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PROLOGUE
 
 
It was the first day the youths were given swords in defense of Nethia, and Narcel was not pleased to be one of them. Saltwater stung his eyes and the wood of the ship’s deck shuddered with the impact of one of many triremes from the North. With an ear piercing creak, the ships pulled apart. Someone was yelling for a hard pivot to starboard, but a second trireme struck and Narcel spun, felt a sharp pain in his back, and then fell. 
The water engulfed him, surprisingly warm, and for a moment he wanted to float away from the chaos above. But he couldn’t, he had a duty. His family and his people needed him. As he watched his sword sink into the sand below, sunlight glimmering on the polished and yet unused bronze that was befitting the youngest son of the mayor, he wondered how a boy of thirteen was supposed to slay full-grown men—warriors, proven in battle. He was trained, but not yet tested. 
In the depths of the water, shadows coursed, swaying as if alive. His lungs burned as his last breaths trickled away. A face seemed to look at him, then many, not quite there… a silver glow to them, intensifying as he sunk lower, closer. Could they simply be his imagination? Hallucinations? A figure seemed to move from the shadows, eyes staring into his soul. A finger pointed as if calling to him, and the silver glow traced patterns in the water as it slowly spread its way toward him.
He may not survive the war, but he could at least live through this. 
Arrows hit the water and sunk past Narcel, telling him that hand-to-hand battle would soon begin above. Jerking his head, he searched for the way up, for the origination of the arrows. He refused to give in. Another plowed through the water and he saw the rippling surface, and he pushed, leaving the living shadows of the water’s depths behind. As he breached the surface, a body hit beside him and he stared, dumbfounded, at the lifeless face of a boy he had spent hours training with only weeks before. He watched the last breaths of the body surface as it sank, only then realizing he could have used his own bubbles to find his way up instead of the arrows. 
Men roared from a nearby ship and a splatter of blood hit the water before another body in the blue robes of Valhia fell over the side of the trireme. 
Narcel swam the other direction. He hadn’t been ready for this when he was standing his ground with a sword in his hands, and he certainly wasn’t going to attempt to climb back only to meet his end. 
His fingers felt the soft sand before he processed that he was on the shore. He ran, his legs shaking and his mind spinning. When he reached the top of a small hill he paused to look back. He was a coward, and he knew it. But what he saw seemed to justify his cowardice. 
Men in the browns and grays of the North charged south, pushing back the few Valhian defenders that remained. Their ships were in retreat. In the midst of the chaos, he spotted the flash of his brother’s blue-plumed helmet, the bronze polished and bright in the sun. 
A short spear glinted, giving Narcel just enough notice to dive sideways. The spear clattered against the stones behind him. He turned to see a husky man wearing bronze armor with a brown cape, a sword gleaming. 
Narcel dodged the opposite direction and stared, horrified, as the man turned on him with an evil smile. 
“Narcel!” a voice shouted from nearby, distracting the man just long enough for Narcel to make a run for it. 
He heard footsteps behind him, and then a sickening crunch of bronze on bone. He turned back to see the man’s head roll across the ground. Valhia’s army had recovered, or maybe it was reinforcements from Nethia. He stepped forward, hopeful, but was met by someone he least expected—the servant Charos. 
“Your sword, where is it?” Charos shouted. 
“I….” Narcel stared as more men in dirtied clothes and used armor followed behind Charos. All servants. What were they doing on the battle field? Had the situation deteriorated to such levels? 
“Find it and join us.” Charos turned to the boys and men behind him and motioned forward. With a war-cry, they continued on. 
Narcel fell to his knees and watched the servants, often referred to by their more accurate titles of slaves, as they fell upon the opposing forces. He stared, amazed, as the tide of battle began to sway the other way. The men in blue were pushing back the attackers from the North, and one ship below breached the enemy line—the ship carrying his brother, Sinoda. 
Before he could watch anymore, a boy of no more than twelve ran past. Two towering enemy warriors pursued closely with swords drawn. Narcel couldn’t stand by as that boy was slaughtered. He followed them into the brush, no longer willing to wallow in his cowardice. One of the men grabbed hold of the boy, sword raised. Narcel had no weapon, but driftwood sat nearby and with a mighty heave, he lifted it like a club and broke it across the man’s face. Splintered wood mixed with blood on the grass as the other man turned on him. But the boy still had his sword. Using the distraction to his advantage, he jammed the blade into this second man’s belly. 
“This way,” Narcel yelled as he snatched up the dying man’s sword. He took a step toward Valhia, and away from the fighting. 
“No,” the boy said, pointing to the fighting below. “Those are our men down there.” 
The boy ran off to join the fighting, leaving Narcel to an internal struggle. Back at Valhia, his mother would be in Maigus Hall, protected by her guard, but what of Kaire, the girl of his dreams. Was she safe there? Then it struck him—if they lost this battle, Valhia would certainly be overrun. The boy was right, they had a responsibility, and it was here on the shore. 
With sword firmly grasped, he let out a war cry and charged. The wind blew warm on his skin and tasted of salt and fire. The battle rang in his ears, and then it was upon him. The boy fought to his left, Charos further up the beach in a clash of brown and blue amid polished bronze. Narcel blocked an attack and parried another. He felt, for the first time in his life, the slow suction of flesh on blade as he kicked a man back and off of his sword. He hadn’t even realized he had stabbed the man, but there was a twitching body before him. 
Another man charged and Narcel prepared himself, legs like stone and chest pounding. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the boy, a spear protruding from his belly, and Narcel felt his fingers loosen on the sword’s hilt. He became aware of the birds flapping away into the distance and saw the white of the charging man’s eyes and the spittle coming from his mouth. Narcel stepped forward, ready to act, when a crack threw his helmet forward and he tasted sand. He was on the ground, face first, ears ringing. With a grunt he tried to stand, but instead collapsed as darkness took him. 
When Narcel could move again, a deathly silence filled the beach and the world seemed to be shifting around him. He opened his eyes and saw white clouds floating like wisps into the mountains. Only then realizing he was being carried. Charos’s face appeared, his eyes with crow’s-feet in his leathered skin, his hair matted to his forehead with sweat. 
“You’re going to be fine,” Charos said, and his face blurred as Narcel blacked out again. 
By the time Narcel recovered, a few days had passed and the North had been pushed back. His mother told him all about it as she caressed his forehead with a damp cloth. Valhia was safe, and Charos and his daughter, Kaire, were no longer servants. Gaila had made the decree when news of his valor reached her door. 
“Mother?” he said as he propped himself on his elbows and looked to see her staring out of the window. 
Gaila turned to him with her motherly smile, a smile he rarely saw now that she governed Valhia. “You slept through the best part.” 
“Is she, is Kaire…?”
Gaila moved aside her lavender silk robes that fell over her cobalt dress so that she could sit beside him, a hand on his shoulder. “She is safe.”
Narcel sank back to the bed. Kaire hadn’t been harmed. At the moment, nothing else mattered.
 



Chapter 1: The Games
 
 
Narcel’s nostrils filled with the scent of pine as the valley opened up before him to reveal what he feared–the others were in line, ready for the war games. Standard bearers stood beside the general’s sky-blue tent with flags rippling atop long oak poles, one hundred boys and young men in varying shades of blue tunics, training sticks and spears held at the ready. Their faces turned up the hill to where he had at last arrived.  
At fifteen he was already expected to serve as an example, to represent his household and his place in society. Being the son of Gaila Maigus, the mayor of Valhia and Nethia’s appointed representative, held its responsibilities. Though the war had long been over, they continued to study warfare in the barracks and practice fighting on the field. 
His narrow cobalt eyes softened to express the guilt he felt for being late, once again. With a nervous step, he tightened his gold trimmed sash over his navy blue tunic and started toward the lone tent below. His legs were heavy, but his heart raced at the sight of the bystanders surrounding the valley to observe the games. Many wore the blue typical of Valhians, but several wore dull browns and grays of the North. It had been two years since Valhia had seen battle, but the war-talks had only recently concluded. Pushed back from the region of Ikarin, leaders from the North were traveling through the lands to lay arms at the feet of its rulers and affirm future peace. Narcel’s mother would expect him to put on a good show of military prowess for these foreigners, and now he was late.
“Where’ve you been?” Sinoda asked as Narcel stumbled through the tent flaps. “Preparations have already begun.” 
Sunlight breached the tent to illuminate Sinoda in full war-game attire, standing beside the strategy table. His acorn colored hair fell in a similar wavy fashion to Narcel’s, but Sinoda wore it longer, below the ears. Sinoda was the more handsome of the two brothers, with his high cheekbones and eyes like the sky, but Narcel would never admit it. A circular brass helmet cast shadows over Sinoda’s ever-observing eyes. Red wool cushioning hung down the back to cover his neck. His azure tunic was overlaid with a leather breastplate. The other team would be wearing similar attire, but in green. 
“You’ll never learn.” Sinoda tucked the sleeves of his tunic into the breastplate to show off his muscles. He grabbed his training sword and turned back to Narcel.  “In three years you’ll be old enough to command your own trireme.”
Narcel glared back, having nothing to say. He had no interest in commanding a trireme or any such leadership. 
Sinoda sighed, a weary look in his eyes. “Were you with Kaire?”
Narcel ignored the comment and found the only available helmet and breastplate, donning them in spite of their overly large size. Had he been with Kaire, he would have gladly admitted it, but instead he had been painting and dreaming of her. Lately she had felt distant, and he hadn’t known how to respond other than secluding himself in his room with his paints, much like his father had done for years before disappearing. 
Sinoda turned to the war-table. “A standard bearer was last seen heading here to the north. We think they would have taken the Orelan hill on the far side of the woods, and two groups that we believe to be decoys were sent to the east.”
“No standard was seen among them?”
“That’s correct, so we have to find the second and third standards.”
“I can run, if you send me with some attackers.” Narcel didn’t care much for becoming a warrior, but if he had to participate he wanted to make sure Kaire noticed. She always spoke so highly of great warriors, especially her father. 
Sinoda turned toward the valley, running his fingers along the wooden blade of his practice sword. “These boys need a leader who does more than dream. Today your job is to rescue hostages. I will lead the attack.” 
“But you’re the General.”
“What better way to lead? Going against cousin Lokum, we shouldn’t have a problem.” Sinoda nodded, as if to assure himself. “I want you in the rear, saving our men.”
Narcel lowered his head. He could never prove himself to Kaire if all he did was rescue captives. He needed to earn points and score the winning standard. Rescuing others from the prisons was necessary for the game, but not the most respected of roles. 
“This will teach you the importance of rescuers, of strategy above grandeur.”
“I understand.” Narcel knew he was referring to the last time they played, when the trainer, Charos, had appointed Narcel general. He hadn’t wanted the role. Most of his time in the barracks was spent looking across the square, wondering what lay past the houses of Valhia, or watching Charos’s daughter Kaire in the corner reading her books. How could he be expected to lead an army?
Sinoda tossed him a hunk of bread. “I’m getting too old to be playing these games. Get out to your men before they forget who you are.”
Narcel presented a mock salute and jogged to the starting point, considering his brother’s fascination with politics. Where did it come from? He sometimes wished he could care as much as Sinoda.
A warm breeze carried the salt of the ocean, reminding him of the thrill of past games. Music played in Narcel’s head whenever his adrenaline pumped, a slow beat at first, rising like the waves crashing against the Valhian cliffs on a stormy night. His legs were shaking with anticipation as his six rescuers came into view. His heart pounded with excitement, just like every year when the teams would gather in the early hours of the morning. Not excitement for the fighting, but for the adventure. What inspiration would the day bring? How many new ideas for grand paintings could he imagine? In spite of his nonchalance before the games, he always felt so inspired when the moment actually came, like a different person. He couldn’t explain the sensation.
The rising sun cast reaching shadows like fingers through the formations of boys. Half-naked trees surrounded the valley, seeming to dance in flames as the sun beams sparkled and flickered through their branches. He imagined the color contrast on a fresh cedar panel and his mother’s approving eyes as she hung the painting on her bedroom wall. He imagined Kaire running to him with a smile when he won the games.
The sight of team Maelstrom reminded Narcel of the sea about to engulf a fleet of ships in its madness. Sinoda had arranged for five decoy groups of ten boys each, with the standard bearers only guarded by five boys. This was a low number, considering the fact that Lokum generally surrounded his captains with fifteen attackers each. Attackers’ sole purpose was to defeat the defenders and allow for the captain to steal the standards. 
A conch horn sounded, echoing through valley and piercing the cool morning air. Sinoda came charging from his tent with training stick held high. An eager battle cry roared from the boys as they saw their general join the ranks, excited for the games to start.
He positioned his four captains in a half circle behind him, with the twenty attackers following each of them in a line. “Men, today’s game will not last long. I plan on leading the captains to the hill where I know Lokum will have positioned his standards. My cousin thinks himself clever, but I know better! I will break left, distracting his defenders, as all but the one captain and five attackers I take with me circle to the rear and attack their flank. That captain will be Talak.”
“Yes sir,” a well-built young man named Talak called from the ranks.
“Meanwhile, I want one standard to follow us, and the other to hide in an obvious position to the east of the valley. It is unlikely he will anticipate our standard to be with our attackers, fairly unguarded. 
“Charos will have Haden and the other servants helping him as arbiters. I’ll have no dishonesty in my ranks, only loyalty and a speedy victory.” He paused, took a deep breath and then yelled, “Are we ready?” 
The reply was a battle cry that seemed to shake the earth.
Sinoda raised his fist in the air and led his troops down into the valley floor. Narcel stood back with his rescuers as the rest of the team disappeared into the shadows of the valley. His eyes searched for the sunlight reflecting against Lokum’s bronze helmet from across the way, where team Typhoon would be starting their assault. The second blast of a conch shell broke the peace, signaling a battle had taken place and at least one boy captured. 
Narcel glanced at the throng of Valhians gathered on the sidelines to watch, wondering if Kaire was there too. If she was watching, he had to appear strong, in control. His chest puffed out with pride as he looked across his team, making eye contact with each one. 
“Let’s move!” Narcel said as he led the way. He smiled to see his team of rescuers following. 
They entered the valley, and it was as if daylight had vanished. He looked at the men following him, wondering how he would manage if these were bronze blades instead of wood replicas. What would it be like to take a life, he wondered. To lose a life? Would he be able to handle losing one of these men in battle, under his command? 
His group rushed forward, cheering. Droplets of morning dew flicked their faces from the disrupted leaves, mud splashed under their feet. Conch blasts sounded from all directions as the skirmishes increased in frequency. 
“Keep together,” Narcel said. 
“Ahead!” a particularly wiry boy named Falan called out as a group of enemy attackers crashed through a nearby bush. They seemed just as startled to see Narcel and his followers. Each group began to circle the other in the clearing. The numbers were about even, though Narcel’s followers were physically smaller.
“Where’s your brother keeping the standards?” a large boy and friend of Lokum, Melonto, bellowed from the enemy team. He was intimidating with his meaty hands and barrel chest, but Narcel thought him too ignorant to understand the strength of his weight.
“I wouldn’t tell you even if you were on my team.” Narcel turned to his men. “Escape, I’ll distract them.” He charged straight for the enemy, imagining Kaire watching and clutching her chest with fear and excitement.  
Generally rescuers and saviors were the fast ones, as well as smaller and less useful in a major battle. Narcel’s group of rescuers was no exception, which allowed them to escape the clearing with no trouble. Narcel, on the other hand, had ran straight for Melonto and was now confronted with the seven opposing boys, sticks raised. He darted between failed attacks, smiling as Melonto took a step back. A branch caught, causing the ox of a boy to stumble. 
Narcel saw an opportunity and placed his left foot on the boy’s thigh to propel himself into the air while thrusting down with his training sword. His stick struck Melonto directly on the chest, a fatal stroke in the Game of Standards. Melonto was bound by the rules of the game to surrender himself to prison, but a wicked smile showed he planned otherwise. 
“Arbiter!” Narcel yelled as Melonto picked up his training sword, rubbing his chest where he had been struck. 
The other boys moved around Narcel. 
He sighed in relief as an orange arbiter tunic appeared in the clearing and he recognized the servant of Maigus Hall. “Haden, good. I struck him in the chest.”
Haden, a boy small for his age of sixteen with wiry black hair, lifted the conch shell to his lips, about to blow when one of Melonto’s boys plowed through him. That wasn’t allowed! The conch shell flew into the air and was lost behind a huckleberry bush. Narcel’s pride crumbled as his success became meaningless, his eyes searching for Charos or one of the others to break this up. No sign of them. 
Melonto joined in the attack on Haden, leaving Narcel in the clear to run. But Haden was the Maigus family servant—Narcel couldn’t just leave him to these bastards. Several attackers turned in surprise as Narcel threw himself against the mountainous pile of boys. Melonto didn’t budge. He turned on Narcel with blood-lust in his eyes and teeth bared. 
Haden looked up from the ground and scrambled away. All attention was on Narcel and the looming Melonto. Narcel gulped, realizing it was hopeless. His arms covered his eyes as if that would hinder the boys from pummeling him.
The echo of stampeding feet filled the clearing. Narcel opened his eyes, lowering his fists. One Typhoon standard appeared bobbing through the leaves, rushing toward the group that surrounded Narcel. Forty Maelstrom attackers were in pursuit with Sinoda in the lead. Melonto turned pale, and within minutes Charos was blowing his conch for six Typhoon attackers, including Melonto, and one standard bearer to be imprisoned. Only two Maelstrom attackers had been taken. Haden stood on the sidelines, his eyes smiling with gratitude for Narcel’s action.
Sinoda noticed his younger brother among the cheering boys. “Saved you again did I? I thought it was supposed to be the other way around.” He punched Narcel’s shoulder playfully.
“Can’t say it wasn’t good timing.” Narcel laughed. “The other standards?”
“Yes.” Sinoda looked over his attackers and three captains that stood with him. “I have a plan. I’ll send Trill as captain with you. Take your rescuers and get this standard back to my tent. Your boys are fast, and can get through tricky situations. The rest of my boys here will accompany me to retrieve the last two standards. We haven’t lost many, and the way things are going I anticipate a quick victory. Go!”
Narcel ran alongside the other boys as fast as he could, leaping over fallen trees and under low hanging branches. He only caught a glimpse of green tunics twice and didn’t encounter any problem. The general’s tent appeared ahead. Within moments Narcel stood among his cheering rescuers with two standards among them—a group of Maelstrom attackers had managed to bring the other. 
“I’m going to be looking out for Sinoda and the other standard, if you need anything,” Narcel told his team.
“Make sure they don’t take too long,” one of his bulkier boys named Brak called out. “I’m really looking forward to the celebration feast. The corn, pheasant, and especially a nice, juicy, ham. If they don’t make it back soon I’m going to start without them!”
Narcel laughed. He was almost enjoying himself. He approached the general’s tent and looked up to see the line of observers had broken, interspersed along the edge of the valley in hopes of finding better vantage points of the action below. An older man in auburn robes stood beside his daughter, holding her close, with eyes that constantly assessed the men in blue surrounding him. Something about the perfect posture of the man struck Narcel. Even his daughter held an air of importance about her as she looked down her nose at him. 
Their eyes locked and Narcel couldn’t look away. The girl couldn’t have been much older than him. He smiled at the way her maple hair was tied behind.  The Valhian girls never wore their hair any way but down. Narcel noticed a sadness about her, despite her superior air, one that filled her cheeks with a rosiness to compliment her maroon robes. He supposed it was natural to feel gloomy when one’s army had just been pushed back from an invasion. 
He made up his mind. Almost forgetting Kaire, he stepped toward the girl. She cocked her head as if confused by his approach, but then her father noticed. He said something to a Valhian beside him, a wide shouldered man with a stern face. The man held out his hand and shook his head at Narcel. 
Narcel paused, recognizing the man to be one of old man Arkist’s sons. It was best not to start trouble with them, even if Narcel was Gaila’s son. He had been too slow in any case. The girl had turned to follow her father up the hill and away from Narcel’s gaze. Arkist’s son shrugged and followed.
Narcel returned to the blue tent to wait for his brother. His thoughts wandered to the girl more than once, but she was gone. Likely the Northerners would soon move on to another city in Ikarin, and then many more before making the month-long journey back to their own lands. Had there ever been a marriage between a man from Ikarin and a woman from the North? He wondered if he would one day visit the North and see if their legends of immortal beings that drifted with the fog were true. Perhaps he could run away from his family and his obligations and then he might chance upon the girl in maroon robes again. 
He sighed, leaning back on a small stool. His thoughts returned to images of the post-game feast. Generally such a feast would only come at the times of harvest, but with the visitors from the North this year would be different. He still felt the heaviness from the five pounds he had gained from the harvest eight months before. With the added feast this year, he planned on gaining ten more. 
Staring out at the valley and imagining the many fig and olive farms beyond, he noticed the sun had risen directly above now. Myriad birds flew among the trees of the Valley of Winds. He couldn’t remember the last time he saw so many birds, and wondered if it meant a storm was coming. Narcel squinted as he studied the sky, but found not even a wisp of a cloud. He decided to name the birds, chasing them with his eyes as they darted in and out of the shadows of the branches below. 
He finally closed his eyes, resting for a moment with images of Kaire’s smile floating in his mind. He couldn’t believe he had even bothered to look at the other girl. Kaire was his destiny, he was sure of it. 
Voices called from below and he jumped.
Victory cries sounded and he rushed out to see a large group of blue tunics flowing through the valley in his direction—at their front was the third green standard, signaling team Maelstrom’s victory. Narcel rushed to join his team. The boys were cheering and pouring water over each other, but Narcel noticed one captain in the back, looking solemn and glum—Sinoda’s friend, Talak.
“What is it?” Narcel asked. “We’ve won, you should be overjoyed.”
“Sinoda was next to us in the fight for the second standard,” Talak replied, sweat dripping from his brow. 
Narcel hadn’t noticed the absence of his general and brother. “And?”
“He appeared from the other side of the hill as we approached the top, and it was clear that we would gain victory. He saw some of Lokum’s captains appear and head for our standard, and instructed us to move on. It was strange that he and five attackers would go to defend our standard when we already had defenders on it, plus the fact that we were about to grab the third of theirs, but I didn’t think anything of it at the time. That was the last I saw of him. He hasn’t returned and I find it odd. I’m sure it’s nothing. But, where could he be?” 
With a nugget of doubt pinching Narcel’s insides, he turned to assess the hills in the distance and the valley below. The air tasted bitter and dry, like the day after a forest fire, and he knew something had happened to his brother. 
 
 



Chapter 2: Sinoda’s Disappearance
 
 
Lokum sat in a green tent on the west side of the Valley of Winds, two wooden swords across his thick thighs. His man, Alses, remained nearby, a thin boy of sixteen with crisp forest-green robes. They waited at the General’s tent for their teammates to capture Maelstrom’s standards. Their own three standards had disappeared into the green valley below, held high by boys running, green flags to represent team Typhoon fluttering in the wind. 
His friend Melonto had led the charge. Melonto, the immovable force. How could they lose? 
“When will we attack?” Alses asked, poking his head around the tent flap. 
“Stay at your post,” Lokum commanded. He took a bite of an orange, not bothering to wipe the juice from his chin. “We move when our team has won.”
It had been the same two years ago during the invasion of the North. Lokum had sat back, commanding grown men, due to his position as nephew to Gaila. The tactic had served him well then, or kept him alive at any rate. He still ground his teeth at the thought of his older cousin, Sinoda, and the praise he received for fighting among his men. Bravery? Lokum called it stupidity. And even worse was what had happened with Charos, the slave. He should have been punished for daring to fight among the true warriors, not rewarded with freedom and certainly not put in charge of the barracks. 
Alses had returned to staring back over the valley, hands at his side and body straight like a spear. “The sunset’s already coming, what if the game’s already over?”
“For the love of the gods, enough!” Lokum stood and walked to the opening of the tent, one training sword in each hand. “Do I have to disqualify my own teammates?” 
“Sorry, I just wante—” 
“I said shut up.”
Lokum moved to the edge of the valley and squinted, wondering at the progress of the games. Some said he had only won last year because Narcel had been put in charge, and everyone knew Narcel wasn’t the most inspired when it came to martial affairs. Today was Lokum’s chance to prove he could win against the older brother as well, against Sinoda. Not that he cared, it was a stupid game after all. A show of military prowess to the cravens of the North. In some ways, preparation for a land invasion if it ever came again from the Mawtu to the west.  
“When you see….” his voice trailed off. “What is that?” 
Through the coverage of trees, specks of blue were moving across the valley floor not forty feet away. A flash of sunlight against a bronze war helmet told him Sinoda was among them. 
“Think they have us figured out?” Alses said. “How many times have you played against him?”
Lokum shook his head. “None officially, at least not with me as General, but many times for fun. What is he doing?”
Several of the blue shapes below had circled around and seemed to be working their way back in the direction they had come from. 
“They mean to surprise us from the rear,” Alses said. “Smart cousin you have there.”
Lokum held the point of his wooden sword to Alses’s throat. “What’d I say?”
“Enough?”
Lokum turned back to the valley to see three boys in blue continue forward, heading toward the hill north of them. 
“There must be a standard there,” Lokum said.
“Why would he go with attackers to defend one of his own standards?” Alses said. 
“A diversion?”
“Or they have no idea where our last standard is?”
“I don’t know,” Lokum said, “but I’m going to find out.”
“And me?” 
“You run into the valley and find some men to meet me on the northern hill. I’d say at least one of their standards will be there.” 
Lokum tossed his helmet aside so the boys below wouldn’t see the sunlight glistening off of it and know he was on the move. He had to go in stealth. No path lay in the direction he ran, but he made good time in spite of the overgrowth. He worked his way around the side of the valley instead of going down and then coming up again, though this meant less of a straight shot. Still, within ten minutes he arrived at the hill he was sure Sinoda had been heading toward. 
A roar of war-ready boys rose from the south. He didn’t usually get so excited in these games, but when he saw the group of green-clad boys charging in his direction he knew Alses had been successful. Then it was all confusion. Blue robes appeared around Lokum as hidden boys from team Maelstrom stood to take on his boys from team Typhoon. Two were directly in front of Lokum, so he raised his training swords and struck, turning immediately and retreating up the hill. He felt something pull on the back of his robe and turned to see a large boy from Maelstrom ready to strike. The boy grunted in surprise when Lokum’s kick to the chest sent him rolling backwards down the hill. 
Lokum made it ten paces before turning to look behind. He was out of breath, but otherwise would have sighed with relief to see the two groups clashing below. But where was Sinoda? He turned and saw a streak of blue continuing up the hill. Three boys, he guessed. He ran, cautiously so as not to be seen. The sun caught the bronze of the general’s helmet. Lokum stepped closer, hiding behind reaching ferns and hanging spruces. He looked down, wondering how he could gather enough boys to take them, but then a flash of blue caught his eye. He looked and saw the blue moving east along the valley wall. Sinoda was on the move, but why? Lokum darted forward, no longer caring to hide. 
At the spot where he had seen Sinoda, three paths were easily distinguishable—the one from which the boys had come, the one where they had gone, and Lokum’s own. But he hadn’t seen the bronze moving. He looked around, wondering if he was going insane. He looked up at the trees to see if for some reason Sinoda had chosen to climb and hide, but there was no sign of him. Then he saw it, the flash of bronze, up the hill and away from the action. 
The helmet and breastplate rested beside a tree, on the ground, hastily concealed by reeds. It didn’t make sense. Why was Sinoda going away from the other boys and the game, and why would he leave his gear? Sinoda had always prided himself on being the son of the governess, the natural protector of Valhia. He was great with the sword, and unmatched with the spear. Every warrior in Valhia wanted to be him, so why would he risk his reputation by breaking with the traditions of the game? It could only be for a girl. 
Lokum turned, smiling wickedly at the thought of catching Sinoda in the act. It wasn’t that he disliked his older cousin, it was just that with him cut down a notch or two, Lokum would be the best. He would tell the other boys what to do, and they would listen. It was about time. He continued the trajectory he supposed Sinoda to have taken, his excitement growing by the moment, his smile widening with each step. 
In a small clearing not far off, he saw his cousin and threw himself down to hide in the tall grass. Sinoda stood, arm clasped with a titan of a man with a shaved head and scarlet robes. There was no doubt the man was a Mawtu warrior, the leaders of the Kordom alliance. But where had they been when they should have led Kordom to join Ikarin in the defense of all Braze? It was supposedly one land, but the factions often failed to remember that. Someday Lokum planned to hold a spot in Nethian government and change all of that, make sure they stood united even against the smallest of foes, but first he had to pass those damned government tests. 
Lokum found his head spinning at the thought of the Mawtu in Ikarin lands. Was it the invasion the Valhians were in the midst of training for? 
The sun glinted from the Mawtu’s breastplate. Lokum’s voice caught in his throat, suddenly dry. Lokum wanted to yell out, warn the boys below. If the Mawtu were nearby, perhaps it meant Sinoda had committed treason, leading the enemy into the city, right under his mother’s nose. 
Lokum’s gut told him to run, to flee and pretend he had seen nothing. His legs wobbled as he forced himself to stand. He told his legs to run, but they didn’t respond. The Mawtu’s eyes flashed over. Lokum yelped. Instinct took over and he turned to flee, but a moment later a hand slammed his chest. His legs flew into the air and the earth seemed to shake as his back met earth. His vision cleared to reveal a face inches from his own. 
A Mawtu stared down at Lokum, a different one from before. This man’s wrinkled skin hung from his skull like a bulldog. Bushy gray eyebrows framed his bloodshot eyes, and a large scar complimented his cheek fiercely. He was scrawnier than his companion, but the grip on Lokum’s chest showed immense strength. 
“Looks like we have a problem,” the older man said, looking up at his companion. 
The younger Mawtu approached with Sinoda at his side. They looked down at Lokum, Sinoda’s face reddening and his eyes narrowing. Lokum couldn’t be sure if it was embarrassment or irritation. 
“Well brother, did you bring this one along for your pet, or shall we have to kill it?” The Mawtu unhooked the spear from his back and held it ready to strike. 
“Speak quickly,” the larger man said with a glance at Sinoda. He motioned to his companion. “Lower your spear until Sinoda explains himself.”
“He is my cousin,” Sinoda said, lowering his eyes. “He was not invited.”
The elder Mawtu smiled to reveal gray teeth, the red in his eyes darkening. The spear returned. “It has been a while, eh Themis?”
“Wait,” Themis said. His voice held as much authority as his heavy build. “Today was not meant for blood-shed, nor are we here to start what the gods have not ordained. I said lower your spear, Asiter.”
Asiter pushed down on Lokum with disgust. He shook his head but backed away. 
“So what do you recommend we do with this cousin of yours, brother?” Themis asked. 
Sinoda glanced around nervously, then stepped forward with head raised high. “He can serve us well in Valhia. He would not fit with the Mawtu, but we may have use for him at a later date.”
Themis eyed Sinoda for a moment and then smiled. He pulled his own spear from his back, caressing the eight foot oak shaft as he analyzed Lokum. “What have you to say on this, spy?”
Lokum sat up, still dazed. His heart seemed to be tearing at his chest to escape, but he forced an icy-coolness to his expression. He stood, slowly. “I have no quarrel with the Mawtu.”
“So, if we don’t kill you today,” Themis pointed his spear at Lokum’s abdomen, “you will tell no one of what you saw here. You will receive word from us when times are right and do our bidding?”
“It is as you say.”
“And you trust him?” Asiter said, turning to Sinoda. “You vouch for your cousin. We have need of such a messenger?”
“There will be a time when we will need his assistance, of that I am sure. I trust him as far as my loyalty to Valhia goes. However, I have lived under the same roof as he and his family, and am aware of his lack of loyalty to the crown of Nethia. He will serve us from Valhia’s walls if it can benefit him somehow, of that I am sure.”
“Very well,” Themis said. He turned to Lokum. “You live. But remember, if you break this oath, the Reveries of Gresva shall ensure you are consumed by the wolves of hell.” He turned to Sinoda. “Come, there is much to be done for this to work properly, and much ground to cover. The Reveries await.”
Sinoda nodded and turned to leave. “Perhaps you don’t understand now, but one day, you will. When you see the corruption of Nethia, the evil of her ways.” 
“You betray your own people?” 
With a glance back, Sinoda scoffed. “Don’t tell them what you saw here. They will find out soon enough.”
Lokum stared in disbelief as they departed. His whole life Sinoda had been the older, supposedly wiser cousin. The loyalist to Valhia. Lokum hadn’t thought much of Sinoda’s complaining of Nethia, but now all those times stuck out in his memory like burning coals. Sinoda always said Nethia was led by a power-hungry tyrant, that Nethia took land and cities at will, creating an empire of slaves. But how were the Mawtu any better? From what Lokum remembered in Charos’s classes—from the few times he had paid attention—the Mawtu were ruled by two kings who forced slaves to work their land while their soldiers spent the days training and fighting. Mawtu warriors were the best in the land, and now Sinoda would be one of them.
The more Lokum thought of it, the more it almost made sense. He wouldn’t mind having that power to his name, Lokum the Mawtu warrior. He stared after the two Mawtu warriors and his cousin with a spot of envy, and a hint of sorrow. Sinoda had been one of the few men in Valhia Lokum respected, even if only a little. 
Lokum stumbled under the green canopy of the valley on his way back to his command tent. His legs were wobbly from his near-death experience. He had no idea what had become of his training swords, and didn’t care. His dark hair, which normally hung around his ears, stuck out in a mess like the confusion in his head. How long had Sinoda planned this? Somehow Lokum hadn’t known, and that was what bothered him most. 
The sun dipped in the sky, a cloud of birds flying across it to shadow the earth. They annoyed him deeply. Halfway to his tent he stopped and rested, lying in the soft grass. He hadn’t realized how exhausted he was. On the sea he was a natural, but all this running around was best saved for others. Why serve as general if it meant all of this, he thought as his eyes closed slowly. 
He was still groggy when he heard someone calling his name. 
“What?” Lokum opened his eyes to see Charos’s bulbous nose inches from his face. 
“Where have you been?” Charos asked. “We have boys searching all over the valley for Sinoda. Have you seen him?”
“What?” Lokum rose halfway, looking around. Several other boys stood in the dark, staring at him in anticipation. “What’s happened?”
“Lokum, have you seen Sinoda?” 
Lokum shook his head, pushing himself up. “No, I must have dozed off. I haven’t seen anything.”
Charos sighed and motioned to the boys. “Keep searching.”
***
Narcel had volunteered to be on the first search group, but Charos insisted he wait until his mother arrived. So instead of searching for his brother, Narcel watched with wide eyes and sweaty palms as Talak’s unease permeated through the rest of the boys. Daylight had faded long ago along with the cheers of victory. Narcel longed to be out searching, and away from the boys’ pity-filled eyes.
Three groups of searchers left and returned before Gaila arrived.
“Where is my son?” She ran at Charos like a warthog. There were times when her eyes represented the comforting mother Narcel knew her to be, but more often, and especially so at that moment, those eyes defied the fires of hell and dared anyone to oppose her will. 
Charos shook his head and held out his hands. Narcel drew close to see what he held, flinching at a glimpse of Sinoda’s helmet. It rested on the leather chest plate.
“No other sign of him was found,” Charos said. “I am sorry.”
Lokum stepped forward from the boys behind Charos and placed an arm around Gaila’s shoulder. “I swear we will get to the bottom of this. We will keep searching.” 
Gaila brushed him away and turned on him. “And where were you when all of this was going on? My loyal nephew, Sinoda’s own devoted cousin?” 
Lokum glared down at her. He stood a good foot taller than her, yet his eyes shifted uneasily. “I have my men that can vouch for my presence, if you are insinuating something.”
She breathed heavily and shook her head as she grabbed the helmet from Charos. She held it high, its blue plume reflecting the fires of the torches being lit by the surrounding crowd. “Someone in Valhia will find my boy! You will search night and day until he is in my arms, do you understand?” 
A roar sounded from the boys and they dispersed like an explosion, their torches darting through the valley and heading towards the fields in the distance. Some men and women stayed behind to discuss theories, while others escorted their children home in case the disappearance meant danger. 
Only then did Gaila lower the helmet. She sighed and looked at Narcel with eyes moist for the first time since the loss of his father seven years ago. Narcel wanted to say something, to tell her it would all work out and that they would find Sinoda soon, but he couldn’t. He didn’t believe it himself. 
“Charos will set up a perimeter,” she said. “To ensure our safety and make sure our visitors from the North go nowhere without proper questioning. Come, we will not rest while the others search.”
Narcel walked alongside his mother, unsure where to begin, not knowing where he obtained the torch in his hand. The old man Arkist and his stout sons joined, including the broad shouldered one from earlier who Narcel remembered they called Skilden. The man from the North was there with them, along with several others—their children and wives sent back to Maigus Hall for rest. The man insisted on joining in the search, enthusiastic to answer any questions Gaila threw at them. Skilden assured Gaila the man had never left his side. 
The group headed for the valley. Narcel entered the dark expanse with glistening eyes, already knowing they would find nothing, but somehow knowing the men from the North were not guilty. If they were not involved, that could only mean local wildlife or a fall from the cliffs, as sometimes happened. Or if it were wartime, the Mawtu. But that was a ridiculous thought. Surely no one would risk war between the regions of Ikarin and Kordom again.
 



Chapter 3: Discovery
 
 
The sun burned into Lokum’s eyes as he stared across the plains north of Valhia. A man could have crossed and headed into the mountains, but Sinoda hadn’t. Lokum knew, but couldn’t tell anyone what he had seen. Three long days of searching for someone who isn’t exactly lost can be quite mind-numbing, but somehow he felt a loyalty to the Mawtu. Maybe for sparing his life, or maybe because he too wanted the power they wielded. 
“Anything?” Narcel asked with a sigh. He squinted into the east, scratching his head. He turned west, eyes searching. 
“Not even a bent blade of grass,” Lokum said. 
“I don’t plan on giving up.”
“Neither should you, but we have to continue with our lives.”
“Excuse me?” Narcel stood from his crouch and eyed Lokum up and down.
“Even Charos has ordered us to classes today. What should we do, ride across the Pass of Aire and ask the gods themselves?” 
Narcel looked back to the west and shuddered. “If the Mawtu had taken him, would they make him one of their own, or boil him for breakfast?”
“I don’t believe in such tales.” Lokum continued to act as if he was searching for clues to Sinoda’s disappearance. “They don’t eat men, at least.” He had to believe they were normal men, but the tales said otherwise. And as far as men went, the real power was a government position in Nethia, for which he studied often. He would make something of himself, one way or another. “They’re as normal as I am.”
“As we are.” Narcel said. 
“No. ‘Like me,’ I said. You’re still a child.”
Narcel shoved Lokum, causing him to stumble back. Lokum regained his footing and ran after his younger cousin. He chased him a few paces before giving up, then stood at the edge of the decline, heaving with his hands on his hips as he watched Narcel escape. How long would this fake search last? Most of the other boys had already headed back to the barracks, likely at Charos’s order. They had been told to report in when the search grew too much, and only Narcel was allowed to skip. Lokum would have to go. Not that he cared for Charos’s approval. Who needed to answer to a former servant after all? But his father, Irin, insisted on proper behavior during training hours.  
Lokum found a stream to wash the morning grime from his skin. A fresh bruise stung his cheek, but that didn’t bother him. 
Screams carried across the farms. Lokum went to investigate, darting among trees and watching his step to avoid being discovered in case there was trouble. He found himself peeking from behind a tree to see several of the boys pelting half a dozen younger kids with leftover paint. The kids were mostly in rags, probably servants or homeless kids from the eastern part of Valhia on their way to perform their chores. On many occasion Lokum had joined in such games, but today something didn’t feel right.  
Gedle, a short boy Lokum knew and despised, pelted a kid in the stomach and stood over him laughing. Lokum almost considered minding his own business, but then a girl let out a sob. One of the kids covered in paint, and down on the ground, was Kaire, Charos’s fifteen year old daughter. She had once been a whiny little servant girl, but now she was different, helpless and beautiful. Nature had already begun to turn her into a woman, and even the blue paint across her face couldn’t hide her beauty.  
Lokum ran and caught Gedle with a fist to the stomach and an elbow to the head. Gedle fell to the ground, unconscious. The other boys stared at Lokum wide eyed. 
A boy in a loose silk tunic stepped forward. “They’re just servants, get on with you.”
But Lokum wasn’t hearing it. He knew Kaire had gained her freedom. They had all heard tales of Charos’s bravery in the war with the North and knew what that meant. This was no way for her to be treated. He charged the boy, taking him down with a tackle and a knee to the groin. Lokum stood, wild eyed and white knuckled, ready to take on the rest. One came at him and landed a punch on Lokum’s shoulder, but Lokum came back with an uppercut to the chin and a hook to the jaw, another with a kick to the gut. 
Pounding footsteps told him more were nearby. Whose side they would be on he didn’t know and didn’t want to wait to find out. 
“Kaire, come with me.” 
She looked up at him from the ground, tears streaking the lines of blue paint. She pushed herself up, turned on one of the boys who was recovering and about to swing for Lokum, and she caught the boy with a punch to the throat. Lokum, stared impressed, but when she turned to him she nearly collapsed. He held her around the waist, one arm over her shoulders, and they ran. Their retreat took them through the city and into the chaos of the market, where merchants stared at them with surprise. 
It must have looked odd, the nephew of Gaila supporting a crying girl covered in blue paint. He ran straight for Maigus Hall, unsure if anyone followed. He turned right at the pearly hallway and led her up the stairs to his room. 
“Stay here, you’ll be safe.” 
“Lokum,” she managed. She kept her arms around him, holding him tight. 
He held her face, brow furrowed in legitimate concern. “I’m sorry that happened to you. It won’t again, I swear.” He turned to go. “I have to make sure we weren’t followed.”
“Don’t leave me.” 
“Trust me,” he said as he ran out the door. At the bottom of the stairs he searched the streets to make sure they weren’t followed. Everyone was likely in the market, at work, or in the barracks. He ran up and down the nearby alleys to be sure, but nobody was there. What was he to do? Go to the barracks to sit behind a book while he knew Kaire was in his room, sobbing? No, he couldn’t do that. He couldn’t explain it, but suddenly he felt an overwhelming connection between the two of them. Sure, he was four years older than her, but his father had been six years older than his mother when they had married. 
Forget training and his father, he had an obligation to Kaire. To protect her and be there for her. Euphoria took over, as if the world existed for him—a beautiful girl sat in his room, waiting. He had to go to her, fling the door open and take her in his arms. They would kiss until the sun set and then see where their instincts took them. He ran back, almost skipping in excitement. 
Fresh mud was on the cobblestones before the Hall—footprints. Those hadn’t been there before. Lokum walked up the stairs. He froze at the sound of voices came from his room. The door swung open with his kick, revealing Narcel holding Kaire and whispering into her ear. 
“I’m fine,” she said, pushing Narcel back. 
“Lokum,” Narcel said as he stood. 
“What the hell are you doing in my room?” Lokum roared. 
Kaire stood, backing away from the cousins. 
“What is Kaire doing in your room?” Narcel said. “That is the better question.” 
“This is my room.”
“And my mother’s house!” 
“How dare you?” Lokum couldn’t even find the words. All he wanted to do was run to Kaire and hold her, feel her soft lips against his own. But now his cousin stood in the way. Not for the first time he felt an overwhelming urge to dash his cousin’s brains against the wall, to throw him from the window. To be rid of him forever. “Get out.”
Narcel grabbed Kaire’s hand. “Fine, we’ll leave.”
Lokum stood in the doorway, arms crossed. 
“Get out of the way, I’m taking Kaire out of here before you—”
“Enough,” Kaire interrupted, pulling herself free and pushing past Lokum. She ran down the stairs and outside, both cousins in pursuit. 
“Kaire wait,” Narcel shouted. 
“Kaire,” Lokum said, his voice shaking.  
She ran through the streets toward the east, away from Maigus Hall and away from the cousins. The two boys stared after her for a while, neither saying a word. Finally they turned to each other, eyes equally filled with anger. They stood in silence, then finally walked away from each other. 
A spiraling darkness of confused thoughts dominated Lokum’s mind as he laid his head on his pillow that night. The same pillow she had touched, the same bed she had sat on. I love Kaire, Lokum thought for the first time, to his surprise. He imagined Kaire caressing Narcel’s face and wiping his tears for his lost brother. Even the thought hurt. He wanted to get Narcel, to be done with these games. Somehow he would figure it out. He would take charge, and Narcel would be washed away forever.
 



Chapter 4: Desires
 
 
A crisp breeze blew in from the ocean, over cobblestone streets and through surrounding farmlands, finding its way across the valley and into Narcel’s hair. Still scarred from his brother’s disappearance a year earlier, Narcel sat in one of his mother’s budding olive groves gazing over the coastal city of Valhia. 
Built as a shore outpost in the days of the Siege of Eron, Valhia’s proximity to the ocean transformed the city into a vibrant trading and fishing port. Nethian merchants spent summers in cottages lining the cliffs just past the marble statue of Ordius, the god of honor. The statue stood twenty feet tall in the city’s largest square, adjacent to the library and viewable from the windows of the barracks. Within those walls Narcel learned naval history and the importance of commerce. His companions slept in the shacks and hovels in eastern Valhia, the residing place of orphan soldiers, beggars, and servants. But not him, he was the son of mayor Gaila Maigus. 
Trees loomed over city walls and vines tore apart mud bricks, but one spectacular house stood above it all—Maigus Hall. Maigus Hall remained one of the few original buildings in Valhia. Having maintained its one-room structure for the first hundred years of existence, upon father Maigus’s death, mother had taken the lightweight planks of pine from his prized fishing vessel and used them to expand the house into the extravagant living quarters it was to become. Recently the wood had begun to warp, but the yearly coat of fresh white paint mostly concealed the house’s faults. When Narcel was younger he had asked why his mother destroyed his father’s favorite ship. “So that he continues to live with us,” she had said. 
Now, almost eight years later, he loved that house, but this morning his attention was on a timid bleached terracotta home in the foreground, to the east. He stared with longing at the shabby residence, not for the crumbling cut stone or the rotting oak beams, but for the girl inside, for Kaire. With his brother gone, there was no one but her. His mother had her own way of grieving, a lonely one, while his uncle’s family had never exactly been there for him. Sometimes he wondered how the word ‘family’ could be so loosely defined. 
But Kaire had comforted him, keeping his mind off of Valhia and all the heartbreak the city now represented. Continuous searches had discovered nothing but an initial distrust of the North once again, slowly replaced by suspicion of the Mawtu in Kordom to the west. He wanted to cross the valley and burst into her room, to run away with her. What he wouldn’t give to be gone from his mother’s expectations and to be done with the incessant odor of fish in the air. At this time of year his brother Sinoda normally would have been strategizing for the Harvest War Games, dutiful as ever as the eldest son. Now that he was gone the role fell to Narcel. He didn’t want the responsibility, he never had. 
Narcel had suffered greatly from his brother’s disappearance, but over the months his depression mingled with curiosity. Could Sinoda have been the one to build up the courage and escape? But why? It made more sense that he was taken, but then why wouldn’t they take his helmet and breastplate? Narcel wanted to believe he was alive, but it was merely a dream at this point.  
The bigger question Sinoda’s disappearance brought was what would happen if Narcel also disappeared. He could run away and find a quaint village in the mountains where he could paint or read during the day, sit by a fire and listen to tales told by the village elders at night. He had never felt he belonged, especially so now with his mother’s silence since the disappearance of Sinoda. Was she still the same rock of a woman he had grown up with? Pity-filled faces followed him through the market, whispers haunting him from the boys in the barracks. But his mother had expectations of him now, expectations he was sure he couldn’t meet. 
He would run in an instant if Kaire said yes. The first problem was building up the courage to ask her. The second was her father, Charos. The town’s martial trainer had only Kaire to comfort him after his wife’s death—he wasn’t likely to allow her to run away anytime soon.
Narcel’s stomach churned as he watched the morning’s sun reflected across the ocean’s fiery surface. Another morning without Kaire. When he was alone the nights seemed darker and days longer, but she made the sun shine through the streets and brighten the darkest alley. Not today. He had come to the olive grove looking for her, hoping to find comfort in her presence. But she was probably with his cousin Lokum – the streets of the city were drowned by long shadows. 
Sitting alone on that hill, Narcel buried his face in his hands. Somewhere nearby a dove cooed, but Narcel became intently focused on the rumbling in his stomach. He stood and rested against a lone sycamore for support, chuckling at the absurd quantity of eggs and chicken sausages he had managed to fit in his belly before sunrise. His slim build was testament to his inability to overindulge, but he made an exception each year at the harvest festivities. Three days of feasting on freshly harvested figs and whatever remained of the winter stocks, and enough honey mead and stout to go around. 
He walked to a more concealed spot, just to be safe. Sunlight melted through the young leaves to layer the ground in a warm pool of soft green. New leaves rustled, reminding Narcel of the coming spring and the pleasant weather that would soon follow. The grove seemed deserted, isolated from humanity. He was glad, scratching his head while cozying up to his favorite tree. He looked one last time for any sign of Kaire. Seeing none, he turned away from Valhia and quickly undid the strings at the front of his pants to relieve himself. 
He sighed in a moment of complete relaxation, wondering what better feeling there was than a well needed release. 
Shivers accompanied his first shake, sniggers from above accompanied the second.  He looked up and realized his folly, too late. Narcel tucked himself in as his older cousin, Lokum, pounced from a low hanging branch. It was the last person he wanted to see, and at the worst moment.
“Got you this time,” Lokum said, laughing and pointing at the droplets of urine spotting Narcel’s left trouser leg. 
“For the love of….” Narcel’s words trailed off as he recognized his cousin. “Not today.” He turned to leave, but stopped as two forms emerged from the shadows of the trees.
The fatter one, Melonto, could never have hoped for a tree branch to hold his weight, which stood in stark contrast to Alses, who was lanky enough to be mistaken for a thin tree. Lokum’s appearance was somewhere between the two; skinny legs and arms, with a protruding belly and red cheeks. 
“We’ll get you this time,” Melonto said. 
“Shut up,” Lokum said to Melonto. He glared at Narcel. “It’s true though, since we can’t have the games this year, you’re the only fun we get.”
“You must be joking,” Narcel said. 
The three older boys surrounded Narcel like cats around a mouse. Alses wasn’t as physically intimidating as the other two, but his stark blue eyes showed twice the cunning. While Alses and Melonto were one year older than Narcel, they had sparred a few times under Charos and they weren’t exceptionally skilled. Lokum on the other hand was four years older, his skill not to be dismissed. Since becoming an adult, Lokum’s playing looked much more like bullying. It was one of the few things he enjoyed and was good at. Narcel, for his part, guessed that it wasn’t hatred, but extreme jealousy. In spite of his constant training, Lokum had a weakness for almond sweet rolls and pastries. 
Lokum motioned his companions forward, and Melonto lunged to put Narcel in a bear hug. 
“Stop fooling around.” Narcel stepped around Melonto—the same move seemed to always work on the clumsy oaf when Charos put them in the ring.
“I’ve played with you too many times over the years, cousin,” Lokum said. “We aren’t children anymore.” 
Alses prepared to punch Narcel in the gut, but Narcel quickly dodged left and tripped Melonto as he lunged a second time, tumbling right into Alses. 
“Good thing Melonto doesn’t have to play at being stupid,” Narcel said, slightly remorsefully when Melonto looked up from the ground with hurt in his eyes. The oaf was just stupid enough to not know when Lokum was telling him to actually attack or just have some fun. 
Lokum took a training stick from his belt and swung at Narcel, who used his momentum to roll out of the way, picking up a branch as he did so. 
“Too slow,” Narcel said.
Lokum’s cheeks flushed as he stared his challenge into his opponent’s eyes.  
Narcel considered taking down all three of the boys, perhaps even breaking a leg to teach them a lesson. However, the repercussions wouldn’t be worth it, and besides, there was only one of him, three of them. Maybe he couldn’t handle it? He grabbed a handful of dirt and flung it in their direction before sprinting toward the nearby pond. A fence of pointed sticks stood in his way, but he vaulted himself over its pointed planks and ran out of a roll, onto his feet.
Something snapped and Narcel saw the rope too late, as the ground met his face. Lokum was on him in an instant. Narcel cursed and managed to thrust Lokum aside and, having not lost his stick, rose to one knee as he whacked Lokum in the shin hard enough to make him collapse in pain.  
Alses and Melonto helped Lokum up. They turned on Narcel and he backed up, hands held in surrender. 
 “Just you lay a hand on me and see what happens when we get home,” Narcel said. 
“Your mommy can’t help you out here,” Lokum said. 
Narcel backed into a nearby pond, stick held at the ready. 
Lokum approached with a slight limp. “You are the spoiled brat my father always says you are. Running away, using your mommy as a threat.” His left foot sunk into the water as he approached.
Narcel stood straight, parrying the verbal attack with a raised chin. “Back off and I won’t have to embarrass you.” 
“You back off… from her,” Lokum said in a whisper.
“What?”
Lokum shook his head violently, as if conflicted. “We have you on all sides. Go ahead, try to walk on water.” 
“Know when to admit defeat, Narcel,” Alses added. 
Narcel backed enough into the pond that the water was up to his knees. Lokum accepted the challenge and ran straight for him, training stick raised. The pond was treacherous, as a giant step forward found no grounding, just emptiness and a large splash of water smacking Lokum in the face. 
He was soaked and covered in mud, with Narcel’s stick pulled around his throat. Alses and Melonto rolled with laughter, seemingly forgetting whose side they were on.
“Say it! You can’t beat me, you’ve lost.” Narcel leaned into his ear and whispered, “I want to hear you say it.”
“Never!”
Narcel stared at the top of Lokum’s black hair, wondering what disdain his cousin’s eyes must hold. It hadn’t been that way when they played as children, but that was before Kaire had gained status, when she was still a servant. 
 “Avoiding class, are we?” a deep voice said. “Go on, get out of that cesspool.” 
Narcel released the stick when he looked up to see the gnarled face of Charos. He carefully walked out of the water and went over to where the veteran trainer stood with his daughter, Kaire. She smiled uncertainly at the two boys as Lokum joined Narcel.
“Yes sir,” Narcel said.
“Just having a little practice sir,” Lokum said. He glared at his friends and rubbed his throat.
Charos assessed the cousins from where he stood a good three inches taller than even Lokum, and much straighter. His eyes narrowed, and his stare wouldn’t break. Alses and Melonto scrambled away, escaping into the grove. Charos didn’t seem to care. He was focused on Lokum and Narcel.
“We still have to train, with or without the games,” Lokum said.
“You’re too old for this,” Charos said. “You should be teaching your younger cousin, not getting bested by him.”
“We were just—” 
“I know. You two play too much.” Charos’s bulging biceps and his stern manner made many second guess talking back to him. “War games are under adult supervision, and do not involve young men covered in… this. I believe it can wait.”
“Like I said, just practice. Just a game.” Lokum eyed their trainer with a look that showed he didn’t think the man superior to himself.
 “Kaire, now that we’ve completed our search, I think you should go offer to help the lady, Gaila with preparations. She will need it tonight.” Charos watched as his daughter forced a smile before walking off to the trees to the north of the valley. He turned back to the boys. “Get home and clean yourselves. Narcel, your mother will not like your feet tracking mud all over her floor, and your cousin needs a full bath. I expect to hear nothing of it at dinner tonight. Tomorrow we will rest in memory of your brother, but the day after I will make sure you regret your childish ways.”
“I shouldn’t have missed training,” Narcel said.  
Charos sighed, placing a hand on Narcel’s shoulder. “I know today must be hard on you, I understand. When my wife…. I remember her every year, and I can’t imagine what it would be like to lose both a father and a brother. I am sorry, but how can I convey to you boys the importance of responsibility?”
“I didn’t mean any disrespect.”
Lokum scoffed. 
“It’s time you grew up,” Charos said, looking down on Lokum. “Ask your younger cousin here for some pointers. I have responsibilities to the other boys. Get cleaned up and I’ll see you at dinner.”
Lokum turned to the grove with a scowl. “Those frightened dogs can’t stand up to Charos like men.”
Narcel stifled a laugh at the sight of Lokum’s blue cotton robes clinging to his body, dripping on the unkempt grass. “Good for you that you can, you certainly proved your manhood.” He started to follow Charos.
“Hey, any time, any place. I’d be happy to prove how much of a man I am.”
“Don’t bother,” Narcel looked back at Lokum’s protruding belly. “You are twice the man I’ll ever be.”
“I ought to beat you for making me miss training today,” Lokum said as he followed Narcel. “These groves are so far from everyone, you’re lucky. I could’ve left you wheezing behind a tree and no one would have known for quite some time.”
“Except it would have been you on the ground, or do you already forget what happened back there?”
Lokum flushed. “You shouldn’t have come out here, she wouldn’t have wanted to see you anyway.”
“What?” Narcel turned. “Who said…?”
“Who do you think told Haden she would be out here today? I had to test your grasp of reality. I see it’s slipping.”
Narcel’s nostrils flared and his chest heaved. His hands wrapped into tight fists. 
“I dare you,” Lokum said, smiling. 
A rustle came from the bush beside the path under a tall fir tree. Both boys turned, ready to work together in their defense. Narcel’s heart raced even faster when he saw Kaire’s playful smile emerge. 
“Didn’t think I was really going to leave you two alone, did you?” she said. She stood straight and sure of herself, her hazel eyes brimming with laughter behind her auburn bangs. “Come on, let’s get you both cleaned up.”
Her warmth was overwhelming. Something had been special about Kaire even before her father was given his freedom, but Narcel had been restricted by the norms of society. Now, however, anything was possible. He forced himself to breathe deep, hoping his cheeks were not as flushed as they felt.  
A flash of spite shot between the cousins, and Narcel wanted to punch Lokum right in his throat. If she wasn’t given status, Lokum wouldn’t even give her a second look, Narcel thought.
“I was looking for you earlier, Kaire,” Narcel said.
“I finished up my chores and went to the barracks to sit in on father’s class,” she replied. “Neither of you were there, so he ended his lesson early and we went searching for you. He was a bit upset, to say the least.”
Lokum rolled his eyes. “Ever since Sinoda disappeared, this jerk thinks he can do whatever he wants.”
“Lokum!” Kaire chided.
“And your father doesn’t care about you or what you do,” Narcel said to Lokum. “So is that your excuse?” 
“Someone has to teach you a lesson,” Lokum said. 
“Stop it you two,” Kaire said. “We don’t have time for this. I’m really supposed to be preparing for the feast. You two want to help after you get cleaned up?”
“Depends, Kaire, will you bathe me first?” Lokum asked, winking at Narcel.
She blinked, taken aback, and then walked off. 
“Oh come on,” Lokum yelled after her. “Wouldn’t be the first time, would it? Why don’t you tell your little boyfriend? Tell him about us.”
“Why would you say that?” Her eyes shot over to Narcel. “Don’t listen to him. He’s just being Lokum.” 
Narcel stood in silence, unsure what to think. “What should I believe then?” 
Kaire muttered something inaudible, then turned just as Lokum caught up. 
“Wouldn’t you prefer to tell him, dear?” Lokum said, turning his eyes on Narcel. “Or shall I? It’s only natural. I’m four years older than you Narcel, and you are a scrawny little thing, you know that, right?” He placed a dripping arm around Kaire’s shoulder, which she promptly brushed off. 
“Shut up Lokum,” she said. Her eyes showed confusion and embarrassment. 
Her beauty was making this even more difficult. She stood with the gentle wind teasing her long smooth hair, her olive skin absorbing the sun and radiating it out through her sorrowful eyes. But when Narcel looked at Lokum, the sight of his wet black hair hanging around his cheeks was too much. Narcel marched forward and right past Kaire. Something inside him said to run away, to hide. She was danger. He wanted her, but he pushed on, alone.
The dirt path led away to Nethia in the north. Clumps of trees in the distance told him which direction to travel over the expansive field if he ever built up the courage to seriously escape. The thought of Nethia’s palace surrounded by fifty foot walls, it was all so mysterious, so magical. He had considered the trek many times before. 
The soft tread of footsteps ripped him from his thoughts.
“Narcel, wait,” Kaire said.
He didn’t turn. “What do you want?” 
“I can’t just make one of you happy and not the other. You wouldn’t understand.”
“Kaire—” 
“I’m sorry about Sinoda, you know that. I want to be there for you, but—”
“But instead you’re with him.”
“He’s done so much for me. If you must know, I came out here today to be with you.” She smiled, waiting.
He shook his head, kicking at the ground. “Out of pity.”
“Narcel….” She turned back toward Nethia. “You think you understand everything about the human heart, but you don’t. Mine happens to have a strong connection with both of you, so don’t tell me how I’m supposed to feel.”
He considered what she said, but couldn’t wrap his mind around it. His hand reached for her turned shoulder as if on its own. Instead he took a step away, allowing his hand to fall to his side.  
She bit her lip and looked back at him from under her furrowed brow. “You have to accept me for who I am. You know that, right?”
He didn’t answer. 
“Do you? Do you accept me?”
He didn’t know how to answer.
“Please, for my sake, try to understand” Her voice trembled as she took a step away.
“Kaire….” 
She waited. 
He stared at the ground, unsure of what to say.
“Oh, Narcel, please… you’re being very selfish. Why don’t you try to put yourself in my place and see how I feel?” She turned and rushed off toward Valhia without a glance back.
“What’s the point?” he yelled after her, his eyes stinging. 
Why would she bother, if only to rub his nose in the fact that she liked Lokum too? He turned and ran the rest of the way to the lake, his insides churning, his heart aching. 
Within minutes Lake Ordius lay before him like a smooth, turquoise blanket on a soft bed. Here he could wash his feet in the same water he so often went to cleanse his soul. His problems were momentarily forgotten as a gust of wind blew across the water in a rippling welcome, gently brushing his face. An image of Kaire in Lokum’s arm cut into his thoughts. Frustration raged. The lake was where Narcel often found himself when he needed to think, and when he needed to yell—this day he did both. 
 After the birds scattered from the excitement, he threw himself down on the moss-covered rock that he had become best of friends with over the years—it seemed harder today. He stared into the lake as he often did, wondering where he had gone wrong. 
He was often emotional, his brother had always told him. It went hand-in-hand with his artistic side, his mother said. Always painting, always day dreaming, and always searching for love. Today his self-pity felt unending. 
Eventually a splash in the water brought him to his senses, but an attempt to stand betrayed his exhaustion. The grass shifted politely, begging him to lie for a moment’s rest. Would it be so bad to just close his eyes for a while? 
His last thought was of Kaire’s gentle smile as the warmth of sleep took hold.
 



Chapter 5: Obstacle
 
 
Gray rock walls curved into a ceiling above Lokum’s head to shape the former prison turned classroom. The elders thought the building’s history made the class’s subject matter, warfare, stand out. Lokum sat in this classroom nearly every day for years, yet he still found interest in analyzing the cracks in the stone, watching tiny insects work their way into the dark crevices. He would have rather followed them than listen to Charos for another minute. 
“And so the Siege of Eron brought dishonor to the lands west of Braze,” Charos preached from the front of the barrack’s classroom. “All cities in the regions of Ikarin and Kordom cooperated at the time, sailing off to the west for revenge and glory. Some say the gods instigated the Siege, others say the gods are a political myth created by the Reveries out of Gresva.”
“And some would say that it is blasphemy to speak like that,” the muscular boy, Talak said. He should have graduated with Sinoda over one year earlier, but had been held back. Boys became men at age fifteen, but men didn’t become warriors until the head trainer gave them permission.
“I’ll have you know Nethia has made no official law on the issue of Reverie declarations—”
“No?” Alses said. “Well my father would still have your tongue.”
Charos loomed over the boys, his solid build intimidating, his face lined with scars from fighting for the defense of the land. Yet he continued to think like a servant at times, and at this didn’t seem sure how far to push the class. 
Lokum stared out the window, bored and waiting for the day to end. He loved naval history, the art of sailing, and little more. The gods were the least of his concerns. Over the last couple of weeks he had a hard time thinking of much else aside from Kaire, but he could never get her to linger long enough for a conversation. 
His long black hair shifted as a chill breeze blew from the courtyard, catching Lokum’s attention as Kaire appeared in the doorway. 
“Sorry I’m late, father,” she said. 
Lokum’s heart skipped a beat, his attention focused. Charos hardly noticed her, simply waving toward a chair in the corner. On occasion she would join her father’s lessons, when her training with the women had ended. Aside from Narcel’s mother, who was governess of Valhia, the women’s role was to support the men by preparing feasts, mending clothes, and other inferior societal roles. Lokum waited every day hoping for the moment she would walk through the battered door of the barrack’s training room. Some days she wouldn’t show, and on those days he wished he had stayed home in bed. 
He stared, loving the way her cheeks were lightly peppered with freckles and her auburn hair curled playfully around her ear. Her blue dress, though shabby by Valhian standards, stood beautiful against the thick stone walls of the barracks. If only the two of them were alone. Lokum decided today would be the day he would find her after class and take her for his girl. 
Charos continued with stories of Ordius’s heroic feats in the Torathar Wars, and of other epic battles, now doing his best to avoid the gods and their role in history. It made sense that a man born into the life of a servant wouldn’t believe in the gods, but many in Valhia felt otherwise—the wealthy especially. Finally Charos turned to his daughter and smiled, reaching to hug her like he always did when he had finished for the day. 
“That will be all boys, I’m glad some of you could show up today.” He stared at Melonto for an awkward moment. “Dismissed.”
“Got plans?” Melonto asked as they stood up to leave class. He was an ogre of a boy, humongous everywhere but the brain. 
“Yeah, to win,” Lokum said as he watched Kaire duck out of the classroom, still under her father’s arm. “I must get going.”
“What? I thought we were—”
“No,” Lokum said as he ducked out of the classroom and after Kaire. He followed her and Charos away from the neighboring courtyard and twenty foot statue of Ordius, down the cobbled stone streets and across the hill that led to the east. He hated going to this part of town. It smelled of the homeless. Lately he knew he would do anything for Kaire, even walk among such filth.
Ahead, Charos bent over and kissed his daughter on the forehead before walking into his so-called house. Compared to Maigus Hall, where Lokum’s family stayed at Gaila’s request, the hovel of run-down bricks held together by mud was hardly a house. Many of the surrounding buildings were similar, rickety planks of wood supporting mud-brick, terracotta roofs attempting to keep out the rain. He shuddered at the deprivation of it all. 
Kaire darted down an alley to the left, one covered with hanging sheets and cloths put out to dry. She must be off to do more work, Lokum thought. He rushed forward, hoping to catch her, but when he pulled a purple sheet back he stopped in shock to see Kaire in Narcel’s arms. They were a ways down the muggy street still, and had not seen him. 
Lokum glared at his cousin. His insides burned as he stood there watching Narcel laugh and caress Kaire’s delicate fingers. It was like watching a vulture try to land on a delicate flower—it didn’t fit. But what was he to do? Go to her and shove his younger cousin aside? Threaten him? Beat him up? 
Suddenly Narcel seemed to be saying good-bye, and gave Kaire a hug before running away. Kaire turned to her home, and saw Lokum. He froze, fists at his side, face still red. 
She approached with a puzzled tilt to her head, her eyes inquisitive. “Haven’t seen you out this way before, not that I can remember anyway.”
Lokum felt his chest heaving. He searched for the right words, but they didn’t come. 
“You feeling alright?” she asked. “Something wrong?”
He took a deep breath, looking inside himself. “Kaire….”
“Yes?”
“It’s just, we haven’t really talked since that day.”
She blushed. “Listen, Lokum, I really appreciate your sticking up for me and all.”
“And now you’re with him?”
“Who?” She turned her head “Oh, Narcel? I mean, no, he is nice, sure.”
 “But…I thought—”
“Ah, poor little boy thought his lover girl only had eyes for him,” a high voice from behind said. Lokum spun on his heels to see an old woman and three burly, homeless looking men in their forties approaching. 
“Not now, Kiris,” Kaire said, taking a step back. 
“What you mean little girl,” the woman, Kiris said. “We gots here a rich one I’d say by the looks of these nice clothes, eh boys?”
“Yeah,” a man to her right said. “Not too pretty though is he. Shame, I like to turn ‘em a bit uglier when they come to our neighborhood.”
“Lay off,” Kaire said again. 
Lokum stepped forward, holding out a hand to stop their advance. “Listen to her. You don’t want any trouble, right? We’ll have the city guard in here in minutes if you so much as—”
“Watch out!” Kaire screamed as the two men lumbered toward Lokum. He pulled a stick from the back of his sash and cracked it against the heavier one’s skull, dropping him just before the other man moved in. Lokum was pinned against a brick wall.
“Gralt?!” the man yelled down to his friend. There was no answer. His wild eyes turned back on Lokum. “You better not’ve killed him boy, if you has—” 
His voice cut off as his eyes crossed. Lokum looked down to see Kaire’s foot retracting from the man’s groin. He took his chance and pushed the man to the ground, leaping for Kaire. As the remaining man and woman shrieked, Kaire and Lokum ran hand-in-hand until Lokum felt his lungs would explode. They went past more groups of equally dangerous looking gangs, eyes under dirt-caked brows leering as they passed. The city disappeared, giving way to the ocean to the south and the valley to the west. They ran through the valley, not stopping until they found themselves in safety, in one of Gaila’s olive groves.
“They still coming?” Lokum asked, hands on his knees, panting. 
“I don’t think so.” Kaire peered around a tree. 
He joined her to see the sun was starting to set and it was getting harder to see what may be lurking between the olive grove and the city. No movement was visible. 
She turned to Lokum, caressing his cheek. “That’s the second time you’ve saved me.”
He gulped, his blood rushing. In all his nineteen years he had courted one girl, and been friendly with several others in dark street corners, but he had cared for none like he cared for Kaire. He stared at her soft cheeks and soft, pouty lips, her heaving chest. He wanted to feel her body pressed against his, the warmth of her lips. 
“Kaire—”
She leaned in and kissed him gently on the lips. “I’m sorry,” she said, turning toward the city. “That was wrong of me. I’m sorry, I was forward. A lady shouldn’t act that way, right? I mean, and it was only so recently that I became free, and me being four years your junior.”
Lokum pulled her back to continue the kiss. His lips parted hers and he held her cheeks in his large hands. “It was perfect.”
“It wasn’t,” she said, sitting on the sparse grass. “I mean, you’re his cousin. I’m so mixed up. I really like you, but I like Narcel, too. I don’t know how or what I should feel right now.”
The memory of Narcel holding hands with Kaire in the alley made Lokum ashamed. He took a step away from her. “I should go back there and finish the job, kill those bastards.”
“No,” Kaire said, grabbing his hand and pulling him down beside her.  
He looked into her eyes, wishing he could see their sweet hazel color in the approaching dark of the evening shadows. 
“They, well, they don’t mean to be like that. The woman has children, you know?”
“How’s that my problem?” he said. “They have no right to attack us, if they knew who my father was they wouldn’t dare.”
“They’d be scared, we all know. Please don’t say anything. Just leave it be.”
“They are either servants or worse, nothing. Seriously, why….” Lokum’s voice trailed off as Kaire stood and walked away from him. “Where you going?”
“Don’t talk like that around me, you know where I come from.”
He wanted to scrape his skin, as if where she had touched him were now crusted with burst boils. It was a reflex, the thought of a servant’s skin touching his own. But she was no longer a servant. No, he had to feel her skin against his again. It was all so confusing. 
“Are you and Narcel together?” he asked.
She paused, her teary eyes catching the moonlight. “So I am safe to talk to, not too far below you?”
“Kaire, I never meant that. I mean, you aren’t a servant anymore. It’s different.”
“How so? Because my father earned his freedom fighting in some war that was never his to begin with, suddenly my life has value to you? Everyone on the East Hill knows how you and your family view us, I just can’t believe I thought you could possibly be different.”
“I am different,” he said, knowing he was not. But she was special and he had to win her over somehow. “Come here.” He followed and wrapped his arms around her waist, rubbing his lips against the back of her neck. 
“Then show me. Release Haden.”
“What?” Lokum pulled back. “He isn’t even my servant, he’s Gaila’s. I mean, de facto he answers to me since my family lives in Maigus Hall too, but it isn’t my place. What, are you two friends?”
“I can’t stand him, the way he acted when my dad worked alongside him in Maigus Hall. I don’t trust him. But even worse, I can’t stand the idea of you bossing someone around and thinking you are superior, just because you were born into a better spot in life.”
“It’s in the blood.”
“Then you still see me like one of them!” 
“One of them?” Lokum pulled her around and held her a foot away, staring into her face. “Do you see yourself that way?”
“I was never one of them, not in my mind.” She stared back, eyes revealing nothing. “Yes, we are together, Narcel and I. Or we would be if he would build up the courage to kiss me.”
“I don’t want to hear it,” Lokum said. “Forget about him.”
“I can’t.”
“You’re with me now.” He tried to kiss her again, but she turned her head. It was the first moment of self-disgust he had ever felt, and she had caused it.
“No,” she said. “You don’t understand. Me and Narcel… I can’t describe it to you. We can’t let anyone know about this, it would hurt Narcel, and, well, you have your reputation to worry about and all.”
“About this?” 
“Us,” she said. 
“I don’t understand, you just said you and Narce—”
She moved in and massaged his earlobe between her thumb and forefinger. “Can’t I be with you too? In secret.”
He wanted her, and she was right. The nephew of the governess, with a servant? Well she wasn’t anymore, but still, would his father approve? He wanted to tell her no, to ask her how she could dare insult him, but instead he leaned in and kissed her. She didn’t turn her head this time, but allowed their moment of joy to linger in their temporary passion. 
She pulled her lips from his like the last hope of the world withering away. “I have to go, I promised my father I would be home by dark. Don’t worry, we’ll have plenty of moments to hide in the shadows.”
 



