defense had fallen. His Mother was waiting in front of the portal.  
 
    “Cross now, Mother.” 
 
    “Where are you taking us?” 
 
    Adamis took her hand and smiled. “To a secret place, to try something impossible.” 
 
    And they went through the Portal. Adamis’s last thought before leaving Alantres forever was of Notaplo. Thank you, my old friend. 
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    Kyra stared out desolately at the battlefield. Thousands upon thousands of men and women of all five races had lost their lives. In the midst of the clamor of the fighting she had not realized how many casualties they had suffered. At the sight of the plain in front of the New Shelter, covered in corpses, her soul wept.  
 
    Albana tried to cheer her up. “You have to just think that we’ve won.”  
 
    “I do, but the price we’ve paid is overwhelming.” 
 
    Albana nodded. “It makes your heart sink, I know. But nobody thought we’d be able to defeat the Golden, and we did. The slaves have defeated the all-powerful Gods.” 
 
    “Thousands have sacrificed themselves so that we could make it.” 
 
    “And that makes them real heroes. They knew most of them wouldn’t survive, and yet not one of them stepped back.” 
 
    Tears filled Kyra’s eyes. “I know, we owe them our freedom.” 
 
    “And we’ll always remember that.” 
 
    The two friends embraced. 
 
    Ikai, who was organizing the transport of the wounded, came over to where they were standing. 
 
    “I’ve spoken with the leaders of each People, those who have survived. We’re organizing the care of the wounded and the search for supplies. Night will fall soon, and we need blankets and food.” 
 
    All of a sudden Kyra’s bracelet began to flash. They watched an image taking shape before them amid a mist. A moment later Kyra recognized who it was. 
 
    “Adamis! Are you all right, my love?” 
 
    Yes. Do not worry, little shrew, the new High King of Ether said. And how are you all? he asked with real concern. 
 
    “We survived. With massive casualties, but we defeated the army sent by the Golden.” 
 
    Adamis stared at her in astonishment. You defeated them? That … it is … incredible. You never cease to amaze me.  
 
    “I’ll tell you everything when we’re together. When will I see you?” 
 
    Adamis’s face turned somber. Well, my love, the situation is very complicated. That is why I am communicating with you. 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    Are Ikai and Albana with you? 
 
    “Yes, we’re here.” 
 
    Good. I will explain what has happened. 
 
    He went on to tell them everything he had been through: the war between the Houses, the betrayals, the death of the High Kings, the fall of all the Houses, the appearance of the House of Hila and the triumph of the House of Fire. Then he explained what Aruma and the Children of Arutan had done. 
 
    Kyra shook her head, unable to believe what he was telling them. “It’s impossible!” 
 
    Ikai was equally shocked. “What they’ve done is completely insane.”  
 
    “I can’t believe they’ve gone so far with their radical ideals.” 
 
    Believe me. They are going to kill all the Golden and create a new Rebirth. 
 
    “But Aruma would never betray us, she’s our friend. She helped us. We defeated the army of the Golden thanks to her and her weapons.” 
 
    Yes, but she follows her own goals, and nothing is going to stop her. The poisonous cloud has spread over the whole Eternal City. No Golden is going to survive. It continues expanding as we speak. It is on its way to the mainland and will soon reach you.  
 
    Kyra shook her head vigorously. “I refuse to believe it. It can’t be, she’s not crazy enough to do anything like that.” 
 
     “Do we need to be afraid of this cloud?” Albana asked. 
 
    No, it only affects the Golden. 
 
    Kyra suddenly realized what he was saying. “And you?” she cried. “Tell me you haven’t been infected. Tell me you’re at a safe distance from it. You are, right?” 
 
    Adamis shook his head slowly. We are all infected. We will die tomorrow evening.  
 
    “Nooooo! Nooooo!” Kyra cried in despair, and burst into passionate weeping. “I can’t lose you a second time! Noooooo!” 
 
    “There must be something we can do,” Ikai said. 
 
    Thank you, Ikai… I do not think so… 
 
    Albana narrowed her eyes. “You said it yourself, we’re unbelievable, we have to be able to do something. We’ll help you in any way we can.” 
 
    I have a plan…  
 
    “A plan?” Kyra stopped weeping at the prospect of new hope. 
 
    Yes. It is crazy, but we are going to try… 
 
    “We…?” 
 
    Yes. I have taken all the poisoned refugees to a secret temple. We are all there now.  
 
    “We’ll help you,” Kyra said eagerly. 
 
    It is not safe for you. The Golden are still at war. 
 
    “I don’t care, we’ll help you!” Kyra insisted. And Ikai nodded. “Of course we will.” 
 
    “You need us,” Albana added. 
 
    Finally Adamis gave in. Very well… I will send you the location of the secret temple I am in. Bring out the map I gave you. 
 
     The three used their discs, and Adamis marked the place. He gave them the combination of runes needed to activate the portal and reach the temple. 
 
    “What is this secret temple?” Ikai asked. 
 
    It is the secret Hibernation Chamber of the Five High Kings. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took them all night to reach the secret temple. They finally arrived at dawn after making part of the journey on foot, part of it using the Golden Portals. It took them some time to recalibrate the last of these so that it would lead them to Adamis. The Five High Kings had made sure that the combination of runes needed to reach the place could never be activated by accident. It was three times more complicated than that of a normal leap to another temple. 
 
    They emerged from the portal in the underground temple and went forward into a strange ante-chamber. The room was round, with shining black walls. The ceiling, also black as night, was carved with an unknown constellation, which shone brightly as if they were outside looking up at the night sky. Inside they found a great round door, sealed from the other side. The door was full of Golden symbols, and in the center was a strange round gap, like a keyhole. 
 
    Ikai bent close to it. “A big disc or a round jewel would fit in here…” 
 
    Kyra pointed to the center of the chamber. “Look, how strange…” 
 
    A marble dais dominated the chamber. On it two large squares were carved: one decorated in gold, the other in silver. 
 
    “It looks like an altar,” Ikai said. 
 
    Albana took a closer look at it. “It looks as though it was made to fit two large books.” She closed her eyes and concentrated. “I feel Power. It’s imbued with Power. It has some specific purpose.” 
 
    Suddenly the round door opened. 
 
    It is to shut this chamber, came a friendly voice. 
 
    “Adamis! My love!” Kyra hurled herself into the Golden’s arms with such impetus that he felt an intense pain in his side.  
 
    Argh… 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I was so looking forward to seeing you,” she murmured, and smothered him with kisses and caresses. 
 
    Adamis smiled. It has been a long time without seeing you, little shrew. Too long. 
 
    The two lovers fused into an embrace so deep and intense that it looked as if it would swallow them up, body and soul. Ikai and Albana shared in the joy of the reunion. Then Adamis hugged them both fondly. They exchanged hugs and greetings, like true friends and comrades. For a moment the suffering, the war, death, everything, was left behind them and the four young people enjoyed the happiness of meeting again after such a long time and so many tribulations. Kyra and Adamis embraced again and devoured each other with eyes filled with passion. It took them some time to break away from each other. Neither wanted to leave the other’s arms. 
 
    Adamis led them to the inner chamber through a long narrow corridor. 
 
    This is the Hibernation Chamber, he announced. 
 
    And what they saw left them speechless. The chamber was round and very large. The floor and the ceiling formed two golden rings. The walls were slightly concave, and golden. Floor and ceiling were translucent. A huge transparent golden sphere with Golden symbols carved all along its surface was spinning above a solid silver pedestal, with a purring sound. But if the chamber was surprising, what was going on in it was even more so. A dozen dead Golden lay on one side. With the aid of a Healer one of the Erudites was examining a Golden as he lay on a marble table, still alive. 
 
    “Has it already begun?” Kyra asked uneasily. 
 
    Adamis made a reassuring gesture. No, these are volunteers.  
 
    “For death?” Albana asked in puzzlement. 
 
    Erudites and Healers have tried to fight the toxin. They have tried to purge the body, but without success. They have also tried to attack it with the Power, but that turned out to be even more harmful. The more Power the body uses, the faster the toxin spreads through it, killing it in a matter of moments.  
 
    “And using Power from outside?” Albana asked. “I mean, not the patient’s?”  
 
    You mean another person’s Power? 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    The toxin divides and multiplies. Every time a Healer tries to heal using his or her Power, the toxin replicates and death comes more quickly. 
 
    “Damn you, Aruma! Why?” Kyra muttered. 
 