Chapter 6: The Setup
 
 
“Kaire,” Lokum whispered as he stroked her cheek between kisses, “where are your thoughts?” 
Shadows sprinkled their faces as the refreshing spring sun highlighted the fresh buds of olive trees above. Kaire plucked at the nutmeg-scented grass and readjusted so the root of the tree wouldn’t jam into her back. She wistfully caressed his cheek. 
“You can either keep letting your mouth run away with itself, or you can kiss me and shut up. Pick one.” Her soft voice sent chills down his spine.
They lay under an especially lush tree in the olive grove near Valhia, owned, like all the neighboring ones, by Gaila. Mountains surrounded them in the distance like hovering islands in the sky to the north, while to the south the tree-line traveled through the deep valley and met the ocean in a collision of greens and blues. Lokum had an affinity for this particular tree – it had stood solid and comforting over the years, always there for him. That was more than he could say for Kaire, whose affection for him had only increased in the months since Narcel’s older brother had disappeared. Still, there had to be some way to get her mind off Narcel.
“It’s because we were here, that day, right?” Lokum asked.
“It isn’t what I was thinking of.” 
“Then kiss me.”
She turned her face to avoid his lips. “Have more faith in me.” 
“I do.” Lokum kissed her cheek, breathing her vanilla scent and imaging her bare skin pressed against him in a sweaty embrace. Her eyes seemed to melt with the gentle green light of the sun shining through the foliage above.
She pushed against him and used the excuse of another root in her back to scoot away from his massive body. It was as if she hated being there, but needed to be. Her eyes yearned for him at the same time as her lips pulled away. 
“You don’t have to pity him, you know,” Lokum said. “I was related to Sinoda too, and Narcel will learn to live without his big brother always protecting him.”
“Pity? I don’t pity Narcel. Listen, I didn’t, no, I still don’t know how to comfort him. I want to, but I just don’t know how.”
 “He’s still a boy.”
“I am sixteen as well, Lokum. Does that make me just a girl?”
Kaire rose to her feet and pulled her cobalt robe to cover her breast which had been partly exposed moments before. Perfection hidden from view.
She glanced down at him with scorn. “At least Narcel doesn’t always complain. I have to prepare for dinner.” 
Lokum glared at her petite figure running back toward Valhia, his mind filled with the desire to rush after her and thrust her to the ground in a moment of passion. A flashing light reflected from a pond and he averted his gaze. She was gone when his eyes returned.  She had turned down a path beyond the Valley of the Winds and past his line of vision.
The clouds formed voluptuous forms of women with judging eyes. Lokum hated them at that moment, only slightly appreciating the shade and moment of rest from the coming spring. The spring meant summer would soon follow, and that was the worst. He scowled at the clouds, imagining a day when Kaire would think of him and no others. An image of Kaire laughing as she held Narcel flashed across his mind, and Lokum pounded his fist against the coarse bark of the tree. 
 How could she still think of Narcel after all this time? Lokum smoothed his blue tunic and chomped into a fig from his pouch as if devouring it would solve his problems. Footsteps pounded the earth behind him, and he turned with sword drawn. 
“Sorry sir,” the servant Haden said.
“You’re late.” 
“Your aunt, she had me helping to prepare the dinner. I only escaped because I said I was feeling sick and she believed it.” Haden stood several inches shorter than Lokum, but his hunched posture made him appear even shorter. Hours of scrubbing the outhouses and washing the clothes of the residents of Maigus Hall had halted his growth, and lent a glowing white to his skin. Perhaps it was all the cleaning materials, or maybe just the lack of sun. 
Lokum lowered his sword as he turned and started walking west, away from the city. “Come.”
Haden followed closely, but kept looking over his shoulder at the towering lighthouse and the sun at its tip. A frigid breeze rolled over the leaves of the olive grove, bringing dark clouds above. “Wouldn’t it be safer to wait until dark, sir?”
Lokum kept walking.
“Sir, we may be seen. Then what?”
“Then what?” Lokum turned on him as if ready to strike. “Then we stop taking all the crap from everyone, and make new friends. We have the dinner tonight, right? So how exactly would we not be suspected if we were absent?” 
“But another night per—”
“It must be tonight. Alses and Melonto are scouting to make sure we aren’t followed, at any rate.” Dark clouds pushed in from the ocean, blades of grass darted tirelessly in the winds like spears searching for their prey. “We have no time. I will not risk my place in this world.” He turned and walked briskly towards the small shack far in the distance.
To reach the shack the two traveled away from the towering lighthouse of Valhia and past the Valley of Winds. Their disheveled hair and wind burnt skin was a testament to the harshness of the journey. Cold sweat crawled down Lokum’s spine as he imagined the night air sweeping down on him and tearing his skin from his flesh.
The shack seemed to appear in the darkening evening as if from nowhere. Lokum plowed forward and grunted like a wild boar as he pulled Haden by the arm and thrust him through the creaking door. He fastened it behind them, and allowed for a moment of breath before turning to observe their guest.
Gusts of wind reached for the three men inside the shack, pummeling the skeletal planks which attempted to pass for walls. This was why Lokum hated the coming of spring, these damned storms. He glared at Haden cowering, his eyes shifting from the door to the smirking bald man in the corner. 
Asiter’s shaven head was a product of his training as one of the warriors far to the west, the Mawtu. His eyes burst forth from the shadows and gripped anyone who would dare to look into them. He emerged from the dark corner and the light played with the contours of his face, shadowing his eyes and calming Lokum’s nerves. The man’s robes drooped from his limbs to compliment the two stripes of blood smeared across his cheeks from jaw bone to the curve at the base of his nose. 
 “Let’s get this over with. I was told you will make this easy,” Asiter said with a twitch of his left eye. He stood short and lanky enough to blow away in the wind, yet planted with the deep reaching roots of a thousand year oak.
Lokum stepped forward. “If it helps keep the peace.” 
“More like to protect your own hide,” Asiter said. He held out his hand. 
Haden stepped forward and presented the piece of parchment he was there to deliver. 
Asiter snatched the paper and looked over the details. “This should do fine.”
“And?” Lokum broke the trance. 
“You must really hate this boy. Your own cousin, is he not?” 
Lokum stared back, stern faced. He refused to show any of his intent to this foreigner, but the guilt scratching at his gut certainly confused the joy of this moment. 
“No matter, I have my orders and it seems we have a common interest.” Asiter looked up from the parchment. “We will come at midnight. Do your part.”
 



Chapter 7: Family
 
 
Narcel yearned for distraction as he sat on his reed bed surrounded by the bleached walls of his second story bedroom. His father’s paintings were hung with care, treasured memories of a life lost before its time. Near Narcel’s bed was one of a tree growing out of a waterfall, jagged rocks at its turquoise base, and beside it green hills framed by two pillars. Strewn across the floor were sketches of his own, but none of them compared to his father’s work. 
It had been a different time when his father was alive, one of peace, with time for the arts. Gaila said the threat of invasion from the North had always sat like a mist in the heart of Valhia, but for years the only fighting was by armies sent to control outposts in the distant lands. His father painted, fished, and loved his children, because his social class permitted it to be so and because those were the things he loved. Narcel had been too young to remember much of his father’s death, but he understood perfectly well the pain of losing his only true friend, his brother. That pain consumed him if he sat idle for too long.
An almond pastry crunched in his mouth. Steaming wisps rose from the spiced tea held to his nose. He took a cautious sip and sighed, staring at the outline of a young woman he had sketched when he was fourteen. It stared back at him in dull grays and blacks. The charcoal had faded only slightly over the two years, but his perceptions had grown and matured. Why had he ever bothered with art in the first place? To be like his father, to reach out for some sort of connection to the man he had barely known? “A son of a mayor doesn’t waste time with child’s dreams,” Charos often told him. 
Well why waste time playing gods? Why conform to the ways of war and fighting, when one could live life in peace, with the dreams of a paint brush in his control? He knew the answer as well as anyone—to make his mother proud. 
He sipped the tea, treasuring its sweet aroma and comforting warmth. He tilted his head, analyzing the drawing. It couldn’t stay so bland, so regular. The goddess of Karissus would not have her face shown in charcoal. 
All he had were encaustic paints—beeswax based with pigments taken from minerals and plants—and a wood panel he had found the day before, buried under some dirty robes in the closet. Heating the beeswax was tiresome, but the paint glided on with ease. It rewarded him, each stroke pulling him into the panel. The scent of cedar mixed with beeswax and pungent odors of sienna, ochre, and other pigments taken from minerals in clay.
At first he just piled on the colors. Red here, blue there, and a broad glob of white down the middle. But then he considered the panel as a whole, and it started to make sense. Curves of purples and blues on the woman’s sash began to jump out and, as he dabbed away with his paintbrush, cherry blossom pink bloomed across her shoulders. An imaginary lute struck a high chord and he painted with a passion for life. 
Still, the face staring back lacked any emotion whatsoever. 
Maybe a tweak here. The woman of paint smiled ever so slightly. Narcel’s already narrow eyes became slits as he scrutinized his work. It wasn’t enough. A dream lingered from the night, an image of Kaire fading, her auburn hair waving in the wind. Why would she leave?  He reached out for her, grasping thin air, falling. What other motivation did he need? He applied layers of paint for the folds in the dress, smooth pearl for the eyes and a mixture of green to match Kaire’s hazel irises. The form spoke a sadness he had never known. A delicate mixture of pearl and pink for the goddess’s skin, burnt umber for the hair. Her dress flowed, the trees behind her pushed forward, it was all so lifelike. More than an hour had passed by the time he sat back on his reed bed with a sigh of relief. His slender face warmed with satisfaction.
He took another sip of the now lukewarm tea. The painting still wasn’t complete. He slammed his brush on the table and turned in hopes of something to distract his thoughts.
It didn’t make sense—he had poured his heart into the painting, had made it great, but it wasn’t right. How could he ever show it to Kaire? The contrast of her surroundings and the way she carried herself had always intrigued Narcel. They had met for the first time when they were both seven, when his mother had taken Kaire’s father Charos into the house. Narcel still remembered Kaire’s dignified eyes and smooth skin, both of which persisted as she scrubbed the floors and hung the sheets. When she wasn’t cleaning up after his mess, they would talk and he would treat her as an equal in spite of his uncle’s disapproving remarks. This painting had to be special for her; he had to be special for her. 
He looked at his father’s paintings for inspiration, but what caught his attention were the streams of yellow, orange, and rosy red shining through the window. That was it. A striking sunset shone in a magnificent palette from the heavens. He snatched his brush and applied the colors of the sunset to the woman’s shawl and along the edges of the board. Behind her barely tilted head he piled the rays of sunlight. The drab painting became a multicolored masterpiece. The sunset was the last touch. He was finished. 
The goddess of devotion sat in all her wonder, a smile to her lips, but utter sorrow in her face. Why did Kaire love this goddess above the others?  Many of the girls in Valhia went to Karissus’s temple to pray, a concept foreign to Narcel. His mother governed the city with no time for such simplicities as religion, which meant no room for ideology in her children’s lives. When it came to the gods he was skeptical. She wanted warriors, leaders. His brother Sinoda had spent so much time studying to be a dutiful soldier, but even now, a year after his disappearance, Narcel couldn’t find himself caring. His hours spent in the barracks weren’t torture, but it didn’t pull at his heart, it didn’t inspire him like it had Sinoda.
There was a knock at his door. 
“Yes?” 
Haden opened the door but stayed in the hallway. “Master Narcel, your family awaits you for dinner below.”
“I knew I forgot something. Come in.”
“Sir?”
“Come here, I want your opinion. There, what do you think?” Narcel gestured toward the painting. 
“One of your best.” Haden stared at the painting, his eyes glaring past it. 
“What’s it like, being a servant?”
Haden moved his glare toward Narcel, but said nothing. 
“I saw Irin beating Kaire, more than once,” Narcel said. “He would smack her around for the simple things, a broken glass, spilt water. Charos could do nothing as a father, because he was a servant. She could do nothing because she was a servant too. I could do nothing because Irin is my uncle. ‘Mind your own business, mind your own class,’ they would tell me, and I would stand by and watch her cry.”
“I would never change a thing, sir,” Haden said. 
Narcel shook his head. “You know, I saw him defend her once.”
“Irin?”
Narcel laughed. “Lokum. He grabbed his own father’s wrist and stopped the beatings, on her anyway. The next day he was covered in bruises, and she has seen him in a different light ever since. I notice these things, I’m not blind.”
“Of course not. Sir, your family.”
Narcel squeezed his eyes shut and shuddered, then led the way down the stairs. “Stop calling me sir.” He walked into the kitchen and took his seat, the only empty one at the table. Light flickered from the bronze lamps surrounding the room. Smoke from the burning olive oil used to fuel the lamps wafted through the silence. The smell reminded Narcel of sunburnt servants returning from days of working in the groves, and the pity he felt for them. 
Gaila smiled at her family and friends gathered around the dinner table. Her lip twitched in what Narcel knew to be disdain as her eyes flashed across her brother-in-law, Irin. However, her eyes seemed to melt as they came to rest upon her son.
 Mother and son shared the same smile, which neither had genuinely revealed since Sinoda’s disappearance. He met her gaze and realized he missed that smile of hers, making the pain worse. He wished she could move on, he wished it could all return to how it used to be. 
Gaila didn’t have the wavy acorn hair or blue eyes that Narcel had shared with his older brother, those had come from their father. She was stout with silver taking over her once golden hair. Tonight he was happy to see the loving mother in her eyes. 
Arched windows towered thirty feet above their heads in the oval dining room, interlaced with paintings of trees and lightly clad heroes of Ikarin’s past. Pearl walls with a hint of yellow absorbed the warm light of the night torches, reflecting a pleasantry onto the faces of the guests. 
“It has been a while, hasn’t it?” Gaila broke the peace.
“Yes, when was it?” Narcel’s aunt Syran said as she pulled her silver-laced shawl tight around her shoulders. She looked sickly with her skin stretched tight against protruding cheekbones. Her dark eyes absorbed the display of wealth spread out on the table. Before each guest was set crystal goblets with red wine, silver utensils and large piles of pumpkin dumplings, roast boar from Charos’s recent hunting trip, and heaps of mashed barley.  
“Last year at around this same time, the first night of harvest. Can you believe we would be preparing for the war games already?”
Narcel stared at his plate, suddenly losing his appetite. From the corner of his eye he saw Lokum sitting in his brother’s seat. A cursory glance amplified the queasiness as he saw Lokum’s thin lips covered in grease. 
“It would not be the same without an invitation to Maigus Hall, Madam Maigus,” Charos said. His hand rested on the back of his daughter’s chair, and he smiled as Haden came from the kitchen to offer more wine, the role that had been Charos’s little more than three years before. “Still, it would have been nice to play the games.”
Narcel caught Kaire’s eye momentarily and felt comforted.  
“Wouldn’t have been much of a game, Aunt Gaila,” Lokum said with his mouth full. “More like a slaughter with Sinoda gone. If they hadn’t cancelled them, that is.” 
Everyone stared at him in shock. 
“I don’t get why they had too, honestly,” Lokum continued.
“Lokum, stop,” Irin said. 
“I’m not saying I don’t pity your loss, Aunt Gaila. You know he was like a brother to me.”
“Lokum! I thought we could go one night without mentioning the issue,” Syran said. “I’m sorry Gaila, I know it’s still hard for you. My son, the idiot.”
“No, it has been several months,” Gaila said. “I will never be over the loss of my Sinoda, but I have to continue to believe he lives. I have to.” Gaila clenched her jaw. 
Narcel appreciated her strength, especially as a woman. She had entered politics when a flow of trade came with the increased naval presence of Nethia. Her husband’s remaining fishing vessels were easily used to transport goods, and as the money increased so did the ships. Now she owned half the ships in port, to include just as many of the triremes in Valhia’s navy. Some even said she bought her place in society with payments to King Peritian in Nethia. 
Narcel found himself awkwardly spooning his mashed barley into a whirlpool. He noticed Lokum staring at Kaire, and imagined himself turning Lokum’s arrogance into embarrassment with an entire bowl of barley in his face. 
Narcel sighed. “As if anyone really tried to find him.”
Everyone stared at Narcel this time. 
“What are you saying, boy?” Irin said. “My son and your slaves spent days between valleys and groves, we scoured the countryside!” 
“Slaves?” Charos said, his wooden chair scraping the floor as he turned it to face Irin. 
Gaila held up her hands. “Charos, I am sure my brother-in-law did not refer to you, he knows you are a free man. Don’t you Irin?”
Irin licked his teeth and stared at Charos like a bug in his soup. “Yes, so I hear.”
Charos opened his mouth, but stopped himself. He leaned back and nodded at Gaila with a forced smile, then turned to Narcel. “We have not given up the search, we will continue.”
Narcel smiled meekly, knowing in his heart it was hopeless. After moments of spoons clanking and knives sawing away at the boar and other treats, Irin placed his cup on the table and looked up at Lokum, then to Kaire. 
“I mean to say,” Irin said, “there is no reason Charos shouldn’t be at this table more often.” 
 Charos took a sip of wine, a long sip. “How’s that?”
“Just look at the two of them. You know your Kaire is of age, and when you were our servant we had often joked about your daughter and my son. Well now you are a free man and you’ve earned your place at this table, so why not make it official? If they were together you would be part of the family after all.”
Charos moved his hand to his daughter’s shoulder and glared at Irin. “Your ways are not mine, Irin. You joked, I didn’t. We are free, and my daughter will marry whomever she chooses.”
Narcel detested Irin as always. He hated the way the man’s nostrils were too big for his face, and the way the part in his hair amplified his balding. It was a feeling too long past to remember, deep and burning. 
Irin laughed. “Well then, perhaps we shall have to help her choose. What do you say everyone?” 
The room joined in polite, attentive smiles, and Kaire shot angry glances at everyone. 
“Perhaps it is time to go, father,” she said. “I thought we were coming to have a grown-up dinner.”
“Grown-up?” Lokum scoffed. “Just because you and Narcel are joining in on the wine doesn’t make you equals here! You are but what, sixteen?”
“And you?” Narcel asked, his voice sharp. “Tell me, how many of the government exams have you passed now? Oh wait, three times the failure. Isn’t it about time you admitted you will be nothing but a sailor the rest of your life?” 
“My son will find his place in government,” Irin said.
Gaila stood with a forced laugh as she excused herself from the table and relieved a servant of another plate of yams. “Come now, we really must leave them alone. I trust the girl to make the right choice, just as I did.” 
Lokum seemed about to snap the glass in his hand, and the fork was already bending under his tight grip. Irin sipped his wine and waited for Haden to refill the glass, judging Narcel with his criticizing stare. 
“I should think you of all people would understand, Gaila,” Irin said. “We all know if you had married me, like our parents planned, you would have a husband sitting here at the table instead of lost at sea.” 
The room returned to silence and eyes averted from each other. Gaila paused as she lowered herself to her seat, but only for a split second before her mask of a smile returned.
“You and your jokes, Irin. Come everyone, a toast!”
“Mother!” Narcel exclaimed, slamming his fist onto the oak. “You will let this man talk about Father, at our table?”
 “Narcel, that ‘man’ is your uncle, and he was only having a laugh. Weren’t you Irin?” Her eyes pleaded for Narcel to give the matter a rest. But he wasn’t the type. 
“My uncle eyes that which he cannot have,” Narcel said. “Because his own wife can no longer trouble herself with his presence in the bedroom.”
“You little bastard,” Irin muttered. He sprang from his chair at the foot of the table and pushed Narcel against the wall by his throat. An immense nose seemed about to poke Narcel’s left eye out as Irin threw spittle with curses. 
Lokum grinned through the whole thing, and Narcel saw him mouth his father’s words, ‘you little bastard.’
“Irin, I will not allow such action at my table,” Gaila said, never standing from her seat. “You may leave.” 
Irin glared at her, but she was in charge of Valhia. Even more importantly, she was the head of Maigus Hall, where they feasted and where Irin and his family resided. He had no choice but to do as she said, and stormed off toward the east hall after ensuring he had his robe and other belongings. 
Narcel looked across the faces at the table, observing how Lokum glared at him and how Kaire couldn’t meet his gaze. None of them understood, none of them had lost their only friend, their older brother. Now he was going to be in charge someday, and all alone. 
He ran to his room before anyone would see the tears in his eyes. Moments later a soft knock came through the door. 
“Narcel?” Kaire walked in and approached his bed. “How are you?”
“The way they talk to her….” He wiped his nose with the back of his robe, turning to face the window. 
“They?”  She sat behind him and began to rub his shoulders. 
“You don’t have to, I was just—”
Gaila poked her head in with a light tap on the door. She laughed as Kaire moved awkwardly from Narcel’s side to look through the window, as if standing too close was a sin. “It’s growing late. How are you doing, the both of you?”
“Fine, mother,” Narcel answered, hoping she would just leave them alone.
“I’m sorry. Your father, Narcel, he was always the level-headed one in his family. But Irin is family too, and we have to remember that.”
“Yes Mother.”
“Kaire, I think it’s best you head home.” 
Kaire waited until Gaila’s footsteps faded. “Irin shouldn’t treat you that way, and he shouldn’t have said those things.”
“I know.” He looked at her perfect posture and pouty lips. 
Kaire stood awkwardly and went to the door, pausing in front of the painting Narcel had been working on. The painting sat above the dwarf palm that Narcel kept by the window. A beautiful woman stared back from the layers of paint. A multitude of colors jumped out at the viewer, only distracted by the forlorn look in the woman’s eyes. 
“Karissus,” Kaire observed. “The goddess of devotion.”
 “She was always your favorite.” He stood behind Kaire and took a chance by wrapping his arms around her shoulders—she didn’t resist.
“I don’t want to be like her, Narcel. I don’t want to be abandoned.”
“You won’t, you have me, Kaire.”
“Appontia, what a beautiful place,” she said, tracing the mountains in the painting. She pulled her hand back and smiled at the smudge of light blue on her finger. Narcel handed her a rag from his paints. “I’ve always wanted to go there. It’s so sad, don’t you think? To be abandoned by your lover. Ordius should never have left her. He did, and yet he is worshiped like he’s something special.”
“I’ve never worshiped him,” he said.  
“Imagine, what would life have been like, to feel such abandonment?”
He held her tight, breathing in the vanilla scent from the soft of her neck. “The Torathar Wars…. He had to go to our defense.”
“He didn’t have to.”
“What alternative was there?”
“Narcel, you never listen to me.” She turned to face him. “It isn’t about some great war, some quest for glory, it’s about love being stronger than all that. Ordius left her to fight the clans. He placed desire for glory above love, and while he was gone the Skull Clan invaded and killed her. She descended the seven levels of Heaven to return to her love. Each color on her clothing represents a different layer of the Heavens she passed through. Only, when she completed her trials and returned to earth, it was too late. She found her lover on the battlefield, lying in a puddle of his own blood.”
“And you believe in such love? You don’t think he would’ve been a coward if he had stayed?”
“No, it’s tragic Narcel. He left her and she returned from death for him, but he was gone…. You see?”
“Ordius was a great hero. Charos makes sure I know that. The Reveries of the holy city, Gresva, declared Ordius the god of honor when he gave his life defending our lands in the Torathar Wars, wars hundreds of years ago, and I’m supposed to care. Why?”
Kaire moved from his embrace. “So if it was me, what would you do?”
“This is just a story, nothing more. If we were together, if they asked me to go give my life defending Nethia…. I am Valhian, Kaire. Why should I care about Nethia? About the rest of Ikarin? Mawtu, Nethia, Kordom and Ikarin—they are all part of Braze if you ask me.” He felt his blood pumping in his chest, wanting to change the subject. His brother had discussed politics too often, always complaining of the imperialistic ways of Nethia and the forced subjugation of Ikarin. Narcel wanted to hold her and kiss Kaire, not talk of such topics.  
“You don’t even care about your people,” she said. 
“There hasn’t been a war in over three years now. I don’t think we’ll have to worry about it.”
Kaire walked toward the door, but then paused and grabbed his hand to pull him with her. “I get certain aspects of you. You know love conquers all, and I know you would always be there for me. But....”
“I don’t want to hear any buts, not tonight Kaire.” He held her hand, staring into her large hazel eyes as he caressed her delicate fingers. “Come with me, I want to take you to a special place.” 
She hesitated, looking toward the door and the stairs. “I told Lokum….”
“No, just this one time, don’t do that. This is about me and you.”
She squeezed his hand and smiled as she followed him down the stairs. The feel of her soft skin against his for an eternity would have been too short. 
***
Footsteps sounded on the stairs to the right of the door, the stairs which led to Gaila’s wing of the residence. There was more than one person approaching, and Lokum’s heart sunk. He knew it before he saw them, and when Narcel and Kaire emerged from the staircase, her hand in his, Lokum felt the acid rise to his mouth. He gritted his teeth, but forced a smile when Narcel looked his way. There had been a time when they had played as friends, and perhaps they even had been friends. Cousins should be after all. But that was before Kaire’s father Charos had earned his family’s freedom in the wars with the North. 
Lokum had been waiting for them to come back downstairs, waiting to see it with his own eyes. He stood and slammed his fork into the table. He hated Narcel. Youth had brought him disappointment after disappointment as he listened to relatives lavish Narcel with adoration, staring with nothing to say when they came to him. 
 The sun was finally beginning to cast its soft rays across the field visible through the arched doorway, and it would soon be dark. Shadows grasped the pearl hallway that connected the east and west wings of Maigus Hall. Lokum always hated walking from the dining hall to his chambers in the east wing, since the lack of lights allowed for dark corners and any number of hidden creatures. 
The door slammed shut behind him as he entered his room. From upstairs, the voices of his mother and father carried down the typical “Why don’t you make a move then?” and “Stop pestering me!” – his parents never allowed for a moment of peace. But for Lokum, it had become the norm. The feather bed floated beneath him as he allowed himself to be consumed, and he lay his head on his pillow to listen.
“If Gaila were only out of the picture….” his mother’s voice trailed off. He knew they would never do anything about it. His father had starry eyes when around Gaila, and would have married her had his brother not stepped in the way.
A book on naval history caught Lokum’s eye and he considered for a moment before tossing it. He turned over to kill the flames of the nearby candle, upset that Kaire would dare to hold that boy’s hand in front of him. But this wasn’t the end of it, and he would have her yet. 
He stood, ready to make sure all was in place for the plan. He knew where they had gone, where Narcel always went. Lokum had a signal to raise and a girl to win over.  
 
 



Chapter 8: The Lake
 
 
The walk was shorter than usual, with Kaire’s hand in Narcel’s. The lake lay before them reflecting ripples of dim light as dusk cast its shadowed blanket across the land. Narcel breathed deeply and closed his eyes for a moment, wondering if, when he opened them, this would all be a dream. He had been at the lake with her before, but never just the two of them.
Narcel placed his blue wool cloak on the grass in case it was damp. The setting sun reflected in Kaire’s eyes, warmth he had dreamt of many times. 
“Madam, if you would so kindly be seated,” he said, holding out his hand in mock servitude. 
“Oh, well thank you, sir,” she giggled, accepting his hand and lowering herself onto the cushion beneath. The smiles and cheer, it was as if they were children once again.
“I’m sorry, about earlier.” 
Her finger traced the contours of his wrist. “I know.”
“You have to understand how I feel.” He looked away, unsure of himself. 
“Why do you always come here?” 
He lowered himself to her side, placing an arm around her. “Why would you want to go anywhere else? Look at the way the water ripples in the breeze, or the birds soar inches from the water as if they were admiring their reflections. This is the most relaxing place on earth.”
She raised an eyebrow and turned to inspect the scene in the moonlight. “I suppose the trees are nice, but they seem sad, don’t you think? Look at the branches, like an old man swaying his arms in sorrow. It’s depressing, if you ask me.”
“Well, spring is upon us.” He picked an iris with purple petals from the grass and handed it to her. As she put the flower in her hair, he pulled a pouch of dates from the lining of his tunic. 
She smiled and began to nibble on one daintily. 
“Kaire, you know I like you, right?”
She paused mid-chew. “That’s why we’re here, right?”
“So?”
“Narcel. You know I like you too, come on.” 
He leaned in, daring to hope. 
She stood and took a step toward the lake. “You remember when we went swimming here?” 
They were younger then, still children. The others were there—Lokum, Sinoda, even Alses and Melonto. They had been swimming nude, but all stopped when she joined them, all staring. He had known then that he had to have her. 
“I remember,” he answered. 
She looked back at him, the angle of the light concealing her shadow. “It has been too long, hasn’t it?” 
With one motion she dropped her dress on the ground and was walking toward the water, the shadow of her backside pulling Narcel forward. He hesitated, watching. The pale moonlight caressed the curve of her back, exposing her left buttock before she submerged herself into the waters. 
“You coming?” she said.  
He was up, walking toward the water, loosening his gold laced sash, allowing his tunic to open loosely. The cool night air touched him gently, but he knew the water would offer no such mercy. His toe met the frigid lake and he looked back at the warmth of his cloak. The swishing of water pulled him back to Kaire’s bare shoulders in the water before him. He dropped his cloak. His hands covered his midsection as he slowly stepped into the lake. 
Kaire giggled. “You weren’t so shy when we were younger.”
“I had less to be shy about.”
The water reflected off of her smooth skin and her devilish smile. She allowed herself to float away from him in the water, her buoyancy toying with his desire. 
“It’s freezing in here,” he said as the water touched his thighs. He imagined her hands doing the same, and took another step forward. 
She smiled, coming back to him. He waited, expectantly. Water splashed as she stood. He caught a momentary glimpse in the darkness, and then his eyes opened wide as he realized what she was doing. Her right leg met the back of his and her hands pushed his chest. His hands continued to cover his manhood as he fell, his entire body submerged in the ice-cold water. He jumped up, spluttering, but laughing. 
She let out a cute, high pitched laugh, and ran through the water back to dry land. 
“You’ll pay for that,” he said in pursuit. 
He reached the shore and shook himself dry. She lay on his cloak with it wrapped around the front of her body, her back exposed. He slipped his tunic on without waiting for it to dry, and sat behind her. His finger traced the curve of her back, all the way down to the dimples of her butt. She shivered. 
“Are you cold?” he asked. 
“A bit.”
He lay down behind her and pressed his body against her bare skin. If only he hadn’t put on the tunic, but it was too late. It would have been awkward to take it off now, he thought. This was enough for him. He pulled her close and held her back to his chest. He stared into the swaying trees and remembered a tune his father used to hum while sailing, a tune that pulled Narcel back to a time before he knew about war or love. A soft moan from Kaire pulled him back, and at that moment he knew he could be happy with her. The fresh air carried her sweet vanilla scent into his consciousness and fed his desires. 
Just knowing she was there was enough. He nuzzled her neck and kissed it gently, allowing her to feel his breath ever so slightly. She moaned, a half-asleep moan. He smiled. His eyes grew heavy with the comforting rhythm of her heartbeat against his chest. This was how life should be forever, and in his dream it was. 
His heart paused one beat too long and his eyes popped open. How long had he been sleeping? A scream—Kaire. He jumped up, trying to make sense of his surroundings, but even the moon had abandoned them to the dead of night, leaving only shadowed blurs. 
“Kaire!” A hand muffled his call. 
His limbs were numb. Through the darkness something red flapped before his eyes. Strong arms dragged him backwards, his struggles revealing thick ropes that bound his arms and legs. He was being dragged away from everything he loved, away from Kaire, away from her screams for help. His lungs tore at his chest as he struck out with an intensity he hadn’t known possible and he thought he might be choking. Someone kicked him to the ground and a moist cloth was forced over his eyes. He had caught a glimpse of Kaire fighting the soldiers in red, her eyes wide in terror. She called his name. But all was dark, pure nothingness. Then a yelp from her direction. He had to get to her, he knew he had to. There must be a way. With the thought came a splitting pain to the back of his head, carrying him into unconsciousness.
***
No more than an hour could have passed between Lokum closing his eyes and when he woke to the sounds of screams from the family room of the Hall. They reverberated through the oak planks of the walls like spirits calling from the underworld.  He rubbed the gook that clung to his eyelashes and wished the night could have lasted longer. The noises pulled him forward, his own alertness still handicapped from the lack of sleep. 
When he emerged from the hallway into the west wing and into the family room, he saw a roomful of people in their night gowns. Haden was holding a lantern, while two other servants were lighting wall torches to brighten the dim scene. When Kaire looked up to Lokum, the light shone on the bruise forming dark purple on her cheek. 
“Who did this to you?” Lokum demanded when he saw the wound, her pain tearing at his nerves. She wasn’t supposed to have stayed with Narcel. The torch-light jittered across their faces and Haden’s hand shook.
 “They took him,” Kaire whispered. “Men with long spears in red robes, with dried blood all over their faces.” She sat on the ground with her legs tucked into an embrace.
Gaila kneeled beside her. “Just tell us what happened, dear.”
 “They had him, tied and blindfolded. I ran to help him, picking up a spear one of the men had dropped. I caught one by surprise with a gash across his cheek, but… I couldn’t do more. I’m sorry.” 
The room was full of frustration and panic. Lokum was furious and stormed around the room with curses under his breath. He should have been with her to make sure she wasn’t touched. To make sure she wasn’t with Narcel to begin with.  
“So it is true,” Gaila whispered after a moment of silence. “The disappearances throughout Nethia, it is the Mawtu warriors. Those blood-lusting vermin. And now they have my baby.” She glared around at everyone in the room, as if unsure whom could be trusted.
 




Chapter 9: Training
 
 
Mildew permeated a damp cloth pressed firmly against Narcel’s eyes, the haze slowly clearing as he woke. A memory surfaced of men in red taking Kaire. Who knew what they might be doing to her at this moment? He had to get to her, to save her before it was too late. Red robes—could it be the Mawtu? If so, this was a break in the peace treaty, even if Kaire wasn’t exactly in the elite of society. Narcel would make sure Gaila sounded the attack. 
A bump in the road caused the animal beneath him to tremble under his weight. Narcel’s mind registered the movement, the rag blocking his sight, and the sound of men marching and muffled clopping of horse shoes against the dirt path around him. Fear clenched his heart as he realized he was the one that had been taken. 
“Kaire!” he called out. 
In response came a sting of what felt like a large hand across the face. “Shut up boy,” a raspy voice said. 
The slap cleared his mind and he realized they had no need for Kaire. She had been there to comfort him, engulfed in his arms like a gentle flower, enjoying the soft grass beneath her and his firm embrace. He wished he had found the courage to kiss her, especially now that he might never see her again.
The cloth blocked his vision. He struggled to understand his surroundings through the slits around it, making out a dirt path beneath the animal’s hooves. Above, the moon peeked out from behind distant mountains before disappearing again. A dip in the road brought a small seizure to the beast beneath him.
Hunger and nauseating pain in Narcel’s stomach fought for his attention with the thudding in his head. The agony of not knowing if he would ever be with Kaire again pulled at the tissues of his heart. 
They passed over a great marble bridge which he assumed to be the Pass of Aire, leading across from Ikarin to the Kordom region. As the cool night winds gushed over the pass he found a moment of clarity and pondered what use the Mawtu could have with him. A sacrifice of sorts? He had a horrible thought of the same thing happening to Sinoda, an image of his brother’s bones lying beneath Narcel as the Mawtu skinned him alive and cooked his flesh. 
Narcel controlled his breathing, focusing on what little he could see around him in an attempt to calm his nerves. The scent of earth and trees returned as the group passed under a large limestone gate with two immense statues of warriors on each side gazing east. The marble warriors each held one long and one short spear in a menacing stance that seemed to warn trespassers: Only the brave may enter.  
“This seems as good a place as any,” a raspy voice said. 
Narcel waited with dread, wondering if at any moment he would feel the bite of a bronze sword. No one came. The sound of men laughing lent insult to the scent of hickory catching his nostrils. He thrashed around, hoping to see if they were sharpening their knives and eyeing him hungrily. All he could see were the endless hills and their long shadows. Breathe, he told himself, concentrating on his lessons of youth and how his Valhian ancestors would be waiting for him beyond the grave. Death was yet another journey in the pattern of life.  
Cumin with shallots? A hint of basil? The pain in his stomach worsened with the image of a large hen roasting over the fire. 
“Who are you?” he yelled out. “Untie me this inst—”
A whizzing through the air interrupted Narcel. A rock the size of a child’s fist hit his head. His hunger was no longer a problem, as he was unconscious. When he awoke, the uneven path continued long enough to make him regret waking up at all.
“Don’t move, boy” the raspy voice from before said. “You will do exactly as told or you will wish your life had ended back in Ikarin.” 
The bonds on his hands and ankles were cut and his sight given back, but it didn’t make much of a difference in the dark night. A large hand assisted him off of the creature which he now understood to be a mule, and the humongous man with the meaty hands pushed Narcel along a narrow path before shoving him into a cell. 
“What is this? I demand to be set free!” 
Large blue eyes stared back at Narcel, unblinking. The man’s high cheekbones and helmet lined with spikes from front to back gave him a fierce look, only offset by those eyes.
A smaller man with a gash on his cheek and bushy eyebrows walked up behind the other. “Not even worthy of the cell, eh Themis?” It was the raspy voice. 
“Tell me why you have taken me!” Narcel flung himself against the cell’s bars. “What have you done with Kaire?” 
The smaller man smirked, but the bigger man, Themis, continued his stony stare. Finally Themis grunted, checked the cell’s lock, and walked away. His bustling red robe seemed to caress the floor as it followed him as fast as the older man, leaving Narcel alone in the darkness. 
The next morning they finally responded to Narcel’s demanding screams for justice. Themis and the old man returned to bring Narcel a hunk of bread and a whack on the head with a large oak stick. As they turned to leave, the old man poured some water into a cup and placed it on the ground. 
“You’re lucky to be receiving even that, Ikarin scum.” The old man lifted his stick in the air and bared his yellow teeth.
“Asiter!” Themis said. “That will be enough.” His voice was soothing, fatherly.
Asiter shot Themis a look from the corner of his eyes, lowering the stick. He kicked the bread across the stone floor and stormed away in Themis’s shadow.
The time went on and he couldn’t be sure how long he had been there. Days? Weeks? The dim cell provided little comfort for a man who likes to keep time. Aside from the two Mawtu, Narcel’s only company was the occasional rat scurrying by in the dark corners of his cell. The stones of the floor stretched long enough to lie across in any direction, but it was cold and damp, and the only place to relieve himself was a hole in the corner which provided a stomach-churning aroma. 
Narcel reached out in the darkness. He longed for the soft warmth of Kaire’s body against his. Agonizing screams pierced his thoughts, distracting his yearnings for love. And then it was back, his desire to be held, to be touched. 
“Let me out! Release me.” It was almost a whimper. “Someone, anyone.” 
Tears put him to sleep more than once, but not for himself. Tears for the unknown. Tears for the anguish his family must be going through. And for Kaire—the ripening of childhood love, plucked before its time. Rotten thoughts of murder tore at his mind. Kill them when they open the door, bash their brains in with… with what? The rat? He imagined fleeing, and in his dreams he flew out over the ocean, soaring into Valhia over the cliffs and landing on the statue of Ordius to the cheers of his liberation. 
He woke one night covered in sweat, teeth clenched and eyes wide. Was someone watching him? Ghosts floated in the darkness, he could feel their cold substance against his prickled skin.  Go to sleep, wake up somewhere else, he thought incessantly. It did no good. 
The raspy voice was almost welcome when it came again. Narcel opened his eyes to the bright light of a torch. “Wake up boy! It’s time you learn to be a man.” 
In a daze Narcel felt himself being helped onto his feet and shoved through a hallway of jagged stones and uneven floors. His thoughts focused on his release, nothing more. His innards shuddered at the taste of bile in his throat. This was his chance to kill them, but he barely felt strong enough to breathe. 
The sunlight blinded him as he ducked through a narrow hall, a small gate emerging through the glare. He took his chance and took a step to a run toward the light, but his heart sunk as his legs wobbled and gave out beneath him. Sobs overtook him as he imagined Kaire’s rosy cheeks and the sparkle in her eyes. His hopelessness hurt even more. The image fluttered away, replaced by the sand pressed against his face and the yelling around him.
Someone kicked him in the ribs. A force pulled him off of the ground by the back of his tunic, placing him on his feet and escorting him into a large courtyard. Twenty boys stood along a line in the dirt, each looking as defeated and drained as he felt. Eyes darted toward him, the newcomer, and slow trickles of urine from two of the smaller boys showed which direction the land sloped. Maybe they were all newcomers? Energy filled Narcel’s bones when he saw the other boys, some even more scared than himself. What were the Mawtu planning?
A bony backhand caused stars to appear with a crash against his cheek. 
“Get in your place!”
Narcel eyed his attacker and swore to himself in disgust as he felt the urge of his bladder to release. His attacker was no more than three or four inches taller than Narcel, but the man’s leathery face and hint of red in the eyes was one of the most intimidating sights Narcel had ever seen. It was the small raspy man, Asiter. 
Soon three men just like Asiter surrounded Narcel, yelling and pushing him, hurling verbal attacks such as “why can’t this little girl keep his bladder like a man?” and “what’s the matter, why don’t you do something?” What was he to do? Fight? The other boys wouldn’t fight, he was sure of it. 
“Well?!” One of his assailants yelled. “Aren’t you going to answer the man?!” 
 “Yes, sir!” Crack. Another strike stung his cheek. 
The verbal attacks went on for what seemed an eternity, but in reality it wasn’t long before his assailants noticed another young man, two down in the row, watching with curiosity. Apparently to let one’s eyes wander was the most horrid of sins in this new land, for the young man began to receive the same punishment as Narcel.
As the sun lowered in the sky and when the boys had finally learned to stand straight in place with their eyes forward, the harassment ceased. It was at this point the panic lifted slightly and Narcel noticed his surroundings. 
The boys were in a compound covered by sand and palm trees, with stucco walls surrounding the courtyard. The east wall was lined with spears of all shapes and sizes, and the west wall had an arched doorway where the setting sun showed its face. Orange and blue patterns formed on the ground as the sunlight crept away, but the Mawtu trainers still seemed to glow scarlet. Perhaps it was the red robes they wore, combined with the overly tanned skin and remnants of blood-made war paint on their faces. Or perhaps their evil radiated through every cell in their body.
The Mawtu trainers led the boys through the nearby arched door. Before the trainers prodded the group by the butt end of spears into a large auditorium with yellow walls, Narcel thought he glimpsed the ocean well into the distance. He knew they were close, because he occasionally caught a whiff of the salty breeze. Looking around himself, he wondered if the ocean and any of his life had ever been real to begin with. 
Large scarlet tapestries with the Mawtu sign of a snow tiger hung from the walls and seemed to roar and shriek at him as he walked by. A remnant of the old legends, from the days when the Mawtu lived in the mountains of the north, the mountains of the gods. A foot caught Narcel on the rear and he went sprawling forward. 
The boys were forced into lines facing the largest of the tapestries and then made to strip. The smell of weeks without showers was swept away by servant girls with large pales of water, much to Narcel’s embarrassment. He wasn’t used to being nude around others, but was so terrified it barely seemed to register, and the girls seemed as scared as the boys. The boys did their best to quickly slip on robes of scarlet that were a bit too loose. 
“For you to know how big you will grow before you become a Mawtu warrior, if you are able,” one of the trainers explained. “We are not shy warriors, as evidenced by the brightest of colors you will see us wearing. We want our enemies to know we are coming. Red serves to conceal the blood, and gives our warriors the impression of becoming one with the fire of sunset as they ride into battle to commit their carnage. We do our killing at dusk.”
 Narcel felt his stomach churn as he saw the boys in scarlet and imagined all of them covered in blood, on death’s bed. Perhaps he would rather be on that bed, at least rested, than here at the moment. He was surprised to find he wasn’t given any sort of undergarments or sandals, just the long robe that wrapped around his body. He tried asking a servant girl for the rest of his clothes.
“That is all you will wear until you graduate,” she replied and quickly darted into line with the other girls. 
Once the boys were dressed, their assailants from the courtyard approached with yells and insults. The trainers herded the boys into a large tent supported by thick oak beams, with small bunks lining the walls. He soon found himself in a bed of reeds on the top bunk, not fully understanding the day’s events or even how he had arrived there. Everything was a blur, and his stomach rumbled. 
The chamber was dark and the Mawtu terror of the day slowly faded with the late hours of the night. He thought of trying to escape and raised his head toward the door, where three pairs of roaming eyes destroyed his hopes of freedom. Sleep took Narcel, but it was only a moment before his dreams of screaming strangers with shaved heads woke him. He looked over and noticed a boy even smaller than himself in the next bunk was staring at him. 
The boy’s light brown eyes were suddenly unmistakable. “Jordan,” Narcel whispered, “can that be you?”  
“Narcel? I thought I recognized you. What in the name of Ordius could have brought us into this corner of Hell at the same time? You just arrived, no?”
“I haven’t seen you since the trek of adolescence, the pilgrimage to Gresva. I mean, you were taken, right?” Narcel asked.
“Yeah, I was eating supper when they came and ‘recruited’ me. Nobody volunteers these days, I am told. They nearly killed my mother when she tried to interfere…. Bloodied her pretty bad, but I reckon she’ll live.” 
“I’m sorry to hear it.” Narcel remembered that Jordan’s mother had lost her husband to the Mawtu just before Narcel and Jordan had met for the first time. Apparently Jordan senior had been a warrior from the village Enroth, a village which was part of Ikarin, and therefore faced violence at the hands of the Mawtu. “I don’t know what happened to my own family, or the girl I love.”
After a few moments of silence, Jordan said, “Narcel? How is it the Mawtu recruit men from neighboring regions, and then get them to fight against their own homes?” 
“We may be about to find out.” 
 “I for one will not be washed of my past.” 
Narcel stared at the ceiling, wondering what was truly about to happen. Would they really try to get him to fight against his own people? Against Ikarin and Valhia, against his own mother, and Kaire? Or could this possibly be part of something bigger, such as preparation for an invasion of the empire to the west, past the Gold Coast? 
“You should keep it down up there,” said a calm voice from below Narcel’s bunk. 
Narcel leaned over to see a boy with olive skin and thick eyebrows. On any other day he probably would have been a good looking guy, but the shaved head looked especially out of place on this boy. Rubbing his own smooth scalp, Narcel wondered when in the haze of the day they had managed to get to him. 
“What’s it to you?” Jordan said. “We aren’t bothering anyone, I just didn’t expect to find a friend here is all.” 
“Well I advise you forget about it.” The boy seemed self-assured and didn’t even open his eyes as he whispered at them. “This is not the place for friendship.”
“And what makes you too good for it all?” Jordan asked, his voice shaking.
The boy from below raised an eyebrow and revealed dark grey eyes. Narcel noticed a glistening in the dark. Had he been crying? It shouldn’t have surprised Narcel, but for some reason, on this boy it did. The sound of footsteps approaching tore them from their conversation, and Narcel found himself lying stiff in his bed, staring at the inside of his eyelids. His heartbeat thudded in his feet.  
 The shadows from a lantern danced toward the youths. Mawtu trainers emerged with long sticks in their hands, tight cloths around their heads, and the magnificent tunics and leather armbands which only trainers wore. The tunics clung to the trainers’ sweat soaked bodies, revealing the taut muscles of men that had been training strenuously in the dead of night.  
“Who in the blazing hell fires was talking here?” shouted the largest of the five trainers from the middle of the room, the night almost melting into his ashen skin. 
“I say we punish all of ‘em,” Asiter said. “They need to learn to keep each other in line, eh, Arduous?” Asiter was already moving among the boys, joined by three other trainers at a nod by Arduous. They worked their way up and down the aisles of bunks where the boys were pretending to be sleeping.
“Who was it?” they took turns asking. “Tell us now!” They didn’t seem to expect a reply, for as the questions were asked the large sticks they were holding began their work. Narcel heard boys scream along with loud thwacking as they were punished for his conversation, and as he glanced around he noticed one boy flopping onto the floor as his bed was toppled over. 
“This is the chaos you will learn to love!” Arduous bellowed. “Now, confess or continue to let your brothers suffer!” The screams seemed to fuel the excitement in the trainers’ dark eyes. 
Narcel began to open his mouth to admit it had been him speaking, when Jordan grabbed his arm and mouthed to be quiet. His eyes were wide as the moon. That was, however, just before one of the large sticks struck Jordan’s cheek and caused warm blood to fly across Narcel’s face. 
It took courage, but Narcel knew he couldn’t let this go on. He jumped off of the top bunk and yelled “STOP!” with instant regret. He knew what would follow, and as he confessed he had been the one to break the silence instead of sleeping, the four trainers fell on him with attacks from all directions. 
One stick pummeled Narcel in the abdomen and caused him to question his ability to ever breathe again, while another took him to the floor with a sweep at his hamstrings. Kicks followed, and Narcel totally forgot the amount of pain he was in as he realized he could die that night. He rolled into a ball and let the hits keep coming, his mind escaping to the one place he could always go at moments like this, to Kaire, lying safe in Valhia, and her smile. Narcel imagined Kaire’s arms hugging his waist as he gently held her head. While the thought could not quite make him forget his worries this time, it was enough to keep his mind distracted from the blows to his body. 
Suddenly the blows stopped. He saw a nude form jump out of a bunk amidst muffled yells. His eyes cleared long enough to see the Mawtu turn on the boy from below Narcel’s bunk with their sticks. Narcel swore to thank the boy later, if the two both survived. As the boy’s head hit the floor, he seemed to smile at Narcel in spite of the pain. Narcel’s own eyes conveyed his thoughts. It seemed the boy wasn’t so set against the idea of friendship after all. 
 “Take that as a lesson to you all,” one of the trainers warned as he towered over Narcel’s whimpering body. 
Narcel could make out the shapes of the men leaving the room, though it was more like a dream of swirling black and red than reality. The pain throbbed in his head and all over his limbs, and as he and the other boy crawled to their beds, Jordan was the only one in the room to help them. 
The boy from below, the one that had saved Narcel, looked out at the two from his spot beneath them and, amid stifled groans, managed to say, “Semreh. My name is Semreh.” 
The rest of the night the boys were too full of dread to move or make a sound, and it wasn’t long before Narcel felt himself falling to sleep in spite of his new injuries. However, sleep was no escape from this place, for his dreams were filled with Mawtu trainers yelling and kicking and jumping up and down with red, glowing eyes. At one point, he himself was one of these trainers, beating the life out of some new ‘recruit.’  
That was the first day of Narcel’s path toward becoming a Mawtu warrior. Though he didn’t know it yet, approximately one-hundred and seventy-nine days remained.
 



Chapter 10: The Temple
 
 
Several weeks had passed since Narcel’s disappearance, and Kaire wondered why people still talked when revenge could be had. The Mawtu had taken Narcel, and even his own mother failed to act immediately. It almost made Kaire want to vomit, watching Gaila fume as if she really meant to do something.  
“It’s the old days all over again!” Gaila yelled at the town hall meeting, pounding her thick fist on the table. Her silver hair bounced when she yelled, though her eyes seemed to be made of stone. She was the sort of woman that anyone would be happy to have as a mother, but dread having as an enemy. “What do you propose we do? Sit here and do nothing?”
Following Narcel’s disappearance from Valhia, a cloud of unrest had settled on the city. Murmurs could be heard in the alleys, of mothers afraid to let their sons out of the houses, and of fathers gathering arms to defend their families. The disappearance of Sinoda the year before had been disheartening, but the stories Kaire told of Narcel’s abduction brought the reality to ground. Meanwhile, she had spent the last few days in self-scorn for allowing him to be taken and for not escaping before a man had the chance to strike her. 
Irin rose up from the other end of the table. “This is nothing to lose our calm over, my dear sister-in-law. We must simply send a group to find them, your two sons. I have alerted the city guard and can assure you there will be no more disappearances.”
“Nothing to lose our temper over?” Gaila stood hastily, knocking her wooden city leader chair down in the process. “Your son sits there behind you with a smile on his face, and you dare say that to me? I have lost two of my sons in the space of a year. We must take action. Do not tell me you are too terrified of the soldiers on the other side of the pass to bring justice down on them, for if so you are unfit for your position on this Council.” 
Irin clenched his teeth and his knuckles turned white, but he stared back at Gaila in silence. 
Kaire would have liked to punch Irin right in the throat for the way he was looking at Gaila, who had always treated Kaire with respect. She was as close to a mother as Kaire had these days.
Her ears perked when she saw her father stand amongst the crowd. He wore the warm smile that reminded her of the joy that filled his face that day he had burst into her room with the news of their freedom. His eyes held hers for a moment before turning to address the crowd, and she felt safe. 
“I back Gaila,” Charos said. “Something must be done, and I’m ready to serve.” Several other men joined him and talk of battle lit the tips of their tongues like fire spreading over a straw village. Charos raised his hands for silence. “I don’t feel it is time for all-out battle. We must make sure it was the Mawtu who took Narcel, as they are not opponents we should take lightly.”
“Come, Charos,” Irin said. “That is all fine, but—”
“Furthermore, we must see if Sinoda met a similar fate. We cannot jump to conclusions.”
Gaila smiled, and sat as her servants replaced the chair she had thrown to the ground. “You are a true citizen of Ikarin, Charos.”
Irin’s eye flared, and Kaire did not fail to notice. She knew he hated being put below a man who was once a servant. Irin and his way of thinking were disgusting. Without staying to hear what Irin had to say, Kaire pushed her way through the crowd, only imagining how their conversation would progress to talk of her father deploying, possibly to battle. First Sinoda, then Narcel. And now her father would leave.  
The walk from the town hall led through the market with its spices and carpets from across the ocean. She hated walking out of that market, because the first building she would see on the other side was her house. Averting her gaze she walked right past the crumbling walls of mud covering the house. Not a day went by when she didn’t wonder what life would have been like if she had been born into a different status. 
The path led down the gently sloping hills surrounded by wispy dragon grass. A temple of purple and blue marble stood just past the point where a small stream disappeared through a hole in the ground. Tapestries of greens, reds, and oranges hung from the pillars, and the relief on the walls showed the seven levels of heaven and Karissus’s escape. A winding stream trickled past her feet and into an opening in the ground. Kaire smiled at the thought of jumping into the hole, and everyone wondering what had become of her.
Kaire removed her sandals and entered the curved entrance of the temple.  It smelled of burnt sienna and candlewax. She lit a candle and placed it on a ledge with several others, each set as a prayer to the goddess of devotion. 
“May he come back safely,” she said to the goddess as she folded her hands and bowed her head. 
Through a side door a hunched woman chanted. Kaire hated this part. The small goat bleated helplessly. Kaire cringed as the pop of the animal’s throat signaled the completion of the Vision’s ceremony. 
“Your prayers will be answered, child.” The Vision was one of three priestesses charged with the duty of the temples. They, like their counterparts in the temples throughout Ikarin, performed rights of worship to the gods and goddesses. The top Visions, known as Reveries, were charged with recognizing the embodiment of the gods. 
Kaire turned to dip her index finger in the goat’s blood from where it spilled onto the floor. She wiped it across her brow. “To be one with the gods, Vision.”
“Karissus is pleased, go in peace.”
Kaire managed a smile, in spite of the intense urge to scrunch her face at the whiff of stale bread from the wrinkled woman. Lumbering footsteps intensified her unease. 
“You are supposed to stay outside, Lokum,” she said as Lokum’s face appeared in the doorway smiling sheepishly. His red cheeks were almost cute with their dimples. 
“Come on Kaire, the gods have never brought any man luck he could not earn for himself.”
“I am not a man and I’ll take what the goddess has to offer. Wait outside.”
He retreated. The candle flittered shadows across the small statuettes lining the floor. Kaire dabbed oil on her forehead to cleanse the blood. She sighed at the thought of putting up with Lokum right now, her sandals weighing heavy as she stepped into the blinding light outside. 
“So?” She stood before Lokum, waiting. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” 
“You looked distraught, so I came to comfort you.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulder and accompanied her down the dirt path that led back toward the city center. 
“I am distraught, forlorn, and abandoned. You can’t comfort me.”
Lokum laughed. “Don’t worry, they just think your father would be the best to go warn the other cities in Ikarin. It’s nothing serious, yet.”
“And what will you and your father do to support Gaila? You sit safely behind the borders of Valhia, without doing a thing. How do you know you won’t be next? Narcel could be dead already!” Kaire shrugged Lokum’s arm off and picked up her pace.  
Lokum trotted after her. “My father holds a seat and the city needs him. And me? I would never dream of leaving your side, my beautiful goddess.” He leapt forward and wrapped both hands around her waist, picking her up to bury his lips in her neck. 
“Stop, put me down!” She giggled, in spite of herself. It was too soon, but his warmth comforted her, they felt strong, as if Narcel…. She stopped that thought and accepted the warmth of his lips. 
“We belong together.” He tossed his outer robe on the ground and lowered her onto the river of cotton. “I have always known it.”
His lips moved to her neck. 
“Stop.” She did not struggle, but moaned at the caress of his lips. 
He lifted her dress to her thigh. The finger of his other hand traced the contours of her knee. “So, you never told me what you thought.”
“About what?” She moaned deeper, hating herself. 
He continued to caress her leg, his hand moving toward her hip.
“What do you expect from me?” 
“I’m talking about what my father said at the dinner, you know, that night before Narcel was taken.”
She pulled back. 
“We could be great Kaire. Listen, you can’t forget that your father was a servant. Sure he is free now, but marrying me would still certainly help your position.”
“Narcel still may come back, somehow.” 
“Forget about him.”
“I cannot.” 
“So you are saying no?”
“No.” She pulled his head forward by the hair and slipped her tongue into the warmth of his mouth. She wasn’t sure what she was saying, but she knew she didn’t want to talk about it. They continued to kiss and hold each other, and Kaire was relieved that Lokum made no comment about the tears in her eyes. 
When she pulled back from him, she turned to sit with his arms wrapped around her from behind, staring into the ocean as it raged in the distance. Neither spoke for some time. The yellow-grey clouds were working their way towards Valhia’s walls.
Like the sudden breeze, Haden appeared over the hill. 
“Lokum, sir. I am glad I found you.”              
“Leave us.” Lokum squeezed Kaire deeper into his embrace, not even offering a glance in Haden’s direction. 
She felt her cheek, where the Mawtu soldier had hit her. It was almost healed. But her heart wasn’t quite there yet. She squeezed Lokum back, unsure.
 “Your father requests your help in securing the horses.”
“Isn’t that what servants are for?” Lokum’s brow furrowed, but he knew he could not ignore his father. “Kaire, let’s go.”
“My father will be waiting for me, at any rate.” Kaire replied. I hope. 
“Actually, ma’am, your father is at Maigus Hall along with the other men.”
She smiled in resignation and helped Lokum to his feet. She and Haiden were the same age, and would likely have been friends if she was still a servant, if her father had not helped fight off the North. As she had many times in her life, she found herself wondering why some deserved to be free while others did not. 
When they returned to the Hall, Gaila and the men were gathered in the family room in heated debate. 
“My son will not be going with you,” Irin said to Charos, failing to notice their arrival. “You are in no position to make such decisions.”
“Yes, but I am, and I say he goes!” Gaila interrupted. Then, seeing Lokum she said, “Ah, well now that you are here, surely, you would not pass up the chance to help find your cousin?”
Lokum assessed the group of stern faces waiting for his response. “What exactly is planned?”
“Charos will be leading the group, and… well, why don’t you tell him, Charos?”
“Thank you. We will be taking a dozen men. You should be one of them, as we will be traveling first to Nethia. Having finished your training, when was it? Last month, I believe. What better opportunity to present yourself for the government exams?”
“That is a week long journey!” Lokum looked at Kaire, and she knew he would not be going.
“Yes, but we must seek guidance from King Peritian. We cannot act alone if the Mawtu were involved. I would think that if you came along we could stop by Gresva and consult the Vision of Ordius, maybe talk to the head Reverie himself. As I remember Lokum, you have yet to complete your pilgrimage.”
“I will not be going, so save your breath.” 
Charos glared at Lokum and Gaila shook her head. Irin smiled, but the room seemed to hate him at that moment. Kaire could not help but be among them. He was a coward. 
“At any rate,” Gaila cut into the silence. “Charos, you must ask King Peritian to send dispatches to cities throughout Ikarin with warnings of caution.”
Suddenly a thought hit Kaire. “Wait, but what about me?”
 Gaila turned to Kaire. “I intend for you to stay with me while your father is gone. Would that suffice?”
Irin stood and smiled at Kaire. “An excellent idea. Maigus Hall has an empty room in the east suite with Lokum and myself.”
“I would not dare!” Kaire regretted the impact on Lokum, but not the words themselves. 
“You will live with me when we are married at any rate,” Lokum said. “It may as well be now.” His playful pat on her butt was met with a slap to his face.
“You should not be so presumptuous.”  
“Enough!” Gaila said. “Sit down, Irin. She will stay with me, in Narcel’s room, if she would like. Charos, don’t worry, I will not let my brother-in-law decide anything without Kaire’s consent.” 
Charos smiled meekly at his daughter. “I’m sorry, but I must lead this expedition.” 
Kaire held his gaze for a moment, then turned and dashed out. She ran to the Hall and into Narcel’s room. It was the same as the last time she had been there, minus him. She picked up a pillow, one that smelled of powder and spice. Inhaling his scent, she felt the indentation on the bed where he had slept. The gloom flashed from the room, as she remembered the way he had held her at this spot, before they had gone to the lake. For a brief instant she enjoyed the loneliness and wished she could move on to the next life, to never be bothered with such emotions again. She sat on the edge of the bed and held her head in her palms. Her tears, ran freely down her cheeks.       
When she finished sobbing, she slowly raised her eyes to the painting on the wall. A vision of colossal columns and herculean stone walls surrounded a palace, raised and surrounded by fields of figs and grapes. Appontia. The river flowing through it all contained the flooding waters of love, and the land was the answer to her prayers. Someday she meant to find that land and allow Karissus to enter her heart and entire being. “My goddess,” she said in a whisper, “Show me the love I yearn for, please, guide me along my path.”
 