    Ikai pointed to the still-living Golden. “And this one?” 
 
    He is alive, but barely. And that gives us hope. Knowing that the toxin and the Power are related, we have tried the process the other way round. We have reduced the use of Power in the body to the minimum, to a thread that holds on to life, nothing more. He is alive, but his body is not functioning. Erudites and Healers have established that in this state the advance of the toxin is almost stopped. Their conclusion is that it spreads via the use of the Power our bodies create. 
 
    “Fascinating,” said Albana. 
 
    “Twisted and insane,” Kyra protested. 
 
    “That’s why it only affects the Golden, not men,” said Ikai. 
 
    Exactly.  
 
    “What have you thought of doing?” Kyra asked. 
 
    Adamis told them the plan: The idea came to me when my father revealed his secrets to me during his final moments. You see, the Five High Kings built this chamber to develop the technology of hibernation. They succeeded in the end. The chamber, I am told, is completely functional. More than that, it is so big that it has room for all the refugees. 
 
    “I don’t understand what you want to do,” said Kyra. 
 
    There is no antidote for Aruma’s poison. We will all die when the sun sets today. The toxin is already spreading through our bodies… 
 
    Ikai interrupted him: “But in hibernation… you slow down the advance of the poison…” He looked at the Golden patient, realizing what Adamis meant to do. 
 
    That is the idea. Hibernation slows down all the bodily functions until they almost cease altogether. It is as if the body were switched off. Time, in terms of the body, practically stops. And the same thing happens to the Power the body consumes, it reduces it to the minimum that can sustain it. 
 
    Albana nodded. “In that case the toxin will stop spreading at the present rate and change to an almost imperceptible one. It might work…” 
 
    “But until when?” Kyra asked. 
 
    Adamis sighed. The Erudites have assured me that all natural toxins die with the passage of time. We only need to wait for long enough for that to happen. They are working on a way of measuring it. As long as there is still venom in the body, hibernation will continue. When the measuring device registers that no trace of the toxin is left, hibernation can be stopped and those asleep can be wakened. 
 
    “How long?” Kyra asked again. 
 
    I am afraid it will be a long time… Adamis said. His voice sounded defeated. 
 
    “How long?” Kyra insisted, her gaze steady. 
 
    As far as they have been able to study the toxin and its longevity, bearing in mind the way it works on our bodies, it will take about three thousand years to die out. 
 
    Kyra stepped back as if she had been hit with a club. “Three thousand years! We’ll all have died, everything will have died!” 
 
    Adamis nodded. The toxin has a long life, Aruma has ensured that nobody will be able to outlive it. When the body is in hibernation the whole process is slowed, so that the lifetime of the toxin is lengthened as well. Unfortunately the thing which saves us is the same thing which obliges us to wait for so long. 
 
    Ikai considered this carefully. “That makes sense. Your plan ought to work. It’s a matter of waiting for the toxin to die during hibernation.” 
 
    “For it to die before it kills you,” Albana put in. 
 
    It is a crazy idea, I know, Adamis said. But there is no other way, and we have no more time left. 
 
    “I’m not going to lose you again!” Kyra cried furiously. 
 
    There is no other solution. It is either that, or dying when night falls. The toxin is in my body, it will kill me. 
 
    “No! There has to be another way!” 
 
    I am sorry, little shrew, but there is not. 
 
    Kyra hammered on his chest with her fists, tears running down her cheeks. “I can’t lose you!” 
 
    Be strong. As long as you live you will know I am down here with my people, where I belong. 
 
    Kyra burst into tears, and he tried to comfort her. They came together in a desperate embrace. Adamis kissed away her tears. 
 
    I love you, my little shrew. 
 
    “And I love you, with all my soul. That’s why I’m coming with you!” 
 
    He stared at her blankly. 
 
    “I’m going to hibernate with you!” 
 
    Adamis moved a little away from her and stared into her eyes. You cannot! It has only been tested on Golden. We have no idea what effect hibernation would have on your body. 
 
    “I’m half-Golden, don’t you forget that. I’m a hybrid with Power.” 
 
    Even so, it is too dangerous. I cannot risk your life. 
 
    “It’s my decision.” 
 
    No, Kyra, not this time. The decision is mine. I decide who hibernates, and the answer is no. I will not risk your life without a reason. You can live a full life here, with your people. He looked at Ikai and Albana, who made no attempt to speak. You can fall in love again, have a family, be happy. You only have to leave me down here, knowing that I will be thinking of you forever. 
 
    “Let me come with you, Adamis.”  
 
    He shook his head. No. My decision is final. 
 
    Kyra protested and cursed furiously, but he remained firm. He would not risk his beloved’s life. Seeing she was not calming down, Albana took her to one side and tried to make her see reason. Adamis looked at Ikai, who nodded gratefully. 
 
    “Where are the rest of your people?” he asked the Prince. 
 
    Adamis pointed to the floor. Through the crystalline surface they could see the Golden in hibernation. They were floating in the lower chamber in a strange golden substance. The image left him speechless. It looked as though they were sleeping in the midst of a sea of golden water. 
 
    They have all gone in now. They did not want to lose a single moment in case the toxin accelerated its working. Only the Erudites remain. He gestured below. Beside the great sphere five Erudites were working tirelessly. Adamis waved at them. Time was running out, and they were finishing their preparations. 
 
    They will work until the very last moment. Then they will go into hibernation themselves. They will be the last. 
 
    “I see,” said Ikai. 
 
    I need you to seal the chamber when you leave. And then secure the temple. Nobody must ever find out that we are down here. Not now, not ever. 
 
    “We’ll make sure of that,” Ikai said. “Don’t worry. Nobody will disturb your rest.” 
 
    Adamis thanked him warmly. If the hibernation is interrupted, the toxin will continue its advance and we will all die. 
 
    “I’ll watch over your sleep.” Albana promised him. “And when my time comes I’ll make sure that others go on with the task in secret.” 
 
    They will help you seal the chamber, Adamis said, and showed them the Three Guardian Priests who were waiting stoically in the shadows, at the end of the chamber.  
 
    “Who are they?” Ikai asked. 
 
    Guardian Priests, whose mission is to preserve the Tomes of the Sun, the Moon and the Medallion of Shadows which seal this chamber. I will explain everything before I go into hibernation myself, but know that you are not alone, that they will watch and protect the process of hibernation. Thus my father planned it. I have also manipulated the medallion so that the summons, the awakening, will occur when we are free of the toxin, not before. 
 
    “Very well.” Ikai was looking closely at the Priests, who with their white hooded robes, hidden in the dark, looked more like spirits of the shadows. 
 
    I thank you from the bottom of my heart, Adamis said with a small bow. I know it is too much to ask you, to ask Men to protect the Golden from extinction, but that is the point we have reached. 
 
    “Surely things have turned round,” Kyra said with narrowed eyes. “If it weren’t because you’re going in there yourself…” 
 
    “Kyra…” Ikai knew it was her rage talking, not her heart. “We’re not going to commit genocide, nobody’s going to. You have my word of honor, Adamis. The secret of the Golden will be safe with us.” 
 
    The new High King of Ether nodded in acknowledgement. 
 
    “Who would have guessed it, us saving the Golden,” said Albana. “Fate never ceases to surprise us.” 
 
    “Fate, and the actions of Golden and Men,” said Ikai. 
 
    Very true, said an arrogant, condescending voice behind them. Although there is still one final surprise that will put things back to where they should be. 
 
    They turned, and the blood froze in their veins. In the ante-chamber, on the other side of the corridor, Asu, High King of Fire, was waiting. Beside him, his cousin Lord Erre and Iradu, the Champion of the House of Fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They were watching them from the ante-chamber, in the shadows of the dark hall.   
 
    Asu! Adamis cried, and all the muscles in his body tensed. 
 
    Surprise! Asu said, his voice heavy with sarcasm. My dear friend Adamis, how delightful to find you alive. Are you not happy to see me? He gave a triumphant giggle. 
 
    Adamis was assessing the situation in his mind. Absolutely not. 
 
    “You bastard!” shouted Kyra. “I’m going to gouge your eyes out!”  
 
    Albana unsheathed her black daggers and got ready to attack. Ikai glanced at her, warning her to wait and see how things developed. Adamis seized Kyra by her waist as she hurled herself toward Asu. 
 
    As rude as ever,  he said. I will make sure you get what you deserve, slave. I have been wanting to do so for a long time, a long, long time (he savored the words as he spoke) and at last my wish is to be granted. 
 