Chapter 11: No Escape
 
 
The pain from the first day of training was mostly gone from Narcel’s body. The first few days had been hell, but by the end of the second week the bruises had begun to clear. He sat cross-legged listening to Asiter, at the same time massaging his ribs and wondering if maybe the rapid healing could be due to something in the food. The air seemed fresher in Kordom, and maybe that had something to do with it?
“True men do not use bows and arrows, or slings with rocks,” Asiter continued, “the Mawtu have allies throughout Kordom that are able to serve such needs in battle.” The room of boys nodded, as if they had known this all along and never thought once about using such weapons.
Semreh sat nearby, his eyes rolling in his head as he struggled against sleep. Narcel raised his eyebrows at his friend in warning. He wanted to avoid another encounter like the first night. Don’t give them another reason. 
“You will become Mawtu, and our Kordom allies will learn to worship you as gods.” Asiter stopped in front of Narcel, eyes like coals burning into him. “If you prove to be the best, a Reverie may declare you a god, as many in Mawtu history have shown. You are above our allies. They will perform the work of the coward with their projectile weapons, while we earn the right to be called warriors. We must—”
“What do we have here?” Arduous emerged from the box-like room at the end of the hall, staring directly at Semreh. 
Asiter glanced over with irritation and Narcel looked to see Semreh’s head rested on his chest. A short snore woke him up. To make it worse, Jordan chuckled at the scene.
“Your boys laugh at you Asiter, they sleep when you speak.” Arduous stood in front of Semreh, smiling down as if the boy had done him a favor. 
Asiter shot a glare at Narcel as if it were his fault. He knew the boys were friends. Pretending Arduous hadn’t interrupted, Asiter continued.  
"Before man can learn to contemplate, to educate, and to copulate, man must learn how to fight.” He walked over to a bright green wooden box and kicked it over. Wooden training swords tumbled to the ground. 
The boys mumbled to each other, and Narcel suddenly felt at ease. He knew how to use these. 
“It seems trainer Arduous here is growing bored in his rest, so I think we had best give him a show. You, sleeping boy. Get up here.” 
Following Asiter’s eyes Narcel watched Semreh shift uncomfortably, refusing to move. But when Asiter took a step forward Semreh jumped to his feet. 
“How about a ‘yes sir’ from you, eh?” Asiter grabbed a training sword and shoved it at him.  
“Yes Sir!” Semreh yelled. 
“That’s more like it, now who should we have you learn with…” his eyes settled on the largest boy in the room. “Bear, what’s your name?”
The double chin jiggled as the boy stood straight. “Athan Sir!”
 “Who the hell let a fat-body like you into my class?”
The boy seemed to be doing his best not to glare. 
Arduous ran forward, stopping in front of the boy as if he were about to tackle him. “What’s the matter, too much fat in your throat? Makes it hard to talk, does it?” 
Asiter ignored Arduous’s yelling. “Athan, you will be Semreh’s opponent, get up here.” 
Athan reached out to catch the training sword thrown at him, stepping around Arduous carefully. Athan leered at Semreh, a wicked smile that showed his gums. It was only when he walked forward that Narcel realized the boy stood a good foot taller than his friend. 
“Alright now, clear some space,” Asiter said. “Come on, swords together, slight bow.” 
“Hold,” Arduous interrupted. “Are you trying to teach them the ways of the Mawtu, or the ways of our pusillanimous neighbors?” He approached the green box and found two long sticks at the bottom of the training weapons. 
“Arduous, this is—”
“Silence.” 
Asiter’s eyes fell to the ground, and he took a step back. Narcel didn’t fail to notice this act of subservience, wondering at its origin. In Valhia, the elderly always held distinction.
Arduous switched the long sticks for the training swords and smiled. “In case Asiter has not told you, Mawtu only fight with spears. All other weapons are gutless, and for the inexperienced, here in Kordom.”
The man droned on with talk of the way to swing a spear, how to hold it properly, and why it was the superior weapon. But Narcel’s attention was on the brooding expression in Asiter’s eyes. In the first couple weeks of training there had been no cracks in the perfection of the Mawtu. Narcel was pleased with himself to finally discover one. What it meant he wasn’t sure, but he started to feel Asiter wasn’t as exceptional as he wanted him and the other boys to believe.
“If I strike here between the shoulder and chest, it causes my opponent’s arm to go numb,” Arduous demonstrated on Athan, who instantly dropped his stick and fell to his knees. “Get up!” Arduous waited. “And now if I wanted to finish him, I would strike the knot at the back of the head, here.” Athan appeared relieved when Asiter simply pointed to the spot. 
 “Nothing different, eh?” Jordan said, leaning over to Narcel so he wouldn’t be heard. The first two weeks had been quite similar to the first day – beatings and yelling, with the occasional obstacle course thrown in. Narcel knew the trainers meant to break him, he just didn’t know when and where. But he didn’t like watching the trainers attempt to break other boys, even this Athan character. 
“Very well, Asiter,” Arduous said as he stepped back. “Teach your class, make them learn.”
Asiter hesitated as if, in spite of his infatuation with hitting the boys himself, his conscience was suddenly alive. He stepped forward and eyed Arduous nervously, standing tall only when he seemed to remember the boys were watching him, judging him. 
“Fight then, get on with it,” Asiter yelled, his voice breaking at the end. 
Semreh analyzed the stick and twirled it around his back, holding it with one hand behind him, the other forward. He took up a fighting stance and sized up Athan. There didn’t seem to be the slightest hesitation in Semreh’s eyes. It’s how Narcel would have felt given the chance to use the swords. 
“Ah, we have here a boy who thinks he can fight.” Arduous leaned against the wall with arms crossed. “But will the big lad teach him the lesson of hubris?”  
Taking Arduous’s words as a challenge, Athan grabbed his stick in two hands and ran forward. The wooden floor shook with each step, and even more so when his body thudded against the ground, his feet swept into the air by Semreh’s stick. 
“That was uneventful.” Arduous rolled his eyes and went back into his box with a yawn. 
“Get off him then,” Asiter said, his voice raspier than usual. Semreh had placed one foot on Athan’s belly, aiming the stick towards his neck in case he contemplated continuing the so called fight. “Back to your places, lesson continues.” 
Semreh tossed down the stick and scampered back to his spot on the floor, flashing Narcel a smile on the way. Athan took a bit longer and required two other boys to lift him and set him in his place. 
Training went on with everything from warrior ethos to points of contact for the quickest execution. The Mawtu recruits would be given mounts upon graduation, and proper grooming procedures were ingrained into their heads, as well as riding strategies and stories of magnificent Mawtu victories. Much to Narcel’s chagrin, such stories were often of battles against Ikarin. But all the while Narcel dreamed of the day he could make the run for it and return to Kaire. With a horse of his own, that would be easily accomplished.  
“That’s it for today boys.” Asiter gathered the training sticks. “You should know what comes next. I want to see you outside in lines at the obstacle course in five minutes.” 
Normally the obstacle course was a painful ordeal, but this morning was different from the previous two weeks. On this morning one boy had been the first to defecate since they had all been recruited. After the first release, the others soon followed, and training became that much more sufferable. 
Narcel actually enjoyed the obstacle course this day, for the feeling of lightness in his bowels, and because his bare feet no longer felt the pain of every rock and pebble on the ground. Rough callouses grew in place of the blisters that had originally formed, and it almost felt like he wore sandals. 
The obstacles even started to be an exciting challenge, and the hours of push-ups and running didn’t seem so horrifying any more. Semreh had become a close companion since that first night, though when the topic of his past arose, he always shut down. However, when it came to the obstacle course, Semreh and Narcel were inseparable. They had quickly learned to assist Jordan and each other over walls, both physically and mentally. The three would even help others through the courses, or pick them up when trainers knocked them down. 
Jordan was the smallest and most fragile, and therefore seemed to need the most help. He took up most of their time. Aside from his stature, Narcel thought Jordan’s features were quite similar to his cousin Lokum’s, with almost black eyebrows, beady eyes, and bright red cheeks. The only difference was about four years of age and fifty pounds.
“Come on Jordan, let’s go!” Semreh jumped over one of the pools of murky water in the morning’s obstacle. 
A large wooden wall stood in their way. Narcel kneeled before it to catch his breath. He waited until Semreh joined him with hands cupped to support Jordan’s feet and boost him to the top. “Heave!”
“In my home in the North, we do this sort of thing for fun, not because we have to,” Semreh said as they shot Jordan over the wall. He followed using Narcel’s knee as a stepping stone, and Narcel, being the strongest of the three, was able to clear the wall by getting a head start. He pulled himself up from a jump and chicken-winged his arm across to use his legs and swing himself over. 
Semreh and Jordan waited for him on the other side, panting and holding their chests. Droplets of sweat formed on their shaved heads like blood in the sunrise reflecting against their moist skin. 
The three boys charged into the moat that protected their next obstacle, the sand on their bodies turning to coarse mud. In the moat were a series of trainers whose goal was to push the boys out of bounds and therefore disqualify the unfortunate ones from the day’s meal. 
“Ready?” Semreh gave the forward signal with his right hand. 
Semreh, Jordan, and Narcel all ran at once. While Narcel charged straight on, the other two went off at opposing angles, so that by the time the closest trainer knew what was going on, all three were on him pushing him down into the water. The pre-tied rope slipped easily around his wrists. 
“Together-as-one!” 
The boys were becoming better at this part of the obstacle, because they had already run it twice that week. The subdued trainer, Asiter, lifted his head from the water and broke the bonds with ease. Though his mouth seemed to never smile, his eyes smiled like a proud father as he observed the three boys moving past him.
A large dark shape appeared through the light mist from the disturbed water and slammed his shoulder into Semreh’s chest, knocking him back with a splash. It was Arduous, turning for another attack. But Narcel and Jordan were ready for this. Jordan took out the trainer’s legs while Narcel pounced forward, tripping Arduous over Jordan’s body. 
“Nice one Jordan!” Narcel beamed.
While Arduous was being dealt with, two other groups of boys came charging over the wall. The anxious Mawtu moved on to deal with those less prepared.
 “They didn’t think we would’ve gotten ‘em so good, huh?” Narcel said as they scampered off to the next obstacle. He looked back to see the lack of teamwork in the other boys. Before Narcel reached the edge of the moat, three classmates had been disqualified. 
“The Mawtu are taking it easy,” Semreh said. But his voice sounded proud.
The last obstacle loomed in front of Narcel and his two companions. On each side of them were two vertical logs, supporting a plank that looked to be rotting, about fifty feet up. Hanging from the top were three thick ropes, which they had to climb while avoiding spears (which were actually just sticks, since the goal was to train the boys, not kill them) thrown from the circle of boys made up of a senior class of recruits. Until now Narcel hadn’t been able to climb the rope, but today he felt confident.
He started first and the other two boys followed. He took his rope and wrapped one leg around it, using his right foot to secure the rope over his left as he climbed so that the power was all in his legs and his arms wouldn’t tire. The trainer Asiter had shown Narcel and his team the proper method of rope climbing the night before. Each team of boys had a head trainer, and Asiter had been appointed for Narcel and his two companions. 
After about ten tugs, Narcel noticed he was making fast progress. He only remembered the ‘spears’ as one hissed by his ear. An ‘mmpphhh’ sounded as one of the sticks hit Semreh. The stick tumbled down, but Semreh was still holding on. 
“I got it Narce, don’t you worry,” Semreh said. “I could take a thousand spears and still beat you to the top!” He moved faster, and soon overtook Narcel. 
Unfortunately, Jordan wasn’t proving as successful and had still only climbed halfway as the other two were nearing completion. That would be bad in itself, but with the other two boys a bit too high to comfortably throw a stick at, all of the older boys were now directing their sticks at Jordan and more than half were making contact. Jeers sounded from below when one spear hit dead on, pounding Jordan in the left kidney. Another hit him in the right ear. After a couple of shimmies up the rope, a stick flew through the air and hit Jordan’s left hand, causing him to lose his grip and almost fall. Jordan caught himself with his right arm around the rope, legs flailing below, but he was able to wrap himself back around the rope and continue climbing.
Finally Jordan joined Narcel and Semreh at the top. They shouted in unison, “Blood blood blood, together-as-one!” and slapped the Mawtu symbol of the snow tiger at the top of their respective ropes before descending hand over hand.
Boys from the elder class stopped throwing spears and cheered for Narcel and his companions as they made their descent. He loved this moment. It was this feeling of victory that had always thrilled him from the war games back in Valhia. 
They made it back to the bottom and scampered out of the way as the older boys grabbed sticks to throw at the next group of approaching boys. Jordan hadn’t ever looked so proud. He held his hands behind his head and beamed at the boys attempting their ways up the ropes. His eyes met Narcel’s and lit up.  
“We finally did it!” Narcel held out his hand to congratulate him. 
“Whoa,” Semreh said. He stepped forward and grabbed Jordan’s hand to inspect the raw flesh and lines of blood. “What’s this?” 
“I just slipped a bit.” Jordan’s smile faded, his eyes darting over the trainers in the distance.
“You should get it taken care of.”
“No! I mean, what if they try to disqualify me and make me eat barley porridge like the other boys that don’t make it?”
Narcel inspected Jordan’s hands and shrugged. “At least oats and rice is better than nothing. Are you sure?”
“Guys, I need something in my life. If all I have to satiate my desire is venison and potatoes, please, let me have it.”
Semreh shook his head. “We still have some training left, who are we to say what’s best? Just don’t slow us down.”
When the three boys had finished several more hours of obstacles, fighting drills and tactics training, they formed a line with the other team of three that had earned the right to venison. Jordan had struggled through, but made it. They stood waiting with the spring air fresh in their lungs, the sun warming their skin and blanketing the surrounding hills in a soft gold. Narcel thought of a path amidst the rich hills and mountains, hampered by few obstacles and leading back to Valhia. His strength returning, he wondered at the potential for escape. Jordan and Semreh stood at ease, waiting to be called in for their meal, and Narcel knew he would have to take them too if he went. But could he risk their lives? How would his mother accept a man of the North? Perhaps she would find a group to escort him to his home and Jordan too could be reunited with his mother. 
Thudding footsteps pulled Narcel’s attention. Two lines of men ran by, real Mawtu warriors. They wore scarlet robes and tunics, leather sandals on their feet and long spears across their backs. They seemed to tower over the boys. Their spiked helmets reminded Narcel of a painting his father had once done, of demons charging up from hell. The warriors came to a halt just before the boys, sounding off like a roaring herd, and filed into the mess hall. It was all so uniform, so powerful and impressive. If he were to attempt escape, those same men would hunt him down and pierce his heart with one of their eight foot spears. The thought pounded at his nerves. 
“Stand straight!” Asiter yelled as he approached with three boys behind him. “You are about to eat with real warriors, and you will be at your best. Understood?” 
“Yes sir!” the six boys replied. 
Narcel glanced over to see Semreh and the large boy Athan eyeing each other apprehensively. However, the looks turned to excitement when they entered and saw the plates handed to the boys with food piled high. They were even allowed to sit in the same tent as the trainers, albeit on the floor while the trainers sat at tables with wide, oak chairs. The scents of pine nuts and basil caked on smoked meat overwhelmed Narcel, pushing out any thoughts of the soreness that had already begun to grip his muscles. Blood dripped from Semreh’s chin as he chewed into the venison, and Jordan devoured the beast like he hadn’t had meat in years. 
Flowing draperies embroidered with snow tigers in silver and patterns in gold thread covered the walls of the tent. The chatter of boasting men flowed like a great river. The boys laughed and smiled at each other, hiding their smiles whenever a real Mawtu looked their way. Narcel looked over to see Semreh was staring off, his eyes fixed and full of loathing. 
“What is it?” Narcel asked, following Semreh’s line of sight.
“Over there.” Semreh pointed with his fork. “It’s disgusting.”
Below the head trainer table, Asiter was sitting with several trainers, but he wasn’t focused on his food. Asiter was pulling a servant girl by the wrist as she struggled to avoid sitting on his lap. 
“Sit there and enjoy it,” they overheard Asiter say. 
“Please, sir, you’re hurting me.” Her eyes searched for help, desperate at the despondent eyes of those around. She looked toward three servants by the door. One of them, with a strong jaw and thick arms, took a step forward but his companions held him back with whispers and stern looks. 
She caved in, trembling as she sat on his knee with wide, moist eyes. “I have to help with the stew, sir. I’m sorry, but—”
“Since when does a servant talk to a Mawtu like that, Asiter?” Arduous interrupted the girl. He looked down at them from the head table, the corner of his lip curled up.  
The left side of Asiter’s face twitched as he shot a glare at Arduous, losing his grasp on the girl. He rose and glared after her as she stepped briskly toward the three servant men, but Asiter didn’t follow. Laughter rose behind him from the head trainer’s table, and his pale wrinkled skin soon matched the red of his robes. His eyes narrowed like shards of coal, fire about to burst out at any moment. 
A thump next to Narcel brought him back to his own table, seeing a fork stuck in the wood. Semreh still held it tight.  
“He shouldn’t treat them like that,” Semreh said.
“What does it matter?” Narcel asked, instantly guilty for saying it. 
“Why would it not? Because she’s a servant? A slave?”
Kaire burst into Narcel’s thoughts, images of her as a young girl without freedom. What if she had been the one forced onto the trainer’s lap? 
“No, you are right.” Narcel hung his head to hide the emotions in his eyes, looking up again only when loud footsteps demanded his attention. 
“I’m surprised the two of you made it here.” Athan loomed over them. “Even more so with your little pet there.” He motioned toward Jordan. “Must be luck, or perhaps you’re favored by some higher Mawtu? You look too stupid to have done it yourselves.” 
“The Mawtu favor none of us, fool,” Semreh said, eyes never leaving Asiter. 
“You don’t have your stick now, little boy.”
Jordan laughed. “He doesn’t need it to beat you again, do you Semreh?”
Semreh shot a ‘stop instigating’ glance at his friend and turned back just as Athan smashed a handful of barley porridge into his face. Semreh wiped it from his eyes and flicked it to the ground. With a flash of anger that Narcel wouldn’t have thought possible from his friend, Semreh was shoving Athan backwards. “Push me in the wrong direction and I may just pull you down with me.” 
Several of the Mawtu noticed the action, snickering and observing from a distance. Even Asiter seemed to have forgotten his serving woman for the moment. 
Athan regained his balance and asserted his superior height. He stood like a tower above Semreh. His two friends, Donce and Tredle, stood behind him. “Unlike you, my ancestors fought alongside the Mawtu. My father was Kirikar, and was a great warrior in the Kordom alliance. You with your short noses and round faces, obviously your blood hails from the other side of the pass, the side of traitors and cowards.” 
“Your father was a slave, forced to fight, just as we are now.” Narcel stood behind Semreh, his butter knife clenched in his hand. 
A crack of a whip sounded, stopping Athan’s fist from pummeling Narcel in the face. The handle was held by Asiter, and he didn’t appear in a good mood. “What is the meaning of this? We reward you with a feast, and you turn on each other? Do you think that is what makes a Mawtu?” He turned to Athan and spat. “Do you think attacking those smaller than you shows you have courage? Is that honor?” 
Asiter let Athan’s hand go with a slacking of the whip, and then motioned for a group of junior trainers to interrupt the meal. “See that these boys return their food to the earth whence it came. I will not have this, not in my squad.” 
The boys were worked until they vomited every last bite of the delicious food they had been rewarded with. Running and push-ups were their cake, and the occasional backhand of a trainer was the frosting.
When they returned to their tent to prepare for drills, the other boys glared with envy. It hit Narcel that they thought he had simply enjoyed a great meal, and had no idea that Athan had spoiled it.  
Jordan stared at Semreh and Narcel with a smile. 
“What?” Semreh asked.
“You two were great, did you see the fear in Athan’s eyes when you came at him?”
From the next bunk over Athan appeared, eyes meeting Narcel in a threat. The only reason he didn’t advance for the attack was Asiter strolling up and down the hall, muttering to himself. However, their eyes met repeatedly that night after training, each contending for the evilest glare they could muster. With sleep Narcel found dreams not of Mawtu trainers beating him and yelling in his face, but of mountains of food, and serving it all to him was the beautiful Kaire. 
***
One particularly routine day as the servant girls were bringing bathing water, Narcel overheard them whispering. “The way I hear it, he was from a servant family himself,” one girl said. 
“Explains why he hates us so much,” another replied. “But the way my brother Andar explains it, his mother was a servant, not his father. Because of that, the rest of the Mawtu never quite accepted him. He resents the servant blood that runs through his veins, and takes it out on us.”
The servants’ voices faded, and Narcel noticed the latter had been the same girl from the dinner. He thought she could have been beautiful with her long black hair and perfect posture, if not for the hollowed out look in her eyes. In spite of Narcel always telling himself he wasn’t prejudice to class, he scrunched his nose at the thought of Asiter and his mixed blood. Stop it, he told himself, remembering that if he and Kaire had a son, it would be no different. He shuddered at the realization of his own thoughts, and followed the girls into the bathing rooms to cleanse the sweat from his body. 
“Another day, eh Semreh?” 
“Almost becoming too easy.” Semreh stood beside him disrobing, neither of them self-conscious in front of the servants any more. It wasn’t like they would ever be allowed to flirt with the girls, or even talk to them, so there was no reason to worry about it.
“What do you think about—”
A piercing shriek echoed through the stone walls of the baths. It came from the sleeping hall. Narcel and Semreh ran out to see what was happening, robes hanging half-off. A dozen other boys had come at the call, and all stood with their mouths hanging open at the sight. 
Two unknown trainers were dragging a boy by his heels through the center of the training hall. A trail of blood followed the boy. Arduous entered, his eyes smiling.
“Gather round, my little minnows,” Arduous said. “See what happens to a forsaken! This boy was caught attempting escape.” He turned to the boy. “Big mistake for this one.”
The two trainers pulled the boy forward and tied him, upside down and by his ankles, to the center post of the training hall. Arduous pulled a whip from the back of his tunic and smiled. Whi-tcha. The whip tore into the boy’s flesh, his screams bringing more watchers. The servant girls shrieked when they took in the scene. Arduous’s smile widened. Whi-thca. Over and over again Arduous whipped the boy, until the screams turned into whimpers, and then silence. 
Narcel didn’t want to look, but could not avert his gaze. He watched as the boy’s robe and flesh were torn to pieces. Among the red Mawtu attire, Narcel found it hard to differentiate the bloodied boy from the robe. Where did one start and the other end? Each crack of the whip was a stake being pounded into his heart, a stake holding a sign that read ‘never find yourself in that boy’s situation.’ He didn’t snap out of it until one of the servant girls went running from the building in sobs. 
Hours passed before the boy was taken down. No one was allowed to help him under threat of meeting the same fate. They were forced to stay there, lying in their bunks, listening to his whimpers and desperate wheezes for breath, smelling the metallic scent of blood mixed with the boy’s release of his bowels. When the noise finally stopped, Narcel knew two things – he wouldn’t attempt escape any time soon, and he hated the trainer Arduous more than ever.  
The following month was much of the same, moments of pride and others of hopelessness. Bruises earned by day, nights full of images of Arduous whipping that poor boy. Narcel dreamed of freedom, but didn’t dare hope for it. Still, he had a reason to smile at night, knowing his two friends slept nearby. The towering palms and the sun that beat down on the mounds of sand began to feel like a second home, and later when Narcel looked back on these days he would remember the pleasant ocean breeze as it fluttered against the tents at night. For now, he closed his eyes and whispered, “I don’t know what you have in store for me, gods. Just promise you will not forsake me. If you could find it in your hearts, one day reunite me with Kaire. And soon.”
 



Chapter 12: Valhia Changed
 
 
Lokum stared ahead, eyes searching the surrounding waters, almost hoping for a sign of the enemy. Charos had been gone for weeks and Kaire had not been the same. He longed to prove himself to her in any way he could. 
“You sure this is the way?” Alses asked. His skin-and-bone frame seemed about to carry away in the wind as the ship rounded a bend of cypress trees. King Peritian of Nethia had ordered ship patrols along the coast of Ikarin, to check for Kordom movement and specifically any sign of Mawtu activity. Lokum estimated some two to three hundred Ikarin ships roamed the waters in a given day.
“I don’t even know if there was anything, Alses,” Lokum said. “You are the one that said you saw something, and now we’re on this invisible whale chase.” He moved to starboard, looking into the distance. “Perhaps you’re losing it in your old age.”
“He’s only twenty-one.” Melonto wound a python of a rope around his arm, rearranging items in his boredom. The rope was almost as thick as his massive arms. 
“If King Peritian has his way, we will soon be at war. That means the average life expectancy can’t be much more than thirty, right? The way I see it, we only have a few more years of life, so we should be enjoying it back in Valhia with beautiful women in our beds and even more beautiful ones in our heads.” 
Melonto and Alses laughed, but Lokum knew they were just doing so to make him feel good. It was always the same. They had known each other since their first war game, when they had been on the opposing side and were bested by Lokum’s team, led by his one year older cousin, Sinoda. In spite of being humbled by Lokum when he boarded their ship and put his training sword to their throats, Alses and Melonto followed him loyally ever after. 
“At any rate,” Lokum continued, “I think it’s time we turn this ship around and head home.” 
The ship rocked as it came around the bend. The three ran to the side and looked into the ocean to see waves coming their way, leading a path to a trireme flying a forest green standard. 
“Can you make out the symbol on their flag?” Lokum asked. “If it’s the ram, your enemy is before you. If it’s blank, it could be neutral.”
“It’s too far off,” Melonto replied.
“I say we assume it has something on it,” Alses added. “Have a little fun.”
“It probably does.” Lokum turned to his lines of rowers, his voice bellowing as he said, “Full speed ahead. We take that ship!”
Lokum’s ship increased speed as the pounding rhythm told the men to row faster. Waves careened past, glinting with sunlight and carrying the crisp salty air. The other ship was failing in its escape. As they drew close, the enemy vessel steered sharply toward them and Lokum knew they were preparing to ram. 
“Harder men, now is the moment to put your backs into it! We must use the current to sweep on their inside and strike first. Now row!”
The pace of the drums was an incessant pounding, echoing through the nearby trees. The oars moved like giant centipede legs, but in unison. The ship seemed to be pulled sideways by the current, the left side pausing mid-stroke, and his ship aimed straight at their opponent. However, the trireme bearing green had somehow managed to swing sideways as well, veering hard left. They were within thirty feet and closing. 
Alses ran up and down the deck yelling orders, Melonto preparing the men to board, but it all seemed to go in slow motion when the ships collided. Men’s faces contorted as the impact vibrated through the ship. A dull silence accentuated the creaking of wood and then it all shook violently. Lokum found himself lying on the deck, warm blood dripping from a gash in his cheek. He pushed himself up, grabbing for anything to steady himself. 
He pulled a rower close and yelled, “How is she? How is the ship?”
The rower stared back, blankly, his face pale. 
“We made impact.” Melonto shoved the rower to the front lines. “They’re hurt too.” 
Men from both sides clashed as they attempted to board the others’ ship. “Where is Alses?” 
Melonto threw his head around, confused. “He was here a moment ago, last I saw him was…. What was that?”
Lokum ran to the port side of the ship, where he looked over the edge to see Alses thrashing around in the water. “Melonto, help the men, I’ll be back.” He jumped into the waters and swam toward his friend. Melonto had the foresight to throw one end of a sturdy rope over the side of the ship before returning to the fight, and shortly Lokum had Alses in one arm, the rope in the other. He was able to pull himself and Alses up the rope, slowly, Alses sputtering and coughing behind him with his arms wrapped around Lokum’s neck. Lokum dropped Alses to the deck, found a sword, and turned to the fighting. “Get up and fight. I’ll not be saving you a second time.”
Alses smiled from where he lay on his back. “Thank you.” 
Lokum ran forward and slashed with his sword, sending a stout man in a green tunic into the frothy waters below. He turned to another and heard the sounds of creaking wood and the movement of oars. “They’re attempting to pull back. Stop them!” 
The enemy ship had suffered less damage than his own, which seemed to be taking on too much water to be safe. He assessed the situation before running back to pull Alses to his feet. “Change of plans.” He shoved his friend forward and they jumped the five foot distance between ships. His men cheered and followed. Within moments they had taken the ship and several hostages. Alses and Melonto smiled back at Lokum as the men congratulated each other on the victory. 
“Our ship was scrap-wood anyway,” Lokum said. “I say several drinks at the inn will make us forget its loss. Let’s turn this hunk of wood back and take our time.”
The drums pounded and the men put their hostages to the oars as Alses and Melonto searched the ship for plunder. A discovery of dried meat and a barrel of mead made the trip to Valhia almost pleasurable, if Lokum could ignore the thought of the several unknown men he had lost in the fighting. 
***
The bar was almost empty when Lokum and his friends walked in, but he knew the other soldiers would be coming before too long. It was a quaint building with low hanging black cloths and small plants lining the rotten wood window-sills. Lokum’s father had bought the place as his own position in society rose alongside his sister-in-law, Gaila, but Irin was not the type to care for his treasures. Anyone who knew his wife said so. She was only thirty-nine, but looked fifty.  
“Three honey-ales,” Lokum ordered from the bar. 
“Anything for you.” A young barkeep smiled at him and poured the drinks. Lokum said his thanks, and noted her breasts almost bouncing out of her white blouse. He wasn’t interested, per se, but if Kaire ever left him, he had to have a backup. 
“Shall we sit at the bar?” Melonto asked, starting to sit. 
“No, let’s take the window, I want to see who is coming. I don’t feel like being around the boys today, you know?” 
“But we won,” Alses replied. 
“It’s not a game anymore. I allowed men to die. Because of me, mothers wait at home for sons that will never return.” 
Alses and Melonto gazed at the table in silence, not used to this behavior in their friend.
“You two wouldn’t understand. My cousins would, but they’re gone.”
“You miss them?” Alses said after a swig of mead.  
“My cousins? Of course not. But, sometimes I feel they were the only people in this city that…. Forget it.”
“We understand you Lokum.” Melonto smiled to reveal his goofy gaps in his teeth. Sometimes Lokum looked at his mouth and wondered if someone had smashed him with a hammer when he was a child.
“No, you two are good enough men, but you really don’t understand me. You’re the type of guys I can rely on, trust maybe. But we are very different.”
“Had I had known the Mawtu were coming, I would have stopped them.” Melonto ground his fist in his palm. 
Lokum smiled and shook his head. “I’m sure you would have.” 
“So it’s true? You think we’re going back to war?” Alses scratched the scruff of his chin, his elbow resting on the wood table. “I feel like we’ve always been at war.”
“No, that isn’t right,” Melonto said. “We had peace until Indikrus declared allegiance with Kordom.”
“A treaty of peace between the regions of Ikarin and Kordom is never to be trusted,” Lokum said. “It’s the nature of our world. We will always be at war, because man always needs more. Think of it, have we ever known peace other than at a time when the Kordom region is attacked by outside forces? No.”
“Do you think the rumors are true?” Alses asked. “Of Indikrus revolting, going back?” 
“Who knows,” Lokum replied.
“Basically Braze will only stop its internal fighting if the heavens opened up and demons streamed down upon us.” Melonto bit his lip. “I don’t like the sound of that.”
“You won’t have to worry about it. Kill them before they become stronger and can kill you. That is Braze. That is the world we live in.” 
They smiled at the barkeep as she served a second round. Silence followed, and they glanced around nervously. 
“What’s going on with Kaire?” Alses attempted to break the awkwardness. 
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“But, she had a thing for your cousin, and now he’s gone. So she’s all yours, right?” 
Lokum chugged the rest of his mead. “Keep talking and you’ll find this glass broken over your head.”
“But now you have Kaire all to yourself, eh Lokum?” Alses said.
It’s just, she’s has been so… cold. Distant. It’s like, she just keeps moping around and talking about religion, and where we go after we die. We haven’t died, yet. As far as I know anyway.”
Melonto shuffled in his seat. “What do you think happens to us, after we die? My dad tells me that death is the only true way to become a god, and that the Reveries are wrong.”
“Wrong?” Alses almost stood in his seat. “Of course they aren’t wrong! Look at Ordius, can you tell me he wasn’t a god, after all he accomplished? After all he did for Ikarin, defending us against the North?”
“I don’t know, I’m saying it doesn’t seem fair. I try, but no one has declared me a god.”
Alses laughed from the back of his throat. “What makes you think you deserve that status? What have you done?”
Melonto pushed Alses. “I am awesome, that is what I’ve done. Imagine if the old gods were still around, why, Talseous himself would be the only one able to fill in these biceps.” 
Ever since Lokum’s seventh birthday and their first war-game it had been the same. Alses the lean tough one, Melonto the dim-witted mountain of a boy, and the other children knew to move aside for them. Always in the lead was Lokum. He leaned in and smiled, but he lowered his voice.
“Best not to mention the old gods south of Gresva.”
Melonto’s eyes took on a sudden terror-filled realization. “I wasn’t serious. You know that, right?”
Alses laughed. “Relax, the Six haven’t been seriously discussed in years, I don’t think a simple joke will get you thrown in shackles.”
“It might though,” Lokum said, holding up a finger in warning. “Whole cities have been wiped from Braze at talk of less. King Peritian has made sure it will happen again if rumors arise, that’s why my aunt is so strict on only allowing the worship of the holy gods appointed by Gresva.”
Melonto shuddered and slouched on his stool. “Like I thought, a thing of the past.”
“Maybe not though,” Alses said. “I’ve heard stories of across the pass, in Kordom. Some even say the Mawtu have one among them as we speak, one of the Six.”
“Enough,” Lokum said. “If that were true the whole of Braze would have reason to cross the pass in arms. You think we wouldn’t know?” 
“But how would we?”  Melonto asked.
“The stories say the sky flames and the storms rage when one of the six returns to us,” Alses said. “And—”
Suddenly a scream came from the direction of the back door.
“What was that?” Alses stood and headed for the door, but Lokum sprinted past him. Something about that scream pulled him forward.
“Lokum, wait!” Melonto yelled as he worked his heavy body across the booth to follow. 
Lokum rushed through the door and reached for his sword as he emerged into the back alley. A rush of evening sun attacked his sight, slowly mellowing to reveal his father kneeling, flowing auburn hair hovering over a girl just out of sight. “Father, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”
“Lokum,” it was a girl’s voice, “help!” 
“Get out of here Lokum,” Irin said. “You had your chance, and failed.”
“What?” Lokum’s hand clenched around his sword as his father adjusted, revealing Kaire. “Get off her this instant, Father.” The last word was accompanied by spittle and hatred. By this time Alses and Melonto had appeared behind Lokum, both of their eyes wide and darting as they attempted to understand the scene. 
“If you so much as—”
“If I so much as what?” Irin said as he stood. His finger pressed into Lokum’s chest like a wooden spear. “You go home immediately, or you will regret it.” The smell of rum permeated the man, his eyes bloodshot and his words slurred. 
Lokum was relieved to see that Kaire’s dress had not been ripped, and in spite of the fright in her eyes she looked unscathed. He released his sword and bashed his father across the face with a downward backhand. 
“You dare lay a finger on her!” Lokum stepped forward and grabbed his father by the hair, raising him and backhanding him again. “You have no right!”
Irin spat blood and tackled his son, pummeling through him and slamming him into the oak beams of the bar. “You were too lazy. It’s time someone stood up as a man around here!” 
“You leave mother alone at home while you steal your son’s woman?” Lokum slammed both hands against the back of his father’s head. “You call that being a man?”
Grime and rotten vegetable remains splashed over them all as Irin fell to the ground. Meanwhile, Kaire backed herself against the opposite wall and watched with horror and relief, while Alses and Melonto stood in their original spots, unsure what to do.  
“Good,” Irin said as he pushed himself to a kneeling position. “Just as I taught you, fight for what’s yours, eh boy? Let’s push it all the way, and see how far you will go.” He shuffled toward Kaire, still on his knees. 
Her shriek sent an instinctive response through Lokum’s soul. Before he knew what happened, he felt the crack of his knee as it collided with his father’s face. Irin moved, but was beyond standing. How many times had Irin raised a fist to his son? How many nights had Lokum laid awake as a child, afraid of the darkness and his father’s ensuing drunken rage? He looked at Kaire and she ran to his arms, surrounding herself with his safety. “No one will touch you Kaire, no one but me.” 
***
In the hallway between the east and west wing of Maigus Hall, Kaire paused to drop Lokum’s hand and turn to head to the room Gaila had set up for her. She looked back as the setting sun reflected from the hallway pearls onto his portly body, and pulled back with a moment of hesitation before planting a goodnight kiss on his pudgy cheek. He had done so much for her, and deserved her affection. “Thank you.” 
A dense air slowed her walk to her room. She hoped everyone had already gone to sleep. Sharing a roof with Irin caused shivers through her bones, even if they were separated by a long hall and Lokum’s protective promises. 
Her slender legs tingled with the cold creeping its way between the cracks of the warped wooden walls of the Hall. Each blast of air reminded her of Lokum’s cold fingers caressing her skin, and she longed for the warmth of Narcel. But he was gone, and it was time she moved on. 
She grabbed a cobalt blue shawl from a rainbow rack behind the door, wrapping it tightly around her icy shoulders.
“Winter has lasted longer than usual.” Gaila stood with arms crossed, guarding the kitchen. The scent of pumpkin simmering explained her need to be defensive. 
“Gaila, I’m sorry to return so late, it’s just—”
“I saw,” Gaila interrupted. “You were with Lokum.”
Kaire didn’t know how to tell the woman that had brought her in that Irin, Gaila’s brother-in-law, had attacked her. All she could think to say was, “I am sorry.”
“You know, there are better men than him in this town. Lokum is too old for you dear. How old are you now? Same as Narcel, if my mind isn’t failing me.”
“Yes ma’am, sixteen.”
“Sixteen, and since his name day Lokum is twenty! I ought to have him whipped for being with you.”
“No, he means well. He has been so good to me, he—”
“He will be back you know.” Gaila turned to look towards the family room, and the spot Kaire had first told them the news of Narcel’s abduction. 
Kaire didn’t know what to say.
“Come darling, the pumpkin was meant for the gathering at the fire tomorrow night, but I think we could both use some warmth.” Gaila took Kaire by the hand and lead her into the kitchen, showing her to a seat and making sure she was in it. “Here is my real problem with the Kanim family. Irin Kanim, he is a scoundrel. My parents agreed to an arranged marriage before our family was anyone special. But everyone knew the Kanims had gained their power by destroying their competitors, through trickery and outright violence. Irin was formed of the same clay as his father, but not his brother, Sergon.”
“Narcel’s father?” Kaire had only been seven when Sergon had lost his life at sea. She and Narcel had become friends two years later when her father was commissioned to train the boy. They had begun to teeter on becoming more than friends when her father earned their freedom. 
“Yes, Sergon was everything I worked to instill in my boys. And now all of them are gone. I have lost my husband and my boys, and am stuck with Irin living under my roof. If it weren’t for Arkist to hold me at nights, I would go crazy.”
Kaire wanted to laugh at the idea of old man Arkist cuddling up to Gaila. She was so strong, so independent and in control. Arkist had been strong and powerful once, and his boys certainly were growing into potential soldiers, but he had to be a good fifteen to twenty years older than Gaila. 
“All I am saying, dear, is the idea of you with the likes of that…. You can do better. Have faith, believe.” Gaila set down two small plates overflowing with soft pumpkin and brown sugar, and handed Kaire a spoon before slowly nibbling at the dessert. She did not sit. 
“You are wrong about him, Gaila. I’m sorry to say it, but you are.”
Gaila frowned, her eyes cold. “Suit yourself child, if you must. I know my nephew, and you are asking for pain if you choose to be with him.” 
 



Chapter 13: Mt. Thantos
 
 
On a morning like many others, the boys were woken with loud banging of sticks against the walls and water thrown into their faces. Narcel jumped out of bed and stood in line with the other boys. A chill wind spoke of the early hours. After properly fastening his robe, Narcel held his hands at his side in a stiff position of attention. It was starting to feel like second nature. 
Ten trainers terrorized the hall, yelling at one boy, throwing another’s bed around for moving too slow. One stood in front of Narcel eyeing him intently, but in the end moved on to Athan and began a new tirade. As if an alarm had sounded, the trainers retreated to form two lines at the entrance. They too stood at attention as Themis strolled forward, his massive form casting long shadows across the dirt floor. He was like a god, something out of myth – if someone had said he was the god of storms, Narcel would have believed it. 
“Good morning, ladies,” Themis bellowed. “Today we face a challenge few gods have ventured, let alone men, or boys like you. Today we climb Mt. Thantos, or as we call it, the Trek of Death.” He paused for effect, allowing the terror to sink in. 
Something was odd in his eyes. Unlike his expression of stone and his thick, controlling voice, his eyes shone with passion and comfort. He looked directly at Narcel, as if weighing him against the others. There even seemed to be respect in that gaze. Was there a hint of a smile?
“Some of you may not make it,” Themis continued, his stern mask returning. “Yet, for those of you that survive, one of our very own gods awaits at the peak. Now, do any of you girls feel you are unable to participate in the upcoming festivities?” 
Themis waited. No one moved. “Good, we leave with the rising sun.” He walked out of the door and Narcel followed him with his eyes. It was still dark outside. 
Narcel rubbed his eyes as the order to prepare was given. “I was starting to dream of Kaire.” 
“Not her again,” Jordan said with a laugh. 
 Narcel pulled on his trousers and began to fill his pack before helping Jordan. The boys had been briefed on this day and knew it was coming, but they didn’t know when. They were to bring their full packs with tents, shovels, extra water, and whatever else they could fit. The Trek of Death would take several weeks to complete. 
“Do you think we will really meet a god?” Jordan’s eyes were as large as the apples he was putting in his pack. “Is there one living amongst the Mawtu?” 
Semreh finished packing and cinched his pack shut. “I’ve heard talk, in the trainer tent and among the servants. A great warrior appeared not long ago amongst the Mawtu ranks, and he has fought like no other. Some Mawtu seem to whisper against him, but most of the talk presents him as the god of rebirth and the Reveries have named him so. No matter how many times this man is close to death, he does not die.”
“You mean Adonis? Alive again?” Jordan paused in his packing, amazed. 
“Yeah, but it’s all rubbish if you ask me.”
“Do you believe it?” Jordan asked.
“I don’t bother myself with such things,” Narcel said. “If the gods are so great, and if indeed a god is among the Mawtu, why do they allow this torture? Why do they allow these silly politics and wars? They should just kill everyone but themselves and set up some sort of utopia.” 
“Maybe that’s what they are doing,” Semreh said. “Maybe they just aren’t that powerful, and they instigate wars in their attempt to kill us off. But if you ask me, I say they’re regular men, like you and I.”
“Watch it, the Mawtu would say we are still boys. We haven’t earned those spikes yet.”
Jordan shook his head. “No. I believe in the gods. I believe they are all powerful, and we shouldn’t try to understand their design. We are not worthy to do so.”
Semreh sighed and began to double check the contents of his pack. “I was asleep, to be sure, and I was dreaming of my father and mother. In the North.” 
“In the north?” Jordan asked. “I traveled as far north as Nethia once. My parents had always talked about going to the capital and the overwhelming largeness of it all. It was all that and more.”
Semreh shook his head. “No, I mean the land to the north of Ikarin. The North.”
“But….” Narcel looked at Jordan whose eyes seemed just as confused. “You can’t be from the land of the North. How is it so? The Mawtu wouldn’t journey so far.”
“You’re correct to think this,” Semreh replied, dropping his eyes. “My family and I were down in Nethia. We traveled to other parts of Ikarin as well. I regret it with all of my heart. If we hadn’t come down from the North, my mother and father would be alive today. Instead they suffered Mawtu spears stabbed through their tear-filled eyes as they attempted to save me…. I can never become a true Mawtu, but I will train and pretend until I have a chance to escape. You’ll see.”
Narcel didn’t know what to say, and simply placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder. To abandon the Mawtu meant certain death, but of course he had not given up on the idea of freedom either.   
To Narcel’s right, Athan looked up and scoffed. “What’s this? We’re here to be men, now act like it.” It was the first time Athan had talked to Narcel and his friends since the fight in the trainer dining hall.
Narcel removed his hand from Semreh’s shoulder with every intention of striking Athan. He cocked back his fist as Athan’s buddies stepped up, ready for whatever Narcel could bring. Though larger than Jordan, Narcel wasn’t exactly a big guy. If size were the determining factor, Narcel and his two friends would be no match for Athan and his gang. It didn’t matter, for in the time that it took everyone to size each other up, Asiter appeared. 
“Alright little ones, break it up,” Asiter hissed with a twitch in his left eye. “We will not have this again. Now, team, let me see you drink your water skins dry. Go on.” 
Asiter took Narcel and his friends to the far corner and made them drink and refill and drink again from their water skins three times, each time having the boys hold the water skins upside down over their heads to prove all the liquid drunk. “We cannot go up there dehydrated,” his bushy eyebrows twitched. “Now, you know I expect the best out of you, so do as I say, when I say it, and we will not have problems.” He caught Jordan staring at him. “You know, I used to be one of you too.”
“Yes Sir,” Jordan said. 
“No, I mean it.” He sat down among the boys, on Jordan’s rack. His posture almost seemed friendly. “When I came to the Mawtu, albeit voluntarily, I didn’t know what I was getting into. Horrible men, like myself now, pushed me around and beat me. How do you think I got this scar here?” He pointed to the crescent shaped scar on his cheek, eyes twinkling. 
“Um, Master Asiter?” Narcel asked.
Asiter turned his head, eyes cold, but waiting. 
“What is it like?” He cinched his pack and looked at the red of his robe. “Graduation, becoming a Mawtu warrior.”
“You have a long way to go, boys.” Asiter looked around to make sure the other trainers were not within earshot. “You will be part of a family, with brothers that would give their lives for you and would take a life for you. There is nothing better. Perhaps we will earn your loyalty by the end of all this, or perhaps not. But your brothers? These men beside you? There is no doubt.”
The three boys gawked at Asiter, they hadn’t seen him talk in such a warm manner. The rasp in his voice even seemed to lessen. 
“And, sir?” Jordan said. “When will that be?” 
Asiter scoffed, the rasp returning. “You have to get through this trek first, boy. If you make it, at the end the Trek of Death that is. Only a couple of weeks. Some of you will make it, some won’t. Enough, now. Relieve your bladders and form outside in three minutes. If you aren’t the first boys out I will see you get a foot to the face.”
They were the first, and stood waiting in front of the sleeping hall on a path with knee-high bright green plant life all around. The sun was just starting to show its face between two large mountains in the distance, and as it did so the wispy clouds first changed from purple to red, and then yellow before dissipating. The air smelled of wet rain and was crisp enough to wake a bear. 
Narcel found himself wondering what would happen if they didn’t make it. Would they get to go home? That would be the preferable option to be sure. He didn’t want to consider the alternatives. He closed his eyes, trying to forget his mind’s image of himself running across the Pass of Aire and the large statues, one-thousand Mawtu warriors chasing him and piercing him with their spears. He knew death would take him no closer to Kaire. 
The hump started with twenty boys in one line, the trainers marching next to their respective teams to ensure none lagged behind. Mawtu base camp faded in the background, and the trekkers passed all manner of scorpions, snakes, and exotic plants on the path. While the boys would have cringed away from scorpions or snakes, the trainers would simply squash the scorpions under their feet or spear the snakes and continue walking. 
Beaming rays of sun assaulted the boys’ scalps, and Narcel could feel the blistering of his skin. The uneven ground began to remind Narcel that he was barefoot, and the dryness in his throat made him want to sit down and give up. He didn’t.
At one point he counted six snakes dangling from Asiter’s spear. He could not imagine the man ever being a young boy, going through Mawtu training. Would Narcel grow up one day to be like Asiter? Something in the man’s eyes when he had sat on Jordan’s bunk, it was as if the man had stepped off-stage and broken character, revealing his true self. There was something there Narcel envied. When Asiter had talked about the feeling of belonging, about brothers always there for you, Narcel understood. It was a joy he had never truly experienced, not before meeting Semreh and Jordan at least.
The trudging continued on through the day and into the evening, only ceasing as the last rays of sun escaped from the face of the hill they climbed. 
“This way,” Themis’s voice boomed through the dim silence. “We have reached our first obstacle in the Trek.” 
Tall grass surrounded wisps of trees, lightly reflected in the rays of the climbing moon. Further on, darkness concealed the mysteries of what they would face. Narcel didn’t worry. He had done plenty of obstacle courses and climbed the ropes numerous times—what more could they throw at him? 
“We call this The Rescue.” Arduous unraveled a stretcher from his pack, fixing sticks in place to strengthen it. “Your goal is to get the wounded boy across this one mile trek. There may be traps along the way, so I advise caution.” Arduous stood silently waiting with Asiter beside him, while Themis and the rest of the trainers went off about their own business.
The boys waited, wondering what was next. Finally a small peep sounded, “Sir?” Jordan’s eyes shifted to and from the trainers. “What boy, sir?”
“Glad you asked. Jordan, is it?” Arduous strode forward and picked Jordan up by his robe, slamming him into the ground. “How about that, you injured now Jordan?”
Jordan wheezed. The wind had been knocked out of his lungs, but he didn’t appear hurt elsewise. 
“Good. Boys, get Jordan here on the stretcher and begin.”
“Oh, right,” Asiter stepped forward with his hand raised. “We forgot to mention that the only food you will be eating on this Trek of Death will be what you catch, so you may want to keep your eyes open.” 
“Did I forget to mention that?” Arduous smiled wickedly. “Furthermore, if you don’t all reach the other end with a boy in that stretcher, or we see you walking with an empty stretcher at any point during the mission, you will fail. If you fail, you will be doing this all night.” 
Narcel hoped Jordan wasn’t pissing his pants. He was focusing on making sure his own bladder was under control. The test hadn’t bothered him until he thought of having to rely on the other boys in his Mawtu class. It was unlikely Athan or Donce would sacrifice for the team. 
With a wave of Asiter’s hand, Narcel and Semreh ran for the stretcher, each grabbing one of the back handles while other boys grabbed the front. 
“All together now,” Semreh said, and they were off. 
The first few steps were no worse than the first several hours of marching. However, the tall grass became a hindrance as the ground became uneven, and on more than one occasion the boys would trip and find balancing the stretcher to be a great challenge. 
“Careful back there!” one of the boys from the front called, looking back to scowl and then almost tripping over himself. 
Semreh glanced around, eyes unsure. “What could possibly be the point of this? 
A low growling came from ahead, and several pairs of eyes shone through the grass, eyes that were not human. Narcel gulped, wishing Semreh hadn’t asked. “I think we’re about to learn the dangers of the great outdoors.” 
A scream came from ahead. Athan and several other boys ran through the grass toward the rock wall to their right. Then came the growl, and Narcel felt the stretcher shake as Jordan lifted himself to one elbow.
“What was that?”
“Lie down,” Narcel said as he formed a plan. “We’ll put you on the ground and form a circle.”
The other boys nodded and they did as he said.
“Now what?” Semreh asked.
“Now we wait.” Narcel saw Jordan begin to get up. “No, we have to keep you in the stretcher or we’re disqualified. Lie down, stay still.”
“Be damned with the stretcher, I want to help.”
“What help will you be if we fail because of you?”
“You’ll think I was a lot of help when I’ve kept you alive.”
Narcel eyed Jordon, who frowned but lay down, waiting. 
A shriek came from the grass to their left, and suddenly Donce appeared. Terror filled his eyes, and blood dripped from his arm. 
“Run!” Donce said. 
A lone howl rose up from the field, followed by several more in response. They were close. 
“Stand your ground!” Narcel pulled something from under his robe—he had grabbed two tent stakes from his pack before the obstacle began, and now stood ready to defend Jordan. 
The attack came with a low growl and was followed by gnashing of teeth as Semreh was knocked to his back. Narcel was on the wolf instantly, stabbing it repeatedly with his tent stake. Red eyes and gnashing teeth faded with a whimper. Three more wolves appeared. He took out one more with the second tent stake jammed through its neck. The other two approached and he looked around desperately for anything he could use as a weapon. 
A wolf leapt and was knocked aside, inches from Narcel’s face. Narcel breathed relief, and looked up to see Donce bashing the wolf’s skull in with a thick log he must have found in the grass. The blood on Donce’s arm was soon mixed with that of the wolf. 
“Only one left,” Narcel said. 
The last wolf stared at them, surrounded by five boys, one with a bloody stick. It howled, but found no answer in the darkness. Narcel smiled. The wolf turned and fled past Donce, who in turn growled and chased it five paces before giving up. 
Relief spread through the boys like a refreshing mist. They laughed nervously, and listened to Donce brag about how the other boys with Athan had ran, but he had stayed to fight. 
“That isn’t what happened, Donce.” Athan stepped out of the grass, standing with Tredle beside him. Their eyes told Donce he no longer belonged in their group. 
“I killed the wolf, I saved us!” 
Narcel decided not to mention the two wolves he had taken out. 
“Pure luck, that is all. We were just—”
A click came from the right, and Narcel interrupted Athan, knowing that sound from his days of training with Charos. “Everyone down!” 
The boys ducked without thinking, their terrified state saving their necks. 
Hissing confirmed his judgment as arrows flew through the air. One landed with a twang in a tree just above Semreh’s wide eyes. 
“Ho boys,” Arduous called out from the direction the arrows had originated. “Did I mention that while you are on your journey you may come under attack by timid Ikarin scum? Arrows will fly above your heads, and will not hit you unless you fail to duck. Now, anyone hurt?” 
No one responded, and Arduous sounded sad as he said, “Keep your heads about you.”
“These bastards will kill us if they aren’t careful,” Semreh whispered in a hiss. 
“If we aren’t careful, I think.” Narcel motioned toward Jordan. The other boys helped him to lift the stretcher.  
“Narce,” Semreh protested. “We have to take care of Donce, his arm.”
It was true, Donce’s arm looked bad. Narcel cursed and tore part of his robe. “Bring it here.” The makeshift bandage would have to do for the rest of the trial. 
For a good ten minutes or so there were no problems or obstacles, just the heaviness of Jordan in the stretcher. Narcel could not understand it; he seemed like such a small boy. At least Athan had stopped bothering them. Narcel’s shoulder began to ache and an abrupt dizziness hit him. 
“Narcel, wake up!” Semreh yelled, his face popping up in front of Narcel’s half opened eyes. Arrows swished above their heads. “Come on, are you alright?”
“What happened?” 
“You fainted or something, then tripped. Jordan wasn’t hurt, but your ankle, Narce, it doesn’t look good.” 
He had a point. Narcel’s ankle was half twisted, the exposed skin already blue and purple.
“Come on,” Jordan said, sitting on the stretcher on the ground beside them. “Get on the stretcher as I get off, that way we’ll still be following the rules.”
Semreh thought for a moment, and then nodded. “He has a point, Narce. I think that will work.”
“Of course it will, come on.” 
Donce assisted Semreh in getting Narcel to the stretcher, who insisted the whole time he could walk for himself, but wasn’t so sure.
“You going to be able to handle it?” he asked Jordan. 
“Just lie down, tough guy.” Jordan seemed to give an extra jolt when he picked up his side of the stretcher. 
Past the field of grass, the trees surrounded the boys. No more danger was in sight, for now. Occasionally Jordan would grunt and Narcel shook with the anticipation of slamming into the ground, which only made everyone else almost lose control and yell at him. To make it worse, his ankle was throbbing with pain and he had no idea how he would make it up the Trek of Death if it was broken. Twice they had to duck to avoid a volley of arrows, but no damage was done. They passed through the trees and a rock-face appeared before them like a giant wall. 
“Great, what is this?” Semreh asked. 
“To the right is more cliff,” Donce said. “A drop to the left it looks like. Maybe we are supposed to go over the edge?”
“Where the hell is everyone else?” 
Narcel leaned over to see Semreh’s wild eyes, sweat dripping profusely down his forehead and neck. “You’re going to be fine, trust me.”
“Look at us Narce, we’re taken from our families and forced to become something we’re not, and then they throw us out here to risk our lives over what? Over nothing!”
“You’ve seen what happens to those that try to escape, how can you even talk like that?”
“I didn’t say anything about trying to escape, I just want things to go back to how they were before this stupid Trek of Death. Obstacles and the occasional beatings were fine, but this? Wolves and carrying your heavy ass!”
“What are we supposed to do about that now?”
“I don’t know!”
Semreh’s wild eyes met his in a moment of frustration. 
“Guys, over there,” Jordan said, breaking the tension. “Let’s move the stretcher closer to the rock-face. I think I see something.”
At the base of the rocks sat several small openings, each big enough only for two boys to crawl through on their stomachs. A howling wind brought a putrid smell through the opening. 
“And how are we supposed to get the stretcher through that?” Donce asked.
“I have an idea.” Jordan motioned to lower the stretcher and showed what he meant, lying directly behind it. “See, two in front crawling feet first so you can pull, two behind pushing, just like this.”
“In there?” Semreh said, his legs visibly shaking now. “Who knows how long that tunnel will go on? What if the rocks cave in on us and we are stuck in there forever, snakes and spiders eating us alive?”
The boys stared at each other, each imagining the worst. 
“I’m ready.” Donce met Jordan’s relieved eyes with a meek smile. “Let’s get this over with.”
“Standing around on this side of the cliff won’t do us any good.”
Semreh’s bronze skin had turned a light cream color, and his eyes screamed that he would rather be doing anything else, but he positioned himself with the other boys. Donce and the unknown one were in the front, crawling backwards, while Semreh and Jordan pushed from the rear. Narcel offered to switch places with someone, but they knew that his ankle would slow them down.
“Heave!” Jordan led the boys by his commands, each push and pull sending shocks through Narcel’s body. 
The stone screeched against the stretcher, each movement reminding the boys that they had no idea how long this would go on for. The dark was complete, but the path was straight. 
“You still there, guys?” Narcel asked one time when the screeching and moving stopped for longer than was comfortable. He knew they were by their heavy breathing that echoed through the tunnel, but he needed to hear their voices. 
“Just resting,” Jordan replied. “Ready, heave!” 
They pushed and pulled, Semreh muttering about how the other boys should have stuck around to help. 
“What was that?” Donce paused when he was supposed to pull. He sat listening for a moment. “I think something is coming, I hear it.” 
None of the other boys heard anything.
“What are you talking about?” Narcel said. “Come on, let’s move this.”
A push came, but no pull. 
“I have to get out of here.” A loud shuffling sound came from Donce’s direction, and the echoes of his breathing slowly faded into the dark. 
“Donce!” Semreh was practically screaming. “Get back here!”
“If he’s leaving….” A second scuffling noise signaled the unknown boy was leaving as well.
“What the hell!” Semreh yelled. He took a moment to calm himself. “What now?” 
Narcel heard Jordan hyperventilating, and was worried he would be the next to leave. But Jordan said, “Come on, Semreh, it’s just us now. We must push harder, can you do that?”
Semreh didn’t answer, but when Jordan gave the command Narcel felt himself being pushed forward, almost as far as when the other boys had been there to pull. 
Several more pushes, several more pauses.
“I can’t do this,” Semreh’s voice cracked.
“You have to focus,” Jordan replied. 
“Come on,” Narcel joined in. “We already walked so far before we came in here, remember? It can’t be much further.”
Semreh gave the next command to push, his struggle to hold himself together evident in the forcefulness of his voice. The shocks and screeching went on and on, seeming to never end. Finally, after what must have been at least twenty minutes, a light appeared ahead. They drew closer and no snakes or spiders, or any other types of creatures, attacked. 
The moonlight was bright in comparison, and Narcel had to shield his eyes as he emerged. Semreh and Jordan soon followed, Semreh’s eyes large and red. He almost smiled when his whole body was free of the tunnel, a smile that turned into a snarl when Donce and the other boy stood before them sheepishly. 
“Sorry,” Donce said. “I flipped out.”
“Just grab the other end of this so we can finish this damn obstacle,” Semreh said. 
By the time they reached the end point, the rest of the boys were sitting and waiting. Several of them held a string of rabbit between them and wore smug smiles. 
“About time you joined us,” Athan said. 
“We were doing all the work, after all.” Semreh motioned for the stretcher to be lowered. He helped Narcel stand.  He found that the ankle would support some weight, but not comfortably. 
“Let’s see,” Arduous said as he walked out of the dark with Asiter and Themis. “You didn’t work as a team, you should fail for that right now. And you broke the rules, Jordan wasn’t in the stretcher.” 
“But sir,” Jordan argued. “We finished with a boy in the stretcher, just like you said.”
“Yes sir.” Semreh looked like he was going to throw Arduous over the side if he made them do it again. “And we never walked with it empty.” 
Arduous opened his mouth to argue, but they were right, no one ever said it had to be Jordan the whole time. He smiled and scrunched his bulbous nose. “Asiter, show our boys to camp for the night. They’ve earned it.”
A faint glow emitted from Asiter’s eyes as he led the boys to their packs and then along a path for another hour before settling. It was as if he was happy the boys had bested Arduous. 
Narcel, for his part, was just happy to be out of those dark tunnels. It scared him how much Semreh had freaked out. One of the most rational boys in the whole camp, afraid of the dark? But in the end he had pulled through, thanks to Jordan. The two walked beside Narcel, helping him to hobble on his twisted ankle when the trainers weren’t watching. Overall the first part of the trek hadn’t been too bad, and he knew he could rely on his friends to get through the rest. To get through anything.
 



Chapter 14: Valhian Bonfire
 
 
Flames bit the fresh night air and sent smoke streaming into the twinkling sky. Wide eyes stared into the twisting red and blue center of the city fire, all awaiting the spitted pig which would serve as the highlight of the night. Lokum looked at his friends, Alses and Melonto, chatting nearby and laughing on a log where the dark and light met. He hoped to see Kaire, but there had been no sign of her all day. 
“What’s so funny?” he asked as he approached. 
“Lokum, we saved you a seat,” Melonto said as Lokum approached.
Alses scooted over and patted the damp log. His eyes hung for a moment before his mouth slowly opened. “Well….”
“Tell me.” Lokum leaned forward with an elbow on his knee.
Melonto giggled in his deep voice. “Sorry, Lokum, we know he’s your family’s servant, but we had to do it.”
Lokum smiled, he was humored when they picked on Haden. He was a servant after all, and what fun were they if not to be picked on occasionally? 
“Fine, fine,” Melonto said. “Alses was going to the outhouse yesterday, after—”
“It’s my story,” Alses interrupted. “So I had just walked in and told Haden he had better hurry, and I made a big show out of undoing my tunic and all, and just before he was about to duck out of the way I nailed him with a handful of rotten-figs! He thought it was crap for sure and his face turned all green!” 
Lokum let a high pitched laugh escape before seeing Haden glaring from across the circle. “Shh, he’s looking. That’s not nice guys.” Lokum punched Alses in the arm and tried to conceal his smile.
“I figured you would think it was funny.” Alses said, rubbing his arm. 
“It is. I just wanted to hit you.” 
Alses looked at Lokum out of the corner of his eyes, and his arm flashed out catching Lokum on the lip. Melonto jumped in and slapped Alses, and Lokum started slapping both of them, laughing hysterically. The crowd around them cleared, and people mumbled, until a loud shout rose above the noise. 
“Lokum! What on earth do you think you’re doing?” Gaila strode into the circle, Lokum’s parents and Kaire in tow. Instantly he stood, eyes darting between Kaire and his father. Since the night at the inn he had made sure to be in the same room as her whenever Irin was around. Her eyes met his and she shook her head with an appreciative smile – she was safe.
Nonetheless, Gaila grabbed Lokum by his ear and pulled him over to a separate log, the one reserved for the mayor. “You will sit with me. At your age, and performing no better than a pup.” She made a clucking noise and stared at Irin and Syran, both of whom avoided her gaze. 
“We were just having fun, Aunt Gaila.” Lokum rubbed his ear and scrunched his nose. He knew Kaire was looking, and felt the blood rushing to his face. 
“If your parents can’t teach you any manners I suppose I will have to,” Gaila said. 
“Don’t tell us how to parent.” Irin stood defiantly above the rest where they had seated themselves on the log. “We’ve done just fine.” 
“Really?” Gaila glanced at Lokum’s swollen right eye and bruised forehead, her gaze smug as if she knew what had happened. She waited long enough to see he had no response. “As I thought, even your parents can’t defend you Lokum. You really must take care of yourself, and start acting like an adult.”
Syran nudged Irin to defend them, but he squirmed out of her reach and stared into the fire. Lokum wanted to be as far from his father as possible. He noticed his friends smirking and Kaire fidgeting nervously. He tried to make eye-contact with her, but she kept turning away as if ashamed. 
The chords of a subtle flute carried across the night wind, sending a shiver of excitement through the crowd. It did not seem to matter that the city fire was almost a weekly occurrence, or that a pig had to lose its life so often to feed the horde. They were always excited. A path formed and the scent of cumin, apples, and ready-to-cook pig preceded the ceremonious men in flowing cloaks waving for everyone to cheer. Gaila stood and motioned to the fire. 
“Ladies and gentlemen of Valhia, let us feast and rejoice in the presence of those we love. As many of you know, my own sons have been taken by the Mawtu, but Ikarin has struck back. Word from Nethia says skirmishes near the Pass of Aire are happening more and more, and we hear reports of more than one Ikarin victory. King Peritian has requested our assistance and our confirmation of loyalty. We must ensure our neighbors are not persuaded into revolt, and we must rid our lands of the Kordom alliance. What will Nethia do, you ask? She will fight!”
Cheers rose from the crowd. 
“Our own Lokum.” She paused and waved majestically for her nephew to stand. “Lokum has led patrols to ensure those monsters do not cross into our waters. I tell you now, their insolence will not be tolerated.” 
Lokum sat back down, contemplating forgiving his aunt for grabbing his ear earlier. He was sure Kaire had been admiring him, but when he turned her way her eyes darted to the fire. Gaila rambled on about battle and freedom to ensure Valhia’s safety, but Lokum was growing bored. He made sure no one was looking, their eyes all on his aunt, and snuck behind Kaire to tug on her elbow. 
“Come with me so I can right whatever wrong I’ve done.”
“Now?” She stared into the fire.
“I have to be alone with you. This is driving me mad. What must I do?”
She hesitated and turned slightly. He knew he had her. 
“Quick, this way.” Lokum was already leading her by the hand through the people, only one or two of whom seemed to care. They emerged from the crowd and ducked into the shadows behind a small shed. Without waiting, he grabbed her dress and pulled her in for a kiss. Their lips met, but hers were cold. 
“I should be back at the fire.”
“Have you heard from your father?” Lokum tried to think of a topic that she would stay for. 
“He’s still in Nethia. They send him out on propaganda missions throughout Ikarin, to prevent rebellions, and to ready the troops should they be called upon. But he doesn’t anticipate being sent back to Valhia any time soon.” She sniffled. “He’s too important to the whole mission, Lokum, and Valhia just doesn’t seem to be a problem.”
“But we have the greatest fleet in Ikarin!” 
“That isn’t what I mean, Lokum. We are somewhat off the beaten path, you know. People come here by ship, and we are loyal to Nethia. The chances of the Mawtu marching all the way out to us is low, and the idea of them challenging our fleet is ridiculous. So why would one of the best military trainers in Ikarin be needed here?”
“Your dad isn’t so amazing.” Lokum was never fond of Charos and the harshness of his training, or how the man had always favored Narcel and Sinoda. 
Kaire leaned against the low wooden ledge of the shed. “Shut up.”
“You know what I mean.”
“And I know my dad would never approve of you kissing me in dark places, so what am I doing here?” 
“We haven’t talked about the other night. It’s like you’re avoiding me.
“Maybe I am.” She turned to go. 
“Wait, please wait.” Lokum took her hand. Their eyes met and he saw the need for affection. “I am always here for you, my love. I will never leave your side.” 
She stared at him, her face a mask.
“I promise, Kaire. I love you.”
“Boy,” a deep voice called from the shadows. 
“Who’s there?” Lokum asked, turning and drawing his sword.
“Calm yourself.” Irin stepped into the faint moonlight, his cheeks looking thin as if the juices had been sucked from his flesh. 
“Father?” Lokum glanced at Kaire with worry. “What’re you doing here?” 
“Show her back to the fire, then return to us,” Irin said to his wife. “It is time.”
“Time for what?” Lokum did not lower his sword. He held Kaire’s wrist, remembering the sight of his father over Kaire in the alley. 
“Kaire, go,” Irin said, nodding to his wife. “It’s time Lokum became a true warrior.” 
Lokum glared at his father, then lowered his sword and released Kaire’s wrist. “What sort of trick is this?”
“You need to learn respect.” Irin sighed. “This isn’t the time for that though. You are of age, come.”
Lokum agreed and promised Kaire he would return to find her shortly. He watched her saunter to the edge of the fire circle. Only then did he sheathe his sword. 
“What do you want?” he asked his father. 
Irin simply motioned and began walking. They continued down the hill, and as they walked Lokum saw figures in the darkness following. They walked through the tall grass, his father never saying a word but seeming to know where they were going. They stopped besides a grouping of rocks. Irin turned and looked around with caution, then crouched and stepped into the rock and was gone. 
Lokum gasped. He looked around, wondering if anyone had seen this magic. Another man appeared and motioned for Lokum to go ahead. Lokum stared back, hoping to place the face – someone he had seen on the east side of town before. A thief or murderer no doubt, as evidenced by his scruffy state and the long scar tracing his left pectoral. He wore only tattered pants and a cloth over his head. 
“Hurry,” his father’s whisper hissed from behind the rocks. 
Lokum turned to the rock and crouched where his father had, only then seeing a small tunnel with a flickering light deep within. He looked back and the homely man shooed him forward. Lokum stooped through the opening and worked his way toward the warm glow below. The path veered down, and he had to focus to not slip. He took one last step and was quite surprised to find himself in a large cave, its walls blanketed with cloths and a circle of torches in the middle. His father stood waiting with a dozen other men and women. In the circle of torches two men held a man and woman servant, each stripped bare. 
“Welcome son,” Irin said with an evil smile. “It’s time you joined a long line of tradition in our family, it’s time you worshiped the true gods.” 
Lokum looked around the room for the vibrant robes and jewels of the Reveries of Gresva, or the Knowers of the temples, but saw none. His eyes rested on the moist eyes of the nude servant girl. She stared back, her lips pleading but with no sound. Her black hair fell to her shoulders and spread in a wild bush down below. Her skin gleamed in the torch light. 
“Explain yourself,” Lokum said. 
Irin stepped forward and pulled at the woman’s hair. He reached under her right arm and caressed her breast with his other hand while two men held her arms out straight. 
“With pleasure,” Irin said. “But first….” He squeezed the woman’s breast, nodded to the men to release her, and then shoved her at the nude man. 
“Let it begin,” Syran’s voice came from behind Lokum.
Lokum spun to see she had arrived with three more men he recognized but did not know well. “Mother?” 
“Just watch,” she said. “You will see.” 
He turned back and saw the two servants holding each other, their eyes wide with fright. Lokum had never felt much of an affinity for their type, but this was just wrong. Irin stepped forward and ripped a torch from the ground. 
“I trust you know what to do?” he asked the servants. 
The man nodded, but the woman just stared back at Irin. The man servant whispered something, then grabbed the woman’s mouth and began to kiss her. She slapped him and pushed him away, then howled in pain.
“Father!” Lokum shouted, seeing that his father had just plunged the torch into the woman’s back. 
“Stay quiet,” Irin said. He kept his gaze on the servants. “Continue.”
The woman whimpered but this time she did not push the man back when he kissed her. The man hesitated, eyeing Irin, but when Irin raised his torch the man lifted his hands to the woman’s breasts and began to awkwardly caress them. The woman’s hands remained flat at her side, and Lokum stared in terror. 
“What kind of people are you?” He stepped toward his father. “What did you bring me here for?” 
Irin eyed one of the men and nodded. A moment later Lokum felt strong hands pulling him back and stuffing something in his mouth. He tried to shout but it was muffled, his hands tied behind his back.
“Our ways aren’t always easy to accept at first son,” Irin said. “This is the way to worship the old gods. The Six spirits above all others. We no longer answer to the powers that be, your aunt and everything she stands for. You will see, when these two make love and we consume their flesh, we gain the power of the Six. Now, observe.”
Lokum tried to run, but the ropes bound him. He closed his eyes. He heard the shrieks, and then the sickening sound of a blade cutting into crisp flesh. He wished he could be anywhere but here, wondering how he had been born into this family when there were so many more out there. He longed for Kaire, for the only goodness in his life, for the only hope for escape from this… this… his family.
A hand pulled his face up and then another slapped him until he would open his eyes. His father stared at him with wild eyes, blood dribbling down his chin.
“There are more of us in this kingdom,” his father said. “Many more than you would think, and we will overthrow Gresva.”
 