    Adamis moved to stand in front of Kyra. You will not lay a finger on her. 
 
    Asu grinned and tilted his head in amusement. Shall we come in, or would you rather come out to welcome us? 
 
    The ante-chamber and the chamber of hibernation were separated by a long passage. Adamis had no desire to risk either the chamber or the lives of those in it. He gestured to Ikai and Albana to come forward. 
 
    We are coming out, he said, and they went as far as the door of the ante-chamber. 
 
    What a long time it has been since we met, Asu said, his fiery eyes fixed on Adamis. I see you are still keeping the same bad company that led you to your doom. But wait… you were executed by your Father… you ought to be dead… what a disappointment. You can see how it is always better to deliver justice with your own hands. He was looking at Lord Erre as he said this, and his cousin nodded. You tricked me. That is not good at all, Adamis, not good at all. 
 
    What are you doing here? How did you find us? 
 
    I was deeply disappointed when I reached the royal chamber in your father’s palace and found it deserted. Well, of the living, at least. Corpses everywhere. My informers had assured me that the survivors of the other houses had taken refuge there. I was going to teach them that no-one can escape from my power. He gave a twisted smile. I came intent on teaching them a final lesson. I was going to skin them and then incinerate them while still alive, all of them … well, not all. I was going to let a couple live so that they would remember the lesson. But somebody robbed me of the satisfaction of my final victory. Now his eyes gleamed with fury. 
 
    “You’re a despicable murderer!” Kyra cried. 
 
    Slave, nobody addressed you. Hold your tongue and listen to your betters. 
 
    “I’m going to cut you open!” she shouted. 
 
    Adamis saw that Iradu had taken a step forward and Erre had unsheathed his fiery sword. Stay calm, he said.  
 
    As I was saying before the slave interrupted us, Asu said patronizingly, all I found were corpses. Your Father’s was not among them…although my spies assure me that he died. In the end the old man was not as clever as he thought. He laughed. 
 
    Adamis tensed and bit his lip in an effort to contain himself. 
 
    We also found your Champion’s dead body. He fought well to the end, did he not, Iradu? 
 
    With honor to the end, like a true Champion, Iradu agreed solemnly. 
 
    Yes, yes… but something did not fit: where were all the refugees? I thought they might have escaped to the mainland, but my Erudites informed me that the city portals were not working. So I searched the palace from top to bottom. And we found the Portal in the chamber of knowledge. What was the name of the Erudite I caused to be killed? Nota… something… 
 
    Notaplo, Erre said. 
 
    Ah, yes, Notaplo. An intelligent Erudite. A pity he had to die. 
 
    Adamis clenched his fists, holding back the rage burning in his stomach. You will pay for all the deaths you have caused.  
 
    “Let me kill him,” Kyra pleaded. Her eyes were moist with fury. 
 
    Adamis was doing his best to avoid confrontation. Stay calm… 
 
    Yes, stay calm, we would not want that nature of yours to catch fire… you know how much I relish burning slaves… As I was saying, we found the Portal. My Erudites examined it and established that it was about to disappear. We had no time to do anything. The three of us crossed a moment before it vanished. Which was a pity. I would rather have made a more triumphant entrance with my whole army behind me, but what could one do? It was not meant to be. Although I really think that even so, it was dramatic enough, was it not? Just when you were thinking you had escaped. His laughter was hollow and mocking. 
 
    Your army is trapped in Alantres and will not be able to leave, Adamis said. The Portals do not work. They will all die this evening.  
 
    Yes. That, to be precise, is the other matter that has brought me here. The arrogant, mocking expression vanished, giving way to one of rage and frustration. The toxic cloud which has enveloped the whole Eternal City… which has covered us all… my Erudites say it is poisonous, that we are all infected and will die before nightfall. Even that lunatic Moltus confirms it, he says the voices have told him the end of days has come for the Golden and that all we can do is wait and die. The fool used poison to end his life so as not to suffer what is coming. As you can imagine, that is something I cannot allow to happen. And from what I was able to hear, you have already found the solution to that very pressing problem… 
 
    Did you hear it all? 
 
    Enough of it. So this is the chamber where the old fools developed their technology of hibernation? My dear father did not tell me his secrets before I killed him. He gave a grimace of pretended sorrow. I imagine yours, on the other hand, told you before he died, which benefits all of us. 
 
    What do you want? 
 
    Simply: this chamber. 
 
    We do not need to fight for it, Adamis said. He was still trying to avoid bloodshed. We can share it. 
 
    Asu gave an abandoned laugh. Share? I do not share anything. The chamber is mine now. 
 
    You can hibernate with the others.  
 
    Do you really think I am going to trust you? That I am going to trust these slaves to keep the secret of my rest? If you really believe that, you must be out of your mind. 
 
    “We will keep your bodies like those of the others,” Ikai said in support of Adamis. “You have nothing to fear as long as you’re in hibernation. You have my word.”  
 
    Asu laughed again. His word, the slave says. Your word has no value for me, any more than your life does. 
 
    “Don’t waste time,” Albana put in. “He has no intention of leaving us alive.” 
 
    You are a Shadow, I remember you. Oskas’ disciple, are you not? 
 
    “You let my mother die, and you’ll pay for it,” she said. “I swore revenge, and I’m going to have it.”  
 
    Asu laughed. Ah yes, I seem to remember you dared to ask me to save her… that you, a vulgar slave, should dare ask me!  
 
    Think about it, Asu, Adamis said. The toxin is spreading through your body. You are going to die. We are going to die. There is no need to fight. We can still save ourselves. We only have to go into the chamber and go into hibernation, all of us. 
 
    There was a tense silence. Asu’s eyes were fixed on Adamis. After a moment he straightened, then spread his arms wide, palms open. 
 
    It is all mine. The Golden are mine. This world is mine. It has taken me time and effort, but today I have achieved it. At last I have conquered all the Houses. It is all mine! The Eternal City, this continent, Golden, slaves: everything! I am not going to give it up now that it is within my reach. His eyes shone with greed, and his mouth was twisted in a dark smile. And in any case, killing you is the cherry on the cake. Nothing could give me greater satisfaction before the long journey than to kill you with my own hands. Especially you two: the arrogant prince of ether and his insubordinate slave. I will hibernate with your heads under my arm! 
 
    Adamis raised his protective sphere. He was the quickest to do so. An instant later Asu sent a ball of fire at him. Adamis’s sphere protected Kyra, who was still raising her own. 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” she cried in fury. 
 
    Iradu activated his silver spear and bracelet-shield in a single movement by shaking both arms. With an explosion of fire he leapt onto Ikai, covering the distance that separated them in a heartbeat. Ikai rolled to one side to avoid being impaled by the silver spear, which was now flaming. 
 
    Erre lit his sword of fire, and with his other hand he hurled a fiery missile in the form of a spear at Albana. She used her Power and vanished into the shadows of the ante-chamber. The fiery spear went through the dark mist she left behind her without reaching her. 
 
    I will reduce you to ashes! Asu shouted. He attacked with unusual rage and aggressiveness, products of the intense hatred he felt towards his rivals and the fury which was devouring him. He hurled great fireballs against Adamis and Kyra which struck their defensive spheres one after the other and burst into sheets of flame. The explosions were so powerful that they weakened the defensive spheres and violently shook their bodies. 
 
    Adamis and Kyra were standing up to the attack, their minds focused on sending Power to the spheres to prevent them collapsing. Adamis tried to counterattack, but the rough treatment his body was receiving would not let him use his Power as he wished. Meantime Asu attacked, using vast quantities of Power like a madman, striking like a maniac. 
 
    I will roast you alive! You will die writhing in pain in my flames!   
 
    Kyra dug her feet in firmly and clenched her jaw. Taking hold of her disc, she hurled an ethereal spear against Asu. The brightness of the white light of the disc in her hand alerted him, giving him time to raise a protective sphere of solid lava. The spear struck this, knocking flakes off it, but failed to penetrate it. 
 
    You stupid slave! You think yourself a rival for a God? You are slow and clumsy! 
 
    “You’re no God! You’re just a despicable golden! I’ll gouge your eyes out!” 
 
    Asu gave a sneering laugh. For you, you filthy slave, and for all your people, I will always be a God! The Highest God! 
 