Chapter 15: Room of Resolution
 
 
Shadows of chestnut trees and swaying spruces covered the boys as they gathered for the night in a small clearing. The smell of a trainer roasting chestnuts pulled at Narcel’s senses and tore at his stomach. “Boys aren’t allowed to play with fire,” they were told. 
“How are we supposed to cook the damn rabbits,” Narcel said. “I can’t sleep with this cold wind gnawing at my skin.”
“I can’t handle it,” Jordan replied. “The pack is just too much for my shoulders.” 
“I ditched half my gear back there,” Narcel said. “What was the point of a whole set of tent stakes anyway if we have to sleep in the open? How you holding up, Semreh?” 
Semreh raised his eyebrows. “I’m doing just fine, you two should stop your whining.”
“We aren’t whining,” Jordan said, his voice high pitched and agitated. Narcel knew Jordan also wanted to say something about Semreh’s experience in the tunnels, but neither mentioned it.
“The pain and the crisp air keep us awake. We should be happy for that at least.”
Narcel laughed. “So you’re just fine then? When I caught you earlier and nearly saved your life, that was nothing? You fell asleep mid-step for the love of the gods!”
Semreh smiled and nodded consent. “How’s the ankle holding up?”
Narcel tested the ankle, cringing. “I’ll survive, at least it is walkable.” 
The ankle was bruised and swollen, looking quite nasty, and Narcel felt a bit queasy. He looked up to see what Semreh thought, but saw something had caught his friend’s eye. When Narcel followed his line of sight, he saw the shadow of Asiter going into the brush, a torch in one hand and a servant girl in the other.
“What is it?” Jordan noticed their attention was gone. 
“Leave it alone,” Narcel said.
“She’s the same girl as before, from the dining hall.” Semreh stared after them, eyes unblinking. “They’re filth, taking advantage of those that can’t fight back.”
“I said leave it alone.” Narcel continued to poke at the slimy brown mush he had been given to eat that night by one of the other boys, watching Semreh. He caught a glimpse of Jordan pulling an apple to his mouth. “Is that what I think it is?”
 “Oh, sorry I forgot.” Jordan reached into his sack and tossed an apple to Narcel. “It’s my last one. I don’t know why you guys didn’t think to bring some.” 
“Thanks.” 
For several moments there was no sound but the chomping of the apples, and the wind howling against the rock cliffs.  They didn’t have a torch of their own, so Narcel could just barely make out Semreh’s squinted eyes and stern mouth in the flickering light. He glanced back in the direction they had seen Asiter lead the girl. The torch had been stuck into the ground, and he could make out the faint shadows of two people horizontal in the distance. 
“Have you two ever, you know?” Narcel asked. 
“Don’t tell me you’re a flounder?” Semreh half laughed in spite of his disgust at his surroundings. “Surely the great Narcel has loved many a woman.”
Narcel blushed. “I’ve had some fun with a few girls, and there’s one particular girl that is somewhat special. But I haven’t, well, done… everything. I’ve always thought that should be with the right one, you know?”
“Do I know? No, I don’t. Think about it, you’re going to be a Mawtu warrior now. How are you going to find the right one? What girl is going to love a blood lusting murdering scoundrel such as the likes of what we will become? And do we really have a choice?” Semreh paused to take in the sadness in Jordan’s eyes. 
“Is it so simple?” 
“Really now, you just need to take care of yourself, and give them what they want,” Semreh said with a half-hearted laugh, and then glanced in the direction Asiter had gone. “You just can’t do it like that. If the girls aren’t wanting it, what’s the point? Don’t get me wrong, there needs to be that connection, that something special.”
“You’re such a romantic,” Jordan said.
Semreh looked back in the direction they had seen Asiter and the servant girl go. “Yeah, Semreh the romantic, that’s what they call me.” He stood and wrapped his robe tight around his shoulders, his arms covered in goose bumps. “I’m going to empty out what little substance remains in my bowels. Don’t get too lonely.”
Narcel pressed his back tighter against the rock behind him, as if doing so would calm the wind’s ferocity. “Some character, huh?” 
Jordan watched Semreh disappear into the night, head tilted as if unsure what to think. He scooted closer to Narcel. “You two have really been there for me.” 
“We need each other to get through this,” Narcel said with a pained laugh. 
“I’m freezing. Even on the warm days, my hairs stand on end and I shiver as if each day was the coldest night. But you two have really been great.”
Narcel smiled at Jordan. “You know, you have a point? I don’t think I ever had any real friends before the two of you.”
“None?”
“There was my older brother, but he always thought of himself as more of a father figure, after my dad passed away. Then there was my cousin, but he stopped being a friend a long time ago.” Narcel felt a lump in his throat at the thought of his family. He had done so well at avoiding such thoughts until now. The yearning to return pulled at him, but Jordan was right – he had friends here now. Real brothers that would defend him against bullies like Athan or whatever other troubles came their way. He felt Jordan press against him.
“Would that do?” Jordan said. “Just for a bit? I’m so cold.” 
Narcel felt his friend’s body heat and sighed at the slight distraction from the winds. Jordan was right, it did help, but it didn’t feel right. Jordan looked up at him with large, hopeful eyes. He moved his arm around Narcel’s midsection, pulling him closer. Narcel felt a shiver run up his spine.  
“What are you doing?” he asked. 
“We’re so close. There’s nothing wrong in this, we just help each other to stay warm, be there for each other. If someone threatens your life, I’ll stand between his sword and your heart. We will fight side-by-side, and nothing will break our bond.”
“Jordan….” Narcel gently lifted his friends arm and inched away. “I’m sorry.”
“Ahem,” Semreh cleared his throat. 
Narcel looked to see Semreh standing above them. He thought Semreh would make a joke or some condescending remark, but instead Semreh’s eyes were focused elsewhere. Narcel noticed a flicker of light from the corner of his eye, in the direction Asiter had gone. The torch in the ground had fallen and caught on some shrubbery nearby.
“Come on!” Narcel yelled. He pulled Jordan to his feet and sprinted as best he could on his swollen ankle. He had to stop the flames that were beginning to consume the hill. Asiter emerged at the same time, his robes bunched up in his hand to cover himself. The flames rapidly spread and were jumping in excitement, as tall as a man now. The two boys circled the flame as more trainers and boys joined the group, everyone debating how to stop it. Narcel looked back to see Semreh in the shadows, glaring at Asiter.  
“Get everyone back!” Themis yelled as he approached. “There’s nothing that can be done here. We will not risk any lives for this damned hill.”
Jordan pointed in the direction Asiter had come from. Through the light of the flames Narcel could make out the outline of a body. The firelight celebrated the death of the girl as its reflection danced in her blood. Narcel gave Semreh a look, hoping he would stay quiet. No one else seemed to notice, save one servant, likely in his late thirties, who was glaring with complete hatred at Asiter. Narcel’s conscious ate at him, but he could do nothing unless he was ready to float down the river of death himself. Jordan’s odd behavior disappeared from his mind as if it had never happened. 
 The trees burned behind the line of trainers and boys as they retreated down the hill, and the smoke was visible for three days as they were forced to continue their march across a different path, adding the extended time to their course. The group participated in several trials and obstacles along the way, with Semreh glaring at Asiter every moment they were in the same vicinity. Narcel could only guess that Semreh was reminded of his own mother’s abuse at the hand of the Mawtu. 
***
 Several days had passed since the night of the fire, during which Semreh had only spoken minimally. Jordan was all for talking as they continued to trudge on, but he was so obsessed with the Reveries and the Knowers, and religion. Narcel wasn’t sure what to believe. His father had taught him religion before his death, but his mother hadn’t seemed to have much faith after losing her husband. Narcel had tended to side with his mother, believing that religion was there to comfort those in need or serve as an excuse to commit acts of violence for the mentally unstable. 
“Well how else would we know when a god’s spirit returns into the human form, if not for the Reveries?” Jordan asked. 
“It just doesn’t make a lot of sense to me,” Narcel replied.
“Why not? The gods return, taking human form when a man or woman has been deemed worthy. It’s quite a simple concept to understand, if you ask me. Imagine if one day I was named one of the original twelve? Maybe Ordius, or even Illixus.”
“Jordan, do we have to talk about it? I mean, when you die does it really matter what happens to you? You’re dead, you know?”
“I’d like to think there is something more than that, Narcel.” 
They crossed a peak and looked down into a valley, mires spreading beneath thick foliage.  
“I don’t like the look of this place,” Semreh said.
“Anyway, I’m saying,” Jordan continued, “if we’re fighting alongside Adonis, I’m certain that when we die we will be together. Me, you, and even you Semreh.”
Semreh raised an eyebrow, as if to say he wouldn’t respect such talk with words. 
“That’s a long way off,” Narcel said. “In the meantime, if it’s all true we can just go see some Knowers and find out when and how we die, or maybe ask a Reverie to declare us gods. Why not, after all?”
“You don’t get to decide to be a god.” Jordan shook his head in agitation. “If you’re going to make fun, then forget it.”
“We each have our own beliefs.” Semreh moaned as his foot sunk into the mud. The sun had been gone for an hour or so now, and seeing where the muddy swamp began and where the paths stopped was becoming difficult. 
“I almost forgot, you’re from the North. I have heard—”
“No,” Semreh interrupted. “I will not talk about it here.” His eyes shifted, taking note of who listened. “I want to tell you both someday, and perhaps you’ll see some light in what I say. But I must use caution when talking of my home.” 
Jordan nodded, pointing ahead. “Think we’re going to that house?”
In the middle of the shallow valley stood a dark building surrounded by night. Around it the vegetation was sparse, and dim light could be seen from cracks at each corner. 
“I don’t like its look,” Narcel said as the group headed straight for it. 
Inside, the boys were all crammed into the building. The room had no doors, just four walls that overlapped but didn’t touch, in a manner which allowed people to enter from any of the four corners, but gave the impression that there was no way out. If the boys hadn’t just entered through such an entrance, and if the light hadn’t peeked around the walls, Narcel would have thought they were in a room of piled stone on all sides. 
“Welcome boys, to the moment of realization.” Arduous the trainer bellowed as he entered the room behind them. “The moment of choice. For today you will be given the opportunity to walk out of here knowing if you have what it takes. This, boys, is the Room of Resolution. Without this test, we wouldn’t know which of you are worthy to fight alongside the gods, and which are meant to simply rest in the heavens, or hell, as the case may be.”
Through the darkness, Narcel could barely make out the floor. It was divided by lines into ten different sections, each containing two slender swords, slightly curved with a handle long enough for two hands. The dirt floor was discolored in blotches, and the walls had a similar blotchy design to them. 
The boys were made to stand two to a square, each with a sword. The trainers proceeded to climb rope ladders placed against the walls, which led to a slight overhang wrapping around the square room. Torches were lit, and the flames seemed to hover like spirits in purgatory. Narcel’s eyes searched for Asiter or Themis among the others, but they were not there. That fact seemed odd to him. 
“Now, for your obstacle of the night,” Arduous shouted from above. He smiled at Athan, the leader of his squad. “Long awaited for some of you. From today, only half of you will go on to become Mawtu warriors. The only way for you to be a Mawtu is if you are willing and able to take a life, and to do so when ordered, without hesitation. Each of you will fight the boy in his square. The boy that lives will continue his training. Look at the boy across from you. See his eyes and see him as an opponent, as an enemy. Imagine he has just taken everything you love and hold dear. Mark my words, if you do not kill him now he will take the only thing that is yours to control, your life.”
He stood silent for a moment, letting it sink in. “Is it you, or is it him? Which will go on to live as a Mawtu warrior, and which will die by the hand of a slave boy? Let us find out this very evening. Now, fight!” 
The boys’ eyes darted back and forth, one whimpered, and they all realized the blotchiness throughout the room wasn’t a design, but splattered blood from past experiences in the Room of Resolution. 
One boy, Athan’s former friend Donce, rushed for the ladder leading up to where the trainers observed. “Get them instead!” His opponent, Semreh, followed and tried to stop him, but as soon as Donce’s foot left the sectioned off area where the two were to fight, spears fell like lightning from above, turning his leg into a pin cushion. Semreh took a step back, stunned. 
Donce lay screaming in pain, and unable to move his leg while trainers above grabbed more spears from buckets. They aimed the shiny tips at the boys. Semreh looked up at Narcel, helpless and hopeless. As a tear dropped from his cheek his expression turned to determination. “We have no choice, do we, Narce? No choice.” 
Semreh raised his sword and advanced toward his crippled opponent. The curved blade fell, gripped by both of Semreh’s hands. Semreh fell to all fours, puking. The boy that had whimpered earlier was crying, while the other squares were quickly filled with clashing of swords as the sight of blood brought their predicament to reality. The crying boy was next to die. 
It was only then that Narcel realized his opponent was Jordan.
“We don’t have to do this,” Jordan said. He stood still, eyes fixed on Narcel, never blinking. 
“You saw what happened to Donce. What do you propose? Please give me an alternative.” His mind became cluttered with images of death, unable to tell reality from imagination. All he knew for sure was the blood spilling all around, and the sound of clashing swords. His head ached. The others faded in and out. He looked at the trainers on the ledge, spears in hand and blood-lust in their eyes. His heart pumped faster than a tiger tears apart its prey. He could think of no way out of this. 
“Remember that windy night?” Jordan asked. “Everything I said was true. You were great to me and I would do anything for you.”
Saying a silent prayer and smiling, Jordan rushed forward, sword raised. He never moved one inch to bring the blade down, thrusting his body onto the sword which Narcel held in front of him. As Narcel felt his friend’s body being impaled on his weapon he let out a yelp and dropped the handle. But it was too late.  
Tears fell from both sets of eyes and Jordan embraced Narcel, dropping his sword. He pulled Narcel’s blade deeper into himself, ensuring his death. When his mouth was an inch from Narcel’s ear, Jordan whispered, “We had no choice. You are a good man.” His words became garbled as blood gurgled. “I didn’t want to die, but at your hands, this way… it seems to be for the best. I am free.” 
With his dying words Jordan released Narcel and fell to the ground on his side, the sword still in him. A new design of blood formed around his body, and stained Narcel’s robe as he kneeled to hold his dead friend’s head in his lap. “I will not forget your sacrifice, Jordan,” Narcel said among tears. “I will not forget your friendship.”
 He held Jordan's head and felt his insides welling up like a volcano, lava ready to spew forth. But the room was already filled with red. Instead his emotions burst forth into stuttering sobs. He wanted to stand and throw his sword across the room. He wanted to tear through the flesh of the Mawtu trainers, and of every other boy left alive. “Murderers,” he would yell at them. But he could not. He was one of them.
The other nine squares were in the same state, with boys shaking and other boys dead.  All were covered in fresh crimson blood. Only one boy, Athan, smiled over the dead body of his opponent, deplorably absorbing the praise and laughter from the trainers above. His arms were spread as if to catch the warm rays of a sun that had set long ago, and as he turned, his eyes narrowed on Narcel and seemed to say, “You’re next, and I relish the thought of blood dripping from your throat into my outstretched hands. I will hold your heart to my mouth and taste your death with its last beat.” Narcel shuddered, and continued to mourn the lives that had been wasted that night. 
 



Chapter 16: Unleash
 
 
Darkness accentuated the pungent odor of burnt flesh that surged into Lokum’s consciousness. His eyelids fluttered open. Images shot through his memory of blood, torches, and nude bodies writhing half alive on the cave floor. He screamed and found the gag gone from his mouth. He struggled and the ropes were loose. 
“Who’s there?” he demanded of the darkness, but no one answered. Something nearby moved. “Show yourself.” 
Again there was a shuffling, then a piercing silence. 
“This way, master,” a voice whispered. 
Lokum struggled, backing himself against the cave wall. “Who is that? Stay away!” 
A flint sparked and Lokum pulled his hands in front of his face to cover his eyes from the light of the torch as it burst into flame. Haden stood a foot away, his eyes wide at the mutilated bodies on the floor. 
“Your father sent me,” Haden said. “This way.” 
Lokum clung to Haden’s grey tunic until they reached the exit. He crouched down and followed the house servant into the crisp morning. A splinter of the sun hovered over the water’s edge to cast red and yellow flames across the water. Lokum backed against the rock, his chest and shoulders shaking.
“Come,” Haden said. “Let us get you home, sir.”
Lokum faced Haden and his eyes narrowed. “You never saw this.”
Haden nodded. But it wasn’t enough for Lokum. He stood tall and stopped shaking and brought the back of his fist across Haden’s mouth. 
“You will tell no one of what you saw.” 
Haden fell to the ground and felt the blood on his lip. “I saw nothing, sir. I have seen this nothing many times.”
Lokum’s eyes darted frantically, then he moved up the hill to Valhia. The head of the statue of Ordius was just visible in the city. At the stone wall surrounding the statue he paused and stared into the marble eyes of the Ordius’s noble face. He knew the history, the story men told of Ordius and Karissus, and he knew a story less well known of the origins of that war. He clenched the wall and pushed against it, at that moment determined to make a move. To somehow be done with Maigus Hall and all who remained within except Kaire. 
The square was empty aside from Lokum as Haden approached, the crimson light reflecting from the ocean’s surface behind him. 
“Sir,” Haden said. “The practices you have seen, many and more have occurred here through the years. There are worse practices, if you can believe it.”
“That doesn’t make it better. Go, find Alses and Melonto and tell them to round up as many men as possible. Send ten men in advance to ready the ships, but keep it quiet. I sail within the hour.”
Sailors slept along the dock, several mumbling curses at Lokum as he woke them with his stomping feet on the planks. He boarded his ship, one of ten triremes he meant to sail that day, and stood at the gangplank, waiting for his men to arrive. He didn’t yet know where he would sail, but he had to escape Valhia and his parents. If anyone found out what they had done, if the words of his parents’ beliefs were whispered to Gaila or Arkist, his parents would be thrown in shackles with him not far behind. They deserved to die for the path they chose, and he knew that if he didn’t leave town he would be the one to kill them. 
Alses and Melonto arrived with two dozen men, less than one tenth of what Lokum had hoped for. 
“It’s the most we could bring without arousing suspicion,” Alses said at the bottom of the gangplank. “Permission to board?”
“Permission granted,” Lokum said with disgust. He turned to the ocean and punched into the air. “What am I to do with two dozen men, Alses, did you ask yourself that?” 
“I don’t know what you were planning to do with more men.” 
Lokum turned on his friend and pulled a knife from his sash. “Who are you to question me?” 
Alses’ eyes stared back wide, his eyelids twitching. “Sir?” 
“With so few, to the stables instead.” Lokum grunted and motioned for Alses to follow him from the ship. “Come, these men will be fine. We’ll search our side of the Pass for any sign of the Kordom alliance. You see anyone in green, yellow, or red, you kill them.”
“And our destination, sir?” Alses asked. 
“Indikrus, on the other side of the Pass. We’ve all heard talk of their inability to honor their allegiances. Well, we’ll go see how that little village feels about loyalty now.”
Melonto turned to see Alses standing with his mouth open. 
“What is it?” Lokum said. “I’ll not have cowards on this journey.”
“It’s just,” Melonto stammered, “the other side of the pass? The implications alone….”
“Don’t waste your breath. This so called war, or lack of war, comes to an end today.”
“Yes sir.”
Lokum enjoyed the sudden reverence his friends were showing him. They were all lower than him, by age and by status, why shouldn’t they speak to him this way? He gazed upon his men one more time, noting many young faces he recognized from the barracks as well as several of the lesser men from the eastern streets. They would have to do. 
“Let us ride,” Lokum said. “Indikrus sits under the protection of the Kordom alliance but swears allegiance to our king, oscillating between the two with her loyalty when the time is right. I mean to teach them to fear our side of the pass, and you will be that fear.”
The stable master awoke to a gag over his mouth and eyes. He never knew what hit him. The squires likely saw the two dozen men riding west, and surely others would have heard the clomping of horse’s hooves, but Lokum wasn’t worried. His aunt controlled this city, and his own parents practiced the old ways—who was going to tell him what he could and could not do? 
The Pass of Aire seemed feeble as Lokum and his men approached, as if it would crumble under his horse’s hooves. He slowed his mare to a trot, eyes searching for scouts or archers, but he saw none. He looked back at his men and smiled, then turned to the pass and pressed his heels into his horse’s flank and yelled. The bridge flew past him, its stone defenders making no move to block his advance. 
No men were sighted the entire way to Indikrus. Melonto told Lokum that the men in the village stood by helplessly as the Valhians slaughtered their sheep and burnt their temple. More than one man was struck down as he defended his sister or mother, but the Valhians had rode under Lokum’s frustration and defiance of the gods, playing their part well. 
All the while, Lokum stood in the tall wispy grass and felt the wind on his face. He blocked the shrieks from his head and imagined a life with Kaire, his parents gone, and he in charge of Valhia. This was the first step. He would spread his reputation across the lands, showing the men who led them, and then at the right moment, strike. But not yet, he thought as he turned toward Indikrus and gave the signal for withdrawal. At that moment, he just needed to be back with Kaire.
 



Chapter 17: Loyalties
 
 
Narcel lifted his head from the cushions of his arms. Images filled his head of blood splattering, his heart torn with the memory of Jordan’s body staying in the shadows of the thatched roof. It was hard to keep his eyes open, and Narcel didn’t want Semreh to notice. He shook his head vigorously, scrunching his eyes, hoping the memories would stop haunting him. How long would it take? 
He felt his forehead to make sure the folds in his red robe hadn’t left any marks. Smooth as a rose petal. Semreh stood on full alert, looking out over the dark field. Narcel moved to the corner of the wood outpost. After three days straight of trekking, obstacles, and firewatch duties, his body was rebelling against him. His nightmares of Jordan’s death would never cease, he knew that deep down. It had taken weeks to completely wash the blood from his arms and robe. He had spoken with Semreh many times since the killings, but never about that night.  
Narcel picked up the training spear which had been leaning against the wall. The wood felt distant to his touch, as if not right. Eye contact with Semreh was the last thing he wanted. Would one judge the other? Jordan had been their friend, but it wasn’t his fault, was it?
“What’s going on, Narce?” Semreh asked as he joined Narcel to lean against the outpost wall. He grabbed the other spear and traced a spider along the roof of the outpost. A quick thrust and it was a black smudge. “I’ve been thinking about home an awful lot.”
“It isn’t just that. It’s this place. What’re we doing here?” 
“I keep having dreams.” Semreh’s eyes darted across the dark of night. “Before coming here, I’d never killed anyone. I was well practiced with the sword, but I didn’t have to partake in the war with the South. This place changes us. I wish I could say for the better.” 
Narcel shook his head and thought for a moment. “I used a sword, in defense of Valhia. Against your people, I’m sorry to say. It was so wrong, the idea of me being a warrior. That was always my brother’s role, before he disappeared.”
“Your brother disappeared?”
Narcel shifted to ensure Semreh didn’t see his quivering lip. “About a year before they took me.”
Semreh thought for a moment, fiddling with the spear. “Do you think he’s here? I mean, do you think the Mawtu took him as well?”
It was as if a brick wall slammed into Narcel’s face, exploding, sending tiny fragments of rock into his gut. He hadn’t considered it. “I… I don’t know.” 
“I mean, it is possible, right? And we still haven’t seen many of the Mawtu, he could be anywhere. They didn’t kill you, so if they took him as well….”
It was rumored the Mawtu made up several thousand men, while he had only come in contact with the recruits and trainers. 
“I don’t want him to be here,” Narcel said. 
“If I had been separated from my brother, I would want to see him no matter what.”
“It isn’t that. He was always the diligent one, the responsible older brother. Here we don’t train to save the life of our brothers or children, but train to kill. Train to destroy. All of the talk in our nightly lessons, about being the best of the best, about conquering others because the strong were born to do so…. How much truth does it hold?” Narcel stood up and looked at the fire crackling nearby. He pondered how it would feel to throw himself in. Would the world be a better place?
“You know the worst part of it?” Semreh asked. “I feel like I’m starting to believe.”
Narcel studied his friend, the corner of his lips turned up as if Semreh were joking. “Parts of it are still brave. You are my brother now, and I would fight for you. Together as one, right?”
“Honor, courage, and dedication. Sure, in that sense we fight for family. But I can’t do it their way. I can’t just forget The Room.” Semreh was cut off by the sound of footsteps approaching. 
Narcel turned, spear ready, but saw that it was Asiter making his rounds. 
“Lucky I didn’t catch you sleeping.” Asiter paused and listened. “Hear that? I think I can barely make out the whimpering of the last outpost I visited. Those boys couldn’t handle the butt of my spear.”
With a twitch of his eye, Asiter looked over Narcel and Semreh. After a moment, he joined them and turned to look out at the cool blue night. He rubbed his shriveled eyes. Finally he turned to Narcel and Semreh, and smiled a most unnatural smile. “Well boys, we’ve had one hell of a time, eh? To be honest, I’m surprised you made it this far.”
“Thank you, sir,” Narcel said.  
“Let’s see if either of you can surprise me and make it to the end of training.” Asiter laughed—more of a gargle from the throat. When he saw neither boy was going to join his conversation he continued with another twitch. “At any rate, I’ll be continuing the rounds. Chow should arrive soon, I imagine. Should have already been here, but you know, those damn servants. You have servants back home, boy?” The last part was directed at Semreh. 
“No.” 
 “You’ve been doing a fine enough job, but you call me sir or you’ll taste the lining of your stomach.” 
Asiter turned to Narcel. “What about you, rich one? I can tell by the way you walk, you had servants alright.” 
“Yes, sir. Plenty of them, sir.” Narcel noticed Semreh glaring at him with shallow eyes. 
“Good.” Asiter rested his hands on the brick stone ledge that was set up for the post. “We’ll be marching on from here soon, to continue the Trek. About time, eh?” He looked around at the night and sighed. Mawtu didn’t get many chances to appreciate the beauty in life, but Narcel had often noticed Asiter taking the time. He was older than many, and that meant he had lived too much of life to ignore the niceties of it all. 
That night the torches of the post showed glistening streams of water surrounded by tall dragon grass swaying in the wind. In the distance, the soaring trees were outlined on the skyline with one particularly large mountain looming over it all, like a titan ready to squish the land in the palm of his hand. 
Asiter turned as if to say something, but then changed his mind. Whatever he was going to say it didn’t matter, because just then the servants arrived with supper. There were six servants; more than usual, and Asiter’s face revealed his confusion. When the servants were within ten feet, the dinner dropped with a clang as they drew rusty, worn-down swords, pointing them at the Mawtu recruits. Three of the servants rushed at Asiter with swords drawn. 
“You boys stay out of this!” The oldest of the servants said, whom Narcel recognized as the man from the fire on the hill, the night Asiter had taken one of the servant girls. The three servants that had rushed Asiter now circled him looking for the best method of attack. “This is between us and this scum.” 
“Get back in your place, low life!” Asiter spat at the servants, his left eye twitching. “How dare you raise swords against me?” The spear on his back glistened with the reflection of the nearby fire. “I will have your stones jammed down your friends’ throats if you don’t put down your weapons this instant!”
“I am Andar, brother to Nadia of Longdrian. Nadia, one of the many girls you have raped and murdered. And tonight I will have my revenge.” Andar’s lips curled back to reveal his crooked teeth.
Narcel and Semreh held their training spears at the ready, aimed at the three servants whose swords pointed back. Narcel’s mind was filled with the blotches of blood stains in the Room of Resolution, and of Semreh puking after putting Donce out of his misery. Would this night go the same way? A gust of wind rustled the nearby tree leaves, as if the heavens were trying to calm the situation. 
Light from the sentry fire shone on blades and spear heads, transforming the fighters into demons of the shadows. Asiter’s red robes flowed like a river of lava around his tunic, and the light blue of the servant attire gave the attackers an innocent feel—innocent men who had come for blood.
“She deserved what she got,” Asiter said with spittle flying.
Andar charged forward, his bronze sword held with two hands along his face, horizontal and aimed straight for Asiter’s throat. Asiter dodged left, parrying the sword with the short spear in his right hand. Releasing his long spear, Asiter twirled it with his left hand and brought it down with a deadly thwack on one of the other servants as they charged. The servant was dead before he hit the ground. The third attacker swung his sword toward Asiter’s body at the same time as Andar spun with an arching blow to Asiter’s head, but Asiter was able to pull back as he dodged left. 
Asiter’s quick reflexes saved his life from Andar’s deadly blow, but the other servant’s sword cut through his robes to expose bloodied ribs. Asiter grunted in pain and threw his long spear in the direction he had seen Andar last. The attempt missed, leaving Asiter with just his short spear and blood soaked red robes. 
Andar had dodged the spear, but in so doing he placed himself between Narcel and the other three servants. Narcel stared wide eyed at the scene, admiring the servant’s courage. 
He contemplated his own thoughts of attempting escape, and how such dreams had withered with increased interactions with Asiter. Yet he considered moving aside, letting them have their way with the man. What loyalty did Narcel owe him? 
Andar’s back was to him. The servant’s focus purely on Asiter. Narcel realized it was his chance to jam the point of his spear right through the man’s back and into his heart. But he could not. He hated Asiter, he knew he did somewhere in his heart, but he also felt something for the old man. Devotion? Pity? 
The sword in Andar’s hand flashed with movement, and Narcel decided it was time to act. With the increased weight in his muscles and the pain of going against his conscious, he swung his spear and hit the servant across the head with the shaft of his spear. Andar sprawled onto his hands and knees before Asiter, who had managed to place his short spear in the other attacker’s foot, pinning him to the ground. 
Asiter grabbed the sword as it dropped from Andar’s hand and turned with a slice to the other man’s neck before throwing the blade aside and turning to Andar. He pounced on the servant, driving the man into the ground, and commenced with pounding the life out of him with fists and elbows until only a bloody pulp remained. Narcel watched it all, horrorstruck, forcing the bile to stay in place until the final crunch of bone broke his will. This man had died because of his decision to interfere.  
The three watching servants were dumbfounded to see their elders, and better fighters, beaten so quickly. They stood still, eyes shifting back and forth as Asiter approached, covered in the blood of their comrades. Narcel wiped his mouth with his robe, and mentally pleaded with the servants to run. 
Semreh looked at Asiter covered in blood, and glared at Narcel with judging eyes. His nostrils flared, and he aimed his spear. He charged at the three servants with a loud yell, causing them to drop their weapons and flee for the dark line of trees. Narcel was glad they hadn’t died at his hands, or those of Semreh.
“Get over here and help me to the healing tent,” Asiter said. Blood was gushing, and as Narcel applied pressure through his own robe, Asiter’s squinty eyes held him in deep respect. “Leave your spears for the next watch, we’re safe now.”
Over the following days of marching and obstacles, Narcel was allowed to eat at the head trainer table. This was a great treat after hours upon hours of marching, and he was even greeted by the head trainer more than once—Themis himself. The great titan of a man never blinked and had a grip that could crush a skull. Now Semreh and Narcel could eat venison and potatoes every day, and the occasional cup of wine before bed was within limits of the imagination. 
But the wine wasn’t enough to wash Narcel of his guilt for assisting in the murder of a man. What happened to Jordan had been horrible, and now this. All of the training, and yet, Narcel ached at the thought of hurting another human being. He imagined the look on his mother’s face. What would she say? Would Kaire ever love him again if she knew what he had done?
He had earned himself a spot as group leader, but he didn’t feel right. Glaring at the new boys, boys that hadn’t yet met the horror of the Room, he realized he would have to block off his heart and soul if he were to survive. 
He saw Semreh in the tent after a night watch, and Semreh shook his head heavily. He let out a small whisper, “We should have just let him die. No one would have known. We should have just let him die.” 
Narcel didn’t try to argue. Perhaps the servant had been in the right, but he had been losing, that much was evident. Narcel cursed Semreh and his holier-than-though attitude. Shivers ran through his body and he felt his insides clawing at the lining of his stomach. He made it outside before releasing his dinner on the ground.
 



Chapter 18: Final Days
 
 
Luke-warm rain drizzled down from a gray sky and slid over their robes, which the boys had drawn over their heads in an attempt to stay dry. Sky surrounded them as if they were flying, the only visible earth was the path in front of them and the path they had already trod. They stopped along one of the lower peaks, so that the trainers could show them the final obstacle before the ascent. 
Teams were divided into two, Asiter with five boys and Arduous with the other five. Themis stood by as an observer. It was a huge letdown for Narcel to see that Athan and Tredle were assigned the same team as himself, along with Semreh and some other kid. 
“There,” Asiter said, pointing to a rocky plateau. “Just past those trenches and large spikes.”
“Yes sir,” Athan and Narcel responded at once. 
“That is your objective, boys. You simply have to reach the top there. We’ll be looking for the warrior ethos throughout. Honor, courage, and dedication. The other team will be attempting the course as well. It is not a race, but you had better reach the plateau before them, got it?”
“Yes sir,” Athan said.
Asiter eyed the boys that didn’t respond. “If you perform exceptionally, you may receive a reward tonight. Remember, you must all reach the end point, or no one moves on. You’ll start from behind this hill in groups of two.” He eyed the boys. “Good luck.”
“At least the sun is still out,” Semreh said when Asiter had left. In truth a heavy haze was on the Mawtu Base Camp, wherever it was. But here, this high up, the boys were above the clouds. 
“Doesn’t change how tired I am.” Narcel sat down and watched the first two boys run out of view. “Wonder what this one has in store for us.”
“Maybe you could wonder in silence, so I don’t have to clobber you,” Athan said as he leaned against a tree and closed his eyes. 
Narcel and Semreh shared a look that said we can take him, but they kept their mouths shut and waited. Clouds rolled by beneath them, looking like a soft bed of countless pillows. More than once, Narcel contemplated running and jumping into the clouds to see if they would catch him, or even better, throwing Athan over the edge to find out. The clouds slowly darkened, turning grey and then blood red as the sun began its decent. 
“Was that it?” Semreh asked. “I thought I heard the whistle.” He stood to look around, and this time it was unmistakable. “Let’s go!” 
Narcel jumped up and followed Semreh around the bend, his injured ankle throbbing and his anticipation running wild. The pain came and went lately, it was just too bad it had to come now. Only three steps in, and the ground gave out beneath them. 
“Semreh,” Narcel called down. He had caught hold of a lump of grass that was slowly giving in to his weight, but Semreh had disappeared. 
“Down here!”
“Are you hurt?” Narcel struggled to keep his grip.
“No, it’s some sort of underground water source.” Semreh’s voice sounded frantic, in spite of his reassuring words. 
“Can you make it out?”
“No. I think you better come down here, quick.”
“I may not have a choice.”
“Please hurry, I don’t know how to swim, and my arms….” His voice became gurgles of water. “Hurry!”
The grass gave Narcel no choice and he found himself splashing in the water beside Semreh. Fortunately, having lived in a coastal city meant his swimming skills were well practiced. He grabbed Semreh under his right arm and turned to see where they were. 
Pitch black met with dingy air to make them feel like they were surrounded by tar. A yell from somewhere above showed that the other boys had met some sort of obstacle, or punishment. 
“This way, I think.”
Semreh was panting heavily, and he muttered something that sounded like he didn’t give a damn which way they went as long as it was out. 
Narcel felt his feet touch and soon had Semreh on dry ground. They were on a small mound surrounded with water on one side, and earth on the other. Pounding water sounded around them, and a bit of moonlight shone through a hole in the earth wall. 
“Come here, I think this may be our way out.” Narcel saw that Semreh was lying on the ground still, catching his breath. “Don’t worry, I’ll check it out.”
A bit of poking around revealed more light. He reached his hand through a small hole and pulled back on the dirt and rock, revealing enough space to lean out and look around. “There’s a small waterfall out here, pounding against a tree.” He looked down and saw unending blackness, the tree growing out of the side of the abyss. “I think if we can climb the tree, we can get back to the top.”
“Fine. Let’s do it.” 
He turned and saw Semreh approaching with a large rock, which he heaved through the earth to create a large enough opening for the two of them. They never heard the thud of a rock landing. 
“You’re ready then?” Narcel asked.
“Anything to get me out of here, I hate closed in places.”
Narcel remembered the tunnel with the stretcher and Jordan.
Semreh was the first out, already climbing over the tree’s white bark. The waterfall was mild, but it lent to slippery branches and an annoyance as it pounded the boys on their heads. At one point the pain in Narcel’s ankle struck and he lost his footing, but Semreh was there to steady him. Before long they reached the top. 
Moonlight covered the grass now, dark spots scattered throughout. 
“There must be openings all over like the one we fell into,” Semreh said as he caught his breath. “I say we be more careful now.”
“Agreed.” 
They stood and started moving, but Semreh’s foot snagged and he went sprawling forward. 
“Semreh?”
Narcel ran over and found Semreh tangled up with several other boys from training. They had been lying down when Semreh tripped over Tredle’s leg. 
“Well look who it is,” Athan said, “Narcel has joined us.”
“How did you make it so fast Athan?” 
“I saw you two falling back there and avoided it. I figured I would wait for you two to show up, and that’s when I ran into these guys. What do you say we get through this thing?”
Skepticism ran through Narcel’s veins when dealing with Athan, but this wasn’t the time for separation. They agreed, and slowly began to work their way through the dry grass. Tredle almost fell into an opening once, but Semreh’s hand was there to steady him.
“What do you suppose they have in store for us?” Tredle asked as he nodded appreciation to Semreh. 
“More of the worst, I’m sure.”
A large area of darkness appeared before them, but Narcel convinced himself it was just the shadows of the peak. It wasn’t so. The closer they got, the easier it was to see the far side of the wide chasm, and when they drew close they looked down to see yet another unending drop. 
“At least we lucked out, right? Falling in the one opening with a bottom to it.”
Semreh shook his head. “I don’t like this. Can we find another way?” 
“I don’t think there will be time,” Tredle said. 
“What are you talking about, we….” Narcel’s voice trailed off as he looked back to Tredle. In the direction they had come, sparks rose from the air above a wall of flames. It was working its way toward them.
“Would they really set fire to a mountain just to instill in us a sense of urgency?”
“For the love of God,” Semreh said. 
Several other boys appeared from the left, breathing heavily. “There you guys are,” one of them said. “We checked both directions, and there are some ropes over that way, but that’s it.”
“Lead the way,” Narcel demanded. 
Flames drew close and only half the boys were across the chasm, folding their legs around the ropes and shuffling across. The ropes burned, but the boys all made it in time to watch the fires burn the other ends. The ropes withered and fell, with each boy likely imagining what it would be like to fall in that eternal darkness. When they turned to their goal, the plateau was within sight. 
A narrow path of rocky ground and dirt lay in front of them, with Mawtu trainers standing on each side. They were motionless, reminding Narcel of the statues guarding the Pass of Aire. There was only one choice. 
“Charge!” he yelled, and led the way. 
CRACK! A boy behind him howled, and Narcel looked to see a trainer pulling back a bullwhip, the other trainers preparing their own.
His legs moved on their own now, out of the corner of his eyes he saw the trainers running alongside, their whips flying in the air. CRACK! One broke the air inches from his ear, but he was unscathed. CRACK! Another boy yelped. 
There it was, the plateau. Narcel reached it first and started helping other boys to climb. They reached for roots and rock holds, anything usable for climbing. Narcel reached for the first grip, but a piercing laugh distracted him. He looked back to see Arduous cackling as he pulled his whip back to strike Athan.
Athan had rolled into a ball with the first strike from the whip. He lay whimpering on the dusty rock surface, and Narcel knew he wasn’t going to get up on his own. The thought of leaving him was tempting, but he knew he had to act. They all had to finish together.  
He ran back towards Athan, hearing the surprised shouts of Semreh and the others. It wouldn’t matter if any of them reached the top if they didn’t all make it. CRACK! The whip sounded as it hit Athan again, exposing bloodied flesh. Arduous pulled the whip back a third time. Narcel jumped forward and threw himself between the whip and Athan, gritting his teeth as the whip took him in the shoulder. CRACK! It was only pain. 
“Come on Athan, I got you.” 
Images of Athan in the room of resolution haunted Narcel as he ran, supporting the bear of a boy on his shoulder. Athan still whimpered, and Narcel found himself torn between pitying the boy and wanting to rip out his throat. He stuck to his decision to help him, and when they reached the base of the plateau, he crouched with hands cupped. 
“Come on, I’ll give you a boost.”
It was a tough endeavor, but Semreh and Tredle caught Athan by the wrists and pulled him up. Narcel was over the ledge in moments, and they all lay there, panting. Narcel could barely believe he had done it.
Asiter sat by a jug of fresh juice and a bucket of figs. His eyes seemed sad, as if he had somewhere else to be. “Come, help yourselves. You deserve it.” The boys dived for the refreshments. “After this you will be divided up with your trainers for personal time. You have ten minutes to relax, and then spread out. Semreh and Narcel, meet me here. The rest, follow your trainers when they come for you.”
“So it’s over?” Semreh said when Asiter had walked to join the other trainers. 
“We still got the last march, don’t get too cocky yet,” Athan said.
“Just saying, that wasn’t so bad.”
Laughter broke out among the other boys, fresh blood and tears covering the majority. Servant girls seemed to appear out of nowhere, catering to the wounded. 
“Whatever you say, Semreh.” Narcel felt bliss as the fresh juice healed his parched throat. A scent of apple and mango met his nostrils, but the taste was unfamiliar. He didn’t really care what it was, as long as the trainers didn’t take it away. 
The trainers returned, five of them. They each took two boys and sat them down in their own areas. 
“Come, have a seat with me on these rocks.” Wrinkles around Asiter’s face sagged more than usual, his bloodshot eyes seeming to absorb the summer breeze and the calm after the storm.
Narcel and Semreh hesitated, but he beckoned and they knew better than to refuse. 
“So tell me,” he said, taking a moment to look at each of them. “How do you feel after everything you’ve gone through?”
“What do you mean, sir?” Narcel asked. 
Semreh glared.
“Call me Asiter tonight, just tonight, and again after you graduate. I have no doubts now that you will both make it.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Semreh continued to glare.
“Almost six months have passed and you still have some spunk in you, huh boy?” Asiter’s face twitched as he assessed Semreh. He reached into his pouch and pulled out two miniature towers, carved from marble. “The other boys won’t be receiving these, but you are special. Do you know what these are?”
Semreh hesitantly accepted, analyzing the fine detail on the tiny bricks and windows. “No, what is it?”
“These are Afisiosi, they earn much in the Mawtu ranks. They can be used to buy loyalty, betrayal, or forgiveness. For example, if at any point you are in trouble, you present this to a Mawtu and your sins will be forgiven. All but the unforgivable sin, abandoning your brothers. Nothing can save a forsaken.”
“Thank you, Asiter.” A twinge of unease ran through Narcel when he used the trainer’s name instead of ‘sir.’
“Here’s the deal. I’m supposed to talk to you now, mentor you or something. So, I think it’s best to start with the ways of the Mawtu. Have you heard of Trycundus?” 
“No sir,” Narcel said, then corrected himself, “Asiter.”
Semreh shook his head, still glaring.
“Well, you should know him. Trycundus was a great Mawtu, one of the greatest, some would say. It was he that developed the Mawtu and the Kordom alliance into what it is today. Had he not left, it is even said the Reveries would have proclaimed him Adonis. 
“Trycundus traced his ancestors from the early days of the Mawtu, and he was the second prince in one of the two royal families. He traveled to the land beyond the Gold Coast to the west of Kordom, and as far north as Orath, taking lessons on statecraft and morality to apply to the Mawtu way of life. It is to him that we trace our separation of military from menial workers, giving the Mawtu our refinement and beauty. And many of our values. 
“When he returned at the written request of the people, he prescribed a treatment unlike any other to ail the sicknesses of Kordom. After seeking guidance from the Reverie of Gresva, he had no doubt the Mawtu would rise to greatness. He instituted the senate with powers equal to the two royal houses.”
“So what we’ve been through,” Semreh asked, hesitantly. 
“Everything you’ve gone through is to make you the warriors you must become. Those weeded out were never Mawtu to begin with.” 
Narcel wasn’t sure he bought that. But it wasn’t the only part of the story that didn’t make sense to him. “How can we be ruled by two royal houses?” 
“Do you know nothing of our ways, boy?” Asiter shook his head. “The Mawtu rule the Kordom alliance with two kings. When our armies set out for war we are led by one king, lately that is Adonis.” 
“So who is the other king?”
“A man you will likely not meet for some time, if ever. Named Vysender, King Vysender. He is a good man, but his jealousy over Adonis’s status as a god has led to problems, which you may one day witness. For now, do not worry yourselves with such trifles. Worry yourselves instead with training and becoming great warriors. Bring honor to the Mawtu name, and change what you can for the better.”
Semreh nodded at this, as if actually inspired, though Narcel wondered if he was just pretending. 
“Today we are the best warriors in the known world,” Asiter continued. “While Nethia builds a wall of stone, the Mawtu have built a wall of men. Soon you will be part of that wall, soon you will be part of this brotherhood.” Asiter went on for another hour or so, telling them war stories of ancient Mawtu heroes. When it was over he left them to sleep, and Narcel slept for the longest he had in days—a good five hours. 
The next day the boys reached the last steps of the Trek of Death. Narcel could actually see the peak, and a new vigor surged in his muscles. They marched up the steep rock, nothing but red dirt and massive hills surrounding them. Some of the boys offered to carry packs for the weaker ones, and the smaller of the weak even had to grab hold of the pack in front of them to be pulled forward. Narcel was amazed at the progress he saw in the boys’ demeanor since the beginning of training six months before. 
He almost stumbled once or twice, but Semreh was there to steady him. Narcel repaid the favor when he noticed Semreh’s eyes closing and his body starting to fall towards the edge of the path. A fall may not necessarily kill a man, but there was a steep roll of fifty feet or so followed by a drop off, and death hovered on the side of the hill waiting to see what he could grab. Narcel’s eyes hazed over, his mind murky. He even thought he saw Jordan marching up ahead, more than once. 
 The boys huddled against the wicked winds as they rested, and when they marched they tried to face west in order to minimize the rains pelting them from the east. It was only during the miniscule moments of respite from the pain of the weather’s torment that Narcel’s mind would clear and he would remember Jordan wasn’t there, images of his dying face flashing through the rain.
Within three days of spotting the peak, Narcel and the rest of the boys finished their journey, although he would have sworn it was a whole month. He could not remember the end, he just remembered pushing himself, running with an enthusiasm he had not felt before. The top had seemed so far, his legs seemed so weak, but he had made it.  
They were herded into ranks ten across and five deep. Narcel hadn’t even known there were so many other groups making their way to the top, and wondered how much energy and effort went in to training the Mawtu army. There were multiple classes, each with the different colors of their class flowing on banners at the right arm of the team lead.
Themis was there at the peak, fully decked out in his best ceremonial Mawtu attire. He wore a special scarlet cape with the symbol of the snow tiger on the back, a helmet of silver that was covered in spikes just like his bronze war helmet, and a great spear made of silver tied across his back. He looked proudly on the boys as they formed lines, and when they stood straight he spoke. 
“Today you become men. From this day forward you will be referred to as Mawtu warriors, men that can stand up to anyone in the realm and instill fear into their hearts. With the fiery passion for blood in your eyes, you will represent your leader, Adonis, and the long culture that is the Mawtu.” 
Themis paused while the man at his side stepped forward and raised a hand. He wore a helmet with a snow tiger shield guarding his face. Whispers fluttered through the boys at the name of Adonis. The boys bowed their heads before Themis continued. 
“You are almost finished with your training, and from now on you will be treated as one of our own, because now you are one of our own. While some of you may still not survive the remaining weeks of training, for now we welcome you, Mawtu brethren.”
Asiter brought the first boy forward. Themis placed one of the helmets on the boy, saying, “Now you are a Mawtu warrior. From this day forth wear this helm into battle, and from this day forth ride into battle with the full forces of the Kordom alliance at your back.” He repeated this for each man in turn, men that only a moment before had been worthless boys. All the while Adonis stood at the peak of the mountain, arms crossed and posture straight, his stance unyielding. 
 “Congratulations, Narcel Maigus. You have succeeded and have earned your place. No moment before this has mattered.” 
Narcel nodded and thought that yes, for now, he was Mawtu.  
Lastly, a cloth was removed and a pile of spears revealed. The men ran to the pile, each grabbing their own eight foot spear. The tip was weathered brass, the shaft polished oak, and at the bottom of the spear was a four inch spike. It was the final piece, the last confirmation that they were now warriors.
Narcel saw the excitement of the other men, many crying with the overwhelming sense of accomplishment. A worn down longing returned, a desire to capture this moment in paint. An eye for art long gone, the image smeared, as if layered in blood. He wondered if his mother would be proud or ashamed. He had finally become a warrior, but not in the way his family would have expected. His tears became windows into his past, a past that would never cease to haunt him.
 



Chapter 19: Destruction
 
 
The statue of Ordius rose high above Kaire amidst the bustling crowds of the Valhian square. Kaire paused a moment to look upon the statue, then cursed as a work horse splashed a puddle of thick, brown water over her violet robes. She always wore blue, but today she meant to really impress Lokum in case he returned, and had wanted to try something different. 
She glanced at the passing faces, each time hoping to find Lokum. Where had he gone? Since that night around the fire, the night he had said he loved her, it was like he had disappeared. 
More than once she thought she saw her father in the crowds, but no, he was traveling through Ikarin to prepare for what was to come against the Mawtu. She turned to the barracks to continue her search. It seemed so long ago, the night she had laid with Narcel beside the lake, the warmth of his body pressed against hers, and the cataclysmic event that led to her father’s departure. How could her father leave her like that? Didn’t he care how she would feel after already losing one man in her life?
She stopped with a shudder through her spine, the mud around her feet almost hardening in the time she stood still. Walking toward her was Irin, a wicked smile on his face. It wasn’t right, that a son could be so loving, yet the father so vile. She closed her eyes, hoping he would walk right past, but the sloshing of his footsteps stopped before her.
“I haven’t given up on you, Kaire,” Irin said. 
“Leave me be.” She willed her body to run, but it wouldn’t budge. At least there were people around. He couldn’t do something here, in front of all of them, she hoped.
Even when he reached out his hand she was unable to move. His hand went for her breast, stopping an inch away and raising slightly to adjust the turquoise shawl over her shoulders. 
“You are beautiful. But you know that, right?”
She stared at the dirt, imagining him sinking into the brown sludge, shitting himself and drowning in his excrement. 
“No harm done, I hope.” He placed his hands on his hips and looked her up and down. “I simply wished to propel my son into action you see. I knew him too well, unfortunately perhaps.” 
“You know nothing of him.” Her eyes burned as she raised them to his face. “You two are nothing alike, you monster.”
Irin laughed, reaching to caress her face. 
She slapped his hand away. “I hope you rot in the pits.”
He lifted his hand as if ready to strike. Kaire flinched, but he didn’t touch her. When she looked up she saw his eyes were focused on Gaila and her men approaching. 
“Keep that face of yours pretty, so he’ll have you,” he said smugly. “I want my grandchildren to show off that auburn hair.”
Kaire collapsed to her knees when he departed. The mud sloshed around her dress and covered her hands as she bent over, weeping, but she didn’t care. She craved to ignore Lokum simply to spite his father. But Lokum was all she had left. Her comfort, her protection. 
“By the gods,” Gaila said as she ran forward to wrap her stout arms around Kaire’s ribcage and lift her to her feet. “What has gotten into you, dear?” 
Kaire allowed her weight to sink into Gaila’s arms, unable to answer. 
“Come with me.” Arkist took her arm and helped her to Maigus Hall, all the while Gaila fussing over the dress. 
Gaila placed Kaire’s muddy clothes on the stone slab of the bathing house and had the servants boil water for a hot bath of lavender. Streams of the scented water poured over Kaire from the wooden ladle in Gaila’s hand.
“You can tell me,” Gaila said. 
“I just felt lightheaded,” Kaire said. She couldn’t talk about it, not with Gaila, the mother of the man she had so simply blocked from her mind. With her there comforting her so, Kaire wished Narcel was back to distract her from the thought of Irin’s fish-breath as he loomed over her in that alley. Would she ever be able to look at Lokum without thinking of his father? 
“There, dear,” Gaila said as she dried Kaire. “Are you feeling better?”
“Th—Thank you, yes.” 
Gaila raised an eyebrow and assessed Kaire, but shook her head and moved to the door. “Take your time, lay for a while. I want you well rested for this week’s fire. I want you at your best.”
Kaire wrapped a wool blanket over her bare shoulders and covered herself as she walked upstairs and into the room that had once been Narcel’s. The paintings remained, some by his father, some by him. She caressed her favorite, the one of Karissus—so perfect. She did miss Narcel. He had been so loving, so caring. Was she so wrong, that the gods would tear him away from her? If there were gods at all. She wondered for the first time in her life if there really were. But if there weren’t, what would be the point of it all? To love simply because the body lusts? She shook her head at the impossibility of the concept. No, and if there were gods then they could not be so cruel. 
She searched the room and found a parchment and some black charcoal. With the black nub she began to write a letter to Narcel, of how she missed him so, how they should be together. She held the paper to her nose and breathed in the scent of parchment and charcoal, imagining Narcel there sketching with a smile on his face. She would find Haden and have him deliver the message. Even the ones not admitting it knew by now that the Mawtu had taken Narcel, and that meant there was a way to get a message to him. If there was a way, Haden would find it.
With the message now in Haden’s hands for delivery, Kaire felt the first sense of relief in months. She knew she should feel at least a tinge of guilt toward Lokum, but she couldn’t make herself. Wasn’t she beautiful and kind? Didn’t she deserve happiness? The thought of Narcel’s return brought a smile as her eyes closed and she slept through the night. 
For four days Kaire rested, searched for Lokum, and waited for a response from Haden. He returned the night before the fire, and told her he had delivered the letter. They would have to wait and see if it would reach Narcel. 
Kaire sat at her window staring at the swaying tips of fir trees in the distance. A dirty blue form appeared, slowly drawing close to Maigus Hall along the path from the barracks. She leaned out the window and squinted, then squealed.
“Lokum!” she called down to him. 
But he didn’t look up. They hadn’t seen each other since the bonfire one week before. Hadn’t she kissed him? Hadn’t he said he loved her and would never leave her side? 
She dashed from her room to the steps where he climbed to the second floor of the Hall. “Lokum, how dare you….”
He looked up with hollow eyes, filling her with guilt for ever being mad.
“Lokum, talk to me, please.”
He walked up the stairs and nudged past her, but to her pleasure he turned right and into her room. When she followed him, he stood by the window looking west. 
“What is it?” she asked. “What’s bothering you? 
“It has begun, because of me.” He turned and a shudder went through his body, then he collapsed. 
She ran to him and held his head, gently caressing his cheek. “What is it?”
His body convulsed in sobs, his head in her lap. 
“Tell me,” she repeated numerous times, until finally the sobbing stopped and his eyes met hers. 
“I can’t,” he said. He turned and took her in his arms, standing. “I just need you.” 
She held him, running her fingers through his thick hair. “Of course.”
She kissed his neck, then his jaw, and chin, moving slowly to his mouth. He pulled away. She held his face and looked into his eyes. They seemed afraid, but of what? 
“Perhaps the two of us can go pick vegetables and prepare your favorite dish?” she said. “I’m sure a lamb—”
 “No,” he said, turning to the window again. “No, I won’t be eating lamb. I won’t be joining my family to eat any sort of meat.” 
“Tell me what has happened.” 
He turned to her. “Would you care for me no matter what?”
“Anything,” she said. 
“What if I said let’s leave this place, what then?”
“Leave?” She imagined Narcel returning to find her gone. “But why?”
“Yes or no. Would you go with me, wherever we wanted to go? To Appontia, the land of the gods of love? What if we were to go to Nethia and I passed the government exams, then anything would be possible. Or to Gresva, to surround ourselves with the Reveries and Knowers?” 
“The Reveries? Since when are you religious?”
Lokum closed his eyes and shook his head. “I’m not, but this place eats at me.” 
“If only my father were here.”
Lokum turned with his hands against the wall. “I’m suffocating, the world is closing in around my heart and I can feel it beating at my nerves. The pain… I feel the blood shooting across the bone of my skull.”
“My love.” She wrapped her arms around him. “What’s happening to you?” 
He turned and returned the embrace. “Marry me then.” 
“I…. Can I think about it? At the fire, maybe then I will have your answer?”
He kissed her forehead and walked to the door. “Fine, but know that if you say no, I will leave this city and never return.” 
Kaire stood there in Narcel’s old room, now her room, surrounded by so many memories of the boy she had cared for so deeply, gazing at the spot where the man she now loved had stood moments before. Could he really leave her? Would she be left all alone in this life with neither of them? There had been a time when she was younger, still a ‘servant,’ when Lokum and Narcel played together, and they had been so perfect. When she had earned her freedom and they both desired her, somehow she thought it possible she could have them both. Only to end up like this? No, she would not be alone. 
She moved to the steps in pursuit of her love, the one that remained, but then she heard the conch shells. It could only mean two things: war, or a visit from the Reveries. 
She rushed down the steps and found the Maigus household, Gaila, Irin, Syran and Lokum on the street before Maigus Hall. Throngs of Valhians lined the streets, facing a dust cloud that rose from the direction of the city entrance. 
“Lokum,” she whispered as she grabbed for his hand. 
“Not now,” he said, pulling away and staring up the street.
“What is it?” Kaire asked, apprehensive. 
Irin turned to her, glaring down his nose. “The Reverie of Gresva has blessed us with her presence.”
Kaire moved to Lokum, who barely seemed to notice she had joined. Had Irin showed a disliking of the Reverie? Surely the whole town would be jubilant at the coming of the supreme connection to the world of the gods. The Reveries traveled to recognize when a god has chosen a host, or to spread the news of new prophesies. Kaire nearly squealed in excitement at the idea of someone in Valhia being proclaimed one of the gods. 
She stepped forward for a better view. The Reverie rode into the city on a pure white horse, its flowing mane silver to match the long glittering robe that draped down from the Reverie’s shoulders and covered the horse’s flanks. Beneath the silver robe the Reverie wore clothes of deep purple, and in her beautiful silver hair emeralds and rubies sparkled in the sunlight. She was accompanied by her apprentices, men and women in purple robes of slightly less eloquence, each of them carrying long lances and wearing jeweled scimitars at their belts. 
The Reverie, more refined than anyone Kaire had ever seen, stared straight ahead, in the direction of Maigus Hall. Kaire’s heart leapt at the thought that maybe the Reverie had come to say Karissus had chosen to live amongst them, perhaps even in Kaire’s own body.
“Wait here,” Gaila said to Kaire and Lokum. “We must greet our guest.”
Irin looked to his son, his eyes boring into him. “So are the duties of our household.” 
Kaire clung to Lokum’s arm as Gaila and Lokum’s parents departed. His arm was solid, and this day especially stiff. He stared after his father, his eyes seemingly full of hatred. 
“I know you don’t want me to ask….”
He seemed pulled from a dream. Shaking his head he looked down at her. He smiled slightly, then kissed her at the part in her hair. Her flesh tingled as he took her hand in his, but he was looking back toward the Reverie. 
“I’ve been doing some reading,” he said. “Histories we were never meant to know, certainly were never meant to live.”
Kaire clung to his arm tighter, scared at the tone in his voice. 
“The Reveries weren’t always our link to the gods, you know,” Lokum said. “Not before the days of the Siege, not then, when men still lived in these lands without a king.”
“What are you saying?” Kaire asked. 
“I’m talking about The Six. I’m talking about an evil that used to plague this land, when the gods that inhabited our souls were not only gods from the heavens, but from the hells as well.”
Kaire took a step back, her hand at her chest. “Lokum, I’ve heard these stories. They are never to be discussed. Not in broad daylight, and especially not as she approaches. She has come to name one of us a god, I’m sure of it.” 
Lokum scoffed. “A god?”
“Yes, I—”
“No, Kaire,” Lokum interrupted. “She has felt a presence, which is why we must be gone from here. She has come to investigate this presence, and it is why you must hurry and make a decision.”
With that Lokum turned and marched into Maigus Hall. Kaire looked after him, then back to the Reverie where she had stopped and was dismounting her horse. Gaila offered a hand while Syran stood with crossed arms. Even from here, Kaire was struck by how dainty the Reverie appeared. Irin, however, was paying the Reverie no attention, his eyes focused in an evil glare on Kaire. When she noticed, her decision was almost made for her. She had to leave with Lokum.  
 



Chapter 20: Going Back
 
 
The day after the return from the Trek of Death, Narcel tested his skills in the old obstacle courses. It was the first time since training had begun that he ran the course purely for pleasure. He did it for the thrill and the challenge, not because he was forced to as had once been the case. More importantly, training kept his mind occupied and off of the occurrences of Mount Thantos. 
After swinging past the first bar in a complete loop around, he bent his knees and landed softly in the wood chips. Semreh hadn’t been around much lately, and Narcel decided he didn’t care. Semreh’s eyes revealed a boy unknown to Narcel, the boy from the Trek of Death, the boy who had killed Donce. 
Narcel pushed himself through the course and climbed the rope at the end with zeal. No trainers or fellow students were around to throw their blunt spears at him, and something in him said push harder. But would any amount of pushing ease his pain?
From the top of the rope he could see a cloud of dust where the trainers were leading fresh recruits in a series of push-ups while others ran past. The sun was shining brightly over the water in the far distance, outlining the palms and accentuating the shadows of the closer maples. The ripples in the land curved up and down like the top of a woven apple pie. He could almost taste the dust as he stared in the direction that he knew Ikarin and his city of Valhia should be.
The last couple of weeks before graduation consisted of many sessions of free time. Smart men took advantage of the time to actually train. The not-so-smart ones wrote letters which they intended to send home after their training was over. Narcel trained for an hour or so and washed up, enjoying the refreshing flow of water the servant women poured over him. He finished dressing just as the other boys started piling in for their baths. Semreh stood in the corner fastening his sash over his training robes, and Narcel decided to make an effort. 
He hesitated before approaching his only friend. “Where have you been?” Narcel paused, noticing something different in Semreh’s expression. “Did something happen?”
Semreh held out a letter, discretely. “Take it, and make sure it’s not seen.” 
Narcel did so. “What’s this?”
“One of the servants dropped it off, told me to make sure it got to you. A big risk at that, as I imagine sneaking in outside letters could result in more than just a tongue lashing for that man.”
“From outside…?” Narcel couldn’t imagine. It felt like there was no more outside world anymore, and yet, he held a letter in his hands. He glanced around to make sure the trainers weren’t nearby. 
Semreh stared at him in silence for a moment, before nodding to himself. “I haven’t told you much about where I came from. You would understand me better if you knew that in my home city we never hold slaves. My city is five times the size of this place, and twice the size of the Ikarin capital, Nethia. Have you been to Nethia, Narcel?”
“The point of this is?” 
“It’s like nothing you’ve ever seen, I imagine. It’s been over a year since I was last there, but at that time the great walls of stone had already begun to rise. People from all over the city were carrying rubble from houses that had been destroyed in the war with the North, and piling them high in pre-emptive defense against whatever could possibly happen next, I suppose. I was there just after the peace treaties had been signed between the North and the South, represented by Nethia. All over, houses and temples had been toppled by warriors of my land, but we had been pushed back. The North withdrew from the attack on the South, and our peace treaty was signed. But do you know why we first attacked the land you call home?” He squinted toward the training base walls. 
Narcel’s insides burned at the thought of war, and the memory of his failed attempt at being a warrior in the battle years ago. “Why?”
“We were there to liberate our people, and yours. From previous wars, won on your side occasionally and on our side at other times, while we never once took slaves, the south, both Ikarin and Kordom cities, have taken our men and women as slaves many times. And to make it worse, you fight wars amongst yourself and make your own people slaves as well. We aren’t the first to be taken slaves and forced to fight, I can guarantee that. But we had plans to stop all of this, and to ensure all people from North and the South were free. That’s why. And that is why I was in the South when I was taken by the Mawtu.
“If I could ever return to the North…. I dream of living among the free peoples once again. If you had the opportunity, would you return?” He motioned to the letter. 
Narcel stared at the writing on the cover of the letter. It was his name, written in Kaire’s handwriting—he could never mistake it. He never thought he would hear from her again. How did she find him?
He held the letter to his nose, hoping to catch a hint of her perfume. It smelled of dust and musty paper. Narcel held the letter at an angle so he could see it in the dim light of the tent. He read the following:
     Narcel, 
I can’t stop thinking of you. I never told you this when we were growing up, but I think I love you. Every time I used to look into your eyes I would imagine you holding me and how great it would feel. I was so worried when they took you. I can only pray this letter finds you. I miss you. I miss you so much. Will I ever see you again? Will you ever return to me, my love? I have to know. It is torture living without you.
                            Love always,
                            Kaire 
 
“There was more,” Semreh said as Narcel looked up. “Conveyed in words, as they were too dangerous to put on paper. The servant said to be here tomorrow. After dinner, during rest time. That’s when a man will sneak you back to Valhia. If you’re not here, he’ll assume you’ve found a new home, and do not wish to return.” Semreh shook his head, amazed. “This girl is the one you always talk about, right? The girl from your dreams?” 
“It isn’t that easy.” 
“Of course it is! Regardless, you have to try. Me, my family is dead and I never even met the girl I was promised to. What reason would I have to escape? None! This is the only home I have left now. But you have a chance. Do you want to sit here and beat yourself up the rest of your life, always wondering what if? No! You have to go out into the world and live your life!” Semreh lowered his voice. “Escape, Narce. I will cover for you. I promise.”
“I have to think about it. Let me sleep, I’ll figure it out.”
Narcel barely touched his dinner that evening, and that night one thought returned throughout his dreams. He had to see her, he had to know. What if. Gaila’s face shone with pride as he walked hand in hand with Kaire on their wedding day, three years later a child in their arms—was it so unrealistic? Not anymore, not now that he had the letter. 
He had been overjoyed to read on paper what he had always suspected. But as he re-read the letter repeatedly that night, doubts began to play with his mind. Could this be true? Would they welcome him back, after everything he had been through? He thought of his new brothers in arms, of Semreh, and felt the fabric of his old life and his new being torn in two. 
***
The next day was torture, but as the light faded Narcel found himself being led by a servant toward the training walls and through a secret passage beneath a clump of vines. 
“So you have decided?” A man’s voice said. Narcel looked up to see he was in an alley on the outskirts of camp, by what appeared to be an inn. The man wore a bronze helmet with his head turned down so that the shadows hid his features. 
“Is this some sort of test?”
“If it were, you’d have already failed.” The shadowed face stared at him for several moments, drawing him into its depths. The man could have been smiling, but it was hard to tell what was going on in that face of his. “Shall we?”
Narcel barely gave it a second thought as he followed the stranger. They attempted to stay in the shadows of the large war tents throughout the Mawtu camp, in order to draw as little attention as possible. The man had horses waiting alongside rotting wooden posts, their eyes pleading to be gone from the larger, fiercer Mawtu war horses that surrounded them. These were messenger horses, bred for traveling fast, and the lack of the typical Mawtu olive oil coat further confirmed that the stranger wasn’t from the area. 
The silence bit into the night air as they traveled. Narcel recognized giant statues and other landmarks he had seen on his first trip to the Mawtu camp. It seemed to be ages ago. An unease built within him as he realized he was free and had left everything behind.  
Dusk hit the village along with Narcel’s arrival. He thanked the man and left the horse with him at a quaint shack on the outskirts of Valhia. He looked down at his red robe, and felt his freshly shaved Mawtu head. Was he fooling himself? 
Smoke of the evening fire bellowed above the roof tops and brought memories of his childhood crashing through his mind, guiding him toward the city center. He dodged between buildings to get close to the gathering he knew would be at the smoke’s source. Those days would never vanish from his memory, gathering in the square with his family and friends, singing songs, and eating feasts. 
He knelt behind an empty wine cask within view of the fire and saw the flames playing with shapes on the nearby huts. The shadows looked like dragons rapidly shifting into men and women in passionate embrace, and these same flames flickered off of familiar faces in the crowd. Around the fire he noticed the stern face of his despised uncle Irin, the kind face of old man Arkist, and many of the local sailors and merchants. There were even some that he didn’t recognize, but nobody spotted him.
It wasn’t until the crowd broke to let in the men carrying the spitted pig that Narcel laid eyes on Kaire. There she was, Kaire, with her back half toward him and near the edge of the inner circle where the crowd had parted. Her turquoise dress blew in the wind, tracing her curves, and her hair danced playfully. As beautiful as ever, and more amazing than he remembered.
It had only been little more than half a year, but she seemed to have blossomed into a beautiful woman. Where the cute curls of her hair had once been, Narcel saw flowing waves of auburn framing glowing cheeks. For a moment she was all his senses could take in, but then his hopes halted in their elation. Narcel’s view expanded and his heart sunk at the image of Kaire’s head pressed against the chest of a man holding her in an embrace. How could this be her, after all his dreams? After the letter?
He moved up to a better vantage point, behind an overturned wheelbarrow by the village garden. Kaire rested on a slightly older man whom Narcel thought he recognized. Then, squinting, he was sure. It was his older cousin, Lokum. Ice engulfed Narcel’s heart and shattered, leaving pure emptiness. His heart returned with a dull thud, which combined with the torn apart feeling to remind him that, in spite of how he felt, his heart wasn’t ripped from his body and thrown into the fire. 
Surely his mother would be at the fire as well. Now was his chance for escape, now was the moment he had dreamed of for the past six months. But he looked at himself. Wiry, muscular, different. Who would accept him like this? Who in Valhia would see his Mawtu shaved head and still be able to welcome him home? Would his own mother, who had lost so many of her people in battles with the Mawtu? Would Kaire, who sat in the arms of another? It didn’t seem likely.
He wanted to go to Kaire and lift her into his arms and take her back to the Mawtu, but at the same time he wanted to immerse himself in the flames and see if she would care. The look in her eyes as she stared into Lokum’s homely face was unmistakably happy. Eternally haunting. Lokum glanced at Kaire, and then seemed to look in Narcel’s direction.
Narcel ducked back into the shadows. He wanted to claw into his own chest and remove the aching organ that was his heart, to be done with life and the inevitable pain. Whatever chance he had, whatever misconceptions he allowed, those days were done. 
“By the gods,” a voice said nearby. 
Narcel looked up to see a young woman, likely not five years older than himself. One of Sinoda’s former lovers. Narcel stood and reached out a hand to calm her, but she screamed. 
Three men came from the direction of the fire, one pulling a shimmering blade from his sash. “Stop, you there!”
Narcel turned, running with all of his being. It was still there, still beating. He knew it could still serve a purpose. It was time he grew up and focused on himself. What is it the Mawtu say? To learn to love, you must first learn to fight. The horse was where he had left it, the mysterious man gone. He pushed the horse to its last breath, returning as fast as he could to the base camp where his new life as a Mawtu warrior had begun, and where he now understood his old life as a Valhian had ended. He had nothing else worth living for. Graduation was days away, and he was ready.
 