    The Lord of Fire pronounced words of Power, and a form began to take shape behind him. Adamis and Kyra took advantage of the moment to attack: Adamis with an intense beam of ether which he kept above a point in the lava sphere, trying to drill through it, and Kyra creating a ball of ether, like those of fire, and hurling it at Asu. The ball burst on contact, producing an explosion of energy. But it did not succeed in destabilizing Asu, who had by now finished creating the fiery form. This took the shape of an immense bird in flames. It rose, shook its wings and glided above Adamis and Kyra. With a fiery croak it opened its beak. Instantly a long flame issued from the beak, part fire, part lava, and fell on the couple. The bird turned and passed over them again, scattering everything in its path with burning lava. 
 
    Adamis interrupted Kyra’s attack on Asu. Strengthen the sphere! he warned her, He attacked the great bird, and she followed his example. 
 
    Ikai got to his feet with Adamis’s disc in his left hand. With his right he unsheathed his sword. Iradu charged at him with breathtaking speed and force, sliding his feet over a cloak of lava that formed as he passed, as if he were sliding on ice. Ikai saw the gigantic golden warrior hurling himself at him, and for a moment his blood ran cold. But he recovered, using the disc to surround himself with a sphere. It could not protect him completely from the impact; he felt a massive and painful shock and the next moment he was thrown against the rock wall of the chamber. With the impact he felt another shock, together with a stabbing pain throughout his body. 
 
    That sphere is effective against a Lord, Iradu said, as if he were teaching one of his beginner Warriors a lesson, but it will not protect you from a Warrior in a hand to hand fight. He took a great leap, and with a movement of his spear in mid-flight he hurled a trident of fire, which buried itself in the sphere. Ikai suffered another abrupt shock, which nearly brought him to his knees. 
 
    The massive Warrior raised his spear, ready to strike again. Ikai rolled to one side and the spear hit the wall. Immediately Iradu struck backwards with his shield, catching Ikai’s sphere as he rolled. The strength of the blow drove him with an impact against the wall. He was left stunned. 
 
    Iradu aimed his fiery silver spear at him. You are agile, and I see you can fight. But you will not be able to avoid me for much longer. 
 
    Ikai took advantage of the moment and used the disc’s Power. He was afraid he would not be able to in that state, but he summoned a Spirit of Agony. He gasped as he saw his nightmare creation materialize. Translucent gray, in a ragged robe and lacking any flesh, it looked at Iradu with a twisted face of horror. The Champion readied himself, and Ikai gave the order: “Attack!” The spirit gave a hollow moan and fell on Iradu. 
 
    The giant thrust his shield in front of the Spirit of Agony to protect himself. With his fiery spear he began to attack the ghost, which cried out at contact with the fire in its attempt to reach the Champion’s flesh. 
 
    With a shadowy slither, Albana emerged from the half-darkness behind Erre. She used her Power to strengthen the blow she was getting ready to strike. A black flash appeared and covered her arms. Erre felt Power being used behind him and began to turn. With both daggers she struck the lava sphere which protected him. On their impact, fragments of the sphere flew into the air. Two marks were clearly visible where she had struck. 
 
    Erre had turned fully by now. Treachery! he shouted angrily, and with an undulating movement of his arm he sent a wave of flames toward Albana. She retreated with a pirouette, somersaulting backwards with amazing flexibility. When she had completed her move she saw the wave of lava sweeping the floor in her direction. It moved as though it were a wave of the sea six feet high, with the horrible difference that it was made of flames and was burning everything in its path. 
 
    A moment before the wave would reach her she used her Power to leap up to the ceiling, then hurled two daggers of power at Erre. Seeing this, he hurled a fireball at her. Daggers and fireball crossed in midair. The impact of the daggers reached Erre in his protective sphere, and he cursed as a whole layer of protection bounced. But his confidence was unchanged, and he watched to see the ball of fire finish her. The sphere flew towards her in the dome. A blackness enveloped her, and the fiery sphere passed through where she had been. It struck the ceiling and burst into flames. 
 
    Curse you! You cannot avoid all of my attacks. I am a Lord of the House of Fire. My power is a hundred times greater than yours, Shadow! 
 
    Albana said nothing, but appeared behind him and struck in the same spot as before. Pieces of the solid lava sphere flew off it. But Erre was ready to counterattack. He surrounded himself with a sphere of fire, whose flames licked Albana’s hands and arms. With a cry of pain she moved back into the shadows. 
 
    One of Asu’s enormous fireballs came rushing along the corridor behind Adamis, but he used his Power to deflect it into the chamber of hibernation. It exploded against one of the walls, creating a sea of flames which reached two of the Erudites, who were burned to death. The Healers could do nothing for them. Seeing that the chamber would soon catch fire and everything would be lost, Adamis summoned the Guardian Priests. 
 
    Protect the chamber! Do not let the fire damage it! 
 
    The three Priests, who were waiting at the end of the chamber, moved to the entrance at his call. The first carried the Tome of the Moon in one hand and a Staff of Power in the other. The second carried the Tome of the Sun and a similar Staff. The third wore the Medallion of Shadows on his chest. They came to stand side by side, filling the entire width of the door, a couple of steps behind Adamis. They murmured words of Power and created three protective barrier-walls in front of them, blocking the whole entrance from floor to ceiling-dome. The fireballs and combat missiles now crashed against the barriers and failed to reach the chamber of hibernation. 
 
    While Iradu fought the Spirit of Agony, Ikai used the Power of the disc to create two more Spirits to protect him. The first was a Spirit of Pain. Similar in appearance to that of Agony, its face showed a terrible pain instead: the same pain it caused its enemies. Ikai pointed to Iradu, who had just destroyed the Spirit of Agony. “Defend me!” he said. The ghost took up position on his right and began to send missiles made up of essence of pain at the champion. With the first impact Iradu felt a terrible pain and was forced to stop. With the third impact, the pain was so unbearable that his knees bent. 
 
    Concentrating hard, Ikai created the second ghost: a Spirit of Death. The ghost moved to his left, floating inside its ragged robe with a grim expression of insatiable hunger. Ikai pointed to the weakened Champion. “Feed!” he ordered. The spirit threw itself on Iradu. With every blow, it robbed him of life while the spirit itself grew more powerful. The Champion roared in pain. He protected himself behind his shield and caused it to burn. The Spirit of Death moved away from it and tried to attack from the side. Iradu moved his shield and thrust his fiery spear at it. This time it was the Spirit of Death which roared as it was hit. But when the shield moved, the Champion left himself open to attack by the Spirit of Agony. Several missiles of essence of pain reached him. He was left weakened, and his knees buckled again. Both Spirits attacked him voraciously. 
 
    Ikai felt he had a chance. But at that moment the champion made a movement with his spear and raised a wall of fire in front of him. It caught the Spirit of Death, which was forced to move back. Covering himself from the Spirit of Pain with the shield of fire, Iradu used his spear to kill the Spirit of Death. Ikai’s hopes began to fade. Immediately Iradu created an explosion of fire under his feet. Propelled by the explosion, the champion shot to the ceiling. From there he hurled two fireballs against the Spirit of Pain which was protecting Ikai. The explosions destroyed the spirit and weakened the protective sphere. Ikai’s hopes died completely as he saw the giant warrior falling on him. With a tremendous blow of his shield of fire Iradu sent Ikai against the wall amid flames, so that he was left lying on his back, winded. His head was bleeding, and his whole body hurt as if all his bones were broken. 
 
    You use your Power well, Hybrid. Those Spirits have weakened me. But you fight with a Disc, and that limits you. Do you not know how to use your own Power? 
 
    Ikai had lost his sphere and was dizzy. He got to his feet, holding Adamis’ disc, and picked up his sword from the floor. At that moment he wished with all his heart that he could use his Power, but he had never managed to do it before and if he tried now he would be left exposed. He let out his breath abruptly. He knew the Champion was about to kill him, and nothing came to his mind which might save him. 
 
    On the other side of the chamber Albana came out of the shadows at amazing speed, zigzagging towards Erre. The Lord of Fire barely glimpsed a shadow slipping towards him. He attacked with two arrows of fire, which never touched her. 
 
    The Shadow launched five daggers of power as she completed her approach. Erre saw them and raised a defensive barrier of fire before him. But the Daggers, instead of flying in a straight line, curved to cross the defensive barrier and strike his defense. The Lord felt the five impacts on his sphere of lava, which by now was considerably weakened. He cursed. 
 
    The brunette dodged his fiery missile. With a shadowy leap she vanished in front of the wall of fire and reappeared behind him. She used her Power once more and struck the same spot on his sphere. He activated his sphere of fire and the flames spread around him, forming a ring of fire. She had expected this, and avoided it with a leap. But she did not manage to clear the fire completely, and it singed her legs. She fell to the floor and rolled over, groaning with pain. 
 
    You will never be able to break my defenses, Erre said. My source of Power is immense. He sent more power to strengthen his weakened sphere. 
 
    Albana was left lying on the floor. She bit her lip, holding back the intense pain, and did her best to recover from her injuries. The pain prevented her from using her power. Erre widened the ring of fire so that it advanced to devour her. The flames were about to bite into her flesh. In a final moment of desperation she attempted to use her power. The flames were no more than a finger’s breadth from her face, so that she could feel their scorching heat. She grasped the disc from the shadows and used its Power instead of her own, which would not answer her. She called upon the Skill of Flight. At the contact of fire against her skin the shadowy skill activated itself. She was thrown away from the fire. Erre watched her with rabid anger. 
 
    Stop sneaking away like that! he demanded. Fight and die!  
 
    But she had already recovered from the pain. With her mind clearer now, she used her Power and vanished into the shadows. 
 
    Asu went on battering Kyra and Adamis without giving them a moment’s respite. Adamis counter-attacked by creating a mist of death around Asu. The mist began to corrode his defense, but he created a sphere of fire and with it produced flames which burnt away the mist and destroyed it. He laughed and hurled a fiery javelin at Adamis. 
 
    “We’re going to finish you off!” Kyra cried. She was hoping to deflect his attention from Adamis, who was getting the worst of the punishment. Asu stared at her with eyes that gleamed with hatred. 
 
    You are about to find out what true Power is! 
 
    He created an Elemental Flame. Six feet tall, the fiery creature was a voracious flame in the service of its master. 
 
    He pointed to Kyra. Kill her! he ordered. I want her to burn! 
 
    The Flame plunged forward to devour her. She took a step back and the creature of fire attacked her sphere, damaging it with every blow. She began to feel the heat of the flames through the sphere. She was suddenly afraid, but did not cower. She would not be beaten; she would fight. She armed herself with determination and attacked the flame. 
 
    While she was fighting the elemental creature of fire, Asu intensified his attack on Adamis. With words of Power, he created a flare in the shape of a Fiery Whirlwind which started spinning fast as it attacked Adamis, striking his sphere with intense flames. Adamis spread his arms wide and sent more Power to his protection. The fiery whirlwind spun around him, striking unpredictably at various points on the sphere. 
 
    You will beg for your lives on your knees! Asu roared. And there will be no mercy! I will tear your hearts out of your burnt bodies!  
 
    He moved his hands. A dozen apparently metallic spheres no bigger than an apple appeared and hovered before him, awaiting his orders. They shone with a strange mingling of black and orange. Suddenly he hurled them at great speed against Adamis. Each ball struck the sphere in the same spot, imploding on contact. Adamis felt a powerful shock, followed by another and yet another. With every impact his sphere weakened, and the shocks hurt his fragile body. 
 
    He took a couple of steps back. The power of the attacks, the fierceness of the flames and the scorching heat were beginning to take their toll on him. A terrible pain lashed his side and spread up his back. He was forced to crouch and breathe in deeply in an attempt to bear the pain. 
 
    Is this all that is left of the proud Prince of Ether? A cripple with a broken body, unable to defend himself? Asu’s laughter was charged with malice and hatred. I am going to enjoy every instant of crushing you! He laughed again at the sight of Adamis bent over with pain. 
 
    He spread out his hands and intoned a long spell of power. A blackness appeared over Adamis, which gradually became a huge claw of fire. Adamis lifted his eyes and raised his arm, creating a shield to protect his head. The Claw of Fire closed over the sphere, seeking to crush it, and with it his head. At Asu’s order the claw began to tighten, compressing his defensive sphere, exerting unbearable pressure, preventing him from moving, He was trapped, and the pressure was so strong that it broke through the barrier and his body writhed in pain. 
 
    Asu used an enormous amount of his power and gave more to the Claw of Fire. Finally the claw managed to tighten completely over the sphere and break it, upon which the claw was consumed in an explosion. Adamis was left lying on the floor writhing in pain, with part of his sides burning. 
 
    Asu saw his victory. Yes! 
 
    “Nooooo!” cried Kyra and thrust her body between the two to protect her beloved. 
 
    Nothing will save you, nor him either, Asu said. Kill her! he ordered his Elemental Flame. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His eyes on Ikai, Iradu passed judgment: It is time to put an end to this duel. You have fought well, and I will give you a worthy death. 
 
    Ikai used the disc and covered his sword with essence of death. Then he created a shield like Iradu’s, but of ether. If he must die, he would do so fighting. 
 
    Iradu gave a slight bow of recognition, and Ikai did the same. And they both attacked. They exchanged cuts and thrusts, defending themselves with their shields. Iradu’s strength was equaled by Ikai’s agility. But the skill of Iradu, the finest Warrior among the Golden, began to show. He attacked Ikai’s head with his fiery spear, and his opponent hid behind his shield. Then he launched a fireball, which unbalanced Ikai. But then something strange happened: green veins, swollen and putrid, began to appear along the mighty warrior’s arms and legs. He stopped and stared at them. 
 
    What is this? What is happening to me? 
 
    Ikai attacked, but Iradu defended himself with a sweep of his shield, heightened by his Power. Ikai was thrown down and left lying on his back, having lost both sword and disc. 
 
    Iradu took a step forward. And bent over in pain. 
 
    What is happening to me? What is happening to my body? 
 
    The veins were climbing up his neck and reaching his face. With a grunt he raised his spear and was about to transfix Ikai, who stretched his hand toward his sword but could not reach it; it was three hand-spans away. He tried to seize the disc, but it too was too far away. The tip of the burning spear came down toward his chest. In despair, seeing death falling suddenly on him, he closed his eyes and visualized the sword in his mind. There was a white flash in his chest, and suddenly he felt the pommel of his sword in his hand. He opened his eyes. The tip of the spear was about to pierce his flesh, but he deflected it with the sword. He was unable to do so completely, and it buried itself in his side. 
 
    He doubled up with pain. In the midst of his agony he glimpsed Iradu’s aura, which was giving out an intense amber light. He concentrated on it and trapped it. Iradu realized what he was trying to do and tried to protect his aura, but a spasm prevented him. The strange veins had spread throughout his body. Ikai fixed the aura firmly. Using his own Power he pulled down Iradu’s head with his left hand, and as he bent it closer to him, with his right hand he buried his sword up to the hilt in the thick neck. 
 
    The giant dropped his spear and raised his hands to his sword. He staggered two steps back, his eyes staring wide. He fell to his knees and stared at Ikai. 
 
    You found… your Power… well fought… 
 
    He fell forward, dead. 
 
    Erre cursed. The Lord of Fire was surrounded by two rings of fire which he used his power to hold while at the same time he solidified his sphere of lava to defend himself. He had lost his patience. 
 
    He searched around vainly for Albana. Show yourself! he yelled. 
 
    She knew that the longer she kept the Lord of Fire on the defensive, the more Power he would consume. And no matter how great his source of Power might be, sooner or later it would run dry. The problem was to keep alive until that moment and keep him using up his Power. If she did not attack, he would stop using it up to reinforce his rings, and the sphere would hold. So she would have to act strategically. She was badly injured, with her arms and legs seriously burned. She was bearing the pain, but her strength was beginning to fail. I’m not giving up. I’m going to get him. Whatever way I can.  
 
    Erre sent more Power to keep up his defenses. Albana saw him curse, and as she watched him she noticed something strange. The Lord was doubling up with pain. Swollen green veins were running through his body and up towards his face. 
 
    It was time to act. Erre recovered and hurled insults at her again. 
 
    Come out and show your face! You coward! 
 
    But that was not Albana’s style. Her power and her skills had been developed to live in the shadows, attack with lethal precision and then vanish. She had been trained that way when she was a Shadow, and that was how she would fight. While Erre stared at his swollen and infected veins, baffled by what was happening to him, cursing, she was coming down from the ceiling on top of him. She moved silently, very slowly, using her Power, as though she were a gigantic and deadly spider. 
 