 



Chapter 21: As a Warrior
 
 
The morning dew crept along Narcel’s red robe, the marsh in front of him absorbing his focus. He appreciated the similarities of the marsh to the lake in Valhia. The flowing willows surrounding the moss covered rocks. Small white birds fluttered between the reeds like dancing snowflakes when the wind couldn’t decide which way to blow. 
In spite of the calm in the air, his thoughts were on the morning over six months ago, when he had been recruited. He shuddered at the memory of mildew and mule from the day when the people he now considered his brothers had stolen him from his past. Now it was all behind him, he told himself. Goosebumps crawled over his skin and he wrapped himself in his robe to guard from the wind that wasn’t there. 
The rain began to fall on the marsh in a melodic rhythm. Each drop was Kaire’s finger caressing the small of his back, and when the rain ran down his cheeks he imagined her moist kiss. The dripping was like a mother’s lullaby, and Narcel felt his eyes closing as complete euphoria overtook him. 
Upon graduation he had received a tunic to wear with his robes, and a usable pair of leather sandals. With the fall breeze, it felt nice to have more clothes covering his body than just a robe. It felt amazing to be done with training. 
He enjoyed the rain for several moments, with thoughts of home and Kaire, and of his new friend Semreh. 
A large hand touched his shoulder. He opened his eyes and saw Themis’s giant face staring down at him.  
“Mind if I sit?” Themis asked, the rain dripping slowly down his freshly shaved head. The man’s chiseled chin and high cheekbones presented him as a statue, his impenetrable blue eyes reminded Narcel of a lake whose depths held unthinkable treasures. 
“Master Themis, to what do I owe the pleasure?” Narcel asked. 
Themis raised an eyebrow and grunted. “Outside of training just call me Themis. That ‘Master’ stuff is to intimidate the new boys. Out here in the real world I am just another platoon leader under Adonis, an amazing man to serve. I’ve been hearing great things about you. Narcel, is it?”
“Yes sir, er, Themis.” He wondered if Themis would start yelling at any moment, still not used to him outside of training.
“Have you met our leader, Adonis, yet?”
“I have heard of him, but no.”
“He took on the name soon after his arrival, when he proved he could not be killed. Some say he is a god, and I would be among them. Others say politically the Mawtu needed a god, and he arrived at the right time. Either way, he is one of the most vicious warriors I have trained with, in spite of his youth. He stands for honor, courage, and dedication, the Mawtu ethos. You see all these traits and more when you look into his face. Of course, he wears that damn mask so often.” Themis eyed Narcel suspiciously. “You must have done something right, for he asked me to meet you, to see if the talk he hears does you justice, and to analyze whether you are ready. I have to admit, I imagined you would look smarter, and bigger.”
Narcel wasn’t sure whether to take Themis’s comment as a joke or an insult, but either way his curiosity was aroused. “Why me? And what is it that I should be ready for, exactly?” 
“Well, you’ve trained hard, but are you ready for your first mission? Are you ready to truly prove your worth as a Mawtu?” 
“I would like to think I am.” Warmth crept through his body with the acceptance that training was over. The feeling of accomplishment soared through every cell of his body. More so, he saw it as an opportunity to truly put his old life behind him. Together as one, that’s what matters now. 
“Tonight, we are in need of three new recruits to begin our next stage of warrior training. Several villages have been acting out, so we have targeted them specifically. No volunteers this time, not in the true sense of the word. I want you to lead one such reconnaissance mission. Naturally you would have a guide, one of our servants, and I would accompany you to observe. We will find three more to accompany you. So, great Mawtu warrior, what do you say?”
Narcel bowed and accepted his task before running back to the two-man-tent he and Semreh had been assigned, careful not to slip in the forming mud. They were on the red side, corresponding with the season of each class’s completion of the Trek. Other class tents were green for spring, brown for fall, and white for winter. Regardless, they wore red robes, but the head of each class wore an armband with the corresponding class color. When Narcel interrupted and told Semreh what was going on, Semreh was reading on his cot, nibbling on dried squid with a mug of honey mead at his side. 
“You know what this means for us?” Narcel said. “This is my chance to prove myself!” 
Semreh sighed and dropped his book on his chest. “That’s perfect. Great for you, I mean it.”
“No you don’t, but I need your help regardless.” 
“Narce, in these last few months of knowing me, what makes you possibly think I want to share in your ‘glory’?”
“This is our first mission, you should be excited.”
“Excited?” Semreh sat up in bed, dropping his belongings on the ground. Mead trickled into the cracks of the dirt floor. “I still have no idea what you’re doing back here.”
Narcel turned his face, jaw clenched.
“Why did you come back from Valhia?”
“I told you, they attacked me like I was there to kill them. They chased me from the city like I’m a true Mawtu. Why, I asked myself, and then realized it was because I am. It’s time you accepted that as well.”
Semreh shook his head and stood. “You do understand what you’re getting yourself into, right?”
“I need you.” 
“You’ve changed.”
“For the better. I grew up.”
“I don’t want to get wrapped up in this, I don’t belong here.” But Semreh’s voice was hesitant. “If I had my chance, if I had a reason, I’d be long gone.”
Narcel reached out his right hand and grinned. “Come, ‘together-as-one’ right?”
Semreh shook his head in resignation and half-heartedly grabbed Narcel’s hand. “I suppose someone must keep you alive.” 
After finishing preparations and assembling the team, accompanied by a guide and Themis to observe, they rode out at dusk. Narcel wasn’t happy to see Athan among the men, but for now the bull of a man seemed to be cooperating.
They reached the village within an hour of riding. Lights crept down alleys and music fluttered through the night wind. Themis turned to Narcel, an eyebrow raised. 
“We anticipated the village to be sleeping, this is not optimal. For recruitment we approach during the night to avoid conflict, unless an arrangement has been made. That said, we are Mawtu and fear no one. I’ll stay back and let you do your job, and whether you wait or not is a choice for you to make.”
“I understand.” Narcel turned to the village, but Themis grabbed his arm.
“Good luck.”
Narcel looked at Semreh and the other two men that were part of the mission. Athan glared back. This was their chance. His heartbeat vibrated in his throat. The blood seemed to shoot across his skull in waves. Analyzing the village, he saw many windows in the tall buildings along the dark streets. Someone could look out and easily spot them if they made one wrong move. Palm leaves rustled above their hiding spot, seeming to challenge him forward.
 “We act. Through the third street over, and stay out of the light.” From the corner of his eyes he saw Themis forcing down an approving smile. “Let’s move in from the left, so we don’t cast shadows in the moonlight,” Narcel hissed. 
They crept over a small dirt mound that must have served as the foundations of a city wall in the past. Semreh hid himself behind piled rocks on the other side of the mound, poking his head up to see the direction Narcel was pointing. After several moments he nodded but waited for Narcel to make the move. 
Narcel looked back and saw Themis and the guide waiting and observing. With a soft grunt he shot forward like a rain drop speeding through the dark sky. The crisp night air embraced him as he ran and, just as he was gaining confidence, his feeling of elation was gone. His right foot had caught a nook in the ground and he was falling over himself. Narcel landed with a thud just before the opening of the village, and for a moment the Mawtu warriors stood motionless. Dry yellow and brown leaves fluttered to the ground in the moment of suspense. Their fears were confirmed when they heard voices coming toward them and saw a light creeping through the darkness. 
Narcel picked himself up as quietly as he could with a silent curse. He shot a guilty glance toward his companions. With a dart of his hand he motioned them into the shadows of several large crates of fruits and vegetables. They crouched, waiting, and the only noise besides the approaching three guards was Athan, whispering insults and accusations into Narcel’s ear. At least everything was back to usual between the two. Narcel couldn’t take it and turned to hush his companion, when a shout from one of the guards carried through the night. 
Without hesitation, Athan ran over the cobble stones with his spear in hand and was on top of one of the guards. Blood flew across the other two before the three Mawtu caught up. Athan leapt and broke one of the guards neck. The third guard slashed at the fourth Mawtu, Akaris, but his attack missed as Akaris dodged and Narcel tackled the guard. The guard writhed away, taking down Akaris and holding a knife to his neck. 
“Back off or he dies,” the guard said. 
Narcel was on the man in a blink, the bronze of his spear at the man’s neck. He held it ready, eyes shifting between the eyes of the guard and Akaris, both equally scared. Narcel turned and looked at Semreh, who undid his spear and held it ready. His eyes held the same thought. This wasn’t right. 
“What are you doing?” Athan was almost yelling. “Kill him!
Akaris looked around with wide, confused eyes. 
“I have a family,” the guard whimpered.
Narcel pulled back. The two dead guards nearby likely had families as well, now orphans and widows. It was Narcel’s fault. The guard’s eyes quivered, the knife blade drawing a slow trickle of blood from Akaris’s neck. 
Athan lumbered forward, but it was unclear if he would attack the guard or Narcel. The guard attempted a smile. “He’ll die with me.” The blade bit deeper into Akaris’s neck. 
Semreh’s eyes turned black. The knife clattered to the ground as his spear tore out the man’s throat, stopping inches from Akaris’s face. 
Narcel stood frozen with his spear pointed to where the man had been. It was repulsive, but no longer a shock. Semreh’s eyes spoke to Narcel and communicated the same words as the night of the Room of Resolution, We had no choice. But they had a choice. They could have waited. Again death covered Narcel’s conscience. 
As they hid the bodies in the vegetable carts, the other Mawtu glared at Narcel except Semreh, who said, “You’re welcome. Let’s get this over with.”
“Now that we’re done fixing your mistake,” Athan said. “Where’s the boy supposed to be?”
Narcel clasped his spear to his back. “Themis said the target would be working the counter in the inn, three houses to the left from the village temple. I think I saw a columns ahead, let’s move.”
“I’m not sure we should still be following your lead, at any rate,” Athan said, standing a foot taller than Narcel. “But, Themis told us to, so how about we go quietly this time? One more mistake and I take command.”
“Control yourself,” Semreh hissed at Athan. “Learn your place, and learn that none of us would follow your command even if we were forced to.”
Athan looked like he was ready to punch Semreh, but Narcel put up a hand. “We have a mission to complete. We can deal with this later.” He moved forward, hoping they were following and not drawing any more unneeded attention. He knew they didn’t love him as a leader yet, he had given them no reason to. 
The temple boasted the light which had been visible from outside the city. Just in front of the marble steps, three guards warmed themselves by a small fire. In each of their hands were mugs which they filled from an oak barrel. They stumbled when they walked and slurred their speech when they spoke. The guards wore full bronze armor, except for one who had removed all cover but his loincloth and was attempting to dance erotically with a scantily clad woman who wore long beads from her neck and a loose cloth around her waist. The men jeered him on and laughed, and didn’t notice the Mawtu sneaking past. Narcel thought to himself that if that were Kaire dancing there, he would slit the man’s throat in an instant. He imagined the blood, and shuddered at his own thoughts. 
The inn was nearby, but Narcel judged it was far enough away that they could move in and get their target without the drunken guards noticing. Indeed, they found the boy in the inn with his head on the counter, fast asleep. He was large, with dark matted hair covering his pimply face. He could not have been more than fourteen, but his size made him appear much older. 
Narcel motioned to Athan to stand guard while Semreh took out the ropes, gag and blindfold, and they quickly had the boy. The scared look in his eyes almost caused Narcel to rethink the whole mission. Combined with the killing of the guards, his conscience would not rest. 
They pulled the struggling boy into the alley next to the inn, and were about to make their way back to Themis when a scream rose from the direction of the slain guards. Athan looked at Narcel with his hand on his spear. “Damn you, Narcel. I’ll talk with Themis after this, and we’ll see if you ever lead another mission.” Athan turned to Akaris and said, “Burn it. Burn the inn while we make a run for it.”
Akaris looked around for guidance, but Narcel’s head clouded and he couldn’t think of a better plan. He didn’t want to be a coward any longer. “Do it.” 
The decision made him feel more like a coward than ever. As the inn was torn apart by the flames, Narcel felt his stomach churning with the thought that other people may have been sleeping in the inn, to never wake again. He considered running to the inn, as if he could save whatever people might be inside. The flames already licked the sky, bringing excitement and color to a drab night for the inhabitants of the village. It was too late, and he had his senses about him enough to see that. When he reached the other side of the dirt hill he paused to punch the ground and shed tears, each equally violent.
He wiped his eyes with the back of his hands and ordered the men to the horses. On the ride back, with the boy slung over a horse, Athan tried to tell Themis all about Narcel’s failures as a leader. However, in terms of the objective, the mission had been acceptable to Themis, so instead of punishing Narcel, he slapped Athan across the face. 
“You will never talk down on an appointed superior. Do not think to educate me on a mission’s success or failure.” Themis wiped his hand on his robe, as if slapping Athan had dirtied it.
That night Themis approached Narcel at dinner and extended his bottle of wine. “Well done. You have proven your Mawtu worth.”
“Thank you sir,” Narcel said, in his heart knowing he had done nothing. However, the wine was exquisite, even sweeter with the sight of Athan’s narrowed eyes and snarling teeth. Nothing could wash his guilt aside. 
“It won’t be a long path to the top for you. Remember, a warrior that sheds tears is a warrior who is still human, and a warrior worth leading others.” Themis lifted the bottle to his own lips and revealed grey teeth in a smile. Narcel noticed his leader’s eyes turn moist before the giant man turned to the trainer table.
“What was that all about?” Semreh asked.
“I’m not really sure.” 
“Come, let’s find some more wine.” 
“I have plenty.”
Semreh pulled Narcel out of his chair and outside a flap of the dining hall tent into the fresh night air. He leaned close and whispered, “We cannot be doing this! Do you understand that we are taking boys and making them Mawtu warriors, just as they did to us?”
“You think I wanted this?”
“Those men were guards in a protectorate of the Mawtu! They pay tribute through their taxes, and their village is under the Kordom alliance, which the Mawtu lead.”
Narcel stood tall, wanting to turn and run. “We are Mawtu now.” 
“Don’t you understand what I’m saying? Those men have been aligned with the Mawtu since before you and I knew what the Mawtu were. And still we were ordered to recruit from them, and take lives if necessary. I took a man’s life tonight! If the Mawtu do this to their allies, what will they do to us when the mission calls for it?”
Narcel felt his eyelids begging to close as the world spun around him. “This isn’t what I want.”
“You didn’t leave it behind when you had the chance.”
“I know.” Narcel sat on the dirt slope, looking out over the training camp and the darkness beyond. “There’s nothing we can do now. We’re part of the greatest fighting force to ever live. This is the way it must be.”
 
 



Chapter 22: Uprising in Valhia
 
 
Lokum sat at the dining table, papers spread before him. The necessity of studying for the civil service exams had been ingrained in him since childhood, he felt compelled to continue. He still meant to leave. He worried Kaire wouldn’t want to go, but if he ever wanted to be anything more than a warrior, he would have to pass the exams. 
The importance of history he could understand. To rule the people one must understand where leaders of the past have gone wrong, how wars have been won and lost. But philosophy and mathematics? How were those to help him rule a city, let alone possibly make the move to Nethia one day? He wondered what Kaire would think of him as a power of Nethia. 
He shoved a paper on the logic of the Reveries aside and returned to a book on life in Braze before the Siege of Eron. He knew the story well enough, the days when cities existed more as outposts, when the people of Braze roamed the hills and plains. And then The Six came from the lands to the west. They proclaimed order and stability, they taught the people about cohesion and rule of law. Brazians had bought into it with all their hearts, and then some paid with their hearts, as sacrifices to The Six. It was the only way for The Six to live on, the sacrifice of love. Lokum shuddered at the thought, his mind racing with images of his father in a dark cave with flames dancing against the rocks. 
He flipped ahead in the book to where the Reveries had chronicled the first coming of the Chosen ones. There was a sketch of Ordius, his sword sheathed and Karissus in his arms, a symbol of love above violence. Scattered behind him were the remains of The Six and their followers. Each successive page showed a different aspect of the Chosen – Adonis the god of rebirth, Strumhald the god of perseverance. Lokum slammed the book shut without reading the rest. He didn’t buy into the idea of the Chosen, or even The Six for that matter. His father had always told him the Reveries were not to be trusted, their beliefs as valuable as the horse dung that lined the Valhian square. So Lokum had never practiced religion, had never bothered with a visit to the temples, much less a pilgrimage to Gresva as many men his age believed was necessary. But he hadn’t known that all the while his father was secretly practicing the ways of The Six. It made him sick. 
Something brushed against his ear and he turned with his fist raised. 
“Here you are.” Kaire’s silky auburn hair accentuated the playful smile on her moist lips. 
“I’m busy.” 
Kaire lifted one of the books and scoffed. “Still on this then?” 
“I want to leave. I do. Would you prefer we go with nothing, or a spot in the Nethian government waiting at the gates when we arrive?”
Kaire analyzed him with a hand on her chin. “You’re stalling.”
“And what would you have me do?” 
“Take me away from here, for one.”
“Excuse me?”
He followed her up the stairs and into her room. 
“Why haven’t we left then?” Kaire turned from him. She snatched the painting of Karissus and stared at it, the heaving of her shoulders slowly subsiding.
“Enough of this.” Lokum turned and collapsed onto Narcel’s old reed bed. “We’ve been at it for how long now? What’s the point, Kaire?” 
“The point is you and your broken promises. It’s now or never.” 
“What?” Lokum turned with a look of disbelief. 
“The Reverie and her henchmen comb the city asking questions, but they tell us nothing. No word of war, no proclamations of the Chosen returning, so what are they here for?”
“And what of your father? What if he should return?”
“We can go through Nethia, search for him.” Kaire ran to his arms and looked up into his dark eyes. “I’m yours, if you take me from this place before the rising sun.”
Lokum gulped, all thoughts of the government exams suddenly shoved aside. But still, where would they go? He pushed that thought from his mind as well. What mattered is that they would be together, and she was willing to make that leap. 
“Fine,” he said. “Are you packed?” 
She nodded.
“Then we leave at dusk. But remember, we travel light, so only bring with you what we can can easily carry.”
The hours spent trying to avoid the rest of the household and putting on a show of the daily routine was harder than they would have thought. After packing, Lokum made a show of going to observe the workers in the fields, his weekly chore. He always loved the clanging of the hammer on the anvil as he passed the smithy on his way home. 
He rushed upstairs to where Kaire waited. She allowed him a glimpse of the white silk gown that clung to the curves of her body, before covering it with her blue traveling robes. Her hair was pulled back to reveal golden earrings and the delicate smooth skin of her neck. 
“I want you, now,” Lokum admitted. 
Kaire flashed a smile and heaved her bag over her shoulder. “The quicker we leave this place, the sooner that will happen.”
“Come then, let’s not waste a moment.”
They dashed down the stairs in giggles and walked out onto the sparsely populated street just as the sun set behind the hills to the west. Final rays of red shot across the dirt streets and the cut-stone wall on the northern side of Maigus Hall. A bird noticed their approach and screeched before flying into the air. It circled above them, before gliding into the distance. 
“Let’s follow it,” Kaire said, squeezing his hand. “Perhaps it’s an omen.”
Lokum pulled her forward, his eyes on the soft clouds gathering above the hills to the north. He was happy to see no sign of rain, but something wasn’t right. Stalls stood empty and a child had apparently abandoned his wooden sword in the middle of the street. Lokum paused, looking around. 
“Come,” Kaire said, but she turned and they both saw the crowd gathering south of Maigus Hall, in the direction of the city square and the statue of Ordius. 
“Ignore it,” Kaire pleaded. “They’re distracted. We must move now.”
Lokum hesitated, looking at the love of his life on his arm, then back to the throng of people. He had to know. 
“Wait here,” he said pointing to a pillar at the side of the road. “I’ll be just a minute.”
She yelled after him, but he was already committed. Men and women shouted ahead, and then he heard the clang of bronze. A fight in Valhia was rare and forbidden. The last men that had brought bronze on each other had been only mildly wounded until Gaila had them tied to the light house for a week. Their flesh was torn by the seagulls and the storm that passed. Only one had survived and now he was known to be one of the crazies of the eastern streets. 
The Reverie. Why else would there be such a commotion? He picked up his pace, running as Irin’s voice carried above the rest. 
“Father!” Lokum said, suddenly forgetting all the negative thoughts he had harbored toward the man. 
Irin’s frightened eyes fluttered his direction before turning back just in time to block a strike by one of the Reverie’s attendants. Villagers stood with Irin in an outward facing circle, their blue clothes tattered, blood dripping from the shoulder of one man and the cheek of a woman. 
“He was never part of this,” Irin said, his voice trembling. 
Lokum followed Irin’s line of sight and there she was, the Reverie in her silver and purple, a staff in her right hand and a blade in her left. She eyed Irin for a moment, then Lokum. The edge of her mouth turned up. 
“Very well,” the Reverie said. “Surrender and your son goes free, no questions.”
Irin’s sword twitched, then he looked to his son with a guilt in his eyes that almost caused Lokum to forgive him right there. At that moment the Reverie’s attendants charged in. Irin dropped his sword, holding his hands up to show submission, his eyes never leaving Lokum. 
But the others fought. A blade caught the light from a torch in the hands of a bystander, and Irin screamed out. He struggled, but the attendants already had him. 
“Mother!” Lokum shouted as he shoved his way through the crowd. 
“Stay back,” someone commanded. Hands pressed hard and knocked Lokum into the dirt. 
Lokum looked up to see Arkist, the creases in the man’s leathery skin accentuating the shadows, presenting him as an immovable golem. As the observers moved aside, Lokum glimpsed Gaila, shaking her head. This was her fault, Lokum thought. He rolled sideways and jumped to his feet, dodging just below the arm of one of Arkist’s sons. 
“Mother, no!” he called as he ran forward. His mother had a gash in her side, but as he watched she raised a thin blade. 
“Your father tucks his tail where he should have stones, but not I!” She struck one of the Reverie’s attendants under the ribs and turned the blade before tearing it out and turning for her next attacker. A thick armed man with one eye larger than the other joined her side, a thick war hammer in his swollen fingers. 
“Mother, stop,” Lokum called as he reached the edge of the crowd, but his last words were interrupted by a city guard’s elbow slamming into his face. His legs continued in their forward motion while his head flew back and slammed into the road with a crack. Then everything went black.
 



Chapter 23: Indikrus
 
 
The missions that followed for Narcel increased in scale, but he continued to play leading roles. He was soon promoted to Mawtu Evantu status, a promotion that normally took two years but had only taken him a month from graduation. His reward was an extra spike on his helmet. As best he could gather, the point of these expeditions was to ensure the neighboring villages continued loyalty to the Mawtu. Since the Mawtu were known to be the best riders and spear handlers and practically unbeatable in land battle, it wasn’t hard to convince the other villages. What he could not understand was how he kept getting promoted when he wasn’t even doing the killing. But he wasn’t completely innocent. Leading men meant ordering killings, and as far as his conscience was concerned, there was no difference.  
Most nights Narcel woke in cold sweats, remembering bits of his nightmares and wanting to scream at the top of his lungs. He remembered Jordan coughing up blood, the red tainted mucus flying across the cities that Narcel had helped to destroy. Dreams of the boys he had taken away from their homes, dreams of the ghosts of the guards his men had killed, all chasing him through mountains covered in mist, and large waterfalls pounding down on his head every time he tried to hide. The terror never ceased. 
One night after such a nightmare, Narcel was on a search for comfort food when he overheard a conversation. The voices came from the largest war tent in the middle of camp.
“…that is how it happened, my lord. Please, something must be done,” said a voice that was unfamiliar. “We pledge our loyalty to the Mawtu. We have brave warriors, but are no match for the Ikarin.”
“Those rats from over the pass attacked in full daylight. Saying their village had revolted against them and they were killing Ikarin citizens. That we had attacked first? They have no right to teach a lesson to any village on our side of the pass. Kordom is Mawtu land!” It sounded like the voice of Themis, and he was furious.
“Agreed,” replied a voice raspy enough to be Asiter’s. “Indikrus is in Mawtu territory, it is our protectorate. It is true that Indikrus was recently a Nethian tributary and member of their alliance, but the people have chosen us. They revolted and came to us for help. If we do nothing, we will look pitiful.” 
“Do nothing?” a third, unknown voice asked. “What fool would even consider it? Of course we will act!” 
After several moments of silence, Narcel heard Themis respond, “Asiter, you will lead this mission. You will take a group of three-hundred new warriors and wet their feet. I want every Ikarin invader inside of Indikrus either killed on the spot or brought before me to have his throat slit. Get yourself together and ready the men. I will brief the situation to Adonis, and you will ride out to meet these boys they send against us. May the gods pity the men that ended this truce, for we shall not.”
The next morning, Asiter entered as Narcel was polishing his bronze chest plate. “Good, you are dressed. Gather your red class, and notify the others. We must be in full bronze, and our weapons must be sharp. Get moving.” 
Narcel smiled and slung on his spears before repeatedly shoving Semreh to get him up. The gathering went seamlessly, until Narcel poked his head into the tent where Athan and his friend and bunkmate, Kirad, were both still sleeping. “Get up, we have a village to liberate!” A large helmet hissed past his head as he threw himself backward and out of the way. 
“Leave me be,” Athan said. “I told you, I will not be commanded by you again.”
Narcel thought about going to Asiter, or at least threatening to, but realized the pusillanimous image that would become him. A strong stance would be the better path. “Get out here this instant!” He stormed into the tent, leaving the other seven men he had amassed outside. They followed in time to see Kirad about to throw a spear at Narcel. 
“Men, I am your appointed leader,” Narcel said. “These two seem to consider themselves above the orders of even Themis. I want you to pull them from their beds and make sure they are on the mustering grounds in five minutes. Bruised is preferable.” 
The seven men, including Semreh, charged in to fulfill their duty, much to Athan and Kirad’s surprise. One grabbed the spear from Kirad’s hand and threw it to the ground, while three others grabbed his limbs and pulled him from the bed. Kirad came much easier than Athan, who attempted to fight off the onslaught. Two men received fists to the ribs, Kirad a black eye, and Athan a knee to the groin before it was all over. 
Narcel smiled to see Athan and Kirad joining the rest of the men at the mustering grounds, limping and bruised from head to toe. To his left he heard Semreh muttering about the lack of leadership Narcel had displayed, and how he was lucky Semreh was his friend to back him up. But what did he know of leadership?
The large group of recently graduated Mawtu warriors stood in full battle gear, in thirty lines of ten with bright red robes flowing in the morning breeze around their bronze breast plates. Each helmet had one spike for graduation, and one additional spike for each Mawtu rank. Aside from Narcel, only Asiter and the two men to his left had multiple spikes. 
Narcel and Semreh stood with their graduating class of ten, second row from the front. Asiter led the entire group, with two hulking brutes of men along for the ride  ,  in case any of the men tried to retreat or break sides. Narcel had only heard of one Mawtu that had ever tried, and it was rumored his head was on a spike in Adonis’s war tent. Morning stars hung from the two large men’s belts, complimenting their spike covered helms in a way that said ‘Your ass is mine—just try it.’ 
Asiter leapt onto his horse and brought her in front of the lines of young Mawtu warriors, his eyes narrowed and his lips twitched in anticipation. “Those inglorious vermin from the other side of the pass believe they can attack one of our villages and not face the wrath of the Mawtu,” Asiter bellowed as best he could, his voice struggling against the power of the wind. “Well let’s teach them a lesson, men. Mount up!” 
The group filed in an orderly fashion over to the stable yard, where horses were aligned and stomping in excitement. Adonis waited in the shadows of the entrance to the stable yard holding a large clay bowl to catch the blood of a calf which hung upside down, throat slit. On the way into the stable yard each warrior dipped his hand into the bowl of steaming red liquid and smeared it across his own face in the traditional Mawtu warrior style, a tradition generally used when revenge was on the plate.
The warm blood and pungent smell made Narcel nauseous when it was his turn, but he wiped it over his face with vigor. His curiosity pulled at him to look up at Adonis, but he had been instructed to go forward with eyes on the ground, in ritualistic fashion. The memories of bruises on his cheeks and ribs from so many times of rebellion pleaded with him to do as he was told. 
Each warrior was given a large brush, which they drenched in freshly squeezed olive oil to apply in three layers with gentle strokes over the horses’ coats, as the Mawtu trainers had taught them many times. “The oil catches the light and intimidates our enemies as we approach,” the trainers had echoed. “If you’re riding for hours on end, the oil helps you to avoid rash. You will groom your horse properly, and she will become one with you.”
 Narcel had been awarded a chestnut mare, which he immediately took a liking to. The two prized mounts in the Mawtu were chestnut mares and black stallions, largely because of the way they complemented the red robes – Mawtu warriors cared a great deal about how they looked during battle. 
Semreh rode a white horse alongside Narcel as they moved in procession from the stable yard, “Is this what you want?” 
“I’ve carried out lots of missions before, you know. I’m ready.” 
“You put those kidnapping excursions on a par with this? We are riding in to teach a lesson to hardened soldiers.” Semreh rolled his eyes as he wiped a line of calf blood from his brow. “This is disgusting.”
“Well, we’ll see when we get there then.” Narcel continued the rest of the gallop in silence. He was still mad, and hurt, at how Semreh had ignored him since the first recruitment mission. 
After an hour of steady riding, the men weaved their way through a dense wood until the village was visible. Asiter gave the signal to dismount, and then commanded them to leave the horses with a small group of men to guard and treat them after the hard riding. Semreh was one of the men picked for guard duty, but he seemed fine with it.
“Kill some for me,” he said as he began to tether the horses. 
Narcel was sure he sensed a hint of sarcasm, so chose not to respond.
Asiter gathered the leaders of each team and gave them their battle orders. “You are to take the men in your command, go throughout Indikrus, door to door if need be, and search out the Ikarin trespassers. Indikrus is our protectorate, and the Ikarin have molested our sanctity. Their so called warriors may be found in inns drowning their sorrows in ale, or they may be in the streets searching for a night of comfort. Either way, you find them and you kill every last one of them. Don’t think for a moment that they won’t see you as the enemy that you now are. And if you don’t act, they will take your life.” Asiter seemed to look directly at Narcel, as if to question his loyalty.
They split up and Narcel turned to address the eight men that would be following him. “You know your role—if you see anyone wearing the robes of an Ikarin warrior, your job is to make sure they’re dead.”
Athan glared at Narcel with narrowed eyes. His bruises from the morning’s beating were largely concealed by his helmet, but his hatred wasn’t. Luckily, even he knew that when the Mawtu put a man in charge it wasn’t to be questioned, at least not in the presence of senior Mawtu such as Asiter. Still, a confrontation between Narcel and the bastard was inevitable.
They left their standards behind, flapping in the wind, and started the approach. They went in a low crouched run, bent over in the tall grass as if doing so could help conceal their bright red fighting robes. Twenty-nine other groups of men were approaching in the same manner, but when they saw Asiter begin to straighten his back and increase the tempo, they all did the same. 
Almost three-hundred young men in flowing red robes ran from the towering trees, low burnt-umber hills in the distance. Even when they passed the outer walls, no alarm was sounded. Narcel burst down a wooden door with a powerful kick, but found no one within. From the corner of his eye he noticed only red robes in the streets, and as he methodically hurled himself up stairway after stairway and into each room, he realized the houses were empty. 
A shadow passed over him as he ran into the streets with the other men following, and then a thundering crash sounded as wood splintered. He spun to see a bolder fly toward them. The rock plowed through a man’s face and landed with a thud in the thick grass. Narcel didn’t have time to register who the downed man was before a whistling noise pulled him out of his stupor and he ducked behind a door. Arrows landed like rain between him and his men. Those that had been hit screamed in pain as others cursed. 
Narcel exploded out of the door and back out of the village the way he had come, Athan and three other men following. They circled around the village and saw what he had expected, archers hiding in the long grass just on the other side of the village, catapults loaded with stones to their rear. There were fifty or more of them, and Narcel knew he had to get more than just three Mawtu warriors if he hoped to be victorious, even if the Mawtu were the best fighters in Braze. 
Narcel beckoned the other men and ran into an ally, looking for Asiter. “Why aren’t they firing again?” 
“Over there, look.” Athan pointed to an open passage at the edge of the sewage canals, and several sets of footprints. 
They followed the footprints into the square, where the clatter of swords and spears told him what was coming. Brown and red robes flew in a tornado of violence. Blood splashed from wall to wall, and one or two heads rolled before their feet.
 “An ambush!” Narcel froze as he took in the bloodbath around him. 
“Pull yourself together!” Athan was in his face. “Act!”  
“There!” Narcel spotted Asiter and rushed toward him, Athan and the other men swatting Ikarin soldiers aside as he ran.
They emerged from the alley and Narcel knew why the villagers were not in their homes – bodies surrounded the square he was now in, lying in lines where they had been slaughtered along towering walls of piled stone to prevent the retreat of any warrior in the city. Only the path by which the Mawtu had approached was left open. The Mawtu were hopelessly outnumbered as more men seemed to be storming into the square from the canals. The Mawtu would be forced to die or retreat, and the Mawtu were never to retreat. 
“We’ve been led to the slaughter,” Narcel said. “Protect Asiter as we make an escape.” 
Athan looked at Narcel with the same detestation that often showed on his bullish face, and he caught Narcel in the stomach with a solid punch. 
“No Mawtu flees, coward. We fight! Come men, you heard him and his betrayal, I’m taking command now.” 
Narcel stumbled to the ground in pain. He looked up to see that the other men were indeed now following Athan toward the heart of the fight. Their blind following could not have lasted forever, but now, in the midst of battle? A brown clad warrior came charging toward him from the left but slipped in a slick of blood and landed right next to Narcel, unconscious. 
Narcel realized he had lost his spear, so reached for the Ikarin’s sword, a weapon the Mawtu did not favor. His hand hesitated and images of a blood-splattered Jordan dying in his arms filled his head. He couldn’t do it. 
The moment of action was pushed forward with the approach of another Ikarin warrior in brown. The man ran at Narcel, screaming with blade held high.
Narcel pulled his hand away from the sword on the ground, instead finding a wooden shield by the unconscious man at his side. He blocked a downward swing from the attacking madman. Amid screams, Narcel spun and whacked the man across the face with the edge of the shield. His arms pulled back and struck again, and with fervent maniacal strokes he hit the man again and again. He yearned for his arms to stop, just as instinct demanded the death of the man who had attacked him. Compassion won out, and he stopped before the man was dead, he hoped. What had the Mawtu made him into, he pondered as the world heaved and turned around him. 
The fighting had moved to the other side of the square, while he was all alone with several dead and one or two unconscious enemy bodies. His insides pulled against themselves and he felt the heat of his blood rushing into his head, pressing on the backs of his eyes. Narcel grabbed the shield and staggered over to a wall where he could avoid being seen, so that he could clear his mind and assess the damage. He was only able to make out less than one-hundred Mawtu struggling on the steps of a great fountain, as over twice that number of Ikarin warriors pressed the attack, surrounding them. 
Weighing his odds, Narcel broke for it, back in the direction he hoped the horses and Semreh waited. His heart pounded as loud as the horse shoes clanging against the cobble stones as they rode in to join the fight. More cries of death caught his ears as he fled, but the fighting soon faded and was replaced by the whooshing of arrows as he dodged through the tall sunburned grass. The shield held above his head caught several arrows. 
He could not hear his footsteps in his mad dash towards the hills, in search of survival and his friend. Staying meant death, he knew that, but he hated himself for running. 
 Semreh must have been on the lookout, because he soon emerged from the woods galloping on his white horse with a horse by his side that Narcel recognized as his own mare. Semreh pulled on the reigns and waited for Narcel to mount before turning. They escaped the open field, but Narcel made the mistake of looking back. One lone man in red appeared, running from the horrific scene of Indikrus. Asiter. He struggled toward them, robes tattered and bronze armor hanging from his blood soaked body.
“Wait here!” Narcel shouted as he grabbed a third horse from where they were tied at the tree line. 
“Narce, there’s no way!” Semreh shouted. 
Three Ikarin warriors were in hot pursuit of Asiter, but Narcel rode with speed and mowed down the first one, turning in surprise to see Semreh by his side. Semreh destroyed the other two with a thwack and a thrust of his spear. Together they hoisted Asiter onto the black stallion Narcel had grabbed.
“Let’s ride!” Semreh galloped right past him, pulling the reigns of the stallion beside him. “Move it!”
The mare turned to follow without Narcel’s prodding. He saw the blank look in Asiter’s bloodshot eyes, his body limp with large slashes along his cheeks and chest. An arrow stuck out of the leather protector on Semreh’s right shoulder, and Narcel was snapped out of his stupor by a matching arrow landing two feet to his left. With a ‘hy-ahh!’ he joined the retreat. 
Asiter, Semreh, and Narcel were at the gates of the Mawtu village before another word was spoken. They had continued to ride at full gallop, ignoring the lather that formed on the horses’ flanks and the neighing pleas for rest. They pulled to a halt before the Mawtu war tent and helped Asiter down, pushing for space in the crowds that began to gather. Several others joined from the retreat, and Themis emerged from his tent. His smile promptly faded when he realized the situation. 
“What happened here?” Themis held Asiter in his arms and began to check the wounds. 
Asiter’s response was a gargle of blood as he looked into the sky with shame in his eyes. He collapsed onto the ground with one last attempt to move his body toward the lone statue guarding the Mawtu base camp. With a twitch he stopped moving. The statue, Narcel would later learn, was a replica of Asiter’s great-grandfather, Trycundus. 
As Themis stood over Asiter’s body, Narcel wondered at the look of confusion on his leader’s face. Narcel and Semreh stood panting and sweating from their near death experience. Finally, after what seemed an eternity to Narcel, Themis looked up with a look of determination. 
“Asiter was one of the few men that were born into a family line of Mawtu warriors,” Themis said. “Had his father married Mawtu, he likely would have ruled alongside Adonis. We will not talk about what happened here, and he will not be disgraced. You two get washed up, you will each receive promotions and your own squads. Now, be gone.”
Semreh waited until they were out of earshot, and then turned to Narcel. “What have we done?”
Narcel kept walking, his full attention on pushing out the images in his mind. Images of Jordan crying and covered in blood, of Asiter’s blank eyes staring up into the clouds, and of Kaire crying in her bed back in Valhia. All he wanted was to be left alone.
 



Chapter 24: Full Offensive
 
 
“This is so wrong. So cold,” Semreh said to Narcel. They sat at a table under the pale moon, horns of ale in their hands. “To just ignore it all like this.” 
The shame of Indikrus hadn’t been mentioned the day after the defeat, nor any of the days following. Within a week, the surrounding towns and villages were invited for festivities and men rode into the Mawtu base camp in full color. Armies in green, gold, purple, and other colors carried banners similar to the Mawtu, but none quite so grand. Twenty pigs were prepared for the feast, dancers twirled, and magicians put on great displays. Men swallowed swords, and eyes followed women’s hips as they shook to the songs of deep drums and exotic flutes. 
Narcel forced down a gulp of beer, his insides still queasy. “At least some of us made it, you know? Even if Athan was one of them.” Other survivors had streamed in through the night, with no public showing. Even if it wasn’t said, everyone knew that the survivors of Indikrus had retreated, and were therefore cowards.
“Asiter has just died, along with most of the boys we knew from training.”
“I know.” Narcel looked at the girls, their red and black clothes almost falling from their soft skin. They were beautiful, but he wasn’t interested at the moment. “I thought you hated Asiter? You wanted to kill him, by the look in your eyes when he was around.”
“I would have, gladly. But not like this.”
“No one cares that he died,” Narcel said.
“And that’s what’s wrong here.”
“Yet you helped save him back there. Why?” 
Semreh stirred his beer with his finger, licking his tooth in thought. “I couldn’t just let him die, that wouldn’t have been right. Where is the Mawtu ethos in that?”
It was the first time Narcel had heard Semreh show any real sign of buying into it all. 
 “All I am saying is, in the North we would be mourning the dead with huge monuments and days of wailing. Why do these people celebrate the night away?”
“You think I wasn’t there? You think it doesn’t bother me?”
“Does it?”
“Of course! They talk of their pride and glory, but they wouldn’t give two silvers for the lives of their men. To them we’re simply dogs that they can kick into submission… but,” Narcel eyed the bottom of his drink, “this is their way. This is… our way now.” 
Semreh narrowed his eyes, looking over Narcel. He threw down his half empty horn as he stood. A nearby girl squealed with delight as he grabbed her from her dance. 
“Fine, let’s join in their ‘celebration.’ One for me, and one for you.” He took the arm of another girl and tossed her at Narcel, before storming away with his in tow.
The girl landed on Narcel’s lap, looking down at him with slender eyes and a sensual smile. She had charcoal black hair that looked almost blue, refusing to reflect the nearby candlelight. He appreciated her rosy skin and her toned body, not sure if she actually reminded him of Kaire or if he just wanted her to, as the two looked nothing alike. 
“Come, you seem troubled. I know how to get rid of what bothers you.” She managed a sly smile and took him by the hand.  
He followed, as if in a dream, in surrender. The woman led him out of base camp and around a bend in the road. Her skin felt soft against his, comforting. 
She turned with a teasing smile. “I’m surprised you didn’t want to stay for the singing.”
“Didn’t know there would be singing.”
“You just graduated, I take it?”
“I can fight.”
“I’m sure you can.” She laughed. “So I would guess you haven’t been very exposed to the women of the Mawtu, have you?”
Come to think of it, he hadn’t. It seemed odd. 
“An old king set this law in place, a law to make women stay in shape and therefore bear strong babies, to become strong warriors. It happens every year at the end of summer.”
“What happens?” His curiosity had been piqued. 
“All women are required to sing and dance, nude, at the feasts—”
“They’re required to do what?” Narcel interrupted. He imagined the look on his mother’s face if she heard this. 
“I’m not arguing the morality of it, just telling you how it is. I was made to do this, in my younger days. I’ve moved on to another role. Regardless, that way the girls will be ashamed to be fat or weak, and when we are in shape, we are pleased to show off our beauty to strong men such as yourself. I assure you, the men are incredibly appreciative.”
“Indeed. But then what happens? War hungry men surrounded by naked women… I can only imagine.”
“Don’t let your thoughts run wild. The practice is for the better of the Mawtu society, no orgies result, if that is what you’re implying. The Mawtu are quite conservative actually, when it comes to sex.”
Narcel felt himself growing quite uncomfortable, but his curiosity won out. “What do you mean?”
“It’s always done in secret, even among married men and women. You may have thought your living condition was temporary, right?”
“Living in a small tent with my friend, you mean? Eating together at every meal? I should hope so.” 
“Well, I’m sorry to be the one to open your eyes, but that is the way it is. Even years after graduation you sleep and eat with your brothers, and if you marry a Mawtu woman, your love making will be in secret. A man sneaks out in the dark of night and goes to his bride to lay with her, then returns to his tent. If a seed is settled, the woman will raise the child until it is ready for training if it is a boy, or ready to dance if it is a girl.”
Narcel felt his head spinning. He had heard stories of the odd ways of the Mawtu in his youth, but this was ridiculous. “So it goes on like that forever?”
“Well, no. When a man reaches the age of thirty, he may choose to live with the woman. I haven’t even told you about the sharing of women, but perhaps that’s best left ‘til a later date.”
He felt his jaw hanging open.
“Tonight, let’s focus on us.”              
The idea of sharing Kaire with Lokum or any other man made his stomach burn. But now she was Lokum’s alone, and perhaps that hurt even more. Narcel’s mind turned to better thoughts as he saw the lake before them, one of the lakes at which he enjoyed spending time. The darkness gave way to rippling reflections and he realized he had a genuine interest in this woman. 
She continued forward, dropping her robes on the dry ground as her feet touched the cold water. He liked her even more now. Submerging herself without hesitation, she looked one with the night. She rose, tying her hair as she glanced at him over her shoulder. Water clung to her body with yearning desire before it rolled down the curve of her back. 
“You coming?”
Although Narcel was nervous, he was overcome by her beauty. Her lesson on Mawtu culture disappeared from his mind altogether as his warrior robes fell to the ground. He followed her into the cold water. 
She came to him and, as if drawn by animalistic instinct, his right hand caressed her face. His left grabbed her waist and pulled her close. Kaire was with Lokum now and it was time Narcel moved on. He began to kiss the back of her neck and felt his blood rushing through his veins in excitement. She smelled of lilies and her skin was as smooth as the surface of an undisturbed pond. It was almost perfect.
“Can I ask your name?” He whispered in her ear. “How can I love you without a name?”
“Oh Narcel,” she said, causing him to pull back with surprise. She must have heard Semreh say it, right? “It’s best you don’t know my name, as we are not meant to love.”
“But I was ju—”
 “I’m here to clear your head, that is all. Well, maybe teach you a thing or two.” She kissed him as she traced his abs. “I have often watched you here, staring out over the lake, and wondered what you were contemplating.”
“Perhaps I was dreaming of a moment such as this.” His senses pulled at his concentration and the whole experience felt like a dream. He grabbed her hand and kissed her slender fingers. 
The woman led Narcel to dry ground and pushed him to his back. She began to kiss his chest, and then her lips met his stomach, and then his hips, and suddenly Narcel didn’t care about anything. Droplets of water tweaked his senses as they dripped from her nude body. He lay in the grass and could barely make out her profile against the dark sky, the shadow of a mountain cutting off her silhouette. 
Just as the mysterious woman’s kisses were about to move further down his body, the noise of approaching footsteps broke Narcel from her spell. He scrambled for his clothes, covering himself as the shadow of a man appeared. 
“Ah, Narcel, correct?” A man’s voice asked. Narcel recognized him from the festivities, but he wore green robes instead of the red of the Mawtu – one of the many allies in the Kordom alliance. “Adonis requests your presence in the War Tent. We must, er, hurry.” 
Narcel contemplated stabbing the man and staying where he was, but the girl probably wouldn’t handle that well. “Give me twenty minutes.”
“Themis waits. I’ll let that be your call.”
Narcel groaned and turned to the woman as he dressed. “I’m sorry, my mysterious lady. Duty calls. I hope we can continue this some other time.” 
The man became noticeably uncomfortable when he saw the silhouette of the nude woman rise in the dark, but remained until Narcel dressed and was ready to follow him back.
“I hope to meet you again someday soon,” she called after him.
Among the others in the war-tent, Semreh was waiting with a look of satisfaction on his face, whether from the girl or from the conversation at hand, Narcel didn’t ask. Standing in the center with his back to Narcel was Adonis, the militaristic leader of the Mawtu in all his glory. Themis stood at his right with five other Mawtu leaders. Themis wore his finest robes and held a mighty spear, the torchlight glistening off his bronze chest plate. At the end of Themis’s spear a golden tiger with golden wings emerged where a bronze pointed tip would normally stand.
The other Mawtu warriors in the room were wearing full warrior garb to include both the long and short spear, warrior paint from calf blood, and bronze helmets covered in spikes. There were an additional six older men in different colored robes in the room, with two attendants each. The robes represented by these men were three different shades of green, and three different shades of yellow. Seeming out of place and shifting in their seats in the corner were two men in brown garb, who Narcel guessed to be Ikarin, from Nethia.  
“When the Ikarins chose to attack us outright in the village of Indikrus, they broke the truce,” Themis continued a speech, paying no attention to Narcel’s tardiness. “We have no choice. The Ikarins crossed the pass into our land, into the heart of Kordom, and if we don’t act now, we will look like fools! Ikarin is growing too strong. The walls around the capital city of Nethia can only be viewed as an offensive maneuver, and we must attack preemptively. Everyone knows we are the best warriors from the Gold Coast to the Sea of Misfortune. We must not let them forget it.”
Disdainful, hate-filled eyes from around the room settled on one of the men in brown from Nethia as he raised his staff to be heard. 
“Gentlemen of the Kordom alliance… gentlemen, if I may. I have not come here to argue, but for other reasons. Please, what you say upsets us. You must allow me to present some facts. You must not make the mistake of acting rashly and falling victim to the childish arguments of the Mawtu.” Themis shot the man a threatening glare, but Adonis motioned for him to stay calm. 
“You must remember that Nethia came to power not by choice, but through historical necessity. When the Mawtu would not rise up to defend Ikarin, we took it upon ourselves to raise a navy and fight off the warriors from the North. We provided no less than two-thirds of the fleet that fought off the armies of the North, and our patriotism for the land of Braze will not be questioned. We didn’t ask payment for your lack of assistance, and the empire that became ours arose not from our action, but from your own inaction.”
“How dare you,” Themis said, his teeth clenched together. “We sent men in the thousands for the defense of Braze.”
“Yes, and they were too late. By the time your men arrived, the North was already running with their ears tucked back. Nethia stepped up out of fear for the lives of Brazians, in both Ikarin and Kordom. We were the ones presented with praise for our action. We put our lives on the line for all of you. Yet, lately we hear that the Mawtu cannot be trusted. You incite cities to revolt against Nethia.”
This time it was Adonis who spoke. “We take action to defend free peoples, people that no longer wish to be ruled under the tyranny of Nethia.”
“And what does King Vysender have to say of all this?”
Adonis was silent. 
“As we thought. We see all I have said to be true before our eyes tonight, and with this lack of trust, this corroding of our relationship, you judge us for building walls around our great city? We say you would have done no differently. The power came to us, and it is the way of the gods.” The speaker glared at Adonis, eyes doubtful. “That those with strength should rule those without. Now, as for this talk of revenge and violence, I believe there is a treaty in place and a court in Nethia. I propose we move to arbitration.” 
The man stopped talking and silence persisted. A slow tapping began to emit from Themis’s nails on the table behind which he stood. “You ask us to travel and allow a court under King Peritian to rule on us? I think not, not in my life. This is our court. And now you will be judged.” Themis waited for approval from Adonis, then stepped forward and struck his giant spear against the floor. “My brothers, you are gathered here as the leaders of each of our six protectorates under the Kordom Alliance. Do not listen to this scum of Ikarin. We must take this as an offensive measure, due to the decisions of the Ikarins, led by Nethia, to break the pact in place. We have done nothing. As we sit around doing nothing, the Ikarin army doubles. Our inaction before is our responsibility, and our fault. We should have acted while they were still suckling on their mothers’ teats. We should have struck then as we must strike now.
“Do not betray the legacy of our ancestors. Kordom has always been a strong land and we must fight to maintain our supremacy. Just as we will not abandon you, I say we will not abandon any willing allies of the Mawtu. We have larger numbers than our Ikarin betrayers, and our patriotism is unparalleled. Money from our combined treasuries can be used to bribe their captains, thus crippling their one strength, their navy. 
“They lack courage, and through that they lack the means to victory. We must attack in force. Against us the Ikarins cannot stand, but separated we will lose. We all know that defeat spells slavery. The choice is yours. At my request, your armies are arrayed  just outside of the Mawtu Base Camp, and I say by the gods it is time we begin our full offensive against the region of Ikarin.” 
Everyone in the room looked to Adonis, waiting. He stepped forward, took Themis’s gold spear, and raised it high. “By the gods, let it begin.”
The men in the room cheered for war, and the two Ikarin men in brown quickly ducked out of the tent as danger engulfed them. It was only then that Narcel realized the celebration wasn’t a distraction from recent activities, but retaliation. In Indikrus, the Ikarin had sent troops into the Kordom region, which was ruled by the Mawtu. That meant an end to peace. It meant war. A sinking feeling crept into his stomach as he remembered the days he used to play as a youth in the city of Valhia, in Ikarin. Now he would ride into that same land, as an enemy. 
He stumbled out of the tent to breathe in the cold air and clear his head. Around the base camp, enough fires for at least thirty-thousand men blazed. His nerves tightened at the reality of a war against the region he had been born into. Doubt ravaged his brain, self-hatred plagued his soul.
***
Narcel was at the head of one thousand men as the Mawtu stormed into Indikrus. Semreh and Athan had each been given their own thousand as well, and in total five thousand men raced through the streets. But they found no opposition. What they found was fluttering sheets hanging from windows, doors to empty houses banging in the wind, and heaps of rotting corpses. The resounding cheers of would be victory cries turned to a deathly silence. 
“Burn it to the ground,” Themis commanded from his stallion. “Burn all of it, so that we may forget what happened here, and so the Ikarin will know they’ll never retake Indikrus.”
Narcel dismounted and grabbed one of the many torches being lit, happy to touch its flames to the wood panels of a nearby building. Yet, disturbed to see so many faces he had once known. Bodies of Indikrus villagers sat in blood long dry of both Mawtu and Ikarin warriors. The flames slowly crawled past him and began to increase in fury, sending pillars of smoke into the grey clouds above. A blue motion caught his eye in the flames, a man’s Valhian blue robes flittering in the flames. He looked on the man and imagined his own brother. 
Early the next morning, warriors in red, gold, and green stormed across the Pass of Aire, the pass that separated the region of Kordom from the region of Ikarin, and the same pass that Narcel had crossed what seemed like ages before. He was a Mawtu now, and led his troops as one. 
Faces smeared with calf blood and spears tasting Ikarin blood, Narcel found his soldiers ending the lives of men he had once considered to be neighbors and kin. Yet he still would not kill. His nerves jumped every time he thought that the next city they would attack would be Valhia, but the fights came and went, and it didn’t happen. Successes seemed to flow like water, though before long he heard rumors that the Ikarin had taken a fleet and started attacking Kordom coastal villages. He had hoped the legacy of Asiter wouldn’t fade easily, but all-out war? Together-as-one, he thought. At least they were striking back.
 



Chapter 25: Lokum Acceptance
 
 
Lokum picked food from his teeth with his tongue. He stared at the ceiling, arms raised behind his head with thoughts of life’s twists and turns spiraling into a dull headache. Cold permeated through the windows, warning of the late winter and the morning mist and chilled rains of spring that Lokum hated with passion. Attempting his best not to think of it, he found respite in the way the wood planks of Maigus Hall had warped over the years, the imperfection calming his nerves. 
Kaire’s moaning pulled his mind back to reality. Indikrus had been lost after an initial victory, or so the stories went. Hundreds of Mawtu bodies were found, but when Ikarin scouts came through Valhia again they came with news of a slaughter and Indikrus burned to the ground. Lokum had started the revolt against the Mawtu, but why Nethia had ordered Ikarin men to occupy a village on the Kordom side of the pass was beyond Lokum. As far as he was concerned, King Peritian was losing his touch. Start the rebellions one after the other and let them take their toll, that’s how Lokum would handle the war if he were king. If only he had passed the tests, joined the government and moved up to become one of the generals. But no, even that would have taken too long. There had to be another way, and Lokum decided he would find it. 
Cracks in the wood above his head reminded him of rolling waves, a large knot the sun, and a spider that crawled across it all, perhaps the enemy army moving towards Ikarin. The goblet he used to throw and crush the spider clattered on the floor beside the bed. 
Kaire’s head emerged from under the white sheets. “Lokum, are you even paying attention to me?”
He continued to stare at the smudge of splattered spider remains above. Kaire sighed and rolled out of the blankets to grab her robe from where it hung on the door. 
“You just lay there then. See if I care.” 
He relaxed for a moment longer, then jumped from bed and squeezed Kaire, pressing her head against his chest.
“I’m sorry, come back to bed my love,” he said. He held her tight enough to make her cough, then carried her back to the bed with a laugh. They landed with a plop and a short giggle from Kaire. Lokum ran his hand across her cheek as he stared into her eyes. He kissed her briefly before turning himself over to stare out of the marble pillar framed window into the square down below. He noticed several children playing in the early morning, and shop keepers setting up their wares. 
“How simple their lives must be,” he said. “What would life be like to be so ordinary?”  
Playing with his cousins as children, Sinoda and Narce had always been so pompous, so sure they would one day be named gods by the Reveries. Sinoda said he would be Ordius, the god of devotion, because he so strongly followed the military ethos taught by Charos’s predecessor. But Lokum thought him as big a fake as any. And Narcel, the scrawny kid was so full of himself he probably would not even bother to listen to the Reveries if they were crazy enough to perform the ritual. Maybe demons, but never gods, Lokum thought, and felt a flash of nostalgia. He almost missed them. Maybe they were in hell, and he would soon send their mother to join them. 
“You are so great, so….” Kaire’s voice trailed off. 
“Hmm?” Lokum turned, broken from his trance, but it was too late. 
“Where are you?” 
A dream drifted through the air of her kissing his back, and he wondered if it had been happening. 
“What’s wrong?” he asked, as she covered her body. “Come over here and let me kiss your perfect breasts.” 
“Am I smothering you? Am I unwanted here?” 
“Kaire, come.”
“You have other things on your mind, and other obligations.” She turned away from him and opened a book on the bed stand. “What is all this navy junk anyway? Why do you have it if you just sit around here? How long since you last rode out, one month? Two?”
 “For a month now my mother’s bones have rotted under Gaila’s watch while my father wastes away in shackles, and all the while we stay under the very roof of the person that put them there!” 
“Gaila? No, don’t put this on her. I don’t want to listen to this again. As if she knew what your parents were up to? Nobody did! Nobody could have laid information against your parents except for one of their own, and I’m sorry, but—”
“Don’t you say it!” He thrust her onto her back and straddled her, his hand raised. He had just about enough of people talking about his father and The Six. He had witnessed it himself, but to hear it spoken somehow made it more real.
“You wouldn’t.” Kaire said in a soft voice, but her eyes weren’t so confident. “Why are you even still in Valhia?”
“I’ll not leave you.” Lokum leaned into her, feeling her soft cheek against his. “You are my everything. I can’t go fight, not again. How could I hope to win a battle without you waiting for me at night?” Attacks on the Ikarin side of the Pass of Aire had meant small skirmishes for the trained warriors of Ikarin. To own land, such as Irin’s barley fields, meant money and class, and therefore the ability to purchase armor and arms to strike up a defense. His own plumed helmet sat in the shadows of his nightstand, the dust slowly accumulating. 
“No,” Kaire said, glaring. “I mean why are we still in Valhia?”
“You expect me to abandon my father?”
“So you would sit here and let the Kordom soldiers come to my door and kill me, or worse?”
“I’m here to defend you, my love. Why fight for freedom if I can’t be with you? Let others do the dirty work while we reap the rewards.”
“Their armies grow closer every day. I hear the stories. Perhaps they would take me to Kordom and make me dance for the Mawtu warriors, is that what you want? Are you going to stay here and fight off the whole army if they’re at my door?”
“Just that. I’ll protect my queen, and piss into the skull of any man that so much as thinks of touching you.” Affection flooded Lokum as he reached out his hand to hold hers, but she swatted it away. 
“Don’t touch me.” In her eyes he saw that he could not win this battle.
“If those barbarians wish to challenge me, they should come while I shit, so we could be on equal grounds.” Lokum kissed her, but she pushed one of his books into his face. “You sound like a coward, too afraid to go and fight, and too insecure to leave me alone. Maybe I’ll go to Nethia on my own and see what real men are.” 
She wrapped an azure cloak over her shoulders and slammed the door behind her. 
“You’re hopeless anyway,” he shouted after her. His eyes lingered on the door, wondering when she would come running back to apologize. But when he realized that she wasn’t coming back, he curled up into a ball on his side of the bed. He threw the sheets off before allowing himself to fall back into a deep sleep. 
When he opened his eyes he was surrounded by three of his men, his two childhood friends Alses and Melonto, and a recently appointed man named Eland. Eland was well built, with a thin layer of blond hair that seemed to cover every inch of his body. Nethia had sent appointees to cities throughout Ikarin in an attempt to keep them in line, and Lokum suspected Gaila of appointing the man to Lokum to make sure he didn’t follow his father’s path. 
Lokum lay in his bed completely naked and groggy from his nap. 
“Sir, we must set sail.” Alses spoke in a guttural voice. “The winds are with us, and Nethia has ordered us out to show the Kordom people what we are capable of. Your aunt has commanded that you lead the fleet.”
 “In retaliation for the Kordom alliance’s crossing into Ikarin, the King says it is time we strike,” Eland added. “To teach them a lesson, and stop their insolence once and for all.” 
Lokum hated Eland’s close cut hair, but loved the fresh scar forming on his right cheek, given to him by Lokum in a recent training exercise. When he had first arrived from Nethia, Lokum and the other boys were not sure what to think of him, but they soon put him in his place. 
“What makes you think I want to be disturbed in the privacy of my chambers? Do you see me ready to go to war?” Lokum motioned at his sprawled nude body. It was not pleasant. “No, I have no plans to go anywhere. Bring me Kaire.” 
“Um, sir,” Melonto said. “Kaire is in the tavern, drinking and telling your men that you are a… um…. Excuse me sir, but she is calling you a coward for not setting sail, right to your men’s faces.” He stepped back and his large foot caught in a crag, causing him to stumble. 
“Am I surrounded by mediocrity?” Lokum looked at Melonto, who simply nodded. Lokum sighed, covered himself with the blue robes from his nightstand, and then bent to pick up Kaire’s book. A page slipped out and he saw it was covered with Narcel’s name and drawings of her with him. He threw the book against the wall with a piercing yell.
After preparing himself, Lokum stormed into the only tavern in Valhia, finding Kaire surrounded by his soldiers. One man’s eyes did not even bother to leave her chest as his superior walked in. 
 “Which fool allowed my woman to enter this place?” he demanded. “Are you a bunch of school children who sit around and gossip? Or are you men, ready for battle?” 
The men looked up from their drinks and saw their commander in full warrior gear. The blue plumes added a foot to his height and his bronze chest plate reflected the dim candlelight. His hair hung in tar-black locks around his shoulders, and underneath Lokum’s blue robe his chest plate revealed the etched design of a great wave. A large bow strung to his back and two swords tied to his waist added to the sense of immediacy.
He approached Kaire and glared down at her. “I will destroy them. You’ll see that the world would have been a better place if you had asked me to stay here. I will strike my enemies down so fast and so furious that they will regret even thinking of massing against my land. My navy will ride swift, heads will roll, and I’ll be back to see you within three weeks’ time. Mark my words. When I return, you will not speak ill of your man. You will stand in the plaza and shout my praises at the top of your lungs.” He forced a kiss. “You will see what sort of man stands by your side when this is all over.”
***
Lokum sat in his ship three days later with the dull sun starting down at him and his men. The helmet was cold, but he had learned from Charos to always appear the warrior in front of his men. Surprisingly, he was not upset to be away from Kaire and her bickering. Perhaps he should have come out here earlier. The salt in the air was so much more pleasant than the embers that flowed from Kaire’s tongue. 
A cool breeze moved through the olive trees growing from the red soil of the village Mazerea, revealing a path nearby Lokum’s planned landing. The village was on the far southwest edge of the Kordom region, Kordom being almost completely surrounded by water, and the choppy waves had caused the trip an extra day. Ten other ships had sailed around from the east and sat along Lokum’s own, containing over one-thousand soldiers. More than many villages of Mazerea’s size could boast. 
“Sound the attack.” Lokum said. 
A horn blared, and the Ikarin ships stormed forward like a giant wave crashing against Mazerea. Lokum’s ship was the last to reach the shore and the other Valhians were already half way through the village before Lokum’s feet touched the firm sand. He drew his two swords and walked through the already slain Mazerean men, kicking several as he walked. A cluster of six large Valhian soldiers followed, three on each side in order to attack any man that would come close to their leader. His men had their orders to make an example. 
Mazerea was set up like a wheel, with each street a spoke and the mayor’s house in the middle of the hub. Lokum and his six men walked straight up to the mayor’s large gates before any action came their way. They struck down the guards, all but one. Lokum pointed with one of his swords at the man’s throat, and said, “You tell the mayor of this town, I would like a word.” 
“Yes, yes sir.” The guard scampered through the gates to find his master, and after several minutes the gates swung open for Lokum to enter. The guard led Lokum and his three captains through the doors and up a winding staircase to where the mayor sat at a table with three guards on each side. The mayor was an elderly man with white hair hanging to his shoulders and deep eyes which betrayed his fright. He looked up and beckoned with a shaking hand for Lokum to join in his meal. The three captains were given no such welcome, but they approached the table regardless. 
“Sharing food alone will not guarantee peace, old man.” Lokum stood over him and took one bite from an apple that had been on the mayor’s plate. He analyzed the mayor for a moment, and noticed the man’s twitching left eye. He once knew a man with a similar twitch and was glad this was not him. “Sir. We have come here to teach the Mawtu and the rest of Kordom a lesson. I apologize that your people had to be part of this lesson, but this is war. Sign over your lands to the protection of Nethia, and we will leave your territory tonight. Nothing personal, of course.” 
“You speak kindly, Valhian,” the mayor responded. “But you must realize that if I am to sign over the city, the Mawtu will be here in the morning to reclaim it. You will leave men to protect us, I assume? You will not harm me or my children?”
“You have my word.” Lokum answered, and placed a scroll from his breast pocket on the table. 
The mayor picked it up and let out a low groan. He glanced outside at the warriors in his streets, then signed. “So it must be done.”
Lokum grabbed the scroll and looked it over with a lust in his eyes, and then turned to leave. “Well done, former mayor of Mazerea. Well done.”
When Lokum returned to the gate, he smiled at his escort. “You serve a coward.”
Alses drew his short sword and slit the man’s throat. Melonto and Eland opened the gate wide, and Lokum smiled as the rest of his men poured into the mayor’s Hall with torches burning in their hands. 
 “Are you in there?” Lokum yelled. “You should have put me to the sword when you had the chance! You see your village burn? Do you feel the fear of the knowledge that soon your flesh will taste the hellfires? We have signed a contract, and I betrayed it, in the same manner that you Kordom people have broken the truce with my people. Now we are even. Let that be a lesson to the Mawtu who lead you, and let them dare to attack Valhia and its fleet!” 
Lokum glared at the building as it burned, and ordered his archers to shoot down any man that escaped through the windows. He ignored the thought in his mind of when he had stormed off from Valhia to attack, likely sparking the embers of this war to begin with. Now it was out of his hands. Smoke rose and flames crackled, but the mayor never appeared to try to escape. A true leader would sink with his ship, and for that the Mayor gained a smidgeon of respect. 
“Get the men back to the ships. We ride on to attack Agenthia. Before we set sail, I want to see a death marker placed on the shore. I will respect the man, and ensure the Mawtu know we came.”   
 



Chapter 26: Mawtu in Ikarin
 
 
Themis placed both hands on the oak table in the large war tent, stern eyes surveying the room. The Mawtu and their allies gathered, grumbling about naval defeats at the hands of Ikarin. Thirty days had passed since they learned of Lokum and his fleets’ attacks in the Southwest corner of Kordom. Frontal assaults on Ikarin had been nonstop ever since. Narcel sensed a sheet of darkness settling over Kordom like a cloud of arrows from the heavens, about to strike at any moment.   
The walls danced as the wind howled outside. Shadows cowered away from Themis as he stood over the leaders of his allies. “The gods have sent us sign after sign. Plague spreads through Nethia. What better message from the heavens to show that we are in the right? How can they now call us immoral, when it is they who began to surround their city with great walls? When it was they who attacked our protectorate and killed every man, woman, and child? And when even the gods themselves visit disease and death on them? Immorality, those pigs’ parents sinned by bringing them into this world! Watch as nature corrects itself. It will not be long before we attack Nethia herself, and our gods will ride alongside on war horses as we show the Ikarin the error in their ways. We shall destroy their king Peritian, for he has led his people astray.”
The men and women in the audience cheered. Fists pounded the ground in unison. Themis had gained popularity as stories of Mawtu successes spread. While there had been problems defending the coasts, the Mawtu had proven their worth in land battle. They led the Kordom Alliance to take seven cities in the last month alone. The cheering and declarations of approaching victory continued far too long.
Narcel was the first to leave the tent. It all made his head hurt – elation from war, from death? Sure, he was trained in their ways, but it was as if everyone else had swallowed some medicine he hadn’t received. Perhaps he had missed the day where they taught the soul to be so unfeeling. A large shadow appeared to his left and he knew Themis had followed him. 
“What is it, Narcel? You seem troubled.” 
“We’re crossing the pass again today?” 
“You heard the men, from now on we’re here to bring justice and education to the Ikarin. Our people desire retribution.” Themis clasped his bronze armbands over his forearms. “Are you growing weary? We could always leave you in the rear to clean dishes, or even better, latrines.”
Narcel glared at Themis, although the idea actually sounded tempting when compared to the alternative. “You know I would never give up the glory of the front lines.”
“We can count on you?”
“Of course.”
Themis grinned as his assistants approached and placed the giant spiked helmet upon his head. “You should see how fast Adonis gained spikes. It is because I answer directly to him that I have been successful. Before he came along, it just wasn’t the same. He was assigned to lead a mission to encourage revolt in the city of Moratios. They are now one of our strongest allies. He took me as his man, and now you have this opportunity, Narcel. I can raise you up just as he did for me.”
“I’d be honored,” Narcel said.
The men finished preparing Themis’s war gear and departed.
Narcel hesitated, then asked, “Why me?”
“Adonis asked that I take care of you. He didn’t say why, and I will not ask.” Themis sized up Narcel. “I understand you originate from the Southeast, in Valhia, correct? Is that going to impede your ability to serve me?”  
“Sir, you know I am a Mawtu first. I would never let my old life influence our mission. Does this mean I should let Semreh and the others know we are sailing off soon?”
“There will not be time. We ride now and you will not be bringing your friends along on this trip. This is a different sort. You must learn to branch out, to be your own man. The ships in the harbor are loaded, and we sail immediately.” 
Helping the younger men to load the barrels of ale and bushels of barley onto the boats, as well as weapons and fine dried meats for the captain’s cabin, Narcel felt naked riding off to battle without his friend. He could not feel at ease around these men that he noticed eying him as he prepared to sail. His original class of boys was dead but for Athan and Semreh, and now he was alone.
Themis handled the mission with great success, and instead of approaching the islands in the manner Asiter would have done, Themis landed on the shores with a white flag waving promises of gold and friendship. He held meetings with the leaders of the islands, and not once did he order his swords lifted in combat during this time.
Before long Narcel began to come to grips with the idea that he didn’t need Semreh or anyone else with him, so long as he had a leader like Themis in charge. This was a man he could truly follow—the true embodiment of the warrior ethos. To be able to solve issues without violence, what better embodiment of honor? If this was Adonis’s way, then Narcel would happily serve him as well. Narcel looked over the side of a trireme in deep thought, staring into the ocean, when a hand on his shoulder startled him. 
“Whoa there! You would think I was Asiter come back from the grave to haunt you!” Themis’s deep laugh put an ease to Narcel’s surprise. 
“I didn’t notice your return.”
“Yes, I must teach you to be more alert, that’s certain. We head back to base camp soon, but I wanted to chat with you before we do. What have you observed here this last week or so?”
Themis had a smooth face, like that of an older brother. The waves rocked the boat as it set off from port. Men yelled orders, running around the ship while Narcel stood with Themis, feeling the confidence of a captain. What had he learned? It was as if he had entered a different world, and left the Mawtu behind.
“You don’t seem to handle business the same as other Mawtu, sir.” He paused, unsure if he was overstepping his place. 
“Don’t be shy,” Themis said. “I know men like Asiter conveyed a certain image, as do many men in the ranks of the Mawtu. I have nothing to say about Arduous. What they do may not be right. They think the world works on laws of human nature, that people must be hurt and killed, because that is the language humans speak.”
“I start to wonder if they are correct, sometimes. This seems to be all we know.”
“You must analyze yourself and your actions. Do nothing simply because you are told to, and certainly don’t believe anything just because one man says so. That includes myself, of course. I pledge my allegiance to the Mawtu, because I learned a while back that Adonis is a man worth following. I had a choice, an opportunity to leave, but how can you change something for the better if you are not part of it? Look at these islands, these men we have broken bread with. Do you think things would have gone so well if Arduous had been in charge of this mission?”
“Not in the slightest.”
“Exactly, but that is one of the problems with having two kings. King Vysender is of a different ilk than Adonis. He keeps men around that I have a hard time calling men… but that’s a fight for Adonis.”
“And Adonis will have this fight?”
“He can be relied on, and I believe he is just. Whether he is truly a god or not, it does not matter. I choose to believe he is, because that’s what I need right now. Otherwise I lose hope and am no different than the murderous scum out there, may they rest in peace. Remember, there is a time for death and a time for diplomacy. Yes, I believe Adonis means to rid Vysender of his less diplomatic ways.”
Themis and Narcel shared a light snack of bread and cheese in Themis’s quarters, until they felt the rhythm of the oars slow and knew they were pulling into port near base camp. The signed documents of seven new allied cities were in Themis’s hands when they arrived, and they were greeted by Adonis and the lord’s guard themselves. 
Once Adonis had dismounted, he presented Themis with the ceremonial stone of loyalty – a small piece of marble carved into a tower. Narcel recognized it as an Afisiosi. He still carried the one Asiter had presented him with at the end of the trek. 
“Job well done,” Adonis said to Themis, loud enough for the men to hear. “The islands you have brought over to the Kordom Alliance create a crack in the Ikarin foundation wide enough for us to penetrate. We strike and we will not stop until justice is returned.” 
The sun shone from behind Adonis, creating a god-like presence very much in line with the talk around Base Camp. A man risen to the rank of god.  
***
They marched for hours before Themis declared a high point of earth across on the Ikarin side of the Pass of Aire to be the most strategic spot, and now they were to make it impenetrable. Semreh fastened a sharpened stick into the ground in the defensive trench surrounding the freshly constructed camp. He wiped the sweat from his brow with his dirt caked sleeve. 
“One week without a single battle. We dig and we prepare. I thought this was war.”
“Are you complaining?” Narcel’s chest-plate shone from its spot beside him, his helmet beside it. “You’d rather be taking the lives of my people?”
Semreh paused and looked at him, then threw his sharpening knife into the dirt. “Who is it that you consider your people?” 
Narcel made no response. 
The sun reflected in Semreh’s eyes to give them a look of hell fire. “I only kill, Narce, so that you don’t have to.”
Narcel glanced at his friend to assess the validity of the comment, but saw something beyond Semreh’s right shoulder. He squinted and then pointed at a dust cloud to the north. “Looks like you may get another chance to prove yourself.” 
Semreh jumped out of the hole and cursed, ducking as an arrow flew from the tree line and landed in the trench. 
Narcel hadn’t moved to put on his armor, but stared at the tall evergreens and the faces of warriors emerging from the shadows beneath. 
“Now, Narcel!” Semreh said as he held out Narcel’s helmet.
Narcel buried his head in his hands, as if praying. “Maybe it is for the best.”
“No, you will not pull this. You will not do this to me.” Semreh shoved the helmet on his friend’s head. “You’ll fight, because I have fought so many times for you. And if you don’t, it’ll mean my death. Is that what you want?”
The recent days had been shorter, colder. In spite of the heat in his lungs, Narcel’s lips seemed frozen, his breath visible like the smoke from Indikrus. “Sometimes it is better not to fight. Themis taught me that.”
“But that time is not when we are being attacked. The time to fight is now.”
A screaming man in brown appeared behind Semreh, and Narcel pushed his friend out of the way. 
“That’s a fine start.” Semreh jumped up and grabbed one of the sharpened sticks from the ground and slammed it into the side of the attacker’s throat. “Don’t let me die, and we’re good.” Semreh grabbed his spear and prepared for his next victim.
He came to Narcel’s defense many times after that day, and for forty days the Mawtu and their Kordom allies attacked city after city on the inland fortress that was Ikarin. Narcel watched his friend and the corruption of the kill. It seemed each spear jammed through the heart of a victim was as thoughtless and enjoyable as biting into deer meat at the post-fight feast. Each time Semreh’s spear tasted blood, the bags under his eyes darkened, and each splatter of blood across his face pushed the two friends apart.
 
 



Chapter 27: Lokum Takes Agenthia
 
 
“Has anyone been to these islands before?” Lokum asked as his ship drew close to Agenthia. 
His men all shook their heads.
Lokum sighed and rested his hands on the starboard railings. Agenthia was very similar to so many others. Rocks jutted into the sky. The land was covered in palms and jungle, small huts lining the coast and a larger city near the center. The difference was the high levels of wool and fish the island provided for the Mawtu. Those trades were about to move to Valhia.  
“Eland, lead the way in the white robes and offer terms,” Lokum commanded. “I imagine they’ve heard of our other conquests and may be willing to listen.”
Lokum followed Eland with Alses and Melonto on each side and a large group of his men trailing thirty paces behind. They kept their weapons concealed. They stepped into a field surrounded by dense walls of intertwined vines that hung from a canopy of trees. Something chirped, or squealed, no one was sure. 
The foliage grew thicker and the air grew denser the further inland the group of soldiers walked on. Alses tripped but caught himself on Melonto, who smiled and helped him up. 
“We’ve always looked to the victories of the alliance for servants,” Eland said after several minutes of dodging holes in the ground and wiping spider webs from his face. “I don’t think Nethia wants its name directly associated with the, er, trade of humans.”
“So purchasing them from others is fine though?” Alses asked. 
“Purchase? We don’t pay, it’s part of the levy that cities such as Valhia contribute.”
“You’re one of us now.” Lokum drew his sword and slashed a large vine in their path. “We only started taking men and women after defeating the Mawtu in the first Kordom wars. But they wouldn’t succumb, so we forced them into servitude in a manner that’s no different than many cities these days.”
“You make us sound like the Mawtu,” Eland said.
“Like the Mawtu? We’re the same, don’t let the Council fool you. The only difference is Nethia claims that the citizens matter, that we can take exams to enter the government and somehow rise above our posts. The Mawtu make no such false statements.”
“You hear that?” Melonto asked.
Screeching sounded to the west as a flock of blue jays streaked across the sky. Lokum drew his second sword and turned in time to see men emerging from the woods. They wore dark green and blue hooded cloaks, probably to cover the signs of former servants branded into the back of their necks.  
“Declare yourself, strangers,” Lokum demanded. 
“It would appear you are the stranger in our land, sir, but you can call me Irius.” A tall lanky man stood in the midst of five others, each with weapons drawn. If they were servants, the defiance in their eyes spoke a different message. 
Eland waited for a nod from Lokum before stepping forward. “I am Eland, Agrian warrior and son of Eloths. Today I speak on behalf of Captain Lokum of Valhia, and I speak of peace.” 
Lokum leaned over in a mock bow.
“Well taken sir. And what business do you have with Agenthia?” 
“A message of peace between Ikarin and your people, if you are willing to cooperate.”
Irius raised an eyebrow and shared a chuckle with his companions. “Cooperate? I have had a different understanding of that word with the people of Ikarin in the past.” 
“Are you unwilling to talk then?” Lokum asked, almost hopeful.
One of Irius’s companions whispered something in his ear. 
“Please, follow us.” Irius motioned, and then he and his companions turned in the direction they had come. 
Lokum shrugged and followed, but did not sheathe his weapons. It was hard to keep up with the cloaked men as the path was narrow and the roots treacherous. However, after some time of difficulty they emerged to look down a steep slope into a village. 
“These are our people,” Irius said with a motioning hand. 
Lokum joined Eland to look down at the children playing in pools of muddy water, women in dark clothes crouched over their works of pottery and baskets beneath thatched roofs. Several men stood from below and looked up at the group of soldiers, and then dispersed to bring their children indoors. 
“We do not mean your people any harm, Irius,” Eland said with a sigh. 
“In that case Eland, son of Eloths, let us sit and talk.” 
Lokum looked over the men, at their bronze swords sheathed in wool sashes. He smiled and turned to Eland. “We have no reason to worry here. Avoid fighting if you have to, either way is fine by me. But I have one reason to live and she’s back in Valhia. Make it fast so we can sail for home.”
“Yes sir,” Eland said, sharing a look with Melonto and Alses. 
“I’ll be at the ships.”
The sound of battle began with a series of yells and followed with bronze clashing in the distance. Lokum smiled and advanced up the gangplank of his trireme, hands on the hilt of his swords.
“Sir, you don’t wish to stay for the battle?” a woman servant asked. She was petite with perky breasts that were visible through the thin yellow cloth tied around her body. “The men would like to see you at the front lines, and—”
“I will not waste my energy on fighting slaves. We are bred for bigger and better things.”
“Yes sir.” 
“I will be in my quarters, and you with me, understood?”
“Bigger and better things, sir?” 
It didn’t last long, and when she departed, he was happy to see her gone. Dust covered the books beside him, reminding him of the days he used to study. Where did that ever get him? He had studied the Siege of Eron for hours, and all he had to show for it is stories of the loss of another’s love. Instead his instructors could have told him to live life, and see for himself the pain it brings. He picked a book up and blew the dust to reveal the title of the book, “Strategies at Sea.” Kaire held this book once, in his room. She will hold it again. 
The hours passed with Lokum alternating between staring at the planks of the ceiling and his attempts at recounting his moments with Kaire. A sound from the door brought hope that the fighting had ended, but it was just the serving girl again with an afternoon snack. She would have to serve as his Kaire for today. 
“Stay,” he commanded. 
“As you wish, sir.” The girl entered and placed the snack on the bedside, lowering her yellow clothes to reveal the bite marks he had left just hours before. 
His fingers combed her hair and his lips kissed her back, all the while imagining the moment under the trees so long ago. The touch of Kaire’s lips, the softness of her breasts against him. This girl had nothing on her. He took her nonetheless, all the while yelling Kaire’s name.
A resounding knock came, three times. Lokum ignored it. 
“Sir, the fighting is over,” Eland’s voice sounded from outside the door. 
Lokum jumped from bed and threw open the door to glare. “What?”
“The fighting sir, we are victorious.” Eland’s eyes were solemn, focused on the ground as if he had been the one to lose his family and friends. “It is as you asked.” 
Lokum pushed the girl from his quarters and accompanied Eland to the gangplank, where five of his men brought Irius and threw him in a pile of blood and mud before his ship. Irius lay gasping for breath through the pain of broken ribs, red spit flying from his lips as he coughed up blood and attempted to push himself to his knees. Lokum approached the edge of the ship and glared down at the broken man. Somewhere nearby Alses and Melonto laughed.
“Come, leader of this island, proclaim your loyalty. Perhaps I will find it in me to forgive your betrayal.” 
Eland watched with apparent hatred and disgust for Lokum as Irius struggled to his knees and bowed his head. 
Lokum smiled and beckoned Irius forward. He reached out and caressed the tears that had drawn lines down the man’s mud caked cheeks.  
“You see,” Lokum said. “You have saved the lives of so many today. The only people to lose their lives will be the adult males. Any riches found will be distributed to my men, one-hundred of who will stay behind and guard the island, starting new families with the remaining women. You, you will stay here as their prisoner. If the women try anything, you will die before their eyes, and then they will die.”
Lokum patted the man’s face before walking to meet his soldiers at the square of Agenthia. His men crowded around, anxious to hear his words. 
“Warriors of Ikarin, we have fought bravely against the people that swear allegiance to the Mawtu. But you must remember, these men and all people of the region of Kordom are of the same blood as us Ikarin. We all live within Braze, and indeed we all share the same ancestors. We must remember that is how the outsiders see us, and we must not forget our fallen comrades here today, both from Ikarin and Kordom. We must judge not our countrymen who have been brainwashed by the Mawtu over the years. We must bring them to justice. Let the gods judge them as they choose. As have I.
“Today you have done a great deed for Ikarin. The Mawtu and their allies marched against us, and so we sailed against them, and our blades tasted their insides! Let these cities serve as examples, so the Kordom allies see that power at sea is greater than power on land. Just as our fathers beat down their aggressors, so we will bring justice to those that have risen against us. But for tonight, I say feast. Bring forth the greatest wine Agenthia has to offer and the finest calves for our feast.” 
He turned to Eland and smiled. “Tomorrow I sail for home.”
The men in Lokum’s fleet cheered, and from somewhere flutes began to play and women began to dance. It was a glorious scene, but not one for Lokum, who instead went on a search of the town. He had one goal, and that was to find a woman for the night who would remind him of Kaire, to make him forget her absence, one better than the whore on his ship.
 



Chapter 28: Moment of Respite
 
 
Messages came through to the warriors as they fought, through whispers of conquered heroes and women in the beds of soldiers. The plague in Nethia was worsening, and it was said that two of King Peritian’s chief generals had died from the sickness. Talk was rampant of cities throughout Ikarin on the verge of revolt against Nethia, men wishing to join the Mawtu. In several cities the Mawtu found themselves cheered as liberators when they crashed through the gates. It was only Valhia’s navy that seemed to be having any victory against the Kordom Alliance. 
 Narcel’s weariness grew with each city they took, and in his dreams he saw the faces of men screaming and their eyes melting into pools of blood. In his moments of clarity he knew Semreh was a friend, but sometimes it was hard to remember. His real comfort came from following Themis. How the man’s conscience must eat at him, leading the men to fight in a war he too hoped would end.
Themis approached Narcel’s tent one day in late fall.
“I have news. Come, walk with me.”
Narcel followed his leader, unsure what was to come. 
“It seems the King of Nethia has been taken by the plague. He has not yet departed this earth, but there are strong forces demanding peace. Your mother has been working with the General Elecitan of Nethia, and has worked out a peace agreement. Adonis plans to sign it.”
“My mother?” 
“Yes, I sent messengers to look into it. If I had a mother, I would want to know she was safe.”
Narcel was stunned. He wanted to say thank you, but his mouth wouldn’t open. She was safe. “So the fighting is over then?” Narcel managed. He felt like a thousand birds would burst from his chest, each chirping its own song of joy. 
“For now, thanks to your kin. They saw the number of cities coming to the Kordom alliance, and knew defeat was inevitable for the region of Ikarin if something wasn’t done. We enter the peace of Elecitan, and for the moment we rest. I know this is what you wanted, and I hope you know this is what I have strived for.”
Narcel smiled and Themis clasped his hand. The moment of elation was overwhelming.
“Thank you, Themis.” It was as if everything in the world was beginning to make sense. 
***
“You coming or what, Narce?” Semreh asked. 
Narcel had just finished setting up his small sleeping tent, one of hundreds in the rock sheltered encampment on their way home. He smiled at his friend’s acceptance of the moment of peace. When the fighting had stopped, Semreh’s eyes softened and it was as if a dark spirit was lifted from his body. 
“Do I have to?”
“The man said the town of Harken is barely thirty minutes by foot, I’m sure it won’t inconvenience you.”
Narcel looked around as if someone might be listening. “I suppose, but if we get in trouble I’m blaming you.”
Semreh beamed and motioned for him to follow. 
 The men ducked past warriors in red, green and yellow who were still setting up camp. With much preparation, the Mawtu army and their Kordom allies had packed up their tents and siege weapons, secured supplies, and began the journey home. They hadn’t spread the fighting as far north as Nethia, or as far south as Valhia, but their influence was well dispersed nonetheless. With the peace agreement in place, the younger men seemed restless and an excursion to clear their minds was just what they needed. 
“Who said they could come?” Narcel asked Semreh when they arrived at the meeting spot by a lone tree. Athan and his buddy Tredle were waiting with five other young Mawtu. 
Athan looked at the ground and fidgeted with his hands. “I think we can get along for one night.”
“Not likely.”
Athan looked up and his hands became fists. “I fought alongside you at Indikrus. I have fought every day since! I have a right to relax alongside you as well.”
Narcel scoffed, remembering that Athan had actually abandoned him and refused to follow his rule in Indikrus. 
“And, well, I never properly thanked you for what you did back there on Mount Thanatos, with the whips.”
“You still haven’t.”
Semreh held Narcel’s arm. His eyes said to let this one go. Narcel shook his head, but knew Athan would probably alert Themis if he wasn’t allowed to go. 
“Fine, come along then,” Narcel said. 
Their worries of being with Athan vanished when they strolled into town and were welcomed by winks and smiles from beautiful women all around. This is what they needed to get their heads straightened out.  
 “Let me show you boys how this is done!” Athan took off running for the nearest inn and the drink it would provide, Tredle in tow. “Last one there gets the mayor’s daughter!” The same traveler who had told them of Harken’s ale had warned them that it wasn’t a secret the daughter of the mayor was very overweight, and very bitter about it.
“So, you thinking honey mead or good old stout?” Narcel smiled at Semreh as they strolled to the inn. 
“I’m thinking more about what drink they’ll want me to buy them,” Semreh said, pointing to a group of ladies. The doors shut with a clang, and Semreh seemed to feel right at home. “See Narce? This is what I know of life!” He spread his arms wide and walked toward the bar while the other men ran past him. He looked ready to receive the praise of every woman within eyesight. The first girl that Semreh noticed was the one he went for, immediately turning to grab her hand and introduce himself. 
Narcel watched the charade, allowing a silent laugh at the sight of his other brothers enjoying the company of women. Even Athan seemed to have a human side to him in this place. Narcel sat down at the bar with a plop, then had his glass filled to the brim with a heavy stout. The foam touched his lips like a thick cloud and the beer was like soothing chocolate. The rest of the beer plunged down his throat after a side glance at Semreh enjoying his girls.
A sudden helplessness took over. A fleeting image of Kaire, a pulling at his gut. His eyes glazed over and stared unfocused at the bar’s wooden beams and red curtains. Shadows scattered as light from the lamps mingled with the bustling people, beautiful ladies catering to the new group of men. 
Another beer sounded like just the thing to lift his spirits, so Narcel turned to get the inn keeper’s attention. He couldn’t see him, so he stood, only to be bumped into by a petite yet busty woman.
“Excuse me, darlin’.” The woman giggled at her beer that had splattered on both of them, and laughed out loud when Narcel took a cloth and attempted to clean the amount that had spilled on her chest. “Now hold on there, isn’t that a bit presumptuous?”
“I am sorry, it’s just that—” 
She interrupted him by pulling herself close and grabbing his buttocks. “Hey there, I didn’t say it was a bad thing. I’m Alphein. What’s your name, boy? What brings you to my little inn?” 
“Oh, um, I….” Narcel stammered. But he had to move on, it was time. “We just needed some drink.” Attempting a smile to pretend he felt confident, he glanced at his group of friends. They had scantily clad women in their laps, pitchers on their tables, and smiles spread wide.
“Well, lucky for you, you just found a girl with nothing better to do than make up for spilling beer on poor boys. However, I need to know the name of the man that will be my hero for the night. Don’t be shy now.”
“I’m Narcel. In what way do you need a hero?” 
“Oh, Narcel, I believe you know what I desire.” She slipped one of her hands across his chest with a sly smile. 
He gulped, unsure of what to do.
“Follow me, honey.” Alphein led him into a back room of the inn. She held his robe like a leash as she guided him. She was so petite the two looked like a little child leading an ox. Narcel felt clumsy next to her daintiness. 
Alphein closed the door and lit several candles. “So? Are you going to kiss me or just stand there in silence?”
Narcel bent down and placed his lips against hers, tasting a mixture of beer and honey. The war is over, he told himself. He didn’t have Kaire, so what did he have? At this moment he had this girl and that’s all that mattered. The kiss surged energy through his body. He picked her up and managed to find the bed to toss her on before pouncing to begin his bombardment of kisses. It was as if his body had taken over, moving on its own, guided by the spirits of passion. The scent of candles brought him back to Valhia.
 “What was that?” He sat up, startled. He had just exposed one of Alphein’s breasts when a loud crash sounded outside the door.
“We are in a bar. Don’t worry about it.” Alphein flipped him onto his back, removing the robe from the rest of her upper body. Her skin glowed in the warm candlelight. Just as their lips were about to touch again, he heard another loud noise – a clash of metal on metal followed by a scream. 
Narcel groaned. “I have to check and make sure my brothers aren’t hurting anyone.” 
“One more minute and you won’t be going anywhere.” A tint of burning red flashed through her eyes. 
A spasm of panic. His eyelids grew heavy and the room spun. His stomach grew tight and he felt the need to curl up into a ball of pain. 
She was petite enough that Narcel was able to thrust her off of him as he rolled onto the floor. He pulled his fast numbing body toward the door, each movement pushing excruciating shots of pain through his head. Walls and curtains became green and red, but under the candle light he wasn’t sure if the flames were dying or his senses were. He reached up for the door handle, propping his body off the floor as best he could when a sharp pain took over – something hard had slammed into the back of his head. 
The room was spinning fast, and when Narcel reached up to feel where he had been hit, his hand came back covered in thick red blood. He rolled over for the attack and saw Alphein unsheathing a knife. He pushed himself up and lunged for her, but in his weakened state he stumbled and only made it half way before collapsing on the floor again and knocking his disoriented head against the bed post. 
Alphein laughed. “You great warrior. You wonderful Mawtu. This is almost a waste of my time. Poor, pitiful, Narcel.” With one hand she took his bloodied head and sat it in her lap, with the other she touched her blade to his throat. “The poison of my lips simply weakens you, but probably won’t kill you.” She leaned in close and wiped her lips on her sleeve. “It no longer affects me. But you? I will enjoy the feeling of your flesh splitting under my blade, and the warm gush of blood on my thighs. You deserve this and more for everything your people have done.” 
Narcel managed to move his eyes up to hers and he saw the look of a murderer, the look that must have been in his face every time he ordered a man slain. At this moment he realized that the people of Ikarin could not live in peace. War was a constant, and he had become a fly on the many layers in this pile of dung.  
The blade bit into the side of his neck. He resigned himself to his fate. Alphein toyed with her knife, stopping to kiss the wound and lick the blood as it trickled out. Once she had tasted the warm liquid, she could not stop. Instead of finishing him off, she let his head drop and straddled him, creating tiny cuts all over his body only to lick them clean as the blood flowed. She licked him from his stomach to his chest, her tongue leaving a red streak from a cut at the waist. “You are so sweet dear. Such a pity it can’t go on forever. It never does. Men are just too weak.”
Narcel felt the sting in every new cut, but was unable to move as the paralyzing effect of the poison took its course. He felt himself being devoured by the pain, his consciousness dissolving into the lavender scent of the candles that drifted through the room. 
It was at this moment of despair that Semreh came crashing backwards through the door. Two large unarmed men clamored through the opening with the apparent intention of killing him, but all three of the newcomers paused to take in the sight. Narcel lay on the floor next to the bed, covered in blood with a half-naked woman hovering over him, blood dripping down the side of her mouth. 
“Holy…” they all seemed to mouth at once.
Alphein hissed at them as she raised the knife to plunge into Narcel and finish the job she had begun. Semreh took advantage of the moment of distraction and tackled her before his own assailants had time to act. When Semreh stood, the knife was plunged into the woman’s neck and blood spewed onto the floor as she gargled away her life.
At once the two larger men cursed and lunged at Semreh, but he dodged left and the attackers slipped in the muck that covered the floor. They attempted to regain their footing but failed, giving Semreh a moment to pull Narcel over his shoulder and haul him away. He kicked over the candles on his way to the door. Narcel could barely make out the flames pulling at the draperies covering the walls. The door shut, the fire consuming the two living people still trapped in the room. 
By the time Narcel felt his body regaining mobility, he was outside the blazing inn with seven out of the nine men he had gone in with. Two had lost their lives in the trap. The poison was wearing off, but he still could not walk on his own, so two of his men had to take turns carrying him over their shoulders until they were within a stone’s throw from the tents. 
“I feel fine, let me walk,” Narcel demanded of his helpers. “We must enter camp as if nothing happened.”
The other men eyed each other, and Semreh spoke up. “Narce, I think Themis will hear that a few Mawtu burned down an inn on the Ikarin side of the pass. It’s not something we can keep quiet. And the loss of those other two….” 
The others nodded, none mentioning the blood which covered Narcel. 
“I agree with Semreh on this one,” Athan said. “I really think honesty is the best way to tackle this.”
The winter cold pressed down on Narcel, causing his thoughts to slow. He agreed to discuss it later, since he would naturally be the one the group would nominate to convey their mishaps to Themis. In the tents the men were given nourishment and cleaned so as to avoid questions. Not that it was odd for Mawtu warriors to be covered in blood, but the partially burned clothes could give reason to wonder. Athan cursed under his breath at the thought of riding back to Mawtu base camp the next day without one more chance to bloody his sword, but as they grew close, even Semreh seemed almost happy to be back. 
They rode under the large guardian statues on the bridge leading to their home and Narcel found himself wondering how he would survive in peace time. He wasn’t trained for it and never knew when it would break.
Themis caught up with him at the outskirts of camp, with a raised eyebrow. “You could’ve ruined our chance for peace.”
Narcel cringed. “Let me guess, Athan?” 
“Who told me isn’t important.” He glanced over to Semreh and gave him a nod to be gone. When Semreh had rode off to the stables, Themis pulled closer to Narcel. “You have such potential, remember that. I’m willing to put my trust in you, but you have to earn it.” 
Themis stared at Narcel a moment longer, the look piling on the guilt, and then he turned to ride away. 
“And is my punishment?” Narcel asked, immediately regretting it. 
But Themis turned around and said, “Watch out for the ladies. Remember that you are responsible for others now, too. Don’t ever forget that. I hear you had some form of punishment, so rest, recuperate, and then come speak to me. We’ll find a way to bring you back into my good graces.”
He rode off, leaving Narcel in a place of confusion. Not long ago, these Mawtu were beating him and his friends for talking, and now an offense like this went almost unnoticed? 
For the next few days Narcel spent all of his time divided between training at the Mawtu base camp and looking out over marshes and lakes. The lake never seemed to change, and he felt comforted by this fact. 
Narcel stood and strapped on his spears when he saw Semreh approaching. “Took long enough.”
“Themis said it’s time for you to pay him a visit, after we get back.” Semreh smiled, looking over the lake. He frowned at the small patch of bare ground where the grass had given way to Narcel’s butt over time. “What’s with you and this place?” 
“What do you mean?”
“You’re always finding some body of water. Then you sit there, staring at it. It’s a bit odd, don’t you think?”
Narcel tightened his sash and checked his pouch, contemplating. “I suppose it’s the predictability. You never know about people. They constantly change from happy to sad, friend to enemy, lover to, well, enemy. But when I find a lake, I know we can talk without it growing angry. A river will continue to flow, a brook will babble, and I can listen. And when I’m feeling lost, the ocean is there to surprise me. Sometimes I can stare into its waters and know that it will be calm, but when the skies turn yellow I know my friend is upset and will throw a fit. So much easier than people.”
Semreh raised an eyebrow. “But in many ways people are the same.”
“How so?”
“You have friends like me that are like this lake here, always calm and relaxed, always there for you. Then you have our Mawtu trainers. Like the rivers, they are always raging. And the ocean, well, I can’t think of something as perfect at times and insane as others, except for women of course.”
Narcel joined in Semreh’s laughter, in spite of his thoughts of Kaire. “Have you known many women, Semreh? I don’t understand them, not one bit.”
“Let me tell you something. I’ve known women. Some are the most wonderful creatures alive, and they would all be goddesses if I made that ruling. The rest…. Well, let me tell you, not all women are crazy, Narce. No, just every woman you’ll ever care about.”
They shared laughter again, looking over the calm water of the lake as their thoughts moved on to other matters. 
“Speaking of women, I’m going to bring you somewhere to take your mind off your problems. You need to unwind.”
“Where?”
“Trust me.” Semreh’s smile told Narcel he may not like the answer. 
They took a path that glowed yellow in the sunlight. It led around low hills with the winter-struck skeletal remains of shrubbery on each side, rising toward the sky as high as the path’s walls of rock. 
“What’s this all about, Semreh? We aren’t going to repeat Harken, right? No burning inns?”
“This will be much better, I promise.” 
“Good.” Narcel shivered in his light tunic, which was great for relaxing, but the breeze passed right through the material and over his newly formed goose bumps. In spite of the chill, the winter was his favorite season and he was hopeful that summer would keep its distance. 
“I think I’ll start bringing my robe out again soon.”  
Semreh sighed heavily, catching Narcel off guard. “I just need an escape, Narce. Are we simply warriors that do others’ bidding? Will we spend our lives following other people’s orders, with no one to truly love, and no one to care for us?” 
“I had no idea.” Narcel felt the same way. 
Semreh glanced over his shoulder and gave a little laugh. “But I tell you what. I care for you, my dear friend. You need to clear your head.”
“What’re you talking about this time?” 
“Nethia and Ikarin have grown strong, and it’s up to the Mawtu and Kordom to put them in check. We’re simply pawns in this game, and that will not change. You think you’re special? What makes any of us special? Just a spear and the number of people we kill, because that is the world we live in. The people with the power do what they want, and the people without the power must accept it. So accept it.” 
“Typical statement from you,” Narcel responded. “But if you want to get into this, I say there has to be an answer. We’re meant to have a free will, so why do we find ourselves fighting against a people that only recently had been considered our neighbors? Why is this land that was once united now divided against itself? And who is to say the power is here, or the power lies over there? I don’t accept it and I simply can’t. This is what I need a release from.”
“I’m simply pointing to the inevitability of our situation. Do you see me charging through the hills with the snow tiger in my eyes and the death call of ‘Blood, blood, blood’ on my lips?”
“Yes.”
“No,” Semreh said irritably. “I fight because I know my place in this world. If I had anything to go back to, I would. But I don’t, and neither do you it seems, so why worry about it?”
“So why talk about it?” 
Semreh didn’t respond. The two continued on in silence until they reached the top of the hill and their destination. A marble temple stood in front of them, surrounded by massive boulders that sprang out of the ground like titan fists. On the ground a few pink flowers braved the winds, flourishing under the temple’s protection. 
“You know where we are now?” Semreh asked with a grin. He removed his sandals to enter the temple. 
Narcel pulled two gold coins from the satchel in his robes. Semreh nodded, and the two continued in. The temple was filled with pillars and tiny statues with arrows poised. A strong smell of rose-scented perfume touched Narcel’s nostrils, and the sound of a stream tickled his ears. Hanging silk dripped from the four walls of the square room, covered with images of lovers dancing in the clouds. 
Semreh took a coin from Narcel and disappeared into an opening behind one of the hanging cloths, while Narcel went into a separate opening. A woman waited inside, dressed from head to toe in pink and red robes. A large sash with white and pink flower patterns was tied around her midsection, and she held an parasole to keep off the streaming beams of sunlight. The room was lined with small windows on the upper half, sheets and comforters below. Narcel noticed the pattern of a setting sun over a marsh on the parasole. He was instantly infatuated. 
She reached out and took the gold coin from his hand and, setting down her decorative parasole, bade him to sit beside her on the large pillow. The ground was soft dirt, with a smooth silk blanket covering. Cherry blossom trees grew in full bloom in each corner of her nook, giving the feel of being outside. The cherry blossom scent overwhelmed the faint smell of something off, unclean, enough to keep Narcel from thinking twice about where he was.
“How do they continue to bloom?” he asked. 
“Hmm?” The woman in pink asked, her large, chocolate eyes pulling him in.
“I mean, don’t cherry blossoms only bloom in the spring? Perhaps my timing is off, but I don’t understand.”
She smiled and pulled a blossom from the tree, placing it in his hand. “Not in here, handsome. In here the flowers bloom year round.”
“But how?”
“Sometimes you must accept a great thing, and not think too much about it. The mind gets too washed up in beliefs, not enough time is spent on what just is. Now, what can I do for you today?” She lay before him, her moist lips curving into a delicate smile.
“Well, I’ve been feeling frustrated lately.” Narcel lay down beside her, allowing her to caress his face.
“I know you,” she suddenly exclaimed. “From the festivities and the lake, Narcel!”
He was astounded, but then noticed the pitch black, almost blue, hair of the woman. “From the night before we attacked Ikarin, at the lake?” 
She blushed. “Sorry we never, you know. We weren’t able to fulfill my obligation.”
“Obligation?” 
“Well, yes. After Themis paid me to help you relax…. I figured you knew.” 
Narcel felt sick.
“At any rate, let me make up for it now. You must tell me how to please you.”
“I’m not sure how to respond. This isn’t exactly… I mean, for this…” 
“Oh,” her face lit up. “Surely a handsome man such as yourself has no problems with his desires? You must have broken many hearts in your days.”
Narcel glanced at her to see if she was mocking him, but her kiss on his cheek said she wasn’t. “Honestly, there has been this one girl, from back home. I think about her often, and I do miss her.”
The woman brought her hand up and wrapped it around his shoulder, resting her head against his heart. “Tell me more about this long lost love.”
“I used to think I loved her, and maybe I still do. I don’t know anymore.” Narcel went on about Kaire and talked the whole day with the woman in pink. She was only slightly let down about not performing the duty of the gold coin. She listened to his memories of Kaire as a child, and how Kaire had sent him the letter expressing her love, only to be with Lokum when he returned to her. 
He talked about all this and more with the woman in pink, and never even thought to ask her name. She didn’t mind. She was there to please men, and if talking was what he needed to be satisfied, she was happy to listen. All the while she held him, giving advice where necessary and laughing when she knew he needed confirmation. 
When Narcel finally got up to leave, he was convinced that he must see Kaire again, and that his gold could not have been better spent. At least now he knew his heart. He sat down in the front lobby on a marble bench, contemplating everything he had just learned about himself. 
“Hello there?” an old man said. “Are you waiting for a girl?”
“No,” Narcel blushed. “My friend is with a girl.”
“A tall lad, with thick eyebrows? He actually headed back down, asked me to request you meet him for dinner if you ever ‘got out of the woman’s grasp.’ His words, of course.” The old man smiled and hobbled away. 
Narcel started down the hill along the scarlet path as the sun descended behind the hills. In spite of the chill, he was covered in warmth. He smiled to himself and pledged to tell Semreh about his new found determination. Somehow, he would find a way to win Kaire back. 
A small stream traced his path down the hill and he decided that pausing for a bit to bathe his feet couldn’t hurt anyone. He smiled at the refreshing stream of mountain waters, contemplating how he had arrived at this place in life, elbows on knees and hands folded together as if he were praying. But he wasn’t, or not to any god anyway. His mind was on Kaire.
He remembered how she had been so beautiful. Not in the ‘she’s so perfect’ sort of way, though some would say so. Kaire was beautiful in the way that just made him smile thinking about her. She would be standing there, her eyes with a sparkle and her lips turning upward in excitement when she saw him, and he remembered why he adored her. She could always bring that pitter patter to his chest. She could always make him forget his worries of the day. No matter how many trees he chopped or spears he formed, and no matter how many blisters and splinters that meant, he need only think of the glow in Kaire’s face when he saw her and his worries would be gone. 
He wondered how things would have turned out with Kaire if he hadn’t left. The water massaged his feet as he began to think back on his time as a Mawtu warrior. He sat at the small stream, and for the first time in a while he thought of the Room of Resolution, and his friend Jordan. He had killed Jordan, the boy that had offered him the love of a brother. 
After several more moments of thought, Narcel pushed himself up with the help of his spear. None of that mattered anymore. Kaire was his future and he knew it. He looked at his surroundings and the shadows as they reached further across the hills. It was about time he headed back. He knew Themis would be waiting, and it was time Narcel was held responsible for his actions. He was ready. 
Narcel continued along the path and watched the shadows stretch. He looked up to check the position of the sun, when the noise of rushing footsteps pulled at his attention. Not sure what to expect, he hid behind a grouping of rocks to watch. 
Men came charging in red, green and yellow—the Mawtu and their Kordom allies were on the move. They were prepared for battle! Narcel remained hidden and watched as they rushed by, heading away from the base camp. Finally he saw his men and Semreh among the horde of soldiers. With a quick dash he fell in right along-side them as if he had been there all along. 
“What’d I miss?” Narcel hissed.
“You’re going to need this.” Semreh motioned for a small boy who had been carrying Narcel’s gear. 
“Tell me, what’s happening?”
“The better question is what the hell took you so long? You must screw like the gods,” Semreh joked, but his eyes were wide and deep. After a moment of silence Semreh said, “We’re heading east, across the Pass of Aire. We attack deep into Ikarin.”
“What? What’s the reason for this attack? Ikarin, the people haven’t…. We’re supposed to be in a truce!” Narcel tried to think of why the Mawtu shouldn’t attack Ikarin, but as he worked to rationalize the attacks of the two or three months since he had graduated from his warrior training, he simply grew more confused. When one of the Mawtu kings decided a village should be destroyed, it simply was done. No one questioned, no one dissented. To do so would mean death. “Did Themis at least give a reason for the attack?” 
Semreh glanced over nervously, hesitant, but spoke after several strides. “We screwed up Narce. We should have been there. When I finished with the temple of Amavin, I took my time getting back to base camp, taking in the rolling clouds and violent winds that pushed against me as if to say ‘stay, relax some more.’ I figured it would be no big deal if I left you to your pleasures, but when I approached the lake and could see the path leading to the base camp, I saw everything was wrong.
“Base camp was surrounded by men carrying swords and shields, with blue plumes and helms, and blue and brown tunics escaping between their armor. Robes flew across it all like a river of death.” Semreh’s knuckles turned white and his voice grew harsh. “Kordom bodies lay everywhere. Many weren’t even in full battle gear, and I could tell by the lack of war paint on our brothers’ faces that those bastards from Ikarin had attacked without notice. I swear, it must have been every warrior ever trained on the Ikarin front. Every warrior except the dreaded Ikarin fleet, they were nowhere to be found, and only after the fighting had subsided were our scouts able to return and inform Adonis they had spotted the Ikarin fleet heading home.” 
“Adonis? Why Adonis?” Narcel’s heart pounded and his head ached with the knowledge of what he was about to hear. Wouldn’t they inform Themis? Themis is supposed to be the link to Adonis, and all messages go through him. 
“I found my way through all the fighting, and rushed to the lookout hill, slashing three Ikarin blues through the chest on my way. And when I reached the top I saw Themis’s tent, surrounded by what must have been fifty men against him and his ten personal guards. There were another hundred Ikarin behind the fifty, facing outward and fighting off any Mawtu that tried to get in and save Themis. Only, the hundred men were in the different shades of green of the northern Kordom tribes. I learned that a fleet led by the Valhians had been coercing and bribing members of the Kordom alliance to abandon our side and fight alongside our enemies. That must be how they got so close to Themis.”
Narcel’s ears perked up at the sound of his home town and the fleet that he had heard rumors about, supposedly led by his cousin Lokum.
“I ran for Themis, but there was nothing I could do. I killed and I tore flesh from the lives of many men, and I hated myself for it. But by the time I cut my way into the circle, Themis had fallen to one knee, splashing around in his own blood and vomit. It was horrible.
“I yelled for the enemy to fight. I charged, but they had formed a wedge and were backing off as the blood lust and desire to save our leader streamed through us. I would have given my heart for you to have been there fighting beside me. I would have loved to watch you cut down those scum bit by bit.” 
“Those are my people, too,” Narcel said, but Semreh didn’t seem to hear. 
Semreh’s voice choked in a whisper so no one but Narcel could hear, “Any man but Themis. He was one of the few Mawtu I respected.” 
“He was one of the only ones worthy of respect,” Narcel agreed. He could not believe his ears as he listened to Semreh’s uncharacteristic passion. Spit fell from the corners of Semreh’s mouth and a rage showed in his eyes which Narcel had hoped was gone forever. But this time it was worse, it was a rage mixed with grief. 
“We fought with the heat of the burning sun, and I swear a fire rose up from the pits of hell and engulfed our enemies. I stabbed a man and hoisted him into the air with my spear, slamming him behind me. That’s when I saw that Themis was still clutching to life. He left a trail of scarlet as he staggered toward us, hacking at half dead Ikarin warriors, howling and yelling with cavernous eyes like lava and tears of blood. 
“He let out a deafening roar as two Ikarin men ran at him, his spear cleaving the first one with ease. Themis stomped on the man’s face. He used the last of his might to heave his spear at the second attacker. The spear rocked back and forth through the body of the second man, as if nodding in agreement that death’s time had come.
“I’ve never seen anything so gruesome and so disgusting, yet so beautiful. And I swear to you now, I will not be the timid young fool I was before. Today I grow into a snarling wolf, and the men who wear blue and follow the ruler of Nethia will suffer endless pain.”
“Again, those are my people,” Narcel said. This time his friend heard him, but after a quick glare it was like he never had. “Where does this come from?”
“Adonis fought even though he is the commander, and when I saw him leaping through the Ikarins on the back of his stallion with three horsemen at his side, I knew we would not be defeated. Most commanders are cowards hiding behind the young boys they send off to die, but not Adonis. Not our leader. He charged, and with the remaining warriors we managed to beat the Ikarin into retreat. I have undying respect for that man after what the enemy did to Themis.”
Narcel didn’t know what to say, and continued on in silence. 
Semreh fidgeted with the handle of his spear, occasionally glancing at Narcel with wide eyes that would cause anyone’s heart to sink. “The next part, where we go from here, you may not like, but I know you will understand. And I know you will see it’s what must be done. The fleet, Narce, we know where it is. The fleet that attacked us in Southwest Kordom. They destroyed so many villages and lives, they took our allies from us. We know they are back in their port, and we’re going to burn down the whole damned village. Adonis leads the all-out attack. Narce, we’re attacking your village of birth, we’re attacking Valhia.”
Narcel kept on the march with his Mawtu brothers, but his mind was elsewhere. Semreh continued on at his side with a determined stare, dust kicking up in all directions, and a silence with respect for one leader lost and another gained. But Narcel hadn’t been there for the fight, and his heart wasn’t with his brothers now. How could they be attacking Valhia? How could he be involved in the death and destruction of his own village? With Adonis leading the army he felt his loyalty strained between his duty to his new family of warriors on one side, Kaire and his old family on the other.
 



Chapter 29: The Choice
 
 
Narcel struggled to keep pace with his Mawtu brothers. Sheets of cold air enveloped the army, a thick scent of frost almost suffocating. The last traces of sunlight embraced the edge of the snow covered mountains beyond the gray hills to reflect the end to a hopeless day. Semreh marched at Narcel’s side and yet, none of it mattered.
The entire Mawtu army surrounded him, warriors from other cities in the Kordom Alliance taking up the rear. He didn’t belong here, he was an outsider. The white face of a tiger-mask looked back from the front where Adonis rode, his spear raised high. Something wasn’t right—how could Adonis lead the men against Narcel’s people? And Themis, dead.
The signal was given and the warriors charged forward, converging into a giant sickle that would reap the grain of his memories and leave the bodies for the wolves. Was it a test? Narcel envisioned the whole army pulling back at the last minute, joining in laughter and drink with Gaila and the people of Valhia. 
The warriors passed a worn down shed and Narcel realized they had reached the outskirts. The time had come. Valhia rose opposite the valley, a gateway to the ocean. The welcoming lighthouse guided them forward and Maigus Hall stood tall and pure. Was it simply a dream? It was as he remembered, only now the shadow of death reached out to smother all those within, those he had once loved. 
He ran toward the city, keenly aware of the desire for revenge permeating from the pores of those around him. A cloud of vengeful exhilaration carried them forward, but he could not share the thrill of destruction. This city wasn’t only the place where Narcel had grown into a young man, it was the residing place of the one girl he had ever loved, Kaire.
Flames burst forth around him as torches were lit, the warmth and light bringing him no comfort. He could do nothing but watch as the tide of hatred carried him forward. Specks of flame covered the darkening earth, flowing from the valley like a giant wave of fiery destruction; a volcano erupting around him and within. He was yelling alongside the rest of them, but for a different reason. His yells represented a desire to be anywhere else but here among these blood lusting murderers.
Orange and yellow reflections danced on his brothers’ faces, highlighting the demonic stripes of sacrificial blood smeared across their cheeks. Valhia burst into flames at the touch of the Kordom Alliance. Mawtu eyes sung with the thrill of the kill, but not Narcel’s. His eyes held uncertainty and betrayal. 
Past the third building of the city, he broke left before anyone would notice. He paused in the shadows as seven of his Mawtu brothers leaped past in the fire streaked night. The warriors barely had their backs to him when he dashed into an alley and through the rickety door of the house he knew to be Kaire’s. 
“Kaire!”
She was gone. He searched the two room home, but all he found was more despair. It was as if no one had slept there for months. He had seen her at the bonfire that hopeful day, long ago. Could she have left since then? He slumped down on her bed with his face in his palms. He had failed, he was too late. 
The front door thudded open to reveal a burst of firelight. 
“Narce?” Semreh stood at the door with spear ready, two men with torches behind him. 
“They aren’t here…. Where could she be?”
“We have to get moving.” Semreh stepped forward, lowering his spear. “What’re you doing?”
Narcel narrowed his eyes, looking up at Semreh as if he didn’t recognize him. If he had a mirror, would he even recognize himself? Had Kaire been there, would she have screamed to see a Mawtu burst through her door? He didn’t know who he was anymore, maybe he never had. Only one woman would know. He stood resolutely, grabbing his spear tight. 
“My mother.”
Semreh held out his hand to grab Narcel’s shoulder as he passed. “Wait, we—”
“Get off me!” Narcel yelled as he ran for his home.
***
“Even if I insisted you leave, why would you go?” Kaire asked, her hands framing Lokum’s face. “Why did you?”
Lokum stood, dumbfounded. “To prove my love for you. Because you insisted!”
She smiled and rested her cheek against his bare chest in her half-lit room in Gaila’s west wing of Maigus Hall. Gaudy curtains of orange, red, and greens hung from the windows, and religious rings and bracelets of amethyst and amber scattered her dressers. Shadows slowly recoiled as the lamp nearby seemed to glow with her passion.
“Every time you go….” Kaire looked away. “I can’t take it.”
“It won’t last long, my love.”
“I just want to hear you say it. Say it again.”
“I love you.”
She ran her fingers through his hair and caressed his collar bone with her pouting lips. 
“What is it? I’ve risked everything for you, I’ve travelled miles, fought our enemy with all my being… all for you. Yet something still bothers you. Tell me.”
She stared into his eyes and said, “Kiss me.” 
He succumbed to her demands. The silk sheets seemed coarse compared to the perfection of her skin to his touch. The pleasant night breeze forcing itself through the window seemed like a harsh wind compared to her whispers of seduction in his ear. Out of place, a scream traveled in with the night air.
“What was that?” She bolted up from the bed, pulling her translucent robes across her body. 
“Screams of some foolish child, I imagine.” Lokum wasn’t sure he believed it. “Stay where you are, I’ll be back in a moment and we’ll continue where we left off.”
She smiled seductively, a smile he would never forget. 
He stood and instinctively grabbed one of his swords before moving down the stairs. A flickering light caught his eye from the pearl walls of the hallway below. Each step of his descent brought an increased blare and roaring, crackling flames. He moved faster, darting through the hall and out the door. 
He paused, jaw hanging and eyes wide, sweat dripping from his palm down the hilt of his sword. Yellow and orange flames screamed as they reached for the stars above. Red cloaks fluttered through the streets like a river of blood drowning the city. He had only one thought after realizing the Mawtu had attacked Valhia, and that was to protect Kaire. 
He turned to lunge up the stairs, but a huge arm slammed across his face and flung him to his back. He threw his shoulder to the left, barely avoiding the piercing four inch bronze spike of the butt-end of a spear. He kicked into the dark night, his foot connecting and welcomed by a yell of surprise. Lokum jumped up and thrust his sword forward, spilling Mawtu blood before him. 
Three men in green and yellow cloaks turned the corner, led by another Mawtu. Lokum realized he had to lead them away from Maigus Hall, away from Kaire. He grabbed a clay pot and heaved it in the Mawtu’s direction, connecting with the man’s foot in a shattering attack. He ran at them and dodged left into a side alley when he was within ten feet. Luckily, or unluckily, they followed. The alley was narrow, and at best the pursuers could face him two at a time. He drew his second sword and thrust it forward, taking down a man in green. He pulled the blade clear of the flesh in time to absorb a downward strike from the Mawtu’s spear with his other blade. A man in yellow pushed his way forward, his heavy frame halting the Mawtu’s attack. When the man fell to Lokum’s sword, the remaining Mawtu and man in green had a hard time climbing over the body. Lokum took out the man in green when he tripped, but the Mawtu jumped over his head, clearing space for the fight.
Lokum looked at the narrow mud-and-wood walls of the houses forming the alley. He winked at the Mawtu when he too realized his long spear could only really attack from one direction in this place. The Mawtu threw the long spear and caught Lokum by surprise with a short spear drawn from his side. The blade bit into Lokum’s arm, but it left only a small gash. He cursed and swept with his swords, cutting the small spear in half. The Mawtu was weaponless and turned to run. 
Lokum saw an image of Kaire being ravaged by a swarm of men in red cloaks and his grip hardened. He hated the thought of sparing the retreating Mawtu, but he turned with all his will and darted for Maigus Hall. He would not abandon Kaire.
***
Maigus Hall stood untouched among the flames, white and untainted. But the night was moving in fast, dark shadows of fighting warriors accentuated against its walls. Narcel crouched behind a shrub as three Mawtu chased Valhian men through the streets. He followed them and sprinted toward the house, leaping onto the side of a tree. With a burst of energy he thrust himself onto the white window sill of Maigus Hall—his old window. 
He paused in a moment of surprise. “Kaire!” 
She was huddled in the corner in her night robes. The light of the fire on the neighboring houses played with her curves, as if she herself were dancing. But she wasn’t dancing, she was shivering in the cold and trembling with fright. When she noticed him, Narcel cringed at the change in her large hazel eyes. Where before they had screamed for him with desire and endearing love, now they showed only horror and lack of recognition. But he had expected that.
He ran for her, and she accepted his embrace. The stone broke as she remembered the warmth of his arms around her shoulders. 
“Narcel…?”
 He treasured her cheek against his own and the warmth of her tears. Their lips brushed lightly, then pressed passionately. 
“I came back for you,” he said amid kisses and tears. Every fantasy of holding her, every dream of her beautiful face, every thought of her since the day he had been abducted flowed through his head… It was all now reality. 
The walls slammed into their backs as they threw each other around the room in a moment of ecstasy, the terror surrounding the house forgotten until a scream crashed through their giggles. This was where he belonged. But no, not anymore. Not like this.
“What is it?” The terror returned to her eyes and she inched away from him. “What’re you wearing? Why are you here?” 
Shrieks carried through the window along with the clash of bronze.
“We have to save my mother,” he said with a kiss to her brow.
“She isn’t here, she was out at….” Her voice trailed off as he pulled her by the wrist through the hall and toward his mother’s room. Indeed it was empty. 
“Where is she?” 
“I’m trying to tell you—”
Again he was pulling her, searching for his mother.
“Narcel, stop!” Kaire held his face with more fierceness than he thought possible. “She’s not here, there’s nothing you can do.”
He stared at her, overcome by a flash of anger. “She’s my mother.”
He grabbed her arm and pulled her through the hallway and down the stairs. A large man with a shaved head stood on the stairs and yelped in surprise as he saw the two approaching, only to find a short spear jammed through his mouth to pin him against the far wall. Somehow it didn’t feel wrong—Narcel didn’t feel anything at the moment. 
“We must hurry!” He left the short spear where it was and pulled Kaire with his right hand. He released his long spear from his back. It wasn’t too soon—he thwacked another of his soldiers across the skull as the man passed through the pearl hallway. The whole of Maigus Hall was empty. He spun on Kaire.
“Where is she? Where?!” 
“You’re hurting me—”
“Where?”
“Maybe she went to see Arkist, I’m not sure.”
He grunted and pulled her into the streets, allowing for her hesitation as she pulled thick robes from behind the doorway and wrapped them over her shoulders. Outside, carnage raged vividly, red dashed across the black night as men died and buildings burned. Narcel pulled Kaire to the north where Arkist lived. He was greeted by a wall of Mawtu and soldiers from the Kordom alliance twenty feet ahead. None of them seemed familiar, and he didn’t stop to think before thrusting his spear into the gut of a short man in green. 
The dying Kordom man’s friends turned on Narcel. Pushing him back with their strikes, three men quickly became two, and then one. But more observed the fight and were drawing close, only slowed by confrontations with Valhian fighters. Mawtu stood behind the men, too many for Narcel to defeat on his own. He kicked the man in front of him and took his life. 
“Another path,” he said to Kaire. 
“There won’t be any other.” Her eyes frozen in horror at the dead men before them.
Narcel retreated through the streets, turning down alleys and each time finding a wall of men fighting. A yell from Kaire pulled him out of a potential charge and he turned to see her in the grasp of two Mawtu. 
“Where’d you find this one?” one of the Mawtu asked, just before finding Narcel’s spear in his mouth. 
The other Mawtu took a step back, then turned to lunge forward. He tackled Narcel, who fought with punches and elbows, rolling the Mawtu onto his back and then being flipped over himself. The Mawtu short spear pressed against Narcel’s neck, cutting into his carotid. His vision blurred and he thought it was over, until a he heard a thwack and saw the man fall. Narcel’s spear was in Kaire’s hands, until he snatched it away and finished the job.
More men approached. 
There was his mother, among the men. One of them was old man Arkist, looking twice the man Narcel had ever taken him to be, with weapon drawn. 
“Mother,” Narcel yelled as he ran forward. 
The Valhian men charged him as his mother yelled something incoherent. 
“Mother, it’s me!” Narcel said as he dodged a sword thrust to his head. He stumbled back, eyes wide in confusion over the attack. One man stepped over him and moved to Kaire, but Narcel couldn’t let him touch her. He rolled away from another man’s attack and thrust his shoulder into the man’s gut. He turned and jumped into the air to bring the oak of his spear down on the back of the other man’s head. The two men down, he ran to Kaire. 
Arkist and Gaila followed. 
“Save her!” Gaila’s voice carried over the yells of three approaching warriors.
Arkist ran forward, Gaila shouting orders to kill the Mawtu. Narcel pushed Kaire into the safety of an alley and kicked a Valhian out of the way so he could see Gaila. Arkist stepped in the way. 
“Release her,” the old man said. His gnarled knuckles held the bronze tight, his eyes fixed in hatred. “No daughter of Valhia will go with a Mawtu this night.” Arkist raised his sword and charged forward with another Valhian soldier. 
“Stop!” Narcel yelled amid blocks with his spear. “You don’t understand.” He kicked Arkist aside. A third striker came forward and Narcel flipped him onto his rear with a sweep of the spear. But the other man attacked, leaving Narcel with no choice. Kaire shrieked as his spear tore deep into the man’s stomach. It was the only way. 
“Mother,” Narcel pleaded. He turned to Kaire. She was right, the choice was between death and escaping with the girl of his dreams. He knew he would hate himself for it later, but with one last look toward his unknowing mother, he retreated with Kaire in tow, fleeing towards the outskirts of Valhia. 
Kaire sobbed and shrieked when Semreh appeared in his tattered red robes and blood streaked cheeks. Semreh frowned at her, then looked up and nodded at the approaching Valhians. Narcel turned, happy to see his mother and Arkist were not among them. 
“If we were ever brothers—” Narcel began.
“We always will be,” Semreh said. He closed his eyes and then opened them with a new ferocity. “Go,” he said before charging the Valhians. 
Narcel heard the clash of battle behind him as he ran, but all he could think of was the look in his mother’s eyes. At first he wondered how she could not have recognized him, but then wondered if he even recognized himself. How could he have killed, after all this time of promises to himself? And Kaire had watched it all. She saw him at his worst. His tears bit into the lines of Valhian blood caked against his cheeks. His doubts bit into his self-awareness. Pillars of smoke bellowed past like a dream. The night was a black and red blur. A man appeared through the fog of war and Narcel tackled him to the ground, unknowingly. He kneeled above the man with his spear at the ready, without hesitation thrusting the spear through the man’s chest. It called on no emotions, as if he had always killed. His eyes rose to meet the judging eyes of Kaire and a second pair of confused eyes – his childhood house-servant, Haden. 
“Haden. Get to my mother.”
Haden looked at the dead man on the ground, then up at Narcel. He took a step back, hands raised. Slowly his eyes showed recognition. 
“Narcel?”
“She’s near the Hall,” Narcel said. “Protect her.”
“But…?”
Kaire looked at Haden in a haze. “You have a chance, go.” 
Haden stared, then nodded. “Gaila treated me right, I will find her.” 
***
The flames licked the side of the Maigus Hall and Lokum knew he had to act fast. The only darkness in the city now seemed to be in his heart as the flames spread to the heavens. Something more than the attack was eating away at him, his fears strengthened by the sight of a Mawtu pinned to the pearl entryway of Maigus Hall by a short spear, another man still twitching in his death on the stair leading to Kaire’s room. 
“Kaire!” he yelled as he burst through her door. He fell to his knee and slammed the floor with his fists. She wasn’t there. He ran to the window and frantically looked in every direction for any sight of her, but all he saw were flames and Valhians fleeing the onslaught of warriors from the Kordom alliance. Several men and women fought back, but they barely stood a chance against the better trained and prepared Mawtu and their allies. 
“Kaire, where are you?” He ran through the house, back down the stairs where Gaila, Arkist, and Haden ducked in to instruct several Valhian warriors on their plan of retreat. 
“Gaila! Have you seen Kaire?” 
“You’re still alive!” Gaila motioned for him to join. “We’re making a retreat, to Nethia. We’re no match for this.”
“Have you seen her?”
Gaila shook her head, holding it high in spite of the unease in her eyes. “A Mawtu had her. We tried Lokum, we did.”
“Grab your sword and get ready,” Arkist said. “We move shortly.”
“Not without Kaire, I will find her.” Lokum ran to the door, but paused. “Which way?”
None of the others responded, but Haden pointed. 
Lokum burst into the streets and began the search, avoiding the bands of Mawtu and their allies as they searched for lives to take. His heart pounded in his eyes and he stumbled more than once under the fumes from the smoke gathering, only her on his mind.
***
Narcel tugged Kaire toward the safety of the hills north of the city. The walls of yellow and red flames disappearing behind them. They found themselves ducking between trees in the dark until the smoke cleared. The crisp night air returned to Narcel’s lungs and cleared his head. He felt almost elated, if not for the overwhelming guilt. They climbed a hill and paused at its peak.
“Kaire,” he said, staring into her quivering eyes. “I’ve become a Mawtu, or I was. I thought there was nothing left, nothing else for me.”
She paused, looking at him with complete disbelief. “So you’ve been killing Ikarin citizens? You’ve come to Valhia tonight for this?” She motioned to the city behind them, giant waves of flames toppling buildings and devouring lives. 
He had no response to give, and turned to search among the trees for somewhere to rest. 
“Answer me,” she said.
Narcel pulled her down from any eyes that might be following their escape. “You don’t understand. I’ve committed the unthinkable in betraying the Mawtu.” 
They lay in the damp grass breathing heavily, Kaire’s arms around Narcel, finger nails digging into his skin with terror. He thought she whispered ‘was that before or after you betrayed us?’ but he wasn’t sure.
“Narcel…?” she finally managed. “How long has it been? Why’d it take you so long?” She almost hit him. Instead she buried her head in his chest, trembling. 
“I received your letter, you know.” Narcel lifted her head and looked into her eyes, wanting nothing more than to kiss her. If only the timing were right. “And I tried to come back, but I have a new life now, or at least I did.” For a moment there was silence but for the sounds of far off screaming and bronze clashing. “Our loved ones will soon be dead and we must leave.”
“What are you saying?” She wrenched herself from his grip and stood to take in the carnage below. “We can’t abandon them! We have to help our family, we have to go back for them.” She collapsed into his arms in a distraught moment, torn between affection and disgust.
“I believe Haden will lead them to the east,” Narcel said with a heavy heart. “That was always the plan if something were to happen, I just never thought that something would be me.”
“My father is strong. He will survive.”
“I believe he will.” 
“And your mother?” 
“She didn’t even recognize me.” He rubbed the stubble on his head, wiped his face with his robe. His eyes couldn’t turn from the cloth’s bright red fabric. 
A yelp halfway down the hill brought Narcel to his senses. He observed three men in Mawtu red chasing down two elderly men who put up a good fight, in spite of their old age. The two elderly men fell to the spear of the Mawtu. But then, in a flash from a dark corner, something sent one of the Mawtu heads rolling. A man who Narcel thought he recognized flew out with a side kick to a second Mawtu’s chest, followed by the man’s sword in the other’s abdomen. The blade drove the Mawtu to the ground, twisting and spilling blood.
The third Mawtu realized his predicament and regained composure. He swung the blunt end of his spear, slamming the attacker across the back. The spear splintered as the man collapsed, and the Mawtu smiled in victory. 
“Those are my men down there,” Narcel said in a whisper. “Or, they were my men.” He watched, the shaking of Kaire’s sobs against his chest reminding him of her presence.
The Mawtu grabbed the man by the shoulder and spun him to get a better shot, but found a sword gleaming as it pierced his solar plexus. At that moment Narcel recognized the Valhian to be his cousin, Lokum. Their eyes locked and the battle played out in their gaze. Kaire whimpered when she noticed Lokum trudging toward them. 
“Get up.” Narcel scrambled for his spear. 
She responded with sobs. 
The hill gave way as Lokum charged, sword held in his right hand and a look on his face that told Narcel the days of playing between cousins was gone. The bronze clashed with the oak of Narcel’s spear.
“I didn’t come here to fight you, Lokum.” Narcel dodged another strike. “I intend to leave safely with Kaire.” 
“You come to take all that I love.” Lokum’s eyes screamed death. “I will not have it!”
Narcel dodged another strike. He rolled to his feet and landed in the Mawtu fighting stance—left leg drawn slightly in with his spear along his left arm, right arm ready to support a two handed strike or reach for his short spear, forgetting he had left it behind. Narcel waited for another attack to come. 
Kaire had backed herself against a tree and stared in terror. “Stop… stop fighting!”
“You stay out of this,” the cousins said in unison.
Lokum shot himself forward and rolled across the grass, bringing his sword up at a forty-five degree angle towards Narcel’s chest, but the blood he drew was just a scratch. 
Narcel swept Lokum’s feet out from under him with his spear, causing Lokum to fly through the air to land with a thud and a curse. Before Narcel could blink, Lokum rolled over and pounced at his cousin, the two of them rolling down the hill. Halfway down, Narcel slammed Lokum’s body against a thick cypress to break their descent. 
Coughing blood, Lokum glared at his cousin and mouthed the curses his lungs wouldn’t allow to escape. He attempted to stand, but his body shuddered and collapsed.
“Why do I have the feeling,” Narcel wheezed, “that you knew I would be back?” 
“Don’t think this is over,” Lokum managed. “She… is… mine.”
“It should never have been this way. We were family.” 
“And yet I will find you, and destroy you.”
Narcel thrust his foot into Lokum’s gut to unleash a new round of coughs. Narcel stood, his face drooping and his body limp. “The next time we meet, we are not cousins. On that day, you die.” 
Kaire was hesitant as Narcel returned to take her away from Valhia. She looked over her shoulder to where Lokum lay wheezing, but she took Narcel’s hand and walked with him in a daze. They escaped as flames licked the sky from the destruction caused by the Mawtu. They left the land where they had been raised. Narcel had betrayed the Mawtu, and as far as he was concerned, they were retreating from everything, everything but the one thing that mattered.
 
The end of book 1.
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Chapter 30: The Journey
 
 
Narcel should have been happy, he was free. The chains of military life were finally broken, now he could go anywhere, do anything. And he had Kaire. He looked back to where she followed on the path leading north. She clung to her robes as if the thick wool were a lover’s embrace. He longed to comfort her, for that embrace to be his.   
“Kaire, come beside me, we must hurry.” He slowed to walk alongside her. “What is it?” 
No answer. They trudged on, away from the carnage that was Valhia.
The sun slowly worked its way across the earth’s surface, illuminating the secrets of the night. Narcel chose the less painful option of focusing on the scenery instead of her. At least the bugs gave him attention. Aside from the locusts, the landscape boasted red rock outcroppings and pools left from the night’s light rain. Narcel and Kaire had found a nice ledge to huddle for shelter, but she had been just as quiet then. 
The overwhelming cliffs and jagged stone soon gave way to extensive forests of evergreens. Thistles surrounded the path, and ferns provided the small flowers with shade. The farther north they went the denser and greener the foliage grew. A variety of smells seemed to take them through endless worlds of lavender one moment, deep earthy scents the next.
Kaire paused, looking back toward Valhia. “This can’t be the way.”
“What do you mean?” 
“I don’t belong here. I know you’ve been gone for a while, but surely you still speak Brazian. I belong in Valhia.”
“Kaire, let’s not speak like that.”
“I left Lokum.” She gazed into the sky, her eyes empty.
Narcel tried to understand what was going through her head, but it was wasted energy. “We’ll find a place to stay, and you’ll be safe because you’re with me. This is what we wanted.”
“When did I ever express such a desire?” Her lips were venomous.
“We must head north, to safety. You can’t go back. If you want to sleep out in the open—” 
“Tell me when, when did I ever want this?”
“When you told me you loved me,” he responded, wishing he still believed it. 
She looked at him, staring at his clothes and at the stubble on his head. She approached, reached out her hand, and touched his cheek, looking into his eyes. 
“I don’t know if that was the same person.”
He felt his insides convulse, his eyes forced shut uncontrollably. The truth hurt. Even he didn’t know if he was still the same person. He spun on his heel, hoping she would follow.  
They continued walking, ever forward. Narcel was relieved to see that Kaire followed, and convinced himself that she was simply in shock.
“What happened to us?”
 “Things are different, time brings change.”
“I know.” He rubbed the short stubble on his head. “I know.”
“What do you expect of me? The whole city had decided I should be betrothed to Lokum, and with you gone.... We can’t live in the past.”
“Lokum is the past, now.”
She glared at him.
“I don’t know what to do,” he said. “I know I want to be with you, and I know that makes sense. I love you.  You love me. So what’s the problem?”
He watched as she maneuvered over another log in the path, where she paused to wait for him. The setting sunlight turned her into a butterfly of many colors. Beneath her wool robes, her night robes flittered in the breeze. The light blue silk caught red and yellow light reflecting from the surrounding cliffs. A cobalt blue shawl protected her head from the cold, though when a sudden gust of wind blew strong, she ran to Narcel for protection. 
Small dust clouds danced in circles over the shadows that stretched across the golden sand with the ascending sun. Narcel thought he saw something move past the cliff they had crossed in the night, but he couldn’t be sure. He squinted, but the sun’s reflection was blinding. In his imagination, Adonis glared down at them in his snow-tiger-helmet, judging Narcel for abandoning his duties. Narcel was forsaken now, and it ate at him. 
He shook his head and smiled to have Kaire by his side. He refused to give up on her. 
“What about the night before they took me?” he asked, waiting for her to make eye contact before continuing on. “The night by the lake when you caressed my cheek and told me you were there for me, you could never live without me in your life, and I made you happier than anyone ever could?” Their hands touched as he stared into her moist eyes. “I know we were something special.”
“Please, stop.”
“You don’t care about Lokum, accept it.”
Kaire turned away, but Narcel thought for sure he had seen a sparkle of a tear on her cheek before the shadows shielded her. She paused, then continued on the path, leaving Narcel to sit in frustration. Moments later her scream tore him apart. 
“Kaire!”
When he rounded the bend, Kaire was surrounded by three men in red flowing robes and spiked helmets. The Mawtu had found them. Narcel cursed his carelessness.
The brawny one in the middle took off his helmet to reveal the face of a Mawtu Narcel had known in his training, and never learned to love.

“So nice to see you.” Athan held Kaire by the waist and motioned for the other two to circle around Narcel. “Let’s just say a little wave brought us word of your journey, and betrayal. By Mawtu law I can end your life here. You abandoned your brothers. You cast aside your family. No one should live after such a thing. Other Mawtu will be on their way, and if they find you alive, the blame would be on me. However, perhaps I can convince them of the benefit of forgiveness.” Athan allowed a wicked smile to play on his lips. “I tell you what, me and your little friend here will go behind that rock structure and get to know each other, and then we’ll forget we ever saw you.”
“If you ever touch her again you’ll wish you had been born a fish, for you will feel unbearable pain.”
“The same cocky bastard you always were before you decided to betray your family.” Athan snickered as he began to grope Kaire in spite of her struggling and tears.
Narcel snatched up a large rock and dashed forward. The rock cracked against Athan’s jaw before the other two Mawtu could react. Narcel now stood between Kaire and his attackers, with Athan on the ground, moaning. Judging by the single spike on each of their helmets, versus the two that Athan now wore, the other two were junior and would be at least somewhat intimidated. On his own helm were three spikes, but it had been tossed aside while rescuing Kaire.
“You can both walk away right now.” Narcel drew his long spear from its holster on his back. “I recognize you from my command, and you know me. You know I could destroy the two of you with a twitch of my wrist. Go, before I change my mind.” 
Though they hesitated, the young Mawtu warriors were trained well. They wouldn’t leave Athan, and they knew Narcel had to be brought to justice for abandoning the Mawtu. They moved forward. Narcel side stepped the first attack, bringing his spear up through the man’s underarm and out the other side of his neck. The second man whimpered like a scolded dog, but advanced. Narcel began to attack, but his left leg was suddenly taken out from under him with the crash of Athan’s body. Athan was still stumbling from the large rock he had taken, but he was back in the fight and the two tangled up.
Sharp pain shot through Narcel’s whole left side.
Fists flew and dirt was in his mouth, but he wouldn’t give up when he knew Kaire was watching. An elbow jammed into his injured leg and he stifled a yelp as he threw his head out of the way of the butt end of a spear. 
He heaved against Athan’s heavy body, managing to roll out of underneath him and regain his spear. Unfortunately, his left leg could not support the weight. His opponents charged, and Narcel rolled to his right as he thrust his spear into the second Mawtu’s neck. The man dropped to his knees, gurgling curses, but Athan was soon on top of Narcel. It seemed hopeless as Athan’s large arm tightened around Narcel’s neck. 
Luckily for him, Kaire wasn’t just a pretty face. With three heavy thuds Narcel felt the grasp around his neck weaken, and when he turned he saw Kaire holding a bloody rock over Athan’s twitching body. 
She helped Narcel hobble down the road as quickly as he could with his damaged leg. “You ask what’s different? Why I feel weird around you? Look at what you’ve become! Look at what you’ve made me become.” 
“I’m sorry.” Narcel panted as they hustled away from the scene, their blood splattered clothes and bruises providing quite a sight if anyone had been around to see them. 
“’Sorry’ doesn’t change the fact that we just killed three men.”
The moon rose over the hills in the distance, exposing the rich soil now under their feet. Soon the boulders on the side of the path sprouted overgrown bushes and hanging trees, blocking out the moonlight and leaving the two in complete nothingness. An occasional owl hooted. Each time Narcel felt himself begin to panic, until he could convince himself that it wasn’t another Mawtu on his trail. He comforted himself with the thought that he loved the sweet smell of perfume on Kaire’s neck, and the feeling of her body against his as she supported him on his hurt leg. 
“I’m sorry you had to be part of that,” Narcel said. “I want to be with you, but I also want to make sure you’re safe. I am trying. Do you remember when we were kids, and the way things used to be so much simpler?”
“I miss those days. I remember when you and Lokum were the best of friends.” She smiled for the first time since they had kissed in her room the night before.
“You do?”
 “I remember the time that your older brother Sinoda tricked you both into thinking that if you ate fire you would be able to breathe it like a dragon.” 
“Yeah, I still say I can though, and more so after the Mawtu. If there was one thing worth learning from them, it was how to just let the fire flow.”
She continued to walk, lost in contemplation until she said, “It’s been a long time.”
“Can you tell me what you’ve been doing since I was recruited?”
“Lokum and I were to be married, but it never happened. I have to admit, I thought of you when they told me. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to be with him My feelings are so confused. I still can’t love only one of you. That isn’t me.” 
He hated hearing it. Kaire tried to restart the conversation several times, but he had lost interest in talking for the moment. They walked over a bridge on the far side of the small grove they had crossed, and it was some time before either one of them uttered a single word. 
“What was that?” Kaire ducked behind a large fern. 
The thudding of footsteps came from behind, giving Narcel just enough warning to join Kaire in her hiding spot. They watched as a single Mawtu warrior ran by, the moonlight shining on his dual spiked bronze helmet. 
Narcel waited, unsure if he heard more footsteps or if it was just the blood pounding in his head. “We’re not safe in the open like this.”
“Why would we go along the path anyway? Didn’t you realize they’d be after you?”
“I….” He didn’t know what to say.
They stopped only twice in the next hour, once for Narcel to rest his leg, the other time to eat. Huckleberries from surrounding bushes were a nice break from the remaining flat bread and dried beef Narcel had brought along. The second time they stopped he swore he felt someone watching them, but they found no sign of anyone. He still felt uneasy. It didn’t make sense though—if the watchers were Mawtu, or bandits, they would attack for sure. But the feeling continued, and Narcel could not help continually looking over his shoulder as they marched on. 
His leg ached where Athan had torn through it earlier. Each step was agonizing. Just when he thought he felt better, his other leg began to hurt in its place, and Kaire wasn’t much help. 
“Where are we going?” she asked.
“I don’t know.”
The mood continued to darken as the light gave way to the shadows of thick branches overhead. The birds stopped their singing, and the occasional babbling brooks seemed to dull in their lullabies. 
“That’s it,” she said. “We can’t keep on like this. Maybe there are people after you, and maybe those back there were the last of them, but either way, I’m done.”
“They were not the last. Trust me.”
“How can I? You show up in the middle of the night, dressed like one of them.” Kaire paused to look him up and down, cringing at his tattered Mawtu robe with its barely distinguishable blood stains. “Who are you?”
“I’m the same man I always was. You just haven't given me a chance.”
“You were a boy. Even the last year we were together, we were growing apart.”
“My brother had just gone missing, what did you expect? I tried to reach out to you.”
“That’s why I was with you that night by the lake. I wanted to find some way to comfort you. And, I suppose I was reaching out for any way I could to get what we once had, and to be close to you. I missed the stories you used to tell me. I missed the way you talked about your dreams of becoming a great admiral. You would never settle like your father did, you would always say. I miss those days, and I miss the way you used to make me feel.”
 “And now?”
“And now….” Her eyes were clouds of grey as she sat on a rock. “Now I don’t… I don’t know.”
“Tell me you don’t love me, I have to hear you say it.” He waited, and she began to sob. “You’re crying? How am I supposed to comprehend that?” 
***
It must have been hours before the two emerged from the trees. In spite of the mood about them, Narcel allowed a smile at the sight of the barely visible walls of the houses in the village ahead. A couple of windows were lit from lamps or hearths inside, and laughing sounded nearby. 
Kaire eyed the lights and the small houses, almost hopeful. “Is this where you’re taking me?”
“No. There was always one place we talked of. We’ll find Appontia.”
“Appontia?” She stepped toward him, eyes shining as if she was the same girl he had always known. “But, how?” 
“We’ve seen pictures, we can ask around. But you once told me you wanted to go there. We were going to see the lands of Karissus, of the gods. Well, now we have our chance, so I say we do it.”
Kaire looked at the lights in the windows, then back at him. She nodded. “You need me. So I’ll stay with you.” Her eyes were cold, yet showed a potential for warmth. Her face melted in relief at the thought of rest, and of adventure. “But don’t think this means anything.”
Narcel smiled and took her hand. “I accept.” 
“But if we don’t find Appontia,” she said, averting her gaze, “I’m going home.”
“How many times do I have to tell you that you would be dead if I had left you in Valhia. It’s gone.” He took in a heavy breath at the lack of acknowledgement in her eyes. “The Mawtu were sent to Valhia to destroy it, as a lesson to all of Ikarin, and to destroy Nethia’s largest fleet. You must understand this. I gave up everything in my life to save you, and you act like I’ve done something wrong.” 
Kaire looked at him with hollow eyes. “It wasn’t the first time you gave up everything in your life. How hard did you really try to return to me?” 
He didn’t respond, his mouth hanging open. It was true, he had been scared—a coward, and he knew it. But what could be expected after seeing that other boy whipped and left for dead after an attempted escape. The one time Narcel did attempt to return home, he had turned right back around when he saw Kaire in Lokum’s arms. 
“Just as I thought,” she said.
“Are you coming with me? Because I’m here now. I’m not scared anymore.” 
Her eyes shone and she almost smiled. She forced it down and nodded, holding out her hand for him to lead the way. 
The pain in his leg surged but he forced himself to push through, heading toward the village walls. He understood her issues. After all, when one doesn’t see their father, loses a ‘lover,’ and sees their city burn to the ground, it could be quite traumatizing. What scared Narcel was that he felt the pitter patter in his own heart dissipating as well. 
The village walls were only as tall as a man, but they bent outward as if ready to pounce on attackers. There was no gate, and the guard shrugged as he explained that during the fighting between the Kordom and Ikarins, the gate and many sections of the wall had fallen. 
“What business do you have in Angora, Mawtu?” 
“I no longer serve the Mawtu. I’m in need of new clothes so others will not come to similar conclusions.”
The guard looked at him with skepticism, but nodded. “Very well. Even though there is a truce, I would not smile on a member of the Kordom alliance in our village. Many of our neighbors have turned. You had better hurry. Try the trader, Jace. You’ll find his place near the inn. There are many folk in the village not as understanding as myself.”
Narcel’s eyes told Kaire to keep quiet. Who knows how they would be accepted if this man knew the Mawtu were attacking Ikarin again. They were lucky that news traveled so slow in these parts. 
The only inn was on the other side of the village, and they were forced to walk among the beggars lining the streets. Mid-day had crept up on them and the stale air bit at Narcel’s cheeks. Surrounding eyes studied his every move. It was nerve-racking. Whispers emitted from the corners of buildings where the sun hadn’t yet touched. Houses rose out of the sand where they rested. The stucco walls were covered in small patches of shade from large palm leaves, otherwise matching the yellow of the blazing sun. It reminded him of his first visions of Mawtu base camp. He shuddered at the memory.
“Spare some coins?” A voice asked as they walked through the winding streets.
The man spat in their direction as Narcel hobbled past. 
They found the inn after obtaining a change of clothes, and purchased a few hours rest with the coin Narcel held. They slept in one bed, but she insisted he stay on his side of an imaginary line. When they walked the streets several hours later, he was still deeply hurt at this and strode on ahead, leaving Kaire to trail along behind him at her leisure.
Dust lingered in the air in Angora, entering their lungs as they walked. No wonder his mother never brought him up here, he thought. Remembering his mother only made him sad, and weak.
He turned to see an old beggar moving up behind Kaire with three filthy street thugs at his side. “Kaire, come here please. Now.” 
She scoffed at his tone of authority. Walking right by him, she shrugged off his hand when he reached out to pull her close. 
              “Don’t go commanding the girl, stranger,” a voice said from Narcel’s right. He looked and saw no one until a man slid from the shadows before him. “That’s not how we treat our females, here in Angora.”
Kaire paused at the appearance of the stranger, whose tan and coffee robes wrapped around his body and head to protect him from the sand. His colors were incredibly drab in contrast to those Kaire and Narcel were used to. Staring at the man’s leathery cheeks, they failed to notice the other men sneaking up behind them until they were mere feet away. 
Narcel stepped in front of her in a protective posture as the men approached. “Thank you for your guidance and hospitality. Perhaps you can point me in the direction of the market,” he said as he attempted a smile.
“Have no concerns, we’ll put you in your place,” the man from the shadows said. He turned to the other men. “Take his money and put him to sleep, but the girl is mine.” 
The four men lunged for Kaire as two more emerged from the shadows behind Narcel with blows to the back of his head and legs.
As he fell, he tried to yell out for Kaire to run, but his head swam and the words wouldn’t come out. His spear was just out of reach. Rivers of pain flowed through his body, throbbing in his head. Where was she? If his Mawtu brothers were here, this wouldn’t be happening, he told himself. But then he remembered that he no longer had brothers, Mawtu or otherwise. Not that it would matter when he breathed his last breath, a breath that seemed like it might be just moments away.
 