    Erre did not see her. He was turning green and having difficulty breathing. She was hanging upside-down above his head. She had avoided both rings of fire which defended him. Now only the solid lava sphere was left. She launched her attack, using her Power to deliver a savage blow. Erre felt the use of Power and looked up. When he saw Albana, his eyes widened. Her blow was directed to the exact spot where she had been weakening the sphere. Erre sent more Power to it. It held, but he doubled up in pain. Albana launched a new attack with her two daggers: the sting of the black spider. And this time Erre did not have enough Power to repel it. The defensive sphere shattered into a thousand pieces. 
 
    He raised his hands to launch a flare of fire at her, but she was faster. Both daggers gave a black flash and buried themselves in his eyes. He opened his mouth and gave a muffled cry. His arms dropped, his knees failed and he fell dead on the floor. She smiled in triumph, but her injuries overwhelmed her. She fell on top of Erre’s body and lost consciousness. 
 
    Asu was ready to put an end to Adamis. Kyra, between the two of them, was fighting the Elemental Flame. She was losing. She would not be able to withstand the battering much longer. Through the translucent surface and the flames of that creature of maleficent fire she saw Adamis’s body lying on the floor, badly injured and helpless. Inside her sphere the heat was so suffocating that she had to use more and more of her reserve of Power to prevent it penetrating her sphere and asphyxiating her. She was sweating profusely and beginning to feel she was slowly cooking inside her protection. 
 
    Asu moved his arms in a circle, creating a huge rock of fire on the floor. Suddenly he stopped. On his right arm swollen green veins had started to appear. 
 
    What is this? Nothing will stop me! 
 
    He turned to Adamis with a broad smile of pure satisfaction. The burning rock began to roll slowly, like a huge boulder on its way to crush them. The closer it came to them, the wider the smile on the Lord of Fire’s face. 
 
    Kill that cowardly dandy! 
 
    The rock reached Kyra, who raised her hands in front of her to defend herself. But the rock, as it struck her sphere, pushed it aside with her inside it, leaving the way toward Adamis clear. 
 
     She realized that it was going to reach her beloved. “Noooooo!” she yelled. 
 
    The rock reached him, but it passed through him as his body turned to mist. This faded, while the rock continued on its way to die against the barrier the three Priests had created at the entrance of the chamber. 
 
    You cowardly swine! Stop fleeing! Fight and die like a Royal Golden!  
 
    Kyra sighed in relief. Adamis had become one with the mist and hidden himself. The flame reached her. She fended it off, but nothing seemed to affect that fiery creature. All her skills could not inflict enough damage on that infernal being. 
 
    Use… the Power of Water… Adamis’s mental message reached her from somewhere behind her. 
 
    “Water?” she repeated blankly. The disc allowed her to use the Power of the element of Ether, because it was Adamis’. And her own Power, with the skills she had acquired, were based on that power, because she had learnt them with the disc. She had no idea how to use the Power of Water. 
 
    It is the only thing… that can defeat fire. 
 
    “But I can’t…” 
 
    Yes you can… your mother… Solma… 
 
    “My mother?” 
 
    She was… the daughter of the High King of Water… 
 
    “What? What are you saying? 
 
    The Power of Water… is in your veins… use it… 
 
    “Mother? How?” She was deeply confused, did not understand. But she loved Adamis with all her being and trusted him as she did no-one else. She would follow his instructions. 
 
    She concentrated while she bore the attack and searched inside herself for her own Power. She found it. She could see it in her chest, and she used it. But she focused on creating water. She needed water and with it she could defeat Fire. But she was unable to. She tried again, more urgently, more furiously. Her defense was about to fall. Asu’s laughter and insults reached her as if he were spitting in her face. She closed her eyes, clenched her fists and focused on visualizing the element of water in her mind. The heat inside the sphere was suffocating, it was penetrating through, she could not keep it out. She was being roasted alive. 
 
    And she did it. A coolness, as if she were diving into the sea, enveloped her from head to foot. Water, to fight fire, she wished. At her order an Elemental of Water formed beside her. It was like the Elemental of Fire in shape and size, but made of water. It was as if a wave of the ocean had come to life. And at once it launched itself against the flame. Adamis had not been wrong; the Elemental of Water defeated the Flame of Fire. 
 
    Asu was beside himself with fury, seeing that Kyra was defeating his creation. No! he yelled. You will pay for this! With a movement of both arms he surrounded the water elemental with a ring of intense fire. But as he did so, his left arm began to fill with green veins. 
 
    What is this outrage? he cried. But this time his cry was not only of rage, it had an edge of worry. 
 
    Kyra wanted to free her elemental, but it took her too long to find how to do it. The intense heat of the ring turned the water to steam and destroyed her creation. 
 
    You are an amateur with a pathetic level of power! You will never defeat me, not in a thousand years! 
 
    She took a deep breath. She concentrated on Water, the Power she had inherited from her mother. She left Adamis’s disc on the floor and drew her throwing dagger. Her eyes fixed on Asu’s, she said: “I’m going to put an end to you.” 
 
    Using the Claw, he injected himself with the essence of life stored in the disc. 
 
    You can do nothing against me. I am more powerful and more intelligent, and I possess the most advanced technology. 
 
    At the sight of the Claw, she thought of the slaves in the pods. 
 
    “You can inject yourself with all the essence of life you want. It’s not going to save you. I’m going to make you pay for your crimes, for all those you’ve enslaved, exploited and murdered.” 
 
    You? A filthy slave? He burst into uproarious laughter. 
 
    “You killed my friends. Get ready to die.” 
 
    Asu laughed again, and his laughter echoed in the chamber. She attacked his sphere with a dozen stakes of ice. The stakes buried themselves in the protective lava sphere, passing through the sphere of fire which covered it. Asu gaped in amazement. She sent an ice javelin which struck violently and weakened his sphere. Blazing with rage, he counter-attacked with all his power, enveloping her in terrible flames. But as he did so, the putrid veins climbed through his body and reached his face. He doubled up in pain. 
 
    Noooooo! he yelled helplessly. 
 
    Kyra’s protective sphere collapsed. She found herself surrounded by flames which were licking her skin. Fear took possession of her in the midst of the pain. She saw herself lost. Asu was too strong for her. Her mother’s face came to her mind. She remembered her goodness, her strength, the sacrifices she had made to raise them, working from sunrise to sunset, sick, vomiting blood at the end of the day. And courage returned to her. “I won’t give up! I’ll get justice for her, for Yosane, Idana, Liriana, for all of them!” 
 
    Amid the inferno which surrounded her and the pain she was feeling, she managed to surprise herself by raising a sphere of ice around her body. This one was far stronger than the one of Ether. And she attacked, creating a storm of ice above Asu. The temperature plunged in a matter of moments until it froze both the walls and his sphere. She saw fear in his eyes, something unheard-of. Her attack was working. She had to press on to gain the advantage. She concentrated and surrounded him with water. At its touch the storm froze, with Asu inside it. The temperature went on dropping, and soon Asu was no more than a heap of ice and frost. 
 
    For a moment nothing happened. He was buried in ice. She could not believe it. Then suddenly the pile of ice exploded in a thousand pieces. Under it appeared an erupting volcano. Asu took a step forward out of the center of the volcano and approached Kyra, who was gaping at him in disbelief. He came forward until their two spheres touched. 
 
    Nothing can defeat me! I am a God! I am invincible!  
 
    Kyra saw the sickly swollen veins in her enemy. Realizing what was happening, she smiled. 
 
    He opened his mouth insanely wide, threw his head forward and with an animal roar sent a cone of sustained fire at her, like the breath of some fiery creature. The heat began to melt her defense of ice. She reacted by instinct and roared with all her might. From her mouth issued a frozen cone of ice, like the breath of some giant of the icy mountains. Ice and fire met and fought to gain the upper hand. Asu roared, increasing the intensity of his cone of fire, but Kyra’s ice was more powerful. Water defeated Fire. Little by little the cone of ice gained ground on fire, until it devoured it. 
 
    Curse you! Asu yelled, angered beyond belief to see her overpowering him. 
 
    He began to move his arms and utter words of Power. But he stopped. He doubled up with pain and suffered a spasm. But his rage prevailed, and he pressed on with his attack. She guessed something really bad was coming. She was just a step away from him. She could see the madness in his fiery eyes. 
 
    Behind you, came Adamis’ voice. 
 
    She turned. Adamis appeared from the mist. He threw her his sword: the sword Aruma had given him. 
 
    It is now or never, he said and fell helpless on the floor. 
 
    Asu smiled when he saw Adamis appear. His eyes shone with the gleam of victory. 
 
    You are mine at last! he cried in ecstasy. 
 