Chapter 31: To Nethia
 
 
With all the strength he could muster, Lokum pushed himself to his knee. Using the support of the nearby tree, the one he had slammed against in his fight with Narcel, he raised himself to his feet, but his head spun and his legs shook. He sat again. He had to get to Kaire. He tried to stand again, and collapsed. He stared after her, his heart pumping slower and slower.  
Alses appeared as if from nowhere, his tunic as covered with his own blood as by the blood of the Mawtu. He stared at his defeated hero and friend. 
Lokum attempted to stand again. “Don’t stand there looking stupid. Help me up.” 
“Melonto!” Alses yelled. Soon their bear of a friend came pummeling through the burnt air of the night. The two lifted Lokum to his feet and tried to lead him to the east. 
“No, tha— that way.” Lokum pointed to the north, his hand limp. 
“What’re you talking about?” Alses asked. “We have to get out of here!” 
“Narcel took her… he took Kaire.”
Alses shared a look of doubt with Melonto. “Lokum, he’s been gone so long, I don’t think….”
“I was with her in her room, I saw... the fires, the yelling….  I came back and she was gone.” For a moment Lokum stood on his own, his voice controlled. “Follow them.”
Everything went black and Lokum felt the soft grass caressing his face as he slammed into the hard earth, unconscious. 
He woke to thuds of footsteps around him, his body rocking in one of a dozen stretchers being carried north. He leaned over and saw several hundred men and women hiking the brown hills – they must have marched through the night. Melonto carried one side of the stretcher, Alses the other. 
“Let me down,” Lokum said as he struggled to push himself up. The stretcher tumbled and sent him flailing to the ground. A light dust settled around him and he cursed. He tried to stand, but a shooting pain coursed through his left leg. Melonto stepped forward to help, but Lokum waved him off. “I’ll make it on my own.”
He pushed on through the marching refugees. When he stumbled, he remembered the look on Narcel’s face as he had walked away with Kaire. He knew he would find them, eventually, and the thought was enough to carry him through the pain. 
The line of people behind him traced their way up the mountain, tendrils of smoke showing where the city of Valhia had once stood. A tree grew gnarled and crooked beside the path, the only tree within miles. 
“How you holding up?” Alses asked. 
The pain in his ribs and leg bit into Lokum’s nerves. “Fine, until you reminded me.” 
“Let’s keep moving then. Can’t be too much farther.”
Lokum shook his head, knowing Nethia was a good three day’s journey away still. Past the rising mountains before them and through sprawling ravines. Even then, it was possible Nethia would not be able to handle their numbers. He thought of Kaire and the way her lip pouted when she laughed, a constant contradiction, that girl.
“Any news of my father?” Lokum asked. 
Melonto looked at Alses, who shook his head with timid eyes. “We haven’t seen him, but that doesn’t mean anything.” 
Lokum continued to walk in silence. He knew exactly what that meant. 
The path of retreat was through the hills to the north, in the direction of Nethia. Horses didn’t like the mountainous terrain between the two cities, which was why the Ikarin usually sailed around the land to travel. However, Lokum’s ships had been largely destroyed by the Kordom assault on Valhia. They could perhaps find ships in Nethia, but they all wished Gaila would have had the foresight to purchase horses for Valhia in case of an emergency such as this. Trudging along behind Lokum were the survivors of Valhia; approximately two thousand men, woman, and children. 
“I swear I saw him,” Gaila was saying to a group of ladies as they walked. “I know I did. I would recognize my baby anywhere.”
“So you’re saying he showed up at the same time as the Mawtu and their Kordom allies?” one chubby woman asked. 
“Of course not! It was like he was leading the Mawtu against us. I just can’t believe the world has come to this, but that’s what I saw.” 
Lokum glared back at the women. They had been hiking for three days, and had not been able to shower or change their clothes, having fled the burning remains of Valhia. The mountains engulfed them, and the sun seemed to turn the tips of the hills into solid rubies as it dipped over the peaks they had yet to cross. 
“He wasn’t leading the Mawtu, Aunt Gaila,” Lokum said, surprised anyone had noticed Narcel’s presence. “If anything, Narcel was a fighting slave.”
Gaila stopped where she stood, causing an elderly lady to bump into her from behind. Gaila’s eyes were wide, staring at Lokum quizzically. “You saw Narcel?”
“In the attack, just as you did. But he was certainly no leader. He was a coward.”  
“Don’t you dare!” Gaila stormed up to Lokum and began hitting him. “Narcel is no coward, and would never raise a hand against his own people!”
“Get off of me!” Lokum gritted his teeth as he pushed his aunt to the ground. “You were just saying you saw him leading them against us!”
The others rushed to Gaila’s aid, but she beat them to it, charging Lokum and pulling him down to her level by the hair. 
“You forget yourself!” She seethed, cheeks flushed, but slowly regained her composure. She let go of him and took a step back, eyes on the path ahead. “No, I—I was talking about Sinoda, Narcel’s older brother, your older cousin. Or perhaps you’ve forgotten about him?”
Arkist came alongside Gaila, glaring at Lokum.
“But Narcel—”
“Do not expect me to believe both of my children have risen up against the land I raised them in,” Gaila said. “I will not hear of it.”
 Lokum stared in confusion, then braced his leg against Melonto and turned to continue the hike. The old man Arkist was known to have been very kind to Gaila since her husband had passed away some time before, and Arkist’s sons were some of the great fighters among Lokum’s men. Better not to start squabbles over nothing,
Lokum thought. But Sinoda, leading the Mawtu?
Lokum stormed off toward Melonto and Alses. “Get me Haden, I have need of a servant.” He spat on the ground and continued hobbling along the path to Nethia.  
Two days later the group began the descent toward the breathtaking sight of Nethia. The center of Ikarin culture and arts, and arguably the world, Nethia boasted large domes and buildings reaching to the sky. The white marble reflected the sun and the ripples of a stream that flowed through the city. On the North and West sides rose the beginning of a large cut-stone wall, to the East was the Ocean, and to the South men labored to extend the wall in the event of an invasion from Kordom. The wall rose nearly six feet off the ground, but the men seemed to be working to bring it up to the ten feet that the two large gates on each wall boasted. 
A short squat man greeted them, riding forth from the south gate. He eyed them suspiciously from under his tilted guard helmet. “Who goes there?” 
Gaila pushed her way forward haughtily, Arkist and his boys on her sides standing with the air of importance. “I am Gaila, of Valhia. You must let me—”
“Gaila?” The short man was suddenly bubbly. “Why didn’t you say so? I mean, I should have recognized you, you know I visited Valhia several times soon after you took over as Mayor and I—”
“Please.” She held up a hand and gestured to those behind her. “We are tired from a long trek. May we enter?”
The man smiled and bowed. “Of course my lady. Though I don’t know where we can fit everyone. Will they be staying with you long?”
“Indefinitely.” 
The man followed her past the construction. “Indefinitely? What exactly is meant by that?”
“What she said, dwarf,” Lokum managed in a raspy voice, eyes glimmering in the setting light. 
“And who might you be to talk so to a guard of Nethia?”
“Lokum. I talk how I want, to whomever I please.”
The guard’s surprise was evident. “Lokum? The raider of Kordom? I’ve heard of your exploits against the islands to the southwest, your feats have not gone unrecognized here in Nethia. Of course….”
“What? Spit it out.”
“I imagined you a bit, thinner, is all.” 
Lokum walked in silence, his cheeks red and his hatred taking in a new victim. 
Gaila smiled. “So when can we see King Peritian, noble guard?”
The guard stopped. “You haven’t heard then? We sent a messenger to Valhia to request your presence, I assumed that was why you are here. I was surprised at your speed. King Peritian has passed with the plague, I am sorry to convey. Imports of wheat from across the Gold Coast brought the damned disease, as best we can figure. We tried everything to cure his majesty, even brought in the Knowers and Reverie of Gresva themselves. Not even their magic worked.”
“Can I at least assume the Council has been put in order?” Gaila asked.  
“As you say. According to custom when there is no King, as is the case at this instant, we must appoint a Council and you were voted a seat. I do hope you will accept, Mistress Gaila.” He turned to Lokum. “That must mean you haven’t heard either? They voted you to serve under the three Generals. Captain of the South Guard, should you accept.” 
Lokum felt his pride returning, and the hatred for the little man slightly diminished. But something caught in his throat. “I’m sorry to say, I have yet to pass the tests.”
The guard waved him off. “A formality that can be addressed at a later date. Your mighty deeds have already spoken.” 
Lokum was quite pleased with that answer.  “Who are the three now, sir?”
“Alicitres of Nethia and Elecitan of Amaritian, to the east. The third has yet to be named. You will serve under the advice of the ruling Council, should you accept.”
 



Chapter 32: An Old Friend
 
 
Narcel had always been a quick healer—his recoveries from daily bruises in Mawtu training taught him that. However, when he woke in an Angora ditch, he was barely able to push himself to his feet. Cuts and bruises covered his body, and he wasn’t sure if his ribs were broken. But he would force himself to walk—discomfort in his leg was miniscule compared to the pain of losing Kaire. 
He opened his eyes to take in the scenery of the dusty street. Two orange cats chased a white one, a boy squatted nearby eyeing him inquisitively, and not another living creature was visible.
“What are you staring at?” he mumbled. 
“You have no money,” the boy replied. 
Narcel tried to stand, wincing as the pain coursed through his body. “I rarely do.”
The boy followed him as he approached the closest building, running away when Narcel pushed on the door. 
“Hello?” He stepped into a small, smoke filled room. Three men sat at tables with large pipes and pillars of red and blue smoke surrounding them. Old men with leathery skin and globes for eyes turned their backs to him, focusing on their shining twisting pipes. It took a moment to see through the curtains of smoke before Narcel could find the owner.
“What you want with us?” a fat man in an apron asked when he saw Narcel approaching. The bushy eyebrows and overflowing mustache showed that this man wasn’t fond of personal grooming. His skin was charcoal, layers of smoke caked on it. 
“Kaire… the girl I was with…. Did you see her?”  The aching in his head increased with the heavy smoke.
“This place is for smoke, not girls.”
“Did you see her?”
The man snarled, and turned to one of his customers with a dismissive wave. 
“Has anyone seen the girl I was with when I entered town?” 
The owner lunged at him violently, “I know nothing of your personal matters, boy. Be gone with you!”
Narcel contemplated stabbing the man, but he had no spear. He thought about burning the place down after leaving, but he decided against that as well. Instead he returned to the doorway. His eyes searched the tree line as he pondered his next move, but then his eyes stopped – scuff marks in the sand. 
He ran.
Footprints surrounded what could have been the marks of a dress being dragged through the dirt, or a nightgown. He had to find her, she was close. His pace quickened. The marks led down a side alley and across a small pass over a stream. He found himself in a clearing surrounded by palms, with several buildings in the middle. Outside of one of those buildings, a blue scarf rested under a small stone, fluttering in the winds.
He snatched the scarf and burst through the doors, eyes wild. An all too familiar smell met his nostrils—the stench of death. It didn’t bother him, neither did the blood. Something from the back room caught his eye, something fleeting, gone.
In the center of the back room he spotted Kaire, bound and gagged, tied to a chair and looking faint. Narcel moved along the wall with caution, ducking behind large barrels from which emanated the sweet aroma of wine. On the far side was a window in which he again saw something move. He reached for his weapon, too late remembering it wasn’t there. His hand was pinned behind his back and a knife at his throat. 
“You’re too careless, Narce,” a somber voice said. “I’ve protected your girl for you, and you come to her ready to die yourself? I thought you were better than this.”
With caution Narcel reached up and touched the blade. “I recognize that voice.” He pulled the knife down and met little resistance. He turned to look into a face covered with dried blood, a shaved head, and eyes full of conflict. “You passed us in the woods…” he said in realization. “That was you?”
Semreh held the knife at his side, unconcealed. He slowly backed away from Narcel and pulled a chair next to Kaire. 
“They weren’t going to just let you go like that, Narce. What were you thinking?” Semreh glanced at Kaire, and said, “Oh, right. I see.” Taking her chin in his hand he forced her to look at Narcel, but her eyes seemed to stare right past him. “Does she even care that you saved her? Does she give a damn that you came to save her again? And what if I hadn’t been here to rescue her before those bastards had their way, would she be able to forgive you then? You risk too much. Tell me why.”
“Tell you why? Semreh, what are you doing here?”
“Why?”
“Did you come to hear my claims of undying love and my sob stories about how I dreamed of Kaire every day I was gone, only to finally be with her and see in her eyes that she no longer cares for me?” Narcel walked over and smacked Semreh’s hand away from Kaire’s face. “I dreamed of you every day, Kaire.” He held a lock of her hair, highlighted by the sun shining in from a circular window by the roof. He turned back to Semreh, “So? Kill me, if you’re here as a Mawtu warrior, or help me if you’re here as a friend. But don’t waste my time with stupid questions. Any man would have risked more than I have for what I believed I felt.”
Semreh pondered Narcel’s words and began to pace the room. After several minutes of agonizing silence, he turned to Narcel with kindness in his eyes. “You know I could’ve killed you the second you walked into the room. I was following the two of you since I saw you run off from Valhia, perhaps to help, but….”
“But what?”
“You abandoned me.” 
“I—” 
“No, perhaps you never meant to. Am I right? You took a stroll to consider life, and you will not abandon your Mawtu brothers. You know where you belong. We were reborn together, into the world of Kordom. Yes, you’ll come back with me now.”
“You know I couldn’t.”
“Then you’re already dead, as far as I’m concerned. When they ask me, they will see the truth in my eyes. Return with me, to a family that loves you. Don’t stay here with this girl who cannot say the same.”
Narcel stared at Semreh for several minutes, then pulled the ropes from Kaire and helped her stand. His embrace supported her. “Semreh, if you ask that of me ever again, you don’t know me.” He took Kaire and walked out of the building, leaving Semreh where he stood, steaming in the center of the room. 
Several minutes passed before Narcel heard a piercing yell. The yell was followed by shards of glass shattering as Semreh came crashing through a window. He landed on Narcel’s back, knocking Kaire aside as he fell. His eyes betrayed no kindness, no recognition at all. He knelt over Narcel with his spear held high, ready to kill the forsaken. 
“You should never have left!”
“I did what I had to. You of all people must understand that!” 
Semreh paused, hands twitching as he gripped his weapon, eyes unsure. 
“Is this how it’s going to be?” Narcel gripped the spear, pulling it close. “We’re back in the Room of Resolution and you choose to kill me? Am I Donce? Am I all those other men whose lives you ended before their time? I know you have no choice, so do what you must.”
Semreh’s eyes were like hollow wells. But then the stone began to crack, and a look of recognition appeared as a tear rolled down Semreh’s cheek. “They made us do it. They made me kill that boy. Now they make me kill you.” The point of the spear pressed against Narcel’s neck, but the vigor was gone. “What other option do I have now? I can’t go back there after this. You’ve taken me from the only family I have left.”
Narcel pushed Semreh’s spear aside. “You had a family. The Mawtu were not it.”
Semreh glanced at his spear, then back at Narcel, hesitant, confused. 
“They took your family from you, don’t ever forget that. But now you are forsaken as well, which means you have a choice.”
Semreh hesitated, his lower lip twitching. With heaviness he rolled off of Narcel and lay on his back, staring up into the sky. “We were just starting to belong. If I don’t blame you, I can only blame myself for letting it all happen.”
Narcel felt the throbbing in his left leg, and the new bruises on his ribs. “I did what I had to do, and you must do the same. I know you didn’t come to kill me, in spite of what they may have wanted. What they don’t want is for us to break free, to have our own will. But I’ve done it, and now it’s your turn. Make the choice.”
Semreh stared into the clouds. When he finally spoke it was with a longing and an excitement. “I have missed my home. The city of Orath is beautiful. When you look at the buildings you see dreams become reality. It’s almost thinkable that my family will still be alive if I returned. They butchered them, Narce, and until the day I die I will not forget that look in my mother’s eyes…. I can’t believe I ignored what happened. It’s like I had no idea what I was doing, and yet I almost believed it was my free will.”
Narcel rose to one knee and put a comforting arm around his friend. “Adonis has won the devotion and following of many men. You were not the only one. But you can be one of the few to break away from his spell. Join me, let us travel together.”
Semreh placed his head in his hands and his shoulders shook before he rose. “You are right. Why would I serve them? They’ve brainwashed young men for so long now—how many boys have been torn from their homes and families, only to die carrying out orders from a stranger? And what did they offer us in return for our loyalty? A roof overhead, food, and the guilt of the worst of murderers. I will not continue to live under their deception.”
The two embraced.
“I’ll walk with you, Narce. But I must return north, I must go to Orath.”
“I understand.”
“And you, what is your plan?” Semreh asked.
Narcel looked around. “Well, first I suppose we had better find Kaire.”
They found her hiding nearby, quite terrified. Narcel spent the time comforting her while Semreh commandeered some supplies. He also found a weapon for Narcel, since he had lost his in the village. An hour down the path they found an abandoned house, where they gave Kaire the bed and waited while she slept. The musty draperies seemed to surround her sleeping body like a cloud from the highest mountain drifting around an isolated flower. Light pushed its way through the curtains and cracks of the rickety house, reflecting off the dust particles as they drifted past her rosy cheeks. 
Semreh glanced over his shoulder at her. “She’s gorgeous, I’ll give you that.”
“Yes. But things aren’t the way they once were. It’s different.” Narcel leaned against a wall and watched her chest rise and fall like the waves in the ocean. “I expected to feel the same overwhelming urge to hold her, but it isn’t there.” He lowered his voice, in case she was conscious and listening. “You remember the way I talked about her in Mawtu training? How she was the only one for me, and I knew it? The way she looks at me now, it’s as if she never knew me….. Sometimes I feel like I never really knew her.”
“We were young, or so I hear.”
“It isn’t only that. My mother, my brother, it’s all so confusing. I lost my father when I was young, and I couldn’t believe I’d lost my brother when he disappeared. Then I was taken by the Mawtu, and I thought that maybe he was taken too.”
“Anything is possible.”
“I heard the stories of Adonis. He was relatively new, and I thought that maybe Adonis was my brother.”
Semreh considered this. “He always wore that mask, after all.”
“No, Adonis attacked Valhia. With that decision he may have killed my mother—our mother? That’s when I knew it wasn’t my brother behind that mask.”
Semreh scrunched his face in thought. “Still, I know we saw him at the head of the formation, but, when he found me he seemed distraught to be there and—”
“My brother’s dead. It’s time I must accept that, and hope my mother is out there somewhere… that I can one day see her again.”
Narcel and Semreh stayed up late into the night, sharing worries and dreams. When sleep finally captured them, they rested in peace like they hadn’t slept in years.
***
After days of marching, Narcel noticed Kaire’s eyes held a different light when observing Semreh. She no longer seemed to despise him, and to the contrary seemed to be watching every time he lifted something that caused his muscles to flex. She stared at him, starry eyed, as he cut down low hanging vines and shrubs from the path. Narcel watched, always aware of his limp and the inadequacies it represented. 
“I don’t need your help,” Narcel said under his breath, while Semreh stopped to assist him over a large bolder in their path. “I’m able enough to walk through the woods. Go on.” 
Semreh glanced at Kaire, then back at his friend. “You don’t have to prove you’re strong. Pride is no reason to aggravate your injury.” He reached out his hand and positioned himself to support Narcel’s weight, but Narcel slapped the hand aside and pulled himself sideways over the obstacle. When he reached the other side he felt regret at the added pain shooting through his left side, but proud to have crossed the tree himself. 
Semreh soon gave up helping his friend and instead walked for several hours talking with Kaire, leaving Narcel to imagine the towering trees falling and crushing his companions. Narcel didn’t want to seem insecure, so he just smiled and motioned them forward whenever they turned. He didn’t need their pity. 
“I really don’t think it was because of that,” he heard Semreh saying, but lost the rest of the sentence as birds chirped in a nearby maple.
“Then why does he bother? Why should I?” Kaire’s voice carried in the morning air. “He just doesn’t get it. That was so long ago.” The conversation continued, but Narcel lost interest and moped as he walked on. How could it be too long, when love had no limits?

With a thud, Semreh came crashing into him. Narcel tried to yell out in anger, but found Semreh’s hand covering his mouth. He rolled over and saw his friend’s eyes wide. It was then that he noticed Kaire lying flat behind the shrubs to his left, and the sound of crisp leaves rustling from the rear. 
Red robes appeared like splattered blood in the bleak grays and browns of the forest. A chill caressed his spine—from the sight of more Mawtu, or the cool breeze, he couldn’t tell. 

“Is that Akaris?” Narcel whispered to Semreh.
“Don’t get any ideas, Narce. If I was willing to fight you, I’m pretty sure he won’t hesitate to do his best to kill you where you stand.”
“We could take them.” But he crouched and watched the new group of Mawtu warriors cut their way through the brush. He yielded, convincing himself it was for Kaire’s safety. 
The Mawtu held their robes high to avoid dirtying the scarlet. They were having difficulty hacking their way through the thick branches and overgrown bushes with their spears. 
“We won’t find him,” one of the men near the front said to his buddy. “I don’t even know who he was, do you?” 
“No, some big shot I hear. But if we do find him you can be sure we will have him boiled in stew and fed to the pigs. What kind of man claims to be our brother and turns on us in the heat of battle?” 
“I saw them you know. His men helped those Ikarin rodents to escape. I’m sure of it, I saw it with my own eyes. A line of Ikarin men, women and children escaping as half a dozen Mawtu stood in their defense.” 
“Goes to show, we aren’t the cohesive brothers we were under Themis’s rule. Without his right hand man, Adonis has let things slip. And who knows how long….” The conversation died as the group disappeared from ear shot. Narcel, Semreh and Kaire waited in hiding until they could be sure they were safe. 
“What was that all about?” Narcel whispered when he was sure they were gone. “That wasn’t me they spoke of.” He eyed Semreh, curiously.
“You aren’t the only one who was ready to leave the Mawtu, Narcel. I just…. The tiger takes over, inside. I lost my cool at first, with the news of Themis. But you didn’t really expect me to attack your home city, did you? I saw you, in that run-down house, and then it hit me. Me and my men, we tried to follow you. We wanted to help. And even though we couldn’t find you, we did our part.”
“I tried to find my mother…. I failed.”
“No, you didn’t. A man named Haden saw us helping, and told me what you had said. He trusted me with Valhia’s contingency plan, and we made sure your mother was on that path to the mountains.”
Narcel choked back a sob, his mind racing. “We have to find her.”
“She’ll be in Nethia by now, I would imagine. The gods alone know what happened to the men that were helping me.” Semreh’s head sunk at the thought of his trusted brothers meeting the sword for his decision. 
“Wait a moment,” Kaire said. They had almost forgotten she was there. “Was there a large guy with dark hair among them?”
“Kaire….” Narcel said.
“No, I want to know if Lokum made it,” she said. “Well?”
Semreh shook his head. “All I know of is the few people I helped, along with an elderly man and Gaila. After that, Adonis found me. He had no helmet or armor, his tunic and robe were in tatters. Something about his eyes—they were like a crazed boar. He was yelling incoherently until he found me, and saw what I was doing. I thought he would kill me, but he didn’t. He asked about you, Narce. He said to find you. Whatever I did, find you. And when I did, I don’t know. My emotions took over. I thought you would just be hiding until the fighting was over, I never thought you would have the courage to escape. You had left me, and when I found you I felt so confused. Like I said, something else took over, and I wasn’t myself.” 
Narcel shook his head, amazed. “Who were the men you left to protect my family?”
“They were completely new. Men that hadn’t even finished their training, but were sent to war. When I gave them the option to escape, they took it. I believe they will accompany your people for some time before returning to their own homes.”
“Thank you.”
Semreh smiled, helping his friend up to continue their journey.
“So that’s over,” Kaire said with a scoff of disbelief. “Those men were hunting a Mawtu, and you aren’t exactly inconspicuous, Semreh.”
“She has a point.” Narcel looked over his buddy. “We can’t have you looking like a Mawtu warrior everywhere we go.”
“Well, wouldn’t it be safer if you split paths?” Kaire continued. “I mean, if the Mawtu have sent groups after you, and you are together, you will have twice as many of those beasts after you.”
“And twice the fierceness here to defend against them. No, I think Semreh can help us.”
“But why would he want to go to Appontia? That’s our place.” 
Narcel sighed, rubbing his temples. “I have to find my mother, Kaire. We have to go to Nethia first.”
“Do you realize how far that is?”
“Do you understand that Appontia may be no more than a myth? We could walk around aimlessly forever!”
“We would walk together. If we go to Nethia, if Lokum made it…. Well, you know what that means.”
Narcel turned to Semreh. “If you continue past Nethia, you will reach Orath and the North. We will walk together and, when you are ready, Semreh, we will part our ways. Kaire, if we find Appontia….”
“If we find Appontia,” she agreed, her eyes searching the skyline. “My belly can’t take another minute without food. Do you have a plan for that?”
Semreh handed Kaire a corner of sourdough and cheese from his pouch. “We’re going to have to find more food, and soon. I only have enough left for a few days, at most.”

Narcel turned to Semreh and accepted a small section of the bread. “Tell me you have some more wine in your drinking skin, and I’ll go to the ends of the earth with you.” 
Semreh smiled and poured Narcel a small pouch. The thick red wine was warm in his mouth and brought him to a better place.
“We have to let those Mawtu move on ahead,” Narcel said. “We’ll rest and give them space, and then we break north. We will find food along the way. We must.” 
 
 



Chapter 33: Matters of State
 
 
Lokum sipped his mint tea, looking at nothing in particular, but looking at it with disdain. His leg still throbbed but the weeks of rest in Nethia left him able to walk. A shimmer of red and green light caught his attention and he smiled for a moment at the stained-glass shapes of a woman asleep in her man’s arms. His knuckles whitened around his grip on the cup until he heard it crack. 
The walls of Manith Hall rose up in pure white, as if untouched, arching overhead with stories of heroes and beasts told in the colorful glass panes. Pillars stood around Lokum like a prison made of a giant’s ribcage. Even the swords of his men at attendance reminded him of mornings spent watching his father train, and he almost missed the bastard. But worse, it all reminded him he was in Nethia while Kaire was not.  
“Why should I serve the generals when I should be one of them?” he said with a glance at his right hand man, Orinth. 
“There are to be three generals until a king is named. Must I remind you—”
“Oh quiet already Orinth,” Lokum sputtered as he threw his glass against the wall. Glimmering shards captured the rainbow light from the stained glass windows. “You think I don’t know the rules. No, I know them well enough.” 
Orinth turned his soft blue eyes to his wife as she refilled the tea and cleared the barely touched platter of bread and olives. They shared the same narrow noses and sleek cherry hair. She met his gaze and took caution at Lokum’s sour mood. Orinth waited until she was gone before responding to Lokum. 
Lokum stood from his black marble chair, the only shade of dark in the room, and paced among his soldiers in attendance. A white tulip caught Lokum’s attention from one of the many vases. He snatched it and studied the soft petals. 
“Bring in the feast, I’m famished.” Lokum dropped the flower and crushed it under his foot as he strode
toward the banquet table, limping only slightly. 
Orinth opened the door and greeted Alses and Melonto along with the other guests. Lamb was served with plump turnips and stewed carrots. Orinth smiled when a different woman than his wife brought in the pies of cherry, apple, and huckleberry. Lokum licked his lips and assessed his guests before standing. His leg stiffened and his face contorted, but he stood nonetheless. Orinth moved to help him, but Lokum brushed him away.
“It does that when I don’t move for a while,” Lokum said. “The fluids settling.” He turned to the rest of the guests and frowned determinedly. “That is why we must move, that is why I’m ready to find my love.”
***
Gaila strolled into the round room, her silver flowing robes matching the silver statues of past Kings and Queens of Nethia. Behind the statues, reliefs in the marble told the stories of the gods who had supported each respective ruler. She paused in front of the silver lined form of King Peritian, swiping her hand across his eyes as if to close them. 
“I wonder which god or goddess will be etched into the marble for Peritian when this is all over. Who will the Reveries title the gods of his days?”
Arkist held out a beckoning hand. “My lady, the five await. They are eager to meet their sixth member of the Council, and I am eager to see my lady praised before her people.”
She smiled and allowed him to hold her arm. “You have truly been there for me. I will always treasure you.” 
They walked up the steps between the late Peritian’s statue and one of a much older King, where they waited for two Knowers to pull the purple curtain aside. As they stepped through, three men and two women in silver cloaks stood in greeting. The smaller round room seated thirty benches in a semi-circle facing six raised podiums, where the Council would stand to discuss matters of State. Behind these was a throne of glass, to symbolize the delicate nature of the position of the King that would sit upon it. 
“Council Gaila, you are welcome.” A tall man from the Council stepped forward and locked hands with her. “Please, allow me to show you to your spot.”
She smiled and followed the man to a podium second from the left, where she stood and bowed her head to the seven Knowers and three Reveries in the first row of benches below. The Knowers were Reveries in training, and therefore wore a simple grey hooded robe. However, the Reveries wore robes of cloudy white and crystal blue, their heads adorned with precious stones and their hands with ringlets of gold. They held out their hands and chanted a blessing before she was allowed to raise her head again. It was the appointing of the Council, a religious ritual which could not be ignored. 
“I am Arkan,” the tall man from before announced. “Council, Gaila has joined us and we stand in place until a new king will arise. Now, if we could move on to business.”
“First, please allow me,” Gaila said.
“We have much ground to cover today Council Gaila,” Arkan said. “If you would please have a seat.” 
 “I have my own thoughts first, Council Arkan. This General Elecitan, is it true he considers democratic imperialism to be a beast, feeding on expropriated capital and the numbers of the disenfranchised poor?”
“It is not for us to question the general,” an elder Council said.
“He criticizes us with an ambition of complete subjugation of Braze! This is nonsense. We are here to rule the people for the people. This second General, where does he stand?” 
“Unfortunately we know less about either of them than we would like, lady Gaila, but—”
“And am I correct in my understanding that since King Peritian’s passing, the gods carry his soul, Nethia’s military strategy of containment and exhaustion will be changing?”
“Lady Gaila,” Arkan’s voice showed growing frustration. “That is for the Generals to decide, until a ruler is put in place. If you would allow me—”
“Am I to understand the Council would prefer to keep its nose clean of military matters? The Generals are studied in the art of war, not statecraft.”
“Ladies and gentlemen, Council.” Arkan stepped forward as if challenging Gaila to continue her interruptions. She smiled and stood back. “Our first order of business, one of your own men is among us and will report. Charos, if you would.”
Charos stood from his spot among the observers in the rear row of benches. He stepped forward to a circle before the podiums. Mirrors covered the walls in the small room, and the reflections of his face appearing so much at once jolted Gaila. They had not met since Narcel’s abduction from Valhia. A wave of peace came over her when she saw his warm smile.
“Council, I greet you. Lady Gaila, I am full of joy to see you alive and well. I am sorry for our loss in Valhia.” He hung his head and Gaila realized he must have heard of the disappearance of his own daughter. They had not found her body either, with most of Valhia burnt and many of its inhabitants with it. 
“Charos, what brings you before us today?” Gaila asked.
“I have recently returned from a march to the Mountains of the Crowned Red Lion, and to Gresva. Our religious leaders there say we are without a god. They will take no sides in this war against the Mawtu.”
“But isn’t it true that a god was pronounced by the Reveries in Kordom only two years ago?” Arkan asked.
Charos sighed. “So it is, Council Arkan. They say it was before the outbreak of war. In truce it was, our last war with the Mawtu now six years past.”
“In that case we have no choice,” Arkan said. “We must proclaim our own god. One of you Reveries here today must act without Gresva. It is the only way to build up the people of Ikarin against this god of the Kordom.”
“Impossible!” The head Reverie stood, outraged. A ruby on his forehead twitched as his cheeks met its color. “It is not within our religious mandate to separate from the religious leadership of Gresva!”
“You will act as required, Reverie, or you will find Nethia less hospitable of Gresva’s close proximity.”
“Arkan.” Gaila held up her hand. “Do you speak for the entire Council? If so, I truly misunderstood the concept. Gresva is not to follow the commands of Nethia. We must respect the religious world, and they must understand the politics to be our realm. We’ll find a way to bring the people together, I am sure.” She turned back to Charos. “What news of the cities throughout Ikarin? You must have learned much through your travels.”
“I have, Council Gaila. Not all is good. I hear talk in the baths of allies wavering, and of cities that once supported Nethia that have lost their faith. The destruction of Valhia will weaken our position.”
Arkan raised his hand. “We needn’t worry over such things, Charos. Thank you for your reports, but you may be seated. Our armies will march under the Generals, and the show of strength will convince those of whom you speak. Now, we must move on to matters of the State.”
Gaila tuned him out and counted the hazed eyes in the room. As the meeting began to wane two hours later, Gaila motioned for Arkist and whispered in his ear, “Get Charos, we must talk with him.”
Retiring to her chambers, she smiled at her colleagues and assured them it was her pleasure to be among them. She sat and waited, wondering at the walls, at who could have chosen such garish colors of orange and purple.
A knock came from the door and Arkist poked his head in.
“Are you ready?” he asked. 
She rushed to the door to greet Charos. “How have you been?”
He smiled meekly.
“I’m so sorry.” She hugged him longer than Arkist seemed to feel comfortable with. “She was like a daughter to me.”
“What is it with these lands?” Charos said. “We all seem to be losing children these days.” 
His eyes expressed all of the sorrow that Gaila had bottled up over the past years. First with her husband’s death she thought life would be over, but she had persevered. Then she lost Sinoda, and one year later Narcel. She of all people understood what Charos must have been feeling. 
“So you haven’t heard, have you?” She turned, unsure how to say it. “I’ve learned a bit about each of my children in the last few days, unfortunately, perhaps.”
“Isn’t that good news?”
“Depending on whom you listen to, it isn’t. Lokum says—”
“Lokum?” Charos practically spat.
“Indeed, can what he says be taken for truth? This time I lean toward believing him…. He said he saw Narcel among the Mawtu that attacked Valhia, after I swore I had seen Sinoda.”
“Sinoda and Narcel, among the Mawtu?” Charos had to lean against Arkist for a moment. “That doesn’t make sense! Lokum was the traitorous one, not your sons.”
“It’s incomprehensible. Yet, I saw what I saw.” 
Charos stared at the ceiling. “Could it be, perhaps…?”
“What?”
“If Narcel was there, perhaps my daughter should not be given up for dead. He would never allow anything to happen to her, I’m sure. But if she is now with the Mawtu, where does that put me? And if your sons now fight alongside the Mawtu, where does that put you?”
Gaila pulled a chair from her desk and lowered herself, hands on her legs and her posture straight. But her confidence was not as strong as the firm expression she wore. “These are dangerous matters you speak of.” She looked at Charos and Arkist, and then at the floor. “I think we’ll all have to think long and hard on what this means for us. But I’m going to need you to keep your eyes and ears open. We must not act on unsubstantiated information.” 
***
Melonto mimicked a punch and clipped Alses across the chin. The rest of the men in Lokum’s private chambers erupted in laughter. Alses tackled his larger friend and they landed against a pillar, toppling a gangly plant and spilling fresh dirt across the red and yellow rug.  
“Enough,” Lokum said, annoyed at the mess. “I’ve called you all here for a reason aside from fattening you up and watching you beat each other senseless.” He stepped toward Alses and pulled him up like a kitten. “We have rested in Nethia long enough.” 
“Do you expect to mount up and ride, in the state you’re in?” Orinth asked from his spot among ten other men of Lokum’s trusted circle, including Eland, Alses, and Melonto.
“While you Nethians may not see the immediacy of what has happened, we tasted the betrayal of the Mawtu with the death of our friends and family.” He kicked the fallen plant and its broken vase. “We will take action.”
Alses brushed himself off and stepped away from Melonto, eyeing him suspiciously. “We all suffer at your loss, at each of our losses. But what about the Generals, or the Council? Surely they won’t let us make a move.”
“That is why you will never be a leader Alses, you must learn to act first and ask questions later.” Lokum turned to Orinth. “Ready my men that survived. We march by noon for Kordom and the pass.”
“Yes sir.”
Lokum turned impatiently and stared out the window until they got the hint. Looming over the city were great mountains to the west, the sun beginning to touch their jagged peaks from its rise to the east.
The construction of the wall had only started two years before, but already the walls covered at least seventy percent of Nethia’s borders. Lokum wondered what would happen to the farms outside of the walls, should the Mawtu or the North attack. He imagined Kaire approaching the walls in search of him, and the guards turning her away. He would grab a horse from some pitiful Nethian and charge the walls, decapitating the guard that kept him from his love. Nothing would keep him from Kaire. 
A clearing of someone’s throat reminded Lokum he was still in the palace of Nethia. A gentle voice said, “You haven’t left yet?” 
He turned to see a woman’s smooth face peeking into the room. She averted her shadowed eyes and opened the door to reveal two more women, each in flowing silk that barely covered their bronze skin. 
“You beckoned, my lord,” the tallest one said. 
“There,” he said, pointing to the circular fur rug in the middle of the white marble floor. “Lie there and remove those silks. We have no need of such pleasantries.”
His own blue tunic fell beside the broken vase and toppled stand, his flesh prickling with desire for the warmth of the sun. But the sun would not come across the palace for some time, and Lokum didn’t have much time before the next gathering of the generals. The girls would cleanse his sorrows and warm his skin, and then they would clothe him in his battle gear, to prepare him to ride off to find his love.  
Sweat covered his body, while his limbs ached for rest. But he had his fun, and as the hour drew to a close Lokum forced himself to focus. Until he was put in charge of the others, he had to play the game. Pouting lips gave him reason to consider staying, but in the end he told the girls to dress him and leave him be.  
Granite walls led him through matching hallways. If not for the various coats of armor and vases lining the walls, he may have never found the Hall of Generals. An especially menacing coat of red armor covered in spikes guarded the door, and Lokum found himself looking back to make sure the armor didn’t come to life and stab him in the back.
“Generals, I hope you did not start without me,” Lokum said. His blue robes hung from his body loosely, leaving no doubt as to his actions moments before. 
“Welcome, Captain Lokum,” Alicitres said. 
The coats of armor were even more extravagant in this room, breastplates and helmets of red, green and blue. The walls were lined with short and long swords, and even a few of the curved swords of the North. Generals Alicitres and Elecitan sat in two of three chairs surrounded by guards in equally extravagant attire. Before them stood several common looking men, heads bowed. 
“We’ve been hearing from Charos’s men regarding uprisings and skirmishes throughout Ikarin. Please, join us.” General Alicitres motioned toward the third seat and waited for him to sit before motioning to a man before him.
“Generals of Nethia, I’m sorry to—”
“Excuse me,” Lokum interrupted. “Are you saying Charos of Valhia is here in Nethia? Still living?”
“Yes, that is correct. He has been leading the expeditions throughout Ikarin, and generally reports to us on his findings. Unfortunately he was unable to make it today. I am sure he will be most let down to know he missed your presence.” 
“I’m sure he will.”
Alicitres waited with his head cocked to see if Lokum had any more questions. Seeing none, he motioned to the man to continue reporting. 
“As I was saying, I’m sorry to report several run-ins with the Kordom alliance, though we have yet to come in direct warfare with the Mawtu, only their allies. 
“And where are these skirmishes occurring?” Lokum interrupted again.
Alicitres gave him a look of uncertainty, likely not used to his captains being so inquisitive. He motioned for the man to continue. 
The man bowed slightly. “Mostly in the southwest of Ikarin, not far from the Pass of Aire. However, there was one report of a Mawtu causing some problems as far north as Angora. Killed several men in the village after some squabble over his traveling companion, but no one knows the full story.”
“A Mawtu man with a woman? Did she look Mawtu?”
“I—I don’t know, Captain.”
“You seem to be forgetting your place,”Alicitres said.
Lokum stepped forward and grabbed the man by his throat. “Was she a Mawtu?!” 
The man’s eyes shifted from Lokum to Alicitres, but he said, “T—The guard of Angora said the man was attempting to hide the fact that he was Mawtu, but I heard nothing of the girl doing the same, so I would assume she was not Mawtu.”
“Is there anyone in your ranks that saw these two? Where is the guard?”
“That will be enough,” Alicitres said. “The guard remains in Angora. What’s the meaning of this?”
Lokum sunk back into his chair, wondering if it could be Narcel and Kaire in this report. Everyone was staring at him. 
“I believe you’ve had enough, Captain Lokum,” Elecitan said. “You don’t look well.”
“Yes, excuse me gentlemen.” Lokum stood and headed for the door. “I must see to other matters at this moment.” 
“Captain Lokum, if you would be so kind as to ask your aunt to teach you proper manners here in Nethia, you may be able to keep your head.”
Lokum turned and forced a half smile and mock bow before turning from the Hall and slowly closing the door behind him. He made a note to teach that man a lesson, then grabbed a nearby servant on his way down the corridor.
“I need you to send a message. Find my men, Alses, Melonto, Eland, and Orinth. I want them in my chambers now.” 
The hallways were just as confusing on the way back to his chambers, and when he opened the door to find three nude women he realized he had forgotten about them. Kaire’s gentle smile flashed through his mind, and he felt a pang of guilt. 
“Out, get out!” 
“But sir, you said—”
“Out!” 
“Our clothes, where are—”
“OUT I SAID!” He raised his hand, but the girls were already shrieking and running for the door. Moments later he heard men laughing and the girls shrieking again, and then his men walked through his door. 
“Captain Lokum, we were told you need to see us,” Eland said. 
Alses laughed and looked in the direction the girls had run. “Perhaps you should’ve called us a bit earlier. Looks like you had more than you can handle!”
“Quiet,” Lokum said without looking up. 
“Yes sir, I am just saying, did you see the—”
Thwap, a small bronze cup pounded against Alses’s gut. Lokum picked up another and glared at his friend. 
“I said ‘shut up.’ I have news. There’s been a sighting, which may have been Narcel and Kaire.”
Alses and Melonto gasped, Alses still holding his stomach in pain. 
“Are the men ready, as discussed? Take a guide. We ride for Angora.”
“Captain Lokum,” Eland said. “You know the two Generals must concur with any military action. To not follow protocol could mean punishment sir, public punishment.”
“You think the threat of demotion or a good flogging is a threat when it comes to finding my love? My Kaire? Do as you’re ordered, and the next one of you to joke or question my command will be stripped and tarred in the square. See to the preparations, and meet me at the gate. I wish to ride before the meeting in the Hall of Generals lets out.”
“Yes sir,” Eland said as the four men turned to follow out their orders. 
Lokum could almost taste the sweet sugar of Kaire’s flesh, the bitter salt of her tears. He blamed himself for losing her the first time. It would never happen again.
 
 



Chapter 34: Feelings Change
 
 
Narcel awoke to see he was the last to rise. Signs were visible in the dirt where Semreh and Kaire had slept, but there was no sign of them around. Semreh’s spear lay beside the log with his pouch of food, but there was no other sign of them. 
“Kaire!” He whispered, hoping they were nearby. 
There was no response.  
He picked up his own spear and followed a path through the undergrowth, following a small humming bird that seemed to be leading the way.
Narcel remembered the time when he had gone looking for Kaire and she had been in Lokum’s room, but Lokum was nowhere to be found. She had said that nothing happened, that she was just there to look for him and didn’t know where he was. Narcel still wondered. 
 He remembered an image of her laughing at one of Lokum’s stupid jokes—the memory made him want to lash out at the nearest tree. Instead he kicked a rock, which flew into the bushes. As he followed its path, something caught his eye. He drew close and saw it was a dress flapping in the wind—no, it was Kaire’s blue robe. He gulped and continued on past it, not knowing what to expect.

Dense branches reached across the path, slowing his search. In his grogginess, he brushed the branches aside with growing agitation. Each moment the foliage seemed to press closer in on him, as if the world was shrinking. Then the branches were gone and he saw her. Her back was to him and she was completely nude, walking away from him in the water. The next thing he saw was Semreh’s horrified expression, facing him in the water. 
“Narce!” 
Kaire spun around and clutched her hands to her chest. “What’re you doing here?”
Narcel dropped his spear. “Kaire?” 
Semreh stepped out of the pond, his own nudity hanging in the fresh morning air. “Narce, no that wasn’t….” 
Kaire simply stood there, looking defiant. Narcel stumbled into the clearing, lightheaded.
Semreh rushed to grab the tattered red tunic to cover himself. “I was just bathing, minding my own business. You have to believe me. Then she came along, and I tried to hide, but she just kept coming towards me and, well she stripped. Nothing happened though, I swear!”
“Don’t play innocent.” Kaire turned on Semreh. “You wanted me, your eyes said it all. Don’t say you didn’t just because he’s here!”
Semreh’s jaw dropped as did his clothes, which he quickly bent to grab and put on for real this time. He shook his head with eyes wide and jaw hanging. 
“I don’t know what to believe. One minute you love me, and the next you don’t. And you, Semreh, you never seem to have a choice, do you? One minute you are my friend, one minute you try to kill me, and the next you’re naked with my girl!”
“I’m not your girl,” Kaire said. 
“And I’m done with this.” Narcel grabbed his spear and stormed back in the direction he had come from, kicking every stone in his path. 
Semreh ran to catch him. “Narce, I swear. You know me. You know I wouldn’t do this to you! Look, I told her no, I said for her to go away, but she wouldn’t listen!”
“Is that supposed to make me feel better? The girl I love making a move for my friend, or my friend making a move for her, either way I I’ve been betrayed.” 
“Well—”
Semreh was interrupted as a Mawtu stood in their path. Others sat, relaxing when the two bickering friends came storming back. They all appeared just as surprised as Semreh and Narcel. 
The Mawtu, Akaris, stepped forward. “Semreh, Narcel, I didn’t expect to see you here. We don’t want any trouble.”
“No trouble?” Narcel was surprised to hear that his voice still contained all of the agitation meant for Kaire and Semreh. “Why are you here?”
An unknown Mawtu stepped forward and put his finger in Narcel’s chest. “No one talks to the Mawtu in that tone, boy.” Akaris smiled meekly behind his companion. 
“And no one threatens me or my friends, brother.” Semreh stepped forward, his tunic hanging half off and mostly torn at that. Still, he looked more Mawtu than not. 
The other Mawtu all stepped forward, all but Akaris who tried to hold them back. A loud shout came from their right, and they all jumped to see Kaire burst forth from the shrubbery. She grabbed one of the men’s spears before they had a chance to react and whacked the lead one in the face before turning to knee another Mawtu in the groin.
“Stop,” Akaris was shouting. But it was too late. The rest of the Mawtu joined in the fight, as did Semreh and Narcel. Punches were flying and one man was even pulling Kaire’s hair as she bit his leg. The especially tall Mawtu reached for his spear, but Narcel caught him with a push kick to the sternum, sending him flying into his brothers. The others, minus the one busy with Kaire, circled Semreh and Narcel. The two friends looked at each other and smiled.
“Just like the old days,” Narcel said. 
Semreh jumped as Narcel knelt. He used Narcel’s planted knee to push himself into the air and over the head of one of their attackers. The Mawtu were too stunned to do anything, and soon found Narcel pummeling through three of them. One fell unconscious, while Kaire had knocked over her victim and moved on. She now held a blade to Akaris’s groin. 
“Everyone, halt!” Akaris’s wide eyes showed he was surprised that they all obeyed. “Mawtu, we’re going to leave. Back away very slowly. Narcel, we aren’t here to take either of your lives, a feat I see would not be easy. Especially thanks to this one.” He nodded toward Kaire. “Let us go our ways in peace.” Akaris waved his men off. They looked at each other’s bloody noses, torn clothes, and swollen eyes, although the only cuts were on Kaire’s opponent, his leg seeping from her teeth marks. Akaris backed away, and his men shook their heads, following.
Narcel didn’t drop his guard until he could no longer hear the rustling of leaves from the Mawtu retreat. “What the hell was that?”
Semreh collapsed onto the dirt, massaging a bruised rib. “It was almost fun.” 
“Not the word I would use.”
Kaire stood above them, glaring down. “We just let them leave? We should go after them, hunt them down and teach them a lesson. We should tear their heads from their bodies!” 
Narcel and Semreh shared a look, but Narcel spoke, “Kaire, there were a few more of them than us. I think we’re the lucky ones here.” 
Semreh nodded when Kaire looked to him for help. 
She turned back to the pond. “Lokum wouldn’t have left it at that.”
Semreh and Narcel sat in silence. A bird chirped nearby, the only other noise was the two panting. They were still excited from the fight, their own bickering largely forgotten, for the moment.  
A cold breeze blew past, and Narcel gazed at the sun already past mid-day. “The days seem to be growing shorter,” he finally said. 
“Was she always like this?” Semreh asked.
Narcel put his face in his palms. “I don’t know who this girl is, honestly.” He pulled at his hair and looked in the direction she had gone. “I mean, she sent me the letter, she told me she loved me, and when I went to her she was with my cousin. Then I saved her, and I saw it in her eyes, and felt it on her lips. Everything changed, and you’re here, and she tries to seduce you or something? I mean, what am I supposed to do with all of this?” 
“What if she didn’t send the letter?”
Narcel pondered this thought, drawing a tiger in the dirt with his finger. “I thought of that, back on the night I saw them together. I wondered if Lokum could have sent it, just to one-up me. But no, it was her handwriting, and she admitted to sending it. I think… it doesn’t matter. What matters is we are together now, and neither of us seems to know what we want.”
“Maybe sometimes it’s best to realize that things aren’t how you thought they were, you know? So you thought you loved her all this time. Is it possible you had built her up in your head to be something more than she really is? Are you expecting her to be more than she’s capable of being?”
“How would I know?”
“Well, think about the past. Was there a time when you both really cared for each other, because you really cared? Or were you doing it because you wanted a pretty girl like her on your arm, or because you enjoyed the chase? Is she perfect, or perfect for you? It’s not about finding the perfect person, Narce. It’s about finding the unadulterated affection and devotion towards the woman you truly love, and she feels it back. That’s what makes the one so beautiful.”
“Give me a break with all that.”
“You say she could never make up her mind. I don’t want to overstep any boundaries here, but—” 
“Too late.”
“That doesn’t sound like any love I’ve heard of. If you mislabel it, you won’t know love when it truly finds you.” 
Narcel felt like punching his friend right in his thick nose. He was mad at himself, because he had never really sat down to think it through. “Let’s get ready to go. When Kaire returns I say we get you on your way to Orath.”
***
The next several days were brutal moments of self-analysis and philosophical ponderings. Did he ever truly care about her, or was it because of how she made him feel? Was it an ideal, a persona he had projected onto her?
The birds chased each other through the branches and seemed to taunt him in their companionship, while Semreh and Kaire trudged along behind him in silence. His leg hurt occasionally, but at times the pain would disappear and he found himself increasing the pace so their journey could end that much sooner. 
“What exactly are we looking for?” Semreh asked, one night as he stared into the stars.   
“We’ll know it when we see it.” His eyes closed with images of a land of sprawling terraces, rivers flowing through castles, and great statues of the gods and goddesses of legend. He knew that if they could find Appontia, all the confusion would be gone.
Narcel awoke to the smell of bread and cheese, feeling the urge to vomit. He forced the food into his belly, remembering the final dreams of the night, those of Kaire and Semreh, kissing and laughing. No one talked during the meal, and when they were done they quickly packed up and were on the move. 
A feminine clearing of a throat drew Narcel’s attention and he turned to see Kaire beside him. 
“I don’t think you should be so annoyed,” she said. 
“I’m not annoyed.”
“Talk to me.” 
Narcel looked at her, and then at Semreh, but continued walking in silence. 
“Nothing happened, Narcel,” Semreh said. “Are we on that again?” 
Narcel blushed and turned on his friend. “After how I’ve seen the two of you looking at each other, I don’t see how else I could be reacting.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Lately I don’t know what to expect.” Narcel stopped walking and his voice rose. “Think about it Kaire, back there in the village. Semreh used you to bait me!”
Semreh held up his hands. “You know I wasn’t in my right mind at the village. It isn’t fair to bring that up whenever you find it convenient to insult me. I attacked you, and I’m sorry. I’ve apologized numerous times.” 
“I thought I knew you.”
Kaire stepped forward. “If you love me you will stop this. If we just find Appontia, maybe on the way to Nethia, then everything will be fine.”
Narcel glared at her. “My stories of love were the ramblings of a silly child.”
Kaire plopped herself onto a nearby fallen tree trunk. “Stop, just stop!”
It seemed odd, watching her cry. At that moment Narcel realized she was a stranger, a lonely, cold girl that he no longer knew—that perhaps he never knew.
“That’s enough,” Semreh said.
Narcel’s heart thudded in his chest like a crazed man pounding on his prison cell. “Stay out of this.”
“Look what you are doing to us!”
“To us?” Narcel took a step back. “Very well, draw your spear. I knew you were Mawtu through-and-through. Come on, let’s see what you have. Come on!”
“What’re you talking about? Draw my spear?” Semreh threw his weapons to the ground. “Do you even hear yourself? I’m your friend. I’m not here to fight you. Not here to steal your girl. Or maybe you don’t remember what friends are?” Semreh stood motionless, eyes locked in a fierce standoff with Narcel. Finally he sighed and let his hands fall to his side. “I don’t know why we’re at this again, Narce. You were the one that told me you don’t love her anymore anyway. So why are we letting such a simple misunderstanding over a girl you apparently care nothing about get between us?”
“You care nothing about?” Kaire looked up from her sobs. 
Narcel turned away, unsure what he felt, and unsure what had come over him. 
For days Kaire and Narcel walked without saying a word to each other, Semreh ahead to spot danger, or so he said. As one hill passed, another rose in its place. They walked along several lakes without bothering to rest, and only stopped when their feet hurt or Semreh returned saying it was time to eat. He would break off some bread or cheese and hand it to Kaire, who would snatch it without making eye contact. 
Narcel was just as distant. He would notice things about Kaire, things that hadn’t bothered him before. Was her left eye slightly larger than her right? Did she always scrunch her nose like that before eating? The skies turned from light blue to dark blue and almost grey the farther north they walked, while the dense groupings of trees thinned to insubstantial clusters. 
Kaire finally broke the silence one day while Semreh was off to relieve his bladder. “What exactly is going on here?”
Narcel looked up from a drawing of mountains he was forming with a stick in the dry soil. “What do you mean?”
“What do I mean? This doesn’t seem insane to you?” She got up and paced around him. “I followed you because you said you loved me, and sure, because people are chasing you. But I have feelings for you, or at least I did, and so I can’t see you running off by yourself to who knows where. It seems we’ve grown so far apart that I wouldn’t even know how to start pulling us back together.”
Their eyes met for the first time in a while. “Is that what you want? Do you want us to be together?”
“I don’t know. I mean, we are together, physically. And did I, at one point, want to go back to Lokum? That doesn’t matter now. If we are to go on together, don’t you at least think we should try to make it work?”
“I think I’d like that.” He stood up and took her hands in his, smiling. But he couldn’t forget what Semreh said about love, and the feeling that this wasn’t it. He looked around at the green terraced hills, the river that ran through the base of nearby hills on its journey east. “Come, let’s take shelter amongst those trees. We deserve some rest.” 
Kaire smiled, and followed him with her arm in his.
They placed their meager belongings under a tree and sat beneath it. He held her in his arms, and leaned in to smell the sweet vanilla he remembered oh so well. It was gone, replaced by the scent of dust and sweat. 
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“About what?”
“You know, about it all. About how I’ve been acting lately, you know, paranoid, maybe jealous.”
“Maybe?”
“Yes, well… what about you?”
“I suppose I feel bad for acting certain ways, but to say I regret it? To say I’m sorry? I am sorry my actions hurt you, I never meant for that.” She rested her head against his chest, and he wondered if she could hear anything in there. 
When Semreh found them, Narcel lowered Kaire’s sleeping head to the soft grass and went to meet his friend. 
“So you think it’s safe to build a fire now?”
“The Mawtu?” Semreh said. “I think they’ve moved on. I actually wonder if they were telling the truth about not meaning to attack.”
“But why? Why would they be here?”
“I think we’ll survive.” He looked at Kaire, and smiled. “So what’s going to happen between you two?”
“Your guess is as good as mine. I thought this would work. Go rescue her and bask in her praise until the day we die in each other’s arms, but I guess the world doesn’t work that way.”
“The hero finds a princess that doesn’t need saving.”
“But I still have to try.” 
Semreh nodded for him to go on. He seemed to already know. 
“But I think it’s best if you leave us.” His voice stuttered as he said it. “If this is going to work, it won’t work with you around to distract her. It’s nothing against you, of course. You’ve been a great friend, and perhaps one day we can meet in Orath, and you can show me what a magnificent city it is. But for now, I have to think of what’s best for us, for me and her. You understand, right?” 
Semreh looked at Narcel and seemed about to argue, but shook his head, grabbed his spear from the ground, and turned to go. Before he disappeared into the trees and the endless hills, he turned and threw a pack at Narcel’s feet. “I have enough supplies to get me where I am going. You’ll have to talk to Kaire and figure out what you each want. Good luck, brother. I hope we can meet again, on better terms.” The woods consumed him, and within minutes the crunch of the pine needles under his footsteps faded. 
Narcel lingered, a heaviness pressing down on him. He felt the urge to call Semreh back and apologize, to stay with his friend forever. But that wouldn’t serve anyone. Semreh had to go to Orath, to pursue whatever life he can, in the city he belongs. But Narcel and Kaire? He turned back to where she moaned among dreams, and wondered what lay in store for them. 
 