    Kyra seized the sword by the hilt in mid-flight. A moment before a meteor of rock and fire fell on her, she used the sword with a well-judged stroke aimed at Asu’s neck. The Golden did not flinch; his face showed only pure satisfaction and confidence. 
 
    Steel can do nothing to me! 
 
    But to his infinite surprise, the sword went through the defensive sphere and its tip pierced his neck. 
 
    At the same moment the meteor fell on Kyra with tremendous force, destroying her defense and leaving her lying on the floor, writhing in pain amid rock and fire. 
 
    Asu took two steps back, gaping at the sword which was buried in his neck. 
 
    It is… impossible… he stammered. He stumbled, but recovered. You cannot kill me… 
 
    “You’re wrong there,” came a voice behind him. He turned. Out of the shadows came Albana. She seized the sword by the hilt and plunged it in sharply. 
 
    No! he cried, eyes staring in terror, his hands reaching for his neck. He stepped back, recovered and drew his sword. He threw it on the floor. 
 
    Albana went back to Kyra and helped her to her feet. 
 
    Asu covered the wound with one hand. This will not kill me! 
 
    He tried to use his Power, but a spasm of pain made him fall to the floor, where he began to shake. 
 
    Noooooo! What is this? What is happening to me? 
 
    Kyra limped up to him, bleeding from many cuts, with Albana at her side.  “This is the end for you.” 
 
    Asu stretched out his arm. The sickly veins had taken over his body. 
 
    I am a God, the most powerful of all! 
 
    “You’re nothing,” Kyra said. “You’ve used your Power freely, thinking that the Claw and the discs with the life-essence of the slaves would cancel the price that needed to be paid for the use of the Power. And it’s true, you won’t age. But in your absolute arrogance and utter stupidity, you didn’t consider that your body was poisoned, yours and those of all the Golden. And every time you used your Power, Aruma’s poison spread faster through your body.” 
 
    Nooooo! Again Asu tried to use his Power, but he began to shake. 
 
    “The toxin is killing you,” Albana said. “It’s lucky we hybrids are immune.” 
 
    I will kill you! he howled, but the poison had nearly killed him. From his open mouth, black blood began to dribble. 
 
    “No,” Kyra said, “you’re the one who’s going to die.” She went over to Adamis and helped him to his feet. “And I want you to die knowing that Adamis and the other hibernating Golden will be saved.” 
 
    No! Arghhhh! He began to cough blood. 
 
    I offered you my hand, Adamis said. I gave you the chance to save yourself. 
 
    To hell with you! I will kill you! 
 
    “Go, my love, save yourself,” Kyra said to her beloved. 
 
    He nodded and left the chamber. 
 
    Seeing himself defeated and his enemy heading toward salvation, Asu cried out with all his remaining might: 
 
    Noooooooooo! 
 
    Overcome by a fit of rage, he began to shake and cough up blood until he died. 
 
    “For my mother,” said Albana. 
 
    “For my mother,” said Kyra, “and for Yosane, Idana, Urda, Liriana, Maruk and all the others.” 
 
    The two friends looked at Asu’s body for a long moment. Then they exchanged a glance of satisfaction, took the sword, and with a long, two-handed stroke they cut off his head. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And the moment arrived. It came before they expected it. Time flew by while the Healers and Erudites treated the wounds of the group in the Chamber of Hibernation.   
 
    We need to hurry, the oldest of the Erudite said. We must go into hibernation now, or it will be too late. 
 
    Adamis stood up with a grimace of pain. Very well. 
 
    Everything is ready, the Erudite went on. He indicated the great golden sphere in the center of the room, which was spinning with a rhythmic murmur, barely audible. The inner chamber will close and remain sealed. Nobody will be able to go in or out of it until the moment comes. He gestured in the direction of the door at the far end, which gave access to the inner chamber where the rest of the Golden had already gone into hibernation. 
 
    Thank you. I understand. 
 
    The Erudite indicated the crystalline floor. Our brothers are waiting for us. 
 
    Ikai gazed at the sleepers through the crystal floor. The underground chamber was immense, vanishing into the depths. The Golden floated amid a golden luminescence, sleeping peacefully so as not to die, waiting for the day when they would be reawakened to go back to the surface. 
 
    Once the door is closed, there will be no way back, the Erudite said. 
 
    “We will seal the antechamber,” Ikai reassured them. “Nobody will ever reach this place.”  
 
    One final detail. Adamis made a sign to the Priests, who came closer. These will be the watchers of sleep, he told them, with a wave toward Ikai and Albana. The three Priests solemnly handed them the Medallion of Shadows, the Tome of the Sun and the Tome of the Moon. 
 
    The two books fit into the pedestal in the antechamber and the Medallion in the round door, Adamis explained. Once the three are located in their places, use the Power to activate them and they will seal this chamber from outside. Nothing and nobody will be able to open it. When you do this, take the objects away and hide them. They must never be found, since they are the means of getting here and re-opening it. The only means. 
 
    “We’ll protect them with our lives,” Albana assured him. 
 
    He nodded. Thank you, both of you. 
 
    The three Priests, the Erudites and the last Healers passed through the circular door and into the Chamber of Hibernation. 
 
    “Good luck,” Ikai said. 
 
    Adamis was the last Golden remaining to cross. He looked beneath his feet and sighed deeply. 
 
    I hope we survive, he said, It would be a sad end for our civilization. 
 
    “You will survive, the secret will be safe with us,” Ikai promised. 
 
    Adamis was moved by this farewell. Thank you… for everything… I do not know how to… 
 
    “There’s no need. We’re friends,” Ikai said, and embraced him. The High King of the House of Ether embraced him in return. Then he embraced Albana, who kissed his cheek and whispered in his ear: “I’ll take care of Kyra and keep the secret of the Golden.” 
 
    I will never be able to repay this… you have given me so much…you have taught me so much… we have been a race of foolish self-obsessed maniacs… 
 
    Kyra kissed him with all her heart. 
 
    “Not all of you,” she said, smiling broadly. “There are one or two among you with good hearts who deserve a second chance.” 
 
    I love you.  
 
    “And I love you too, my arrogant prince.” 
 
    Promise me, my love, that you will live a full life, that you will not waste your life over my memory. 
 
    She forced a smile through the tears that were running down her cheeks. “I promise. As soon as you go into hibernation I’m going in search of another prince.”  
 
    Adamis laughed at this. You are impossible. 
 
    “That’s why you love me,” she said, and held him tightly once more. 
 
    For that, and a thousand reasons more. 
 
    They kissed passionately in a last heart-wrenching embrace. Suddenly there came a crack and the door to the Chamber of Hibernation began to descend. 
 
    Kyra nodded towards the door. “Quickly.” 
 
    Adamis gave her one last kiss and went to the round door, which was inexorably descending. He turned to wave goodbye and went in. The door would close in one more moment. 
 
    “Sorry brother, I love you both, take care of yourselves!” Kyra said suddenly, and hurled herself under the closing door. Her body slid along the crystalline floor and under the door a second before it shut after her. 
 
    Ikai ran to the door “Nooooo!” he cried. But the door had closed and was sealed. There was no way he could open it. 
 
    “Kyra!” he called.  
 
    Albana hurried to his side and took his hand. 
 
    “We have to do something,” he said. “We have to get her out of there.”  
 
    “No, my love. It’s her life, not ours.” 
 
    “But she’ll die in there.” 
 
    “We don’t know that. It’s her decision, not ours. We must respect it.” 
 
    And as they spoke, beneath their feet they saw Kyra and Adamis floating, hand in hand, with a look of utter peace and happiness. 
 
    Ikai sighed and let his sister follow her heart. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dawn found Ikai gazing out at Oxatsi, Mother Sea. His arms were around his beloved, and he was lost in the beauty of the sea at daybreak.   
 
    Suddenly he felt an icy pain in his forearm. Surprised, he saw that the tattoo of the tree had awakened and was giving out a reddish mist. 
 
    “The Witch of the Lake,” Albana said in warning. 
 
    “Yes, Aruma…” he said as the mist began to show him an image. As it cleared, it showed them Aruma. She was under the Great monolith in Alantres, in the High Chamber where the Five High Kings had met, surrounded by two rings of acolytes. The first and larger ring included most of them. They were all dead, consumed. The second, made up of a dozen elderly Golden, were still alive. These must be the Ancients, the leaders. 
 
    “What can she want?” 
 
    “I have a feeling that it won’t be good news.” 
 
    The image finished forming. The young tiger and his companion the panther, Aruma greeted them. I am glad to find you alive. 
 
    “What do you want of us?” Ikai asked. 
 
    I wanted to say goodbye. 
 
    “Why? Why us?” 
 
    Ah! My young tiger, because you two are very special. You, Ikai, are very special. 
 
    “Stop playing games. We know you’ve used us for your own purposes.” 
 
    The same way you used this old crazy witch for yours. Or didn’t I save your mother, or Adamis? Or didn’t I help you when you fought the Golden? 
 
    “But in the end you betrayed us.” 
 
    Me? Betray you? No, my dear tiger, I have never betrayed Men. 
 
    “Well, you betrayed the Golden,” Albana put in. 
 
    The panther has a point. But it’s not a betrayal, it’s a new dawn, a rebirth. A new era which will change the fate of Golden and Men. 
 
    “You could have relied on us.” 
 
    Could I? she said with a grimace, as though she were considering it. I don’t think so. 
 
    “You never asked, so you’ll never know what our answer would have been.” 
 
    Luckily I’ve been on this earth for many years ‒ too many ‒ and I can guess what your answer would have been. 
 
    “Even so,” Ikai insisted. 
 
    This is the dawn of the Rebirth, she said, spreading her arms wide. Her face was jubilant. A glorious day. The Golden, as we knew them, have ceased to exist. Let me show you. 
 
    She showed them an image of Alantres. Thousands of Golden lay dead throughout the eternal city. The image was apocalyptic. The five rings were covered with corpses. 
 
    Ikai shook his head. “How could you cause a horror like that?”  
 
    To be fair, most of them died because of the war, which I had nothing to do with. 
 
    “And the survivors?” Albana accused her. “Those you did kill?” 
 
    Those degenerates of the House of Hila were killing them, to use them in their abominable rituals of death. They’re corpse-eaters. They wouldn’t have left many alive, none at all in the long run. The image now showed them a large number of dead Golden, all dressed in black robes. They were members of the House of Death. To be honest, I’m not sorry they’ve died. They worshiped death. They were an aberration. 
 
    “And the other innocents?” Ikai asked. “They didn’t deserve to die.” 
 
    They’re the price that has to be paid for a new beginning. A great good requires a great sacrifice. 
 
    “I don’t approve.” 
 
    I know, my young tiger. But perhaps you will approve of this. The image changed to show thousands of slaves on the shores of the continent. Their faces were joyful, their arms raised, and they were shouting jubilantly. 
 
    Albana recognized their clothes. “The slaves of Alantres!” 
 
    Yes, Aruma said. She smiled broadly. I liberated them from the catacombs. My people led them to the Royal Portals, and we’ve taken them to the mainland so that they can return to their homes. 
 
    Ikai was puzzled. “Thank you … that’s wonderful, but I don’t understand. Why?” 
 
    Because it’s the right thing to do. There will be no slaves in the Rebirth of the Golden. Both men and Golden will live freely, respecting the laws of Mother Nature. 
 
    Ikai and Albana exchanged blank looks. 
 
    Aruma gave them a strange smile. And now what? Am I still a heartless murderer?  
 
    Ikai was trying to avoid getting mixed up with the game the Leader of the Children of Arutan was playing. “We’re grateful to you for saving the slaves.”  
 
    This old witch is sure the panther ‒ she indicated Albana ‒ would approve of killing all the Golden in order to free the slaves. Isn’t that what I’ve done? Wouldn’t you approve, Albana? 
 
    The brunette was about to answer, but thought better of it and remained silent. Her eyes met Ikai’s. 
 
    You see, young tiger I’m not evil, and neither am I good. 
 
    “I don’t approve of what you’ve done,” Ikai said, “but I give you credit for saving thousands of slaves. That I won’t forget.” 
 
    Oh, but you will. 
 
    “I promise you I won’t.” 
 
    And I promise you will, Aruma said with a malicious giggle. 
 
    He tensed. Albana reached for her two daggers. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ikai asked. 
 
    I must make sure you won’t hunt down the Children of Arutan. The Children of the Rebirth. 
 
    “Those who’ve survived… the ones who are immune to your poison.”  
 
    Yes, those. Only you know they exist, and only you could go after them and kill them. 
 
    “We won’t do that, I give you my word.” 
 
    I’d like to believe you, but unfortunately I can’t. So many things might happen in the future. 
 
    “I assure you…” 
 
    I can’t take that risk. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    The old witch laughed, a cold, grim cackle. The last step for the Rebirth has come. It’s time to erase all trace of the existence of the ancient Golden so that the Rebirth can be complete. We’ll start again from scratch, as if we had never ever set foot on this earth. 
 
    Ikai was doubtful that this could be done. “How are you going to manage that?”  
 
    I’m going to destroy Alantres and erase all memory that the Golden ever existed from the minds of men. 
 
    He was still trying to understand what she meant to do. “No! Wait!” 
 
    It’s decided. No-one will remember anything of what happened here. Farewell! 
 
    The image centered on Aruma, who turned to face the great monolith. She made a sign to her people, and all of them sent Power to the monolith. The Power of the dozen Leaders of the Children of Arutan passed from their bodies to the Monolith. The first of them fell, consumed, and a discharge of power ran along the artifact as if it had been struck by lightning. One by one the Ancients sacrificed their lives, charging the monolith with their enormous power. Each sacrifice caused it to accumulate power, so that large flashes ran along its entire surface. 
 
    Ikai and Albana stepped back. 
 
    “It’s going to explode!” she said. 
 
    “It’ll be devastating!” As he spoke, he covered his face with his forearm. The image was so real and shocking that it seemed it was taking place right there in front of them instead of in Alantres.  
 
    Only Aruma remained standing now. She raised her arms. The Great Monolith began to flash in pulses, each more powerful than the last. She sent all her Power and fell to the ground, consumed. She was dead. 
 
    “No!” Ikai cried. But it was inevitable now. Irreversible. 
 
    There came a colossal throb. A gigantic wave of energy issued from the Great Monolith and spread in all directions. A moment later it imploded, then detonated outwards in a devastating explosion. Ikai and Albana covered their eyes; it was as if the sun itself had burst apart. The explosion completely devastated the city. Buildings shattered and flew into the air. The five rings were destroyed in a single moment. The violence of the explosions wiped out Golden, rock and sea for leagues around. Everything was razed to the ground, nothing survived. 
 
    Alantres, the Eternal City, disappeared into the ocean. 
 
    “She’s destroyed the world of the Golden!” Albana said in disbelief. 
 
    “The wave’s coming this way!” Ikai said uneasily. 
 
    The wave ran through sea and earth at an unnatural speed, reached the mainland and swept across it. 
 
    “It’s coming!” Albana cried. 
 
    Ikai put his arms round her. “By Oxatsi!” Let’s protect ourselves!” 
 
    They raised their protective spheres. 
 
    The wave shook them like a hurricane. They nearly fell, but managed to stay on their feet. And it reached the other Men in the same way, all across the continent. The Rings flashed an intense golden on contact with the energy of the wave. All fell senseless. 
 
    When they woke, they found that the rings had opened. They took them off, trying to remember what they were, but without success. They remembered who they were, but when they thought of the rings they could not remember anything about them. Nor did they remember anything about the Golden. Nothing. Not the slightest detail. Nor would they ever. Thanks to Aruma’s work. 
 
    All except for two people. 
 
    “Do you remember?” Ikai asked Albana. 
 
    “I remember everything. Every last detail.” 
 
    “The spheres protected us,” Ikai guessed, and she nodded. 
 
    They looked out toward the sea, then smiled, as though they were waking from a long nightmare. Their hearts were filled with joy. 
 
    “Now what?” she asked. 
 
    “Now we’ll help Men in this new beginning.” 
 
    “And the Secret?” 
 
    “We’ll keep it. Nobody will ever know about Kyra, Adamis and the Golden. Not men, not the Children of Arutan, no-one. Not now, not ever.” 
 
    “It’ll take us more than one life…” 
 
    “We’ll prepare. For three thousand years we’ll keep the secret. We and our descendants, until the poison disappears from their bodies and they can come back.” 
 
    “Our descendants?” Albana asked, tilting her head and glancing at him mischievously. 
 
    “If you’d like it to be …” 
 
    She smiled and blushed. “I would, my love.”  
 
    “I love you so much…” 
 
    She kissed him. “And I love you, my dear.” 
 
    And with that kiss, the Secret of the Golden Gods was sealed. 
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