 



Chapter 35: The Search
 
 
Lokum and his army rode from the gates without informing the others of their intentions, as he had instructed. He led with his four captains beside him, one-hundred men taking up the rear. They rode in full daylight, barely before noon. Should someone have seen them and reported them to the Generals or the Council, he would be long gone. Nothing else would matter if he found Kaire. 
Silence won over all but the neighing of horses and the crunching of crisp orange and red leaves. They rode toward the southwest mountains, the same the Valhian survivors had crossed just weeks before. A whistling breeze brought a chill and the smell of decaying olives on the ground of the nearby farmers’ lands.  
Orinth rode up beside Lokum. “Sir, may I ask the plan? Who do we attack with these small numbers?” 
Lokum imagined the look on Kaire’s face when she saw him leading such a large group of soldiers, and how impressed she would be. 
“We’ll see what we can find, see if there are any Mawtu waiting to have their guts spilled.” Lokum stared ahead, imagining the day when he would find Narcel. 
They continued on with only the clanking of armor and the muffled sound of hooves pounding over the soft ground. Soon a rhythmic pounding of raindrops began on their helmets, and the flat ground gave way to ragged cliffs as they entered the hills. 
The rain picked up, but the soldiers kept on in spite of the mud rushing along the stone path, their surroundings almost bare now. Lokum’s heart held hope and he pushed the men forward even when Alses and Melonto insisted they needed time to eat and rest. 
“Not yet,” Lokum answered. “We must hurry to Angora, where we confront our past.” His hand gripped the wet handle of his right sword, his left hand on the reigns. 
The downpour came and went, and then came again, as if each crag of mountain warranted its own climate. None of the men dared to tell Lokum to stop. The mountains opened to a narrow descending path. The first small hovels of the village Angora appeared below, surrounded by trees that seemed to go on forever. An aura of excitement permeated from the military force atop the mountain. 
Lokum pulled his horse around with a smile. “That’s your chance to rest boys, to eat and cater to whatever vile urges your body demands of you. But first, round me up every guard for questioning, and be quick about it.”
They rode fast, even the horses sensing a chance to escape the rain and find food. A gale of dust brought the scent of a mid-afternoon stew to their nostrils, along with roast hen and sage, and they pushed harder. Shades of the evergreens flew past the army at Lokum’s tail, and their eyes lit up just as the sun broke from the clouds to blanket the city in an almost holy light. 
A streak of red caught the corner of Lokum’s eye. “Hold!” 
He turned off the path and through the narrow trees. His men stopped behind him, almost as stiff as the small group of Mawtu warriors before them.
“What business do the Mawtu have in Ikarin?” Alses said as he rode alongside Lokum. He drew his sword with a flick of his arm to point it at a young Mawtu who, Lokum noted, had only two spikes on his helmet. 
Approximately twenty Mawtu stood behind the young Mawtu, each wearing or holding bronze helmets with similar spikes. Their scarlet robes flowed around bronze breastplates, while eight foot spears hung loosely in their grip. The Mawtu stared at the sword, his lip curling to the left as if he thought it was a toy. 
“I presume you come from Nethia,” the Mawtu said. 
“And you’re in our land,” Alses replied.
In one instant and with a resounding clash of shifting armor, the Mawtu formed a line of spears facing Lokum and his riders. 
“Hold,” Lokum said again. “Who’s in charge here?”
“I’m Arduous, and I lead these men.” The man’s hardened expression remained, but his eyes showed worry as more of Lokum’s men joined the confrontation. 
“And what brings you to the outskirts of Angora, Arduous?” Lokum asked.
“We’re searching out some Mawtu who’ve abandoned their family, the Forsaken now. They will pay with their lives.”
“How are we to know you don’t mean to wander these towns with your twenty men, spreading your propaganda and starting revolts against the Council of Nethia?” 
Arduous lowered his spear. “I swear on the Mawtu spear, that is not our purpose. The twenty of us were sent after these Forsaken, and are to return with them to Kordom immediately.”
Lokum scrunched his nose in thought. He didn’t like the look of the small Mawtu man, though he had nothing against the Mawtu at the moment, only against Narcel. “There’s more than one?” 
“That’s correct. Last we heard they were seen leaving this city with a woman.”
“We’re going to help you find these men. We will go into Angora together and get to the bottom of this.”
It was obvious Arduous didn’t welcome the idea of being surrounded by so many of the enemy, but he was heavily outnumbered. He nodded consent. 
The Ikarin soldiers set up camp around Angora while a small group entered the city. A guard at the mound of a gate stared wide eyed and sheathed his sword when he learned Lokum’s identity.
Lokum instructed the guard to show them a pleasant place where they could talk, and soon found himself, the four Mawtu, and twenty of his own men crowded inside a quaint smoke-filled inn. A large man with saggy skin and hiding within a vomit-colored tunic approached with several pipe-carrying assistants. 
“We don’t serve their type here.” He motioned toward the scarlet robes.
“This is Captain Lokum of Nethia,” Melonto said as he stood. “You will watch how you talk to him, old man.” 
The man took a step back and motioned his assistants forward. His fat cheeks turned the color of the robes he so hated. “My apologies. Please, enjoy my finest smoke, on the house of course.”
“That’s more like it.” Melonto sat and smirked at Lokum. 
It had been a while since Lokum had felt a friendship with Alses and Melonto, with the stress of everything happening so quickly. But now the prospect of finding Kaire was blossoming, and even the cold air creeping through the cracks of the building’s walls didn’t bother him. 
Lokum waited for a boy in a potato-bag looking outfit to light his pipe, and when it was ready he inhaled deeply.
The guard looked at him nervously, but accepted the pipe when handed it. 
“So, we hear there was some trouble from the likes of this bunch not long ago.” Lokum motioned toward the Mawtu sitting awkwardly amongst them. “Can you tell me who was on guard that day? Can you find him for me so I may ask him some questions?” 
“Sir,” the guard said after letting a long stream of smoke float from his nostrils. “It is only my brother and I that stand guard, but if I understand correctly, it was I that day. We speak of the incident with the dead men in the abandoned inn?” The guard shuddered and passed the pipe back to Lokum. 
“Yes, well I’m looking for the man involved. I must know where he has gone, and the girl.” 
“No one saw where they went.” The guard’s eyes darted around the room. It was hard to tell if he was scared or if the smoke was already having its effect on him. “He killed them all sir, and escaped without being seen.”
Lokum took another drag, holding it in and feeling the sweet smoke caress the insides of his cheeks. He let it out slowly, eyeing the guard with skepticism. “And how do I know you aren’t just trying to protect this man? You let him into Angora after all.”
“But sir, I wouldn’t!” The guard stood in protest. “There’s no way I would consi—”
Thwack. The guard flew forward and into the sunken floor beneath the sitting area. Alses stood above him glaring, fist still clenched. 
“What was that?” Lokum asked. 
“He was threatening you, Captain,” Alses answered. 
“Damn, Alses, help him up. If he was a threat I would’ve had you kill him.” He waited while Alses reluctantly helped the man to his feet. “Now, guard, I’m going to ask you one more time, where did Narcel go?”
Arduous looked puzzled, setting down his own pipe. “How did you know…?”
“Don’t worry about that. I must know where they went.”
Arduous sat back and fondled his pipe, eyeing Lokum inquisitively. 
“But sir,” the guard sputtered, making sure not to seem aggressive. “I have said I have no idea, you must believe me!”
“I must do what’s right, not what some scum from Angora tells me. Alses, now you can kill him.”
“Captain?” Alses asked.
“Don’t stand there looking stupid, make an example of him and someone will talk.” 
Alses licked his lips and pulled a knife from the back of his sash. A flicker of a smile touched his face as his knife slid across the man’s throat. Blood shot across the lush carpet, splattering scarlet across the pattern of brown and gold. Several pipes clanged to the ground. 
“Everyone sit down!” Lokum yelled. He turned on the owner of the shop. “You’d better send your assistants to find someone in this place who knows what happened and where the girl went, or you and your boys are next.”
The fat man bowed, the blubber of his double chins shaking as he scampered off to carry out his orders. 
Lokum turned slowly to Arduous, nostrils flaring as he tried to control his breathing. “These village types… can’t trust ‘em.”
Arduous sat in silence, eyes on the blood. He didn’t look particularly disturbed, more thoughtful. “Why are you after this man, this forsaken and his companion?”
“His name’s Narcel. I care nothing for the other traveler, if there was one.” Lokum picked up a pipe which had been dropped and motioned for Alses to light it. “If I found him, I would do much worse than Alses just did to our little friend here.” He nodded to the guard’s convulsing body. “No, it’s the girl I want. She and I were in love, and Narcel stole her from me.” 
“So why take us along? If we can’t have him afterwards, that is.”
“I figure his death will be so much more humiliating if not only the girl he loves is watching, but his former brothers. You’ll watch as I slice him from ear to ear and feed him his own brains. But I have nothing particular against the Mawtu. There are those I would like to consider my friends among the Mawtu. Asiter for one.”
Arduous’s eyes opened wide. “You knew Asiter?”
“Knew?” 
“He was one of the old Mawtu, but he didn’t die of old age. He was killed in his retreat from Indikrus.”
“I’m sorry to hear it.” Lokum felt betrayed.
“We cannot simply ignore his death. Melonto, go in the back and see what sort of spirits you can find for us and our new friends here to mourn the death of a bastard. Go on now.”
Smoke piled on top of smoke as it filled the room, and soon Lokum found his eyelids growing heavy. Where had that blasted store-keep and his assistants gone? He took another swig of a harsh drink Melonto had found. It burned the whole way down. 
Men shouted from outside and Lokum pushed himself up to see what was going on. Streaks of brown clothing flew between red and blue, all of it melding together. Squinting, he could barely make out the four Mawtu fighting the villagers off. 
“Push through, men,” Arduous, said, his voice sounding distorted, echoing.
Lokum stumbled toward the blurry red images he knew were the Mawtu, but tripped over a pile of pillows. The last thing he remembered was a dark object flying at him, perhaps the floor. 
“Captain!” Melonto’s voice struck Lokum’s ears like a shrieking eagle. “Captain, wake up!” 
Lokum rolled over and opened his eyes. He was being dragged backwards away from the smoky room. Thunder pounded louder than he had ever heard, but something told him it was just in his head. 
“Captain?”
“What happened?” Lokum sat straight and looked at the palm trees swaying in the dusk sky.
“The villagers attacked” Alses said from beside Melonto. “We captured fourteen of them, but many escaped, sir.” 
“Damn them, damn them all. Kill the fourteen and burn Angora.” He rubbed his temples, hoping the pounding would at least soften. 
“The Generals, the Council....” Eland looked up at Lokum in horror. “There will be no hope with them after this.”
“Burn the Council too then, if you must. Something tells me these people haven’t been honest with Nethia, and if they aren’t open and honest, then what are they? Treacherous comes to mind. It’s time we seek out new allies.” 
Struggling to appear dignified as he stumbled to his feet and walked toward his camped men, Lokum finally made it. He mounted his horse and drank an entire water skin as he watched his soldiers tie the prisoners and throw them into the flames of Angora. They resisted their execution and killed two of his men, but that was war. Lokum was willing to accept casualties, if he must. The Mawtu at his side nodded approval. 
“Come,” Arduous said. “We have a common goal, let us ride as one.”
Lokum caressed the neck of his mount, mind elsewhere. Flames crackled behind the army as Lokum led them North through dense trees. But as they rode, they saw a man ahead. The man wore blue, but the dirty blue associated with the servant class, and he went to one knee as Lokum approached. When he looked up, Lokum was surprised to see Haden. 
“What are you doing out here?” Lokum asked. 
“Lokum, sir,” Haden stood and addressed him. “I came with four others, but they didn’t make it. I bring news, of your aunt, Councilor Gaila. It seems some are positioning her to be the new queen.”
“The world rewards incompetence.” Lokum spat on the ground. “Is that all?”
“No sir. The others sent to find you were sent to arrest you. She has named you a traitor until you return to explain your actions, disappearing with these men.”
“Indeed?” 
“What’s this then?” Arduous asked. “Not a true Nethian after all, is that right?”
“Not anymore.” Lokum motioned for his men to bring a horse for Haden. “You ride with us now, boy.”
Haden’s eyes flashed something like hatred and Lokum made a note of it. He would have to remember to put the slave in his place when the time came, but for now he couldn’t have him riding back to give away his location. 
“How did you find us?” Lokum asked as they put the village behind them. 
Haden glanced back at the pillar of smoke and shrugged. “We weren’t far off.”
“Point taken, more discretion from here on.” Lokum pulled back on his reigns and waited for Arduous to join him. “It seems I have need of new allegiances.”
“You help us with our mission,” Arduous replied. “We help you with yours.”
“And after?” 
“I’ll put in a good word for you with Adonis.” 
It was good enough, and time for him to find a new home. He didn’t fail to notice the looks of concern from his men.
Night drew near, and at times the men had to dismount and lead their horses through narrow paths. Alses and Melonto shared worried looks until the light of the moon completely faded in the canopy of pine needles above. They could no longer see each other. 
“Lokum, are you there?” Alses asked the darkness. 
“Where else would I be? Back in Valhia with Kaire in my arms perhaps? Oh right, Narcel stole that chance from me.”
Silence flooded the complete darkness. 
“What is it, Alses?” Lokum asked. “You obviously had something on your mind. Tell me.”
“Captain, I hesitate to be hopeful of finding anything in this. I can’t even see you, let alone anyone hiding in these woods. Perhaps we had better set up camp for the night?”
Lokum hesitated. “Fine, but no fires or light of any sort, I don’t want Narcel to know we’re coming for him.” 
“Aside from the smoke of Angora and the crashing of troops through the woods, I’m sure he won’t expect a thing.” 
Lokum lowered himself from his horse, tracing the beast’s flank to find his bedroll. He unrolled the thick wool, and then reached back to his horse for a ration of figs and dried venison. His attention was diverted by a shout to his left. He froze, ears perked. 
“Alses,” he whispered. 
He waited for a response. 
“Alses!” Another shout, this time to his right. A hand touched his shoulder and he reached for his sword. 
“It’s me sir,” Orinth said. 
“Where’s Alses?” 
“We haven’t seen him,” Melonto’s voice came from nearby, causing Lokum to jump. 
“Curse these woods,” Lokum said. “Who else is here? What’s going on out there?” 
A clanging of bronze came from close by this time and Lokum recognized the voice that called his name. 
“I think we found Alses,” he said as he began to move. “Follow me.”
Lokum pushed through the dark toward the voice he had heard, Melonto and Orinth doing their best to follow him. He had to turn and hiss every couple of minutes to make sure they had his path, and once they nearly trampled him when a root caught his foot and he fell. 
“Alses!” Lokum yelled. 
A gush of wind blew across his face and he saw a glimmer of a spear followed by the white of a man’s eyes. The trees above swept aside with a breeze. The sliver of moonlight allowed him to see a Mawtu before him, several more scattered throughout the woods fighting off brown robed attackers. He scrambled back to the protection of Melonto and drew his sword, cursing as the leaves once again blocked out the light. This time a sword narrowly missed him, stinging his cheek and drawing a line of blood. 
He thrust his sword forward, losing his balance as his blade met the night air. A shock met his hand as something struck his sword, but he heard a growl from Melonto and then a crash. 
The light appeared to show Melonto wrestling with a villager for the man’s spear. Lokum stood and pulled Melonto’s sword from his sash, but when he raised it to attack, the man maneuvered Melonto into the path and Lokum hesitated. A shout came from his right and another enemy charged. Orinth sprung forward and met the attack. The moonlight shone for a moment; then all was dark again. Lokum swung at nothing, hoping he wouldn’t hit his own men. He heard the grunts moving farther away and he followed. A twig snapped to his left, something thudded into a tree to his right. He moved, looking for something to hit, but it was just too dark. Then the moonlight shone and he was alone. 
Everything looked the same in these woods. Lokum moved through the trees, his hair in every direction, his blue captain robes muddy and ragged. He stumbled forward, sword at the ready, paused, and then turned back the way he had come. Where were his men? Which way had he come? 
“Alses!” he called out. “Melonto!” 
A bird chirping from a mangled spruce was the only response. Lokum changed direction and pressed on. He had ridden from Nethia so sure he would find Kaire and have her, and hopeful he would catch Narcel and put that child out of his misery. All confidence and hope was beginning to fade. He paused against a tree, taking the last of his water from the skin on his sash. If he didn’t find his men soon, he would be in trouble. 
“Get out here this instant, Orinth!” He threw the water skin into the dense foliage. He kicked the tree beside him and turned, squinting into the dense pillars of brown and white trunks. The woods had swallowed him up and he was done for. He lowered his head and took a step forward. His foot never met the ground. Leaves and dirt flew around him as he fell. The ground rose up to crack him in the skull. The darkness span around him and he gave in to the heaviness pressing down on his chest. The dizziness took him and within moments he was out cold. 
A dream hit him….. He was in the north, fog twisting through his legs and following his movement, at his command. He turned to face a man of golden radiance, a man that smiled with a crown upon his head. There was no doubt in Lokum’s mind that this was a god. 
“No,” the man of gold said. “Not a god, the God. And I am waiting for you, my brother.” 
The man stretched out his hand, so bright and full of sunlight it was blinding, but Lokum took it and, with a surge of warmth, pulled in a breath that radiated through his body. 
He woke in a cold sweat, returning to the darkness of the woods outside Angora. 
Had it been only a dream, or something more? His eyes searched for any light, any sign of the man who had called him brother. No, not the man—the God. The more Lokum thought of it, the more it made sense. He was destined for greater things, he had always known it to be so. And now he had a calling. It could only have been the god of the North, the true God as they said, and he was his brother. He would go to Orath and spread the word, conquering lands of unbelievers in order to return them all to the true religion. 
He stood, ready to take on the world. 
“Hello?” a voice called.
Lokum spun around, drawn back to his predicament, and he saw a dim yellow light reflecting on the moss beside him. “How long have I been…. How long was I out?” 
“Give me your hand,” the voice said. 
Lokum opened his eyes and saw he was in a hole. He looked up to see a man with a shaved head, in brown instead of the Mawtu red. 
“Am I in your trap?” Lokum said. 
“I’m a wanderer like yourself,” the man said, his hand still extended. “Do you want out of there or not? I don’t have all night.”
“Got somewhere to be?” Lokum stood and extended his arm. 
The man braced himself and heaved Lokum up, helping him to get a leg over the side. He reached down and pulled Lokum up the rest of the way by the waist. They lay beside the hole, both gasping for air. 
“The name’s Semreh,” the wanderer said as he sat. “And no, not particularly.” 
“Excuse me?” 
“Your question. No, I guess I don’t have somewhere to be. I don’t even know where, but I’m going to the North though, that’s certain.” 
“As am I.”
“Is that so? What business do you have up there?”
“It’s where I belong.” Lokum considered telling the man about his dream, but paused, uncertain. He stared at the man’s shaven head. “Where’re you from?” 
“The North, from Orath. But that was some time ago. And you, friend?”
“People in the North don’t wear the shaven head, and neither do most friends of mine.” Lokum knelt and picked up his sword. He aimed the pointed end at the man. “Declare yourself, Mawtu.”
“You’re confused, friend.” 
“You weren’t part of the attack on me and my men?” Lokum held out his sword, unsure. 
Semreh turned to face the sword. He blinked as the light reflected into his eyes. “Must I remind you I just pulled you from that hole?”
“I don’t know your game, but I know better than to trust men in these parts.”
Semreh stood and sneered at Lokum. He blinked again and in the same moment had drawn his spear and knocked the sword from Lokum’s hands. Lokum dived for the sword, grabbing its handle and turning with blade raised for a block. But Semreh stood back, watching him.
“You’re a strange one,” Semreh said. “Best of luck.” He returned the spear to its clasp on his back and took a step to leave. 
Lokum lunged, but Semreh turned and caught him with a foot in the solar plexus. The sword dropped and this time Semreh wasn’t so nice. He shuffled forward and burst Lokum’s nose with his right elbow, then caught him in the side with a low hook. A twig broke with a snap as the two landed on the ground, Semreh’s fists raising one after the other, each time falling like a mason’s hammer. All Lokum could do was cover his face with his arms. 
“I—” WACK! “told you I don’t know—” WACK! “what you’re talking—” WACK! “about!” 
Only when he seemed to have used his energy did Semreh sit back against a stump, his knuckles bruised and bloody. 
“Damn Narcel.”
Lokum lowered his arms, eyes alert. “What’d you say?” 
As if finding himself, Semreh looked to his bloodied hands and then around at the forest. He turned to glare at Lokum, then stood and grabbed his spear that had fallen beside him during the scuffle. “I’m done with you, Southerner.”
Lokum stood, stumbling forward. Pain surged through him. He wiped the blood with his robe. “Tell me… what you know… about Narcel Maigus.” 
Semreh shook his head and turned to go. 
Lokum let out a yell and charged forward, his spirit reinvigorated. He raised his fist to attack, but Semreh stepped back and ducked under the fist, catching Lokum in the stomach with a knee. He grabbed Lokum by the collar of his tunic and held him inches from his face. “Narcel is no longer part of my life. Who are you to him and why do you persist in this?”
“For the same reason we do.” 
Lokum pulled Semreh’s hands off him, turning to see a line of his men and the Mawtu, weapons drawn. Semreh’s face went pale. 
“As do I,” a new voice said, and they all turned to see a man in glistening scarlet with gold trim, a mask of a white tiger covering his face beneath a spiked helmet. Mawtu among Lokum’s rank went to one knee, while his men looked between the two Mawtu groups in confusion. 
“Adonis.” Semreh glanced about, then darted into the woods in a mad dash to escape. 
Adonis lifted his hand and three Mawtu burst from the shrubbery in pursuit of Semreh. Many more piled into the clearing, surrounding Lokum with spears drawn. Melonto and Alses looked to Lokum for orders, but he knew fighting was useless against such numbers. He couldn’t be sure any of his own men had survived the attack in the night. 
“Who are you?” Lokum asked. 
Adonis reached a golden gloved hand and removed his tiger mask. Lokum took a moment to register his recognition. 
“Sinoda,” Lokum said, amazed. “So this is what’s become of you.”
“It has been some time.”
“And your brother?”
“We’re in pursuit now, as a matter of fact. Please, join us.” Four Mawtu grabbed Lokum and pulled him to his feet. 
“I anticipate a joyous family reunion,” Lokum said between clenched teeth. 
 



Chapter 36: New Beginnings
 
 
Narcel opened the calf-skin pouch, searching for anything but bread and cheese. He hoped for chocolates, or fresh fruit, Kaire’s favorite, but he knew there would be none. Unfortunately his dreams were rewarded with despair, as the cheese had turned moldy. Unless he could find some berries or a wild rabbit, it was going to be a dull day with unsatisfied stomachs.
“I’ll appreciate every last bite,” Kaire said, frowning.
He was surprised to find a letter at the bottom of the bag. He reached in and hesitated when he saw the handwriting. It was Kaire’s letter, the one that had changed so much of his life. Why Semreh had kept it, he could only guess. 
“I dreamed of this moment, every day,” Narcel said, remembering better times.
Kaire’s eyes rose and met his. She smiled, but he saw the same doubt that he felt in his heart. They were trying, and it almost felt like she had promised, in the letter so long ago. But something was still not right, as if the clay was not meant for the mold.   
He sipped his water skin and swished it in his mouth as he gazed at the river far below. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. Not in this heaven in the hills, where infinitely tall evergreens shaded the moss covered land.
She was staring at him, as if she had said something. He hadn’t heard, yet didn’t care.
“Would you mind if I went down to the river?” he said. “I’d like to think by myself for a bit.” 
Kaire scrunched her brow and pouted her lips. “I’ll be here.”
He tucked the letter into his pouch, glancing back to see that she was staring at her nails on one hand, holding stale bread loosely in the other. She was so beautiful, but was she the same girl he had known? The same Kaire he had come to love? A voice in the back of his mind told him no. 
The welcoming roar of the river grew louder as he walked through grass up to his knees, careful not to slip on the mossy rocks. The river opened up before him like a fountain, pulling him forward with the smell of wet cedar and oak, and the melodic song of the waters. Somehow he felt more at peace here than back there with Kaire. 
Narcel lowered himself onto the river bank and leaned back on his right arm. His eyes took in the sight as if it was a mist drifting by him one moment, and then a translucent painting paused for eternity the next. He had dreamed of Kaire so many times. He had dreamed of a moment like this, where they could lie together with her in his arms. That time had finally come.
***
 The sun reached the tops of the distant mountains before Kaire emerged from the thicket, brushing a clinging branch from her view of Narcel. He didn’t notice her bronze skin and the way the sun seemed to soak into her, radiating back through a beauty that exceeded the winter lilies surrounding her feet. Her silk dress fell from her right shoulder and was only held up by the curvature of her breasts, which danced ever so slightly as she stepped into the clearing. But he was occupied with the river that murmured secrets to him as he lay along its bank, mesmerized by its depth. His old life gone, his new life pushed away.
Kaire watched him sitting over the water’s edge, enjoying the singing of the water as it tore its way through the land. She approached, curiosity in her captivating eyes as she seemed to float on top of the soft grass. She sunk down behind him and wrapped her arms around his neck, yet he wasn’t aware of her presence until she ever so slightly breathed into his ear, “I am here.” She kissed his neck, appreciating the curvature of his muscles as she slid her hand along his chest for the first time. “Perhaps we can make it work. I’ll try, for you.”

“You don’t know what I’ve become.” 
“Then I’ll learn to understand, for the Narcel I once knew.”
He turned his head from a kiss she intended. “You don’t know what I’ve done… Who I’ve become.”
Kaire whispered in his ear, “Your past doesn’t matter now. We’re together as you wanted. I’m ready.” Her eyes pleaded with him, begging to be loved. 

He averted his gaze, taking in his surroundings as an excuse to focus somewhere beside her. A rock grouping at the base of some evergreens looked familiar, but from where? Then the picture formed in his mind—he could see how the rocks had once stood as the foundation of a great castle. Perhaps kings and queens had walked these grounds, side-by-side with the gods and goddesses of old.
“What if this is it?” he said aloud, but almost to himself. “The rocks and the mounds, imagine this was all surrounded by walls. We would be in the very room that Karissus cried herself to sleep in for so many nights. I’m sure this was the same river as that in the paintings. See how it seems to form an “S” there.” He turned with excitement to Kaire. “I think we’ve arrived.”
“Appontia?” Her eyes softened as she took in her surroundings. “This is all that’s left of the great kingdom? After all the stories I heard, and everything I made it out to be, to see it like this…. Could this really be it?”
“Yes…. I’m sure of it.”
Kaire attempted to take his face in her hand, but he turned away. 
“You know what I’ll miss most?” he said. “Our innocence. When I received your note, back in Mawtu training,” his hand fumbled with the concealed note in his pouch, “I don’t know how you found me, or found someone that would be able to find me, but I wish to the gods that I’d never seen that letter you sent. As a Mawtu warrior I could live life with a purpose, with a mission. I wasn’t distracted by the youthful desires of the poets.”
Kaire pulled back slightly. 
“When I was young I believed that one day we could be together. I believed that really could happen, and that you would want it too. But I see now that’s not the case.”
“Narcel, stop.” Her voice wavered. “I’m here now. We are together as you dreamed. We’re in Appontia.” She said the name as if trying to convince herself. 
Narcel dwelt on her cautious eyes, considering her for a moment before turning back to the comfort of the water. “You say that you’re ready now, but this whole trip you’ve wished to be with another man, maybe any other man. And I saw it in your eyes when you wished you could be back in the village, with him—with Lokum.  I thought you would realize it was really me all along… that you loved me and were with him because you were confused. But I see now that wasn’t the case.
“I had started to think I was something special at that time, back when I was a Mawtu. I had become this great warrior, and I figured you would finally see in me what you were looking for.” Narcel paused as the sun tucked itself behind the mountains on the far side of the river, the sky illuminated in bright reds and yellows. He sighed. “Don’t do this out of some feeling of obligation. Don’t do this just because I care for you, or because I once cared for you. I honestly don’t even know what I feel now.” The waters picked up speed as the two sat on its bank, as if a storm in the depths desired an offering. 
She placed one hand on his shoulder, resting her head against the back of his neck. If he had been able to see her eyes he would have seen confusion, and a cloud that reflected none of the sunset’s passion. But it was no different than what he saw in the water’s reflection of his own eyes. 
He leaned back out over the water and saw an unrecognizable face reflected back. It was him, but at the same time it wasn’t. The flowing waters distorted the picture, this face staring back through the chaos.
He leaned closer to the water’s edge and, amongst the bright colors that flickered around his reflection, he could make out sadness and a lack of passion, neither of which made sense to him.
“Narcel, look at me.”
He didn’t turn his head.
“Look at me!” She pulled him around and he saw the fury in her eyes. “You came to me, remember? You stole me from my sheets and fought the man I loved, the man I thought I would one day call my husband… and now you pull this?” Her voice had a familiar tone, one he had heard during many fights. That day at Lake Ordius when she had stormed away, her eyes had held the same wild look.
“Kaire, I—” 
“No, Narcel. Now your chance for talking is over. You make a choice right now, you look me in the eyes, and you tell me if you still love me. You tell me if you still want this to work. You do this Narcel, or I….” 
He looked into her eyes, and even opened his mouth, but no words came out. 
“You said we were supposed to be together! You were supposed to rescue me and love me, not bring me out here to this, to nothing!” She slapped him. She waited for him to respond, and slapped him again.
“Stop. I’ll take you back. We’ll see if Lokum still lives. That’s what you want, right?”
“How dare you say his name.” Her eyes burned with the thoughts of Lokum, and she raised her hand again. “You have no right—you were supposed to love me!” She slapped him a third time. 
“Stop it! I’m trying here. What do you want from me?” He flinched as she raised her hand. 
“I don’t need you, I never did. You were nothing!” The words hurt more than the slap. 
But then he realized he felt the same way. He had built her up in his head to be something she wasn’t, something she could never be. It wasn’t fair to her, it wasn’t fair to him. His stomach sank, but at the same time he felt relieved, free.  
He grabbed her wrist. He wanted to say so much, but instead he let go and pushed himself to his feet. “I’ll leave then. You go where you want. It seems we no longer know each other.”
“Don’t you realize what they did to me the night they took you?” She rose through the fog which had begun to form, like a goddess through the river rapids. “You should never have let them take you. You should have done everything in your power to come back to me!” 
There was nothing he could do. It was past the point of fixing, whatever they had, faded with each day he had been with the Mawtu. He walked away.
“Don’t you turn your back on me, you bastard!”
She ran and kicked him square in the back. He sprawled forward and coughed like a sick dog before returning to his feet. He didn’t look back, but kept walking. With a monstrous wail she ran at him and shoved with all her might, causing him to stumble forward. A bare tree branch almost stabled him as he reached for it, but it seemed to sway in the wind at the wrong moment. He felt the ground beneath him disappear. As if falling from the top of a great mountain, Narcel felt the air flying past his face for what seemed an eternity. The anticipation was only made worse when the frigid waters of the violent river finally enveloped his head.  
Freezing pain surrounded him as he reached for any sort of anchor. He tumbled as the pull of the river yanked him with fervor. From somewhere above, Kaire let out a shriek. He pulled forward, breaking free long enough to take a breath and see Kaire running, following him along the edge of the river. The current had him, but with his right hand he was able to grab hold of a gnarled gray root emerging from the water. 
She lunged forward and reached out for him, tears streaming from her terror filled eyes. Narcel felt his muscles stretching and pulling as he extended his left hand toward her. His chance for survival rested in her ability to anchor herself and pull him to safety. However, as their two hands were within inches of each other, Narcel noticed a change in Kaire’s expression. One last tear appeared and rolled down her cheek before her eyes dried and a solid coldness crept over her. It was as if she didn’t even see him there. Shadows from the sunset painted the top of her hair red, the rest of her face a deep shade of purple. He felt free in that moment, as if nothing from his past would ever bother him again. 
***
Trembling, her hand hesitated, and in that instant the river took Narcel. The current rushed around him, white bursts of power pulling him this way and that, throwing him below the freezing surface. His body was flung in circles and dashed against pointed rocks before meeting the hopelessness of the ravenous rapids in the center of the river. 
Kaire’s mind cleared and she saw Narcel’s body disappearing and reappearing in the water as it dragged him like a rag doll out of her sight. Kneeling on the bank of the river, her chest pounded as she realized the certainty of what had just happened—her hesitation may have caused a dear friend from her youth to die. She jumped to her feet and sprinted along the river, looking for any sign of Narcel, but discovered none.
 A resounding roar came from ahead, leading her to the edge of a monstrous waterfall. A sinking feeling came over her as if she herself were drowning in the depths of the water below. She had to sit to avoid fainting. Inching forward, she looked over the edge, down to the bottom of the waterfall where the mists hovered around the great rocks at the bottom. There was no way Narcel could have survived.   
She collapsed on the grass and cried. How could she explain what had just happened? A desire to be done with Narcel had overcome her, his constant double guessing everything, his self-centeredness, and his unending self-pity. The boy she knew was gone a long time ago, she told herself as she tried to pull herself together.

Through her tears she saw one lone flower, a white and yellow daffodil growing out of the grass. She stared at this flower, a flower that had never grown in Ikarin and was new to her. The water crashing against the rocks brought memories of loneliness and the losses in her life. She wasn’t sure she would ever see Lokum again, or if he would take her back. She had walked away from him with another man. She had hesitated when Narcel needed her, and now he was gone as well. Everything was gone.
 Kaire stared out over the waterfall, caressing the soft pedals of the daffodil. She had no idea what to do or where to go. Gazing into the white mists of the raging waters below, she was sad, but more so she was filled with a longing to be back with Lokum, to be back in Valhia. She wasn’t even sure if she cared who it was, but she wanted someone’s arms holding her, someone’s lips kissing her, and someone’s soft voice telling her it was all going to work out, in the end.  
When Kaire finally drew close to Valhia days later, dread passed through her like a frigid wind. A lone shack stood unharmed on the outskirts of the olive grove she knew so well, but as she emerged from the rows of withering olive trees, she took in the charred ruins of what was once the city of her home. Puffs of smoke lingered, crisp bodies lay surrounded by swords and spears. She barely noticed the ash that blew over her clothes as she knelt and stared with eyes wide at the moon. All she knew was helplessness and the salty taste of her tears.
 



Chapter 37: The North
 
 
The water of the river lapped the young man’s face as his heart trembled in his chest. Each breath burned. He groaned at the tightness in his muscles as he arched his back to see his surroundings. 
Wisps of fog hovered inches off the ground, as if hesitant to touch the man’s skin lest his warmth disintegrate its substance. Witch hazel hung limply, clutching branches of crippled trees. Gnarled roots broke through rocky earth. Above it all, mountains rose out of the purple haze, casting their shadows over the gloomy land as if to crush any remnants of hope. A startled doe lifted her head and stared at the man for a moment before darting into the mists.
The man tried to lift himself, but collapsed. The ground thundered and sent shocks through his aching head. He was alive, that was all that mattered. His old life was gone, and endless potential for new beginnings spanned out before him. He smiled and lay back on the river bank, waiting, watching a crow circle above his head. Soon darkness crept over it all, as the man’s eyes closed and sleep overtook him.
“Well what do we have here?” a guttural voice asked. 
The man forced his eyes open. The profiles of three men and two women stood in the fog. The younger woman caught his eye and his vision. Sitting atop a horse, her maroon gown hung around her ankles and her maple hair was tied behind her head in a loose braid. 
The man in the water wanted to call out to her, to tell her to run, to leave him be. He could handle no more women in his life, especially not one as beautiful as she. At the same time, he craved her arms around him. Was she a dream? Some goddess, come to take him away? His vision blurred and the aching returned.
“Looks like he’s breathing,” the young woman said in a soft, calming voice.
They heaved him up and over to dry land. Two of them rubbed his limbs to give him warmth and covered him with one of their own thick brown robes. 
“Now then, what’s your name, boy?” a particularly hairy man asked.
Flat on his back, the man from the river strained to see the newcomers. He extended his fingers and toes, groaning to see if his voice worked. 
Among the pain and confusion of his mind, a name lingered, a name that no longer felt right—Narcel. That was the man he used to be, not the person he planned to become. Not anymore.  
 “Equitas,” he muttered, remembering the name from a tale of the early Brazian Wars. “Call me Equitas.”
 The large man leaned back, his expression softening as if he understand that there was more to this story, but he didn’t ask. 
“I am Otirian, and you’re in need of dry clothes.” He turned to the beautiful girl. “Amaris, go hide your eyes.”
She smiled at Equitas and waited until Otirian shooed her off. 
The new clothes were a relief, but Equitas would have killed for the warmth of a roaring log fire. The men who had found Equitas didn’t seem to care that he refused to tell them where he came from, or how he had ended up half drowned in the river. They helped him up and put him on a horse, led by the strongly built middle aged woman.
Equitas passed the ride in and out of consciousness, glad for the many hours of practice he had with the Mawtu. He shuddered, trying to push memories of spiked helmets and red robes out of his mind.
The first time he awoke, he wasn’t sure if it was day or night in the thick mists and purple haze. His eyelids closed again, and the next time they opened it was still dark. Through the fog he could make out one of the men riding to his right. 
“Where are we?”
 “Likely a half day journey from our village,” the man said. “Karack, we call it.”
Equitas continued the ride in silence until sleep took him again. In the haze, he wondered if those were trees around him, or people. He was too tired to tell. With the gentle thudding of the horse beneath him, he again drifted into the land of sleep. Not quite awake, a warm liquid met his lips and he welcomed it. 
When he opened his eyes again, the same man was riding to his right. 
“What’s your name, sir?”
With a glance back, the man considered Equitas. “Brackar.”
 “Well met, Brackar.” Equitas rode on for a bit in silence, his head bowed and throbbing. His instinct told him to fall from the horse and let them ride off. They would be better off without him. Whatever reason he may have had for living once, he couldn’t recall.  
The horses turned down a muddy slope and veered right to avoid a lake. Lilly pads covered the lake, so that the water only showed in blotches. Where the fog touched the surrounding trees, it seemed to pull away and then wrap around their branches. Equitas craned his neck to see what he thought was a village in the distance, but as they drew closer he saw it was just more bushes and trees covered in lichen and witch hazel.
He turned to Brackar after riding for some time.
“Are we in Ikarin?”
“Ikarin?” The woman leading the horse looked back with a tilt of her head. “So you are Quarath, or foreigner as you say. No, not Ikarin and not even Braze. You’re in the land of The North, lad. You hear this Brackar?” She laughed. “He’s a far ways from home, this cub.”
“Gladir’s just excited to meet an outsider,” Brackar said with a friendly smile. He stared into the distance as if he was searching for something in the mists. 
Equitas felt his head spinning as he rode. The North? Semreh’s land, but how did he get here? He longed to see the girl he had seen by the river, but she rode ahead and out of his vision’s reach. Semreh’s face flashed into his mind, but he pushed it out promptly.
“Brackar?” Equitas waited, hesitating at the agitation in the man’s eyes, but then continuing, “Where in Orath is that?”
“Karack is a small farming village to the east, as near to the coast as we dare.”
“What do you mean?”
“We are mountain folk, Equitas. Up here in the North, we love the fresh air of the mountains, the mysteries of the fog. It isn’t the same in the sandy lands near the coast. Can’t grow the same crops. I never understand you people from the coasts.”
“Not all cities in Braze are on the coast.” Equitas tasted the fresh air and found himself sitting straight in his saddle. “True, my city was on the coast, but the capital is in the mountains. Well, it’s on the other side of the mountains I suppose, and near the ocean. Now that you mention it, most of our cities are near the coast in some way or another.”
“I know a lot of your lands, Quarath,” Brackar said. “I’ve heard stories too, ones that fascinate me. Perhaps you know of the Torathar Wars?” He waited for Equitas to nod. “We love stories up here in the north.”
Gladir nodded in agreement. “We certainly do. Brackar is always talking about your silly stories, ever since he was a kid he’s always wanted to visit the south. Which one was your favorite again, Brackar?”
“That’s too easy,” Brackar said. “Why, the story of Ordius.”
Equitas’s ears perked. 
“You’ve heard of it, yes?” Gladir asked.
“I have,” Equitas said. “And numerous times I heard about Ordius’s lover, Karissus, and her travels through the levels of Heaven.” Memories of Kaire and the life he no longer lived spiraled through his head. He almost wished the rocks of the waterfall had taken his life and rid him of such memories. 
 “Oh yes, that is a good one,” Brackar said. “A traveler, years ago, told us of the story you speak of. Do you know the other side of the story though?”
“I don’t recall it, no.” His eyes searched ahead for the girl in maroon.
“Karissus found Ordius dying, and swore to never leave his side again. As he died, she plunged herself on his sword in order to join him in the after-life. Only, according to the legends of your land, those that kill themselves are stuck in purgatory. They say there is no way into this purgatory through heaven or hell, so Ordius fought his way out of heaven to the land of the living, in order to kill himself and be with her.”
Equitas looked over at his riding companion with a new level of interest. 
“That’s ridiculous.”
“Why do you think your Reveries declared him God of Honor?”
“Because he sacrificed his life for his lands, naturally.” 
“Check your history, Quarath. Ask your Knowers, or the Reveries themselves.” Brackar chuckled, with a glance to the heavens. “Not that I believe these stories are anything more than mere stories.”
“So, people in the North don’t heed the Reveries, they don’t worship the same gods?” Equitas wasn’t sure whether to be offended or amazed. Not that he necessarily believed in it all. He rode for a while, contemplating Brackar. The way the man sat straight in his saddle and held his hand constantly on his sword, it reminded Equitas of someone he had once known, but he couldn’t place it. 
“My mother came from the south, from Nethia,” Brackar said. “I’ve always wanted to go there. But no, we don’t have Reveries in the North. That is strictly Braze. We don’t believe that heroes can become gods, or that the gods’ souls are reborn through them or whatever it is you people believe. We certainly don’t believe men, or any so-called “gods” of the south, have special powers. 
“We have one king in our land, and he rules from Orath with justice and honor. Likewise, he answers to the one true God. The churches are set up to honor this system. We believe that the soul is an energy that lives on through the king, energy both morally and spiritually above the failings of mankind. It is said that one day there will be a great clash between the forces of good and evil, and on that day a true king will lead us to victory. But that is only after we suffer defeat.”
“Sounds confusing, and dark.”
“Well that’s the way of it and we have our king. Perhaps one day the gods of your world will chance to meet our king in battle, and the truth shall be revealed.” Brackar paused, and sighed. “I apologize if I’ve offended you, my new friend. I didn’t mean to attack your beliefs.”
Equitas leaned over and rested against his horse’s neck, running his fingers through its mane. 
“No offense taken. I no longer consider the lands in the south to be my home. I believed their stories once, perhaps.”
Brackar reached across with a skin of wine to his new companion. 
“Here, drink this. You’re welcome in our land, and Otirian will make sure you feel comfortable among your new friends in Karack. Perhaps the truth will be revealed to you in due time. But it must be through your own decision to accept our God if you choose to, not anyone forcing his or her beliefs on you. Regardless, I’m happy you’ve joined us, Equitas.” 
Equitas almost forgot to respond at the sound of his fake name. When he realized he’d been addressed but failed to answer, he sunk in his saddle, his hands clenching the reins tightly. He rode through the mists and the dark forest, wondering if this was going to work. This new beginning. To him, a new name meant a new life, or at least what he needed to start the path toward becoming a new man. Perhaps he was fooling himself.
The woods they traveled through were filled with low hanging tree limbs. Equitas’s eyes closed, and he had to force them open. He wasn’t about to let the branches knock him from the horse. 
With a start, Equitas woke to find he lay on the ground under wool blankets, with no recollection of how he had arrived. Pine needles pricked his back, but his muscles felt relaxed and it no longer hurt to breathe. What a pleasant change. He rubbed his eyes and stretched. Brackar sat eating beside the large man he vaguely remembered to be Otirian.
“May I?” 
Brackar looked up from his seat on a small log. 
“Please, help yourself.”
Equitas paused until Otirian smiled and motioned him toward a warm pot of what smelled like beef stew over the fire. The cold fog moved around the clearing, sticking to the walls of overgrowth that surrounded them. The girl hovered in the mists at the outskirts of their circle, perhaps standing guard. 
“You mentioned Orath yesterday, Brackar?” Equitas asked as he scooped a spoon full of grits into his mouth. 
Otirian spoke up before Brackar finished chewing. “It’s to the northwest of Karack. We’ve always held a great relationship with the kingdom of Orath, and devote one tenth of all earnings to the King.”
“What sort of King would demand such a fee?” Equitas asked, shaking his head. 
“Demand? No Equitas, you got it wrong. This is our own choice.”
“But why?” 
“You must understand that we in the North were all once part of Orath,” Gladir said. “The King of Orath asked that we branch out and start new colonies, and as you will see, our colony of Karack has grown to be quite the village. It was agreed that since the Kingdom would provide the financing to start these colonies, and since Orath continues to provide us with the King’s protection, it’s only right that we give to the King what was his to begin with.” 
“And the land is ours to do as we wish,” Otirian said. “The other ninety-percent is like a gift, resources we would not have if not for the King of Orath.” 
“It seems you live quite a different life here.” 
Everyone eyed him cautiously, hoping he would talk about where he came from, but the time wasn’t right yet.  
“Being different simply means we have more to learn from each other.” Brackar yawned and started picking at his food as he stared off into the distance. The rest of the men began to clean their dishes with old cloths and pack up their belongings to continue the ride.
Equitas gulped down a mug of juice he was given and turned to Brackar. 
“And the rest of the North? Do you fight with them, or do they all answer to Orath?” 
Brackar glanced back at Equitas with droopy eyes. 
“There were days long ago when cities and villages survived on their own, but wisdom has led us to act as one.” He stood and began to get his horse ready along with the rest of the men.
“How long have the villages and cities been separate from Orath?”
“A long time indeed.”
“This boy would never understand,” one of the men said, silent until now. He looked younger than Otirian, with wind-swept hair and an unruly beard. “Why bother?”
“Torin takes some time to get used to,” Otirian said, ignoring the man’s comments. 
 Torin turned with a low grumble and began to gather the pots and pans. 
“By my calculations we have almost reached our destination,” Gladir said.
“It’s good to hear.” Otirian returned to his jovial self and mounted his horse. “I trust everyone’s prepared? It would be best for one of you to bring our new friend here back to the village to rest up. Gladir, my darling, would you be so kind?”
She shot him fire with her eyes, but nodded. 
“Equitas, we should talk in greater detail when we return. Until then, my wife Gladir will take good care of you.” 
“And you?” 
“We have business to attend, Quarath,” Torin said. 
 “I hope you find what you’re looking for,” Gladir said as she gave Equitas the sign to follow. She spurred her horse south. It seemed odd to him that any woman would be part of such a journey to begin with, so he was confused by her agitation at being told to escort him to the village. His eyes returned to meet Amaris’s as he rode away, interrupted by Otirian riding his horse between their gaze. 
“We must be off.” Otirian leaned over to kiss his wife, and the rest of the group rode off to leave Equitas with Gladir. 
The village of Karack was about a day’s ride from where he had been found at the river. All of the buildings and clothes in sight were earth-toned. Everyone went about their business without paying him any attention as the newcomer was helped from his horse and into a round hut on the outskirts of town. 
Though he had felt relaxed earlier, Equitas’s legs trembled and the soreness had returned. After a bath, he welcomed sleep as if he hadn’t rested in years. Heavy blankets protected him from the violent gusts of wind that crept through the cracks in the wooden walls. 
Otirian returned by himself within three days, but it was two weeks before Equitas was fully recovered and ready to accept an invitation from Gladir to join them for a proper breakfast. On the tables were mounds of biscuits, troughs filled with sausages, and large glasses of juice from exotic fruit Equitas had never heard of. The men and women sat around the table as equals. Heaviness overtook Equities as he thought of his mother. When Otirian joined the meal, he offered the head of the table to his wife, Gladir.
“I see our mysterious visitor has decided he’s hungry.” Otirian smiled at his wife. “Welcome Equitas. Please, as you can see, there is plenty of food to go around.” Otirian nodded when Equitas thanked him, and then laughed as Equitas scooped handfuls of food into his mouth. “I haven’t seen a man eat like that since my daughter was born. Sympathy pains were a great excuse for me to over-indulge.”
 “I apologize, but it is quite the meal.” Equitas blushed and swallowed his food, vowing to be more considerate. “May I ask a question, Otirian?”
“I would gladly answer the inquiries of a guest.”
“This land is so dreary, yet you let none of that get to you.”
“Dreary? Some may call it that. I prefer to call it peaceful and welcoming. The overcast skies give my eyes rest from the sun, and the cool mist keeps me awake. But it’s true that some find it depressing here. Some say there will be a day when our enemies will storm across our lands and these dreams we call life shall be shattered. They will rise up against us, and we will die defending this ‘dreary’ life of ours. This inevitable clash between good and evil is the only depressing thing about this land, if you ask me. 
“We will win in the end, but not until we have endured a great evil. When you hear such talk, just think of the many heroes we have to boast of. Men and women that would, and have, risked their lives for the continued breath of those they hardly knew. The cause may sound hopeless to some, but we know that we will fight to the end, and even in death we’ll always have our freedom.”
“At any rate,” Gladir broke in. “It’s only a depressing landscape if you fail to consider the great trees and the paths of beauty that lead to flowing streams and waterfalls that would take your breath away. In this land of the falls, mountains surround us, and the natural beauty that can be observed in just a fraction of a day is enough to satisfy a man, or woman, for a lifetime.”
Equitas pondered what they said. A land where the people expect doom at any moment and men and women that seem so happy, because of this so called freedom? 
“Wait a moment,” he said. “How can you talk of freedom for yourselves? What about your servants?”
The chatter that had surrounded the table moments before died. 
“Look around you, Equitas,” Gladir said from the head of the table. “What servants? We have none here in the North. We have women, men, and children. We have hunters and gatherers, dancers and jugglers. There are those amongst us that are best at cooking, and even those that don’t seem to be good at anything but reproducing.” Everyone laughed around the table. “All are welcome, for all contribute to our society. But at no point is there a need for ‘servants,’ or slaves as you should recognize them to be. If something is required, I, or any other man or woman in this village, would be happy to volunteer our time.”
Equitas gulped down his juice and stared at Gladir in disbelief. The murmur from around the table picked back up, and people returned to their meal. 



Chapter 38: Coming to Belong
 
 
Equitas sat staring at the wall, pondering how life changed like the tides. For now, Equitas stayed in a small room in Brackar’s house that had been promised him until he could figure out his situation. It was just large enough to lie down in, but it would do. The mahogany gave it a spacious, welcome feel. 
The constant mists of Karack still surprised him, and when he walked outside to find the outhouse that morning, he stumbled over a dog first and a large rock only ten feet later. The outhouse was foul, but nothing else in the village seemed to have any faults. It made sense that there should be at least one bad thing there. 
A frigid wind chilled his cheek as he walked back into the mists. Instead of returning to his room, Equitas walked toward the chow hall in hopes of seeing Amaris. The maroon cloak and her sparkling eyes took turns haunting him in his dreams, and he imagined her skin as smooth as butter. Slowly the mist began to lift, and he could at last see the dark green grass beneath his feet. 
The landmarks he had chosen to lead himself to the chow hall were visible, if just barely. There was the house that looked like a Harvest tree, with all its glitter and draperies, and there was the boulder like an oversized sleeping cat. Turn left at the well, right at the fork in the road, and… 
He paused at the sight of Amaris, brushing her hair out of her face as Torin laughed at something she said. Equitas spun and walked away as fast as he could. 
He kicked the well as he passed it again, furious at himself and his cowardice.
Voices echoed in the gloom ahead and he decided to turn down an unknown path. Hills were visible as the mists faded. The sun’s faint light began to shine through, warming his skin. He loosened the thick wool cloak Brackar had lent him. 
Suddenly the wind blew past his face, but not because it was blowing hard—he was falling. He had been too busy looking up and didn’t see the ledge he now rolled down. A thump told him he had stopped before his body realized it, his stomach still turning. Laughs told him others had seen, and he felt color rushing to his cheeks. 
“How you doing down there, Quarath?” a voice said.
Equitas spun around, but saw no one. Something fell from above, a small pine cone hitting him on the head. 
“Up here.”
He looked up to see a lanky man he knew to be called Flanan, sitting in the tree. “Had a little fall? Nothing fatal, I hope.” 
Equitas pulled himself up to walk away, when a rope tightened around his torso. In spite of his protestations, it pulled him back against the tree, and slowly up. 
“Now there, no need to get all worked up!” Flanan yelled down. He jumped from the tree with rope in hand, causing the rope to jerk Equitas up another several feet. The rope tore into his chest, and if not for the thick cloak, he was sure it would tear his flesh. 
“What seems to be the problem?” another voice said. “Why you twitching around like that?”
Equitas managed to turn his head just enough to see Torin standing beside Flanan, helping to tie the rope to a post. 
Torin smiled evilly. 
“This is going to be fun.”
Flanan, having finished tying the rope, walked up to Equitas and shoved him. “What if we were to leave you overnight, and let the crows have your eyes?”
“Maybe then you would stop drooling over Amaris, Quarath.” Torin shoved Equitas back toward Flanan, who in turn pushed him back, this time with a little punch to the gut.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Equitas’s insides steamed as his breath left his lungs and his head spun. “I was minding my own business. I didn’t ask to be taken from the river.” 
“Oh, so that explains it all then. Maybe we should just let you come into our village and have all of the girls, since you didn’t mean to come here after all.” Torin added a kick this time, unfortunately to Equitas’s injured leg.
“Let me down and fight me like men, then we’ll see how strong you feel!” 
“Oh, I don’t think so, not yet.” Flanan pulled back for another punch, but Equitas flew into him, knocking him to the ground.
Equitas groaned as pain shoot through his leg. The pressure on his chest released as the rope loosened—someone had cut him down. Equitas tried to stand but his leg gave out beneath him. 
Torin was on him in an instant, Flanan a moment later. The three men grappled with the rope. Flanan and Torin tried to tie Equitas, but he scrambled out, attempting to recall his Mawtu training days. In an instant, he held the rope around Flanan’s neck. He pulled the rope taught, feeling Flanan struggle as the blood left his face.
A barrage of memories assaulted Equitas—fights with his older cousin Lokum, memories of a past life. He thrust himself out of the chaos, releasing the ropes, moving aside as Torin’s thick body landed with a crash beside his companion.  
“Enough,” Equitas said between wheezing breaths. “I don’t want trouble here.”
“Then what do you want?” Torin helped Flanan up, both glaring at him as if he had been the one to start trouble. 
“Listen, I’m just surviving. I have nowhere else to go, and only came here because Otirian invited me.”
“That’s right, I did.” Otirian stood above the ridge, his arms folded across his burly chest. “And under what right do you challenge my guest?”
Torin glared at Otirian as if some latent animosity toward the man ate at his soul. “He’s not welcome.”
“Oh, so you rule Karack now, is that it?”
“No harm done, Otirian,” Flanan said as he rubbed his neck. “We were just giving him a bit of a scare, that’s all.”
“And instead he seems to have taught you a lesson. I saw the whole thing. What would the ladies say if they knew you were bested by a Quarath?”
“Understood, sir.” Flanan shrugged at Torin and trudged over to Equitas. “No offense meant, and I can promise it won’t happen again. Not from me.”
Torin’s hands remained clenched and he continued to stare at Equitas. “We have much to teach you about our ways though, Quarath, so be prepared.”
“Be on your way now, both of you.” Otirian hopped to the lower ground and walked past Torin without giving him a glance. “Equitas, you had better come with me. We should talk, and make sure Torin here knows whose guest you are.”
“I don’t need protection, sir.” Equitas wasn’t sure why he said it, but Otirian’s smile showed he was not offended. 
“Protection? Indeed, I’ve already seen that you don’t. No, Torin simply needs to learn his own village’s rules, don’t you, Torin?” 
Torin strolled up to Otirian, stopping inches from his face. “His eyes wandered toward your daughter one too many times.”
“Exactly. My daughter. And it wasn’t too long ago I remember your eyes having the same problem, or am I wrong?” Otirian waited long enough to see Torin blush. “As I thought. Now leave or I will have to inquire into your intentions. Don’t forget, she won’t be yours either.”
Torin’s nostrils flared and he stormed off, leaving Otirian and Equitas alone by the tree.
Otirian sighed and turned back to Equitas. “The man’s only four years younger than myself, but he doesn’t seem to realize it. Come, we must get you looked at. It wasn’t only them that took a good licking, from what I saw. You have to present yourself well at the feast tonight.”
“The feast?” 
“The village elders have decided it’s time to properly welcome you, though some people take longer to come around than others. Don’t worry, it’s mostly drinking and dancing.”
“Will Amaris be in attendance?”
Otirian shook his head and breathed in from the side of his mouth. “She will.”
The mist had almost completely lifted from the village as Otirian strolled through the dirt streets with Equitas at his side. Many of the villagers looked as if they had already heard what had happened, but Equitas wasn’t concerned. His thoughts were on Amaris, wondering what caused so much trouble about her. She was beautiful, but there was something more, a mystery about her he couldn’t figure out. Whether Torin or Flanan would give him any more trouble was the last thing on his mind.
“Brackar, don’t you have work to be doing?” Otirian asked when they reached the fork in the road and saw him leaning against the brick well. 
“I was hoping to go along, to join you,” Brackar said. 
“You know it’s not my decision.”
Equitas realized they were both looking at him, waiting. “What exactly am I supposed to decide here?”
“The Elders, the ceremony of acceptance, should you choose. The ceremony precedes the feast, and is a very big deal to us in Karack. If you would like Brackar to accompany you, well, that’s more than fine. But it is purely your choice.”
“Of course, please.” 
Brackar smiled and clasped Equitas’s shoulder with his bear paw of a hand. “I’ve been looking forward to this. To not be there would have been a disappointment.”
“Enough, you two,” Otirian motioned down the left fork in the road and led the way. “We’re late as it is, with that little incident with Torin and Flanan—”
Brackar groaned. “Those two, they never give Quaraths an easy time.”
“It was the same for Brackar here,” Otirian said. 
“Ever since I came, three years ago.”
“You were a foreigner?” Equitas asked.
“Yes, well, in a way we all were only ten years ago, right Otirian? I came from Orath three years ago. It was when the south and Orath were still at war, and I didn’t want any part of it. Not that I mind fighting for a good cause, you know, but aren’t we all part of the same land? Can’t we figure out another way?”
“Brackar, always the idealist,” Otirian said. “We can thank those stories of his, I’m sure.”
“And now the people of the south fight amongst themselves.” Equitas wondered about his mother and brother, almost missing them. If they were still alive, that is. 
The three men walked down a slight decline with caution to avoid slipping down the muddy path. The dirt on the ground often became slick when the mists settled on their surface, and Equitas wondered why the village didn’t do something about it. He slipped, but Brackar caught him by the arm and smiled. 
“Don’t want to show up all filthy.” Brackar looked Equitas up and down, frowning. “Matter of fact, are we getting him a change of clothes and cleaning his scrapes, Otirian? He looks a bit worse for wear.”
“Indeed. Gladir should be meeting us at the pool, as it is. I should have some clothes you can use there, Equitas.”
Equitas looked at Otirian’s large mountain of a frame, then at himself. Just under six feet tall, and not scrawny but not large, he could see no way Otirian’s clothes would fit him. Yet Brackar was right, he looked horrible and any change would be more than welcome at this point.
A wooden gate surrounded a steaming compound ahead. As they approached, a blanket of relaxation fell over them all.
“Here we are gentlemen.” Otirian pulled open a door as tall as himself, motioning for them to enter. “To the left there. Gladir will assist you.”
Through the gate a pleasant aroma of mountain air burst forth in a light steam. Equitas felt the first natural warmth he could remember in the North, as even the sun was not much help in Karack. He followed the path to the left and saw a pool of water surrounded by rocks, steaming as if the cold air and the warm water were in battle for which of them should remain. The warmth of peace came over Equitas, and the morning’s problems washed away. 
“Go ahead and toss your clothes over there,” Gladir said as she approached from a small room to the left. 
Equitas’s feeling of peace evaporated. “Excuse me?” 
“Come on, de-robe so we can get you ready. Wash up over there and then enter the pool. Not too long, or you’ll get light-headed.”
He looked at her in disbelief. Was she asking him to get naked right here, in front of everyone? Hoping Brackar would come tell him she was just joking, he looked around for Brackar and found him shirtless and beginning to pull down his britches. Equitas quickly turned his head, swallowing uneasily. Gladir waited. 
“What’s the hold up?” Otirian asked as he lowered his nude body into the steaming waters, sighing with each inch submerged. “We don’t have time for dawdling Equitas, come now.”
He felt his cheeks turning red as he turned and pulled his shirt free, and then removed the rest of his clothes. To his relief he saw that Gladir had walked away shaking her head. He hoped he hadn’t offended her. The frozen air bit at his exposed skin, and he darted toward the pool. His moment of agony was made worse by Brackar pulling him back by the arm at the last second. 
“Wait, you haven’t cleansed yourself yet. Over here.” Brackar was as nude as the day he was born and stood fully exposed before Equitas. 
Brackar led the way and sat on a small stone to clean himself with lava soap and a harsh brush. After some scrubbing, Brackar dumped a bucket of water on himself and stood. Equitas did the same and then followed his new friend to the water’s edge. He put a toe in. Surely they meant to boil him alive!
“What is it?” Otirian asked.
“The water’s hotter than the tea my mother used to make.” Equitas stood at the water’s edge, hands covering himself in his awkwardness.
“An inch at a time,” Brackar said. “Once you’re used to it, it’ll be the best feeling in the world.”
He was right. The first few seconds of submersion seemed torturous, but as his lower body entered the water and then his chest, he was floating naked in the sunlight on a pleasant spring day. It was heaven. His eyes closed and he felt more at home than he had in years. 
“I think it’s about time,” Gladir said after what seemed a blissful eternity. 
“Already?” Equitas opened his eyes to see her standing at the edge of the water with cloths for drying. 
Otirian laughed. “Time flies when you’re in the waters of Karack, but the elders await.”
Again Equitas was keenly aware of his nudity as his bathing companions walked out and thanked Gladir for the cloths. 
He covered himself awkwardly. “Would you mind turning?”
Gladir’s eyes widened and she looked like she was going to say something, but she turned and held his cloth out behind her for Equitas to take. 
“I don’t understand.” Brackar stared at the scene as he dried himself. “Why should she turn?”
“No matter,” Otirian said, already dressing. “I’ve been to the south before. I knew your ways once. My apologies for forgetting.”
“What do you mean?” Brackar asked.              
“In the south they are ashamed of their nudity.”
Equitas wrapped the towel around himself and went for his clothes. “That’s not it, exactly. We love being naked, just only around our loved ones.”
“So family and friends right?” Brackar seemed offended. 
“No, no. I meant, you know, the loved one, our mate. Otherwise it’s weird.” He made sure Gladir was not looking and quickly dropped the cloth to don the clothes Otirian handed him. “Can we move on, please?” 
His companions laughed, but Otirian nodded and gave Gladir a kiss before leading Brackar and Equitas to the elder’s circle. It was a circular building in the middle of Karack, one that Equitas had often wondered about. One wood pillar stood on each side of the entrance, intricately carved into the shape of an old woman on one side, an old man on the other. The oval door rose to twice the size of Otirian, who approached it with three loud clangs of the brass knocker. 
“Enter,” a meek voice said from beyond the door. 
Otirian turned a comforting smile to Equitas before pulling the left side of the double doors outward. “Don’t worry, they don’t bite.”
“I’m sure.”
“Just be prepared to defend your beliefs, should it come to that,” Brackar said. “You know, old people.”
Twelve chairs were arranged around the fire pit in the center of the room, ten of them filled with men and women. They didn’t seem too old, some as young as their mid-forties. Otirian seated himself beside an especially plump woman in her sixties. The apparent eldest could have been anywhere between seventy and one-hundred for all Equitas knew, her white hair dangling around sagging skin. She was still beautiful, somehow. Seated just opposite the seat Equitas was ushered into, she was the first to address him.
“So, you sit at the circle of the elders. Karack has been here for only ten years, but before that we came from Orath, the capital of the North. Here at the circle we make decisions, with Otirian as our liaison to the village.” The woman smiled, revealing the yellowing of her teeth. “Do you wish to join us here in Karack?”
All eyes turned on Equitas, who wondered where Brackar had gone. When he found him to the left, standing in the shadows of the room, Brackar urged him to answer with a slight wink. 
“Yes, if you will have me.”
Elders whispered to each other while Otirian sat staring and smiling at Equitas. The thick black hair on his head gave him the look of an evil lion, but the comfort in his eyes said he would serve to protect Equitas should there be a need. 
“First we must know you and where you come from,” the elder woman said. “How can we accept a stranger?”
He froze, not knowing what to tell them. The truth? Would they accept him if they knew the story of his coming here? How he was taken from Valhia and the girl he thought he loved, and forced to fight and kill? Would they look at him the same if they knew he abandoned the Mawtu and his warrior brothers to save Kaire? 
In the end he told them the whole story, even how he had realized Kaire and him were not meant to be, and that he had built her up in his head to be something she was not. It had not been fair to her from the beginning. 
“…I never wanted to be a warrior to begin with, you see. And there I was, staring up at this girl that I once thought I knew. At that moment I understood that the only way to truly live my life was if I let go, and I did. I stopped running and let the current take me, and everything after that was a blur. Next thing I knew, I woke to see Otirian… and Amaris. And Brackar here, he helped me, provided companionship in those first days when I was unsure if I even wanted to live. But now, now I know I want to live, and I know I would rather live among you people than anywhere else in this world.”
The elder woman smiled as she raised her right hand and placed her left on the table, at which point the rest of the elders followed. Equitas did the same at the beckoning nod from Otirian. 
“Young one, we have come to the decision that you are welcome in Karack. Consider yourself one of us from this point on.” 
Otirian stood and embraced Equitas, as did the other ten in order, followed by Brackar. 
“How do you feel?” Brackar asked.
“Like I belong. For the first time in my life, like I belong.”
For hours the elders insisted he tell them more of his stories. Several of them left to go into a side room and returned with carafes of wine and plates of figs, and before he knew it, his tongue was rolling out story after story, and his head was swimming in delight.
 
 



Chapter 39: Festivities
 
 
Clouds cleared to reveal a full moon and more stars than Equitas could remember ever seeing. A breeze played with the air, but nothing harsh enough to keep the villagers from celebrating outdoors. Lush trees whispered legends of great warriors as the wind questioned them one after the other. Snow licked the outskirts of the village, as if scared to join the excitement of the festival, while a fire blazed purple under the scarlet and gold flames that licked the night sky. Equitas took it all in like a new man, like a man that belonged again.
One lone raven flew overhead, pondering the excitement below as men and women emerged from their circular timber houses with mugs of ale ready in hand. Soon a large crowd was gathered around the musical crew of three men and two children, one male and one female, all playing odd instruments of a type Equitas had never seen. The music that emanated from the group was not the mellow, relaxing music that Equitas had heard as a youth. Instead it was mystical flowing notes which seemed to pull the mist from the surrounding trees and cause it to dance around the villagers, as they too swung around in circles not caring when their ale flew from the sides of their mugs.
Equitas observed the dancing and laughed with Flanan and the other men. He hadn’t seen Torin since the hazing experience, and wondered where he could be now. Equitas’s eyes were drawn to one young individual in particular, the beautiful woman from the side of the river, Amaris. She danced with the energy of a child and as sensual as a goddess. Her arms moved around her body as if she were manipulating the light’s reflection in the fog and playing with it like a lover, her hips swinging to the rhythm as if they were themselves part of the melody. 
She moved flawlessly, until her dance was broken when she caught Equitas’s gaze. The pause lasted a split-second before she continued in motion with the song, but it was enough to send his blood coursing through his veins, a warm tingling sensation filling his being.
His heart began to thump even faster as he noticed that the dance was bringing her right to him, and he felt that his chest would explode as she took his hand over her shoulder.
“Hello,” was all he could manage.
She pulled him into the circle and he blushed to hear several men laughing and girls giggling. The dance continued for an eternity, and to his credit he seemed to learn the flow of the dance with a natural ease. As the first song came to a close, the girl turned and pressed her lips against his ear. 
“Hi Equitas,” she whispered softly, causing chills through his body. “How has our village been treating you?”
“Better now. I mean, this festival, is this common?”
“When one like you comes along.” She bent her knees and danced like silk in the wind. “The village elders seemed quite impressed with your stories. So I suppose this means we can’t call you Quarath anymore, and Torin can’t bully you.”
“You heard about that?” He did his best to move with the music. 
“Of course, I know everything that goes on in this place. It’s such a small village, too small for me.” 
“You wish to be free of it?”
She smiled, but only with her mouth. Her eyes stared into the darkness as she missed a beat. “Someday I’ll be forced to be free.”
“What do you mean?”
“Let’s change the subject.” She smiled again, this time a full smile, eyes and all. “You dance fairly well, for a Quarath.”
“I thought you weren’t supposed to call me that.”  
“You’re still a foreigner tonight, Quarath. At least until this dance is over. Then you’re one of us.” She smiled wider to reveal her perfect dimples. 
“In that case, tell me a bit more about you. Who are you? Are you from Karack?”
“No, I was born in Orath, which is why… well, when my father….” She seemed unsure how to continue, so simply stopped talking and just danced, smiling. 
Equitas glanced nervously towards Otirian, who caught his glance and returned it with a smile and a nod of his head. 
“Oh, he won’t mind us dancing. I’m my own woman.”
Equitas smiled. “Are all women in the North so forward?”
“Just the brave, confident, beautiful ones,” she answered with a twirl of her hair. 
“I should probably….”
Amaris smiled as she wrapped her arms around his neck. “Silly Quarath, in the village of Karak, and indeed all over the North, after dancing like that you are promised to me, don’t you know?”
“I am what? No, I….”
“You like me, don’t you, Equitas?” She pressed her body against his as he blushed and tried to force himself to back away. 
“Listen, you seem really nice and all, but….” 
She laughed and swept her hair back. “I’m toying with you. Come, let’s grab a drink and continue our dancing. We have a long night ahead of us.”
The night continued with laughter and ended with Equitas having a slight headache from one too many ales. 
“I must get to sleep soon,” Equitas said as he sat with Otirian to his right, Amaris to his left, and what seemed like half the village gathered around listening to stories of great warriors and gods from the legends of Ikarin. One story the village especially enjoyed was of a mighty battle between the most powerful land power and the greatest sea power, and the political debates and treachery that ensued. It was a story of the battles in the south, called the Torathar Wars, and Equitas knew them well. 
“The night has been far too amazing for me to be so selfish as to wish it to continue. Otirian, I hope I’ve not offended you tonight?” Equitas glanced with a bashful look toward Amaris. 
“Nonsense,” Otirian replied. “Why, any man as kind as you that is able to make a daughter of mine smile so is welcome to continue. However, my family is of a traditional nature, so you shall not be making her smile again before the sun rises!”  
Otirian emitted a loud hearty laugh and the village joined in as Amaris and Equitas blushed and looked away. As the jovial noises died down, Amaris stood and gave Equitas a quick hug around the neck, a peck on the cheek, and whispered in his ear for him to have sweet dreams. He hoped no one noticed him watching her wistfully as she withdrew to her house. 
Equitas said his good nights to the rest of the village and thanked Otirian for his enthusiastic hospitality, but his mind stayed with Amaris, thinking of her body pressed against his as they danced together. The way her brown hair glowed red at moments in the firelight, and at others seemed a dark blue in his shadow. How could he think of anything else? 
He had just met her, but as he lay his head down to sleep on the straw pillow, face down and resting his head on his hands, he imagined her beside him, hand in hand with her free hand caressing the small of his back. As his eyelids grew heavy he thought of everything he had gone through, and how fortuitous it was to have been found by these people. Perhaps he had died in that river and was now in Heaven.  
The next morning, his heart burned with passion when he saw Amaris carrying a bundle of food past his door. 
“Wait,” he called out as he scrambled to catch up with her. “Good morning. Last night was great. I couldn’t have imagined ever having so much fun again.”
“And good morning to you,” Amaris replied without the slightest glance in his direction. She kept her focus on the path ahead and the barley in her arms. 
“Let me help you.” Equitas reached out for the bundle, but Amaris pulled it away and kept walking. “Amaris, please, what is it? You seem… distracted.”
“I must ensure things don’t get complicated.” She paused, her eyes moist when she finally looked at Equitas. “My father reminded me of my commitments this morning, and I think it best if we keep our distance.”
His heart dropped into his boots and his mouth dried. “What are you talking about, Amaris? What commitments?” 
“My eighteenth birthday is less than a year away. I hadn’t thought of it in so long, but when I saw you I…. It’s best not discussed, not here.” 
She turned her head away quickly and left him distraught by the side of the road, wondering what had happened.
 
***
Neighing horses woke Equitas from his afternoon nap. He scrunched his face as if he could force the grogginess away. He found a white tunic and brown leather jacket. Putting them on, he thought back to the last couple of days since seeing Amaris. He couldn’t comprehend why she would be avoiding him, yet it certainly seemed that way. A cursory glance out of the window showed the rickety stable and Otirian entering its large red door. 
“Otirian,” Equitas called as he slipped on his worn leather boots and ran out the door. The boots shifted under his feet, having been Brackar’s before. His clothes had been ruined by sitting in the muck of the river’s bank. 
The barn was just outside his door and to the left. He found Otirian inside, patting his overgrown mare while a young lad was giving its hoofs a final polish. 
“Is there anything I can help with?” Equitas asked. 
The people of the village were often working, whether it was weaving, carrying food or seeds, or preparing the horses for one journey or another, but Otirian insisted Equitas continue to rest. 
Otirian smiled when he saw Equitas standing in the doorway. “Torin and his men have returned from one of their excursions. I would like to take you out to the fields and the valleys, to train you to be a real member of Karack. I trust you’re ready?”
Equitas hesitated with a glance toward the house where Amaris lived. Her room boasted the largest window of any in the village. The planted lilies on the windowsill reminded him of her beauty. Heavy curtains blocked his view from the true beauty within.  
“Ah, I see,” Otirian said. “Don’t worry, Torin and his men must rest. We ride in three days. She won’t be coming, but you can find her helping out with the nearby church. Go lend her a hand, if you want to say your goodbyes.” Otirian turned and led his horse off, leaving Equitas to wonder where they were going and what these journeys of the North were all about. 
He went to the church, marveling at its purple and grey marble with massive oak wooden doors, and for a few minutes no one responded to his pounding fist on the solid oak. An old woman creaked open the door and revealed a thousand candles reflecting off the many gold chains that hung from her neck, arms and ears. She led him in and pointed to the back room when he inquired as to Amaris’s whereabouts. He thanked her with a kiss on the cheek, as Brackar had told him was appropriate. 
Amaris welcomed him with a hesitant smile, but when he closed the door to the small room she ran into his arms. “I’m sorry. The last few days have been so hard on me. I didn’t mean to pretend you didn’t exist, really. I hope you weren’t offended. I just—”
“I know.” Equitas interrupted, wrapping his arms around her and kissing the top of her silky hair.” I had to find you before I go.”
“Go? So father is actually taking you on one of his journeys?”
“He says it’s time to learn the ways of Karack.”
“You can’t go.” She kissed his check, then his ear. With a look of hesitation she pulled back, and then, gently, her lips pressed against his.
He held her back, stunned. “Where’s this coming from?” 
“I don’t care about these rules. I’ve done nothing but think of you.  I want to be with you, not live my life as my father and some stranger determine.” 
He put his hands between them, heart beating passionately but consciously telling him no. “You were so distant last time, and now this…. What are you holding back?”
“Equitas, I….” She looked over his shoulder at the noise of approaching footsteps, separating herself just as the door swung open. 
“Back to your cleaning, Miss Amaris,” the old priestess said. “This is not the place for closed doors.” 
Amaris snuck a smile at Equitas as she handed him a bucket of soapy water and a scrub-brush. 
“So?” he whispered. “You were saying?”
“Someday I’ll tell you.”
He helped her scrub, always feeling the watchful eye of the old lady on his back. The scrubbing continued, but Amaris said nothing more. Equitas couldn’t take it. 
“I have to prepare for my journey.” He stood and let the brush drop into the bucket, splashing soapy water on his trousers. “Sorry.”
She looked at him with large wondering eyes, but let him go. She may have muttered something about him having three days, but he wasn’t sure. The need to get away from her at that instant was pulling at him and he couldn’t deny it. 
***
The night before the villagers were to head off, Amaris came to visit Equitas in the hut Otirian had given him. They had seen each other in secret several times over the last couple of days, but Otirian and Brackar had been keeping Equitas quite busy with training. However, it wasn’t the training he was used to. It was farming, mending, polishing. They were all tasks that only servants would perform in the south. The few times Equitas saw Amaris in public, they had taken every chance to secretly flirt with the touch of the arm or the wink of an eye. 
Amaris pulled back the burgundy cloth that covered the door as she entered, surprising Equitas. He had not expected her, but was very happy to see her innocent smile. She was beautiful and something more. Pure, honest. Perfect.
“We can’t let anyone know I’m here,” she said. “I had to see you one more time before you left.”
“Are you sure you can’t come? I know how it is, girls can’t go on expeditions where I come from either.” He realized his mistake when her eyes narrowed and she hit him with a pillow. 
“No, what sort of logic is that? I swear, your customs of the South make no sense. There will be women along with you. I rode two months ago, but my duties this time are to stay in Karack and process the harvests.”
“Harvests? How can anything grow in this environment?” 
Amaris ignored his question and took his hands in hers. “Why must you go so soon? I wish you had arrived a few months earlier, so we would have more time together.”
“I’ll be back before you even miss me.”
She hit him again, with a pouty smile. “I miss you already. Stay with me.”
“You know the traditions of your country. Can you tell me there’s a way for me to stay with you? Tell me there is and it’s done, you know this.” He kissed her forehead and pulled her into an embrace. 
“Have you ever loved another?” Amaris asked, as she looked up at him with an expression that pleaded for him to say no. 
Equitas was captured by Amaris’s golden-brown eyes. He stared into them for several moments, lost in thoughts of those gentle eyes never looking away. He once thought he was in love with Kaire, but that feeling was nothing compared to what he felt now. 
“No, I have not.” He was surprised at the certainty with which he spoke the words. He imagined Amaris growing old in his arms, and thought there was nothing that would make him so happy.
Their lips met in passion, and her tongue caressed his as her silky hair brushed against his now bare chest. By the time she pulled back and bit her lip in a seductive yet restrained way, they were lying down and she was on top of him. She lowered her cheek to his chest and wrapped her arms around him, and though he felt a physical longing for more, he was content with simply holding her until they fell asleep. 
When Equitas awoke the next morning, Amaris was nowhere to be seen. He called out her name, but received no response. 
He stood and wrapped Otirian’s heavy fur around his shoulders and slipped on a pair of boots. The dew was light, but he could see a pair of dainty footprints in the muddy street. He had to see her again before he left. 
The footprints led to the well and to the left of the fork in the road, and stopped just before the gate he had visited the day before. 
He pushed open the wood door without so much as creak. His breath caught in his chest, his eyes instantly guilty and enthralled. Indeed she was safe, and perfect. Equitas stared, and could not help standing there as if destined to do nothing else in eternity but observe. 
Amaris dipped into the pond. She threw her hair back as she emerged from the dark waters.  Red speckles of water caught the morning’s light as they dripped from her nude body. She turned as slowly as a goddess that has stopped time. 
“Equitas!” Gladir, said as she approached with a towel. “I thought this sort of thing made you uncomfortable?” 
“I, uh….” He stammered, but could not withdraw his gaze. Amaris turned and blushed, ducking into the water. But her eyes smiled, and she mouthed, “I’ll miss you,” before Gladir shooed him away.



Chapter 40: Equitas’s Journey
 
 
Equitas hoped for one more glimpse of Amaris before leaving Karack with Otirian, but saw no sign of anyone as clouds billowed over the mountains toward the village. 
“A storm is coming.” Otirian said from where he sat on his stallion. “Best we leave it at our heels.” 
Equitas hoisted himself onto the horse beside Otirian, feeling the familiar leather between his legs. The power of the animal made him feel inadequate to lead such a beast, but he always felt that way until he got to know a horse. He blushed when he saw Gladir join them, but her pleasant smile said she was only slightly amused by the morning’s run-in at the baths. She rode alongside Brackar and a young girl named Orit. Equitas had seen Orit before, when Brackar had brought her flowers and wine on numerous occasions when he thought no one was looking. Today, she didn’t look like the silly woman Equitas had thought she was by her giggles and girlish playfulness. Instead, she sat like a grown woman on her mare, her eyes meeting Brackar’s with deep respect and adoration. They all wore thick robes of wool and fur that hung over the horses’ sides to create a centaur-like feel. 
Equitas felt his gut clenching as he saw that behind them came Flanan and Torin. 
“We’re all here then?” Gladir lifted the collar of her riding gown to shield herself against the harsh winds that were picking up. “No reason to be waiting. Do you have everything, Brackar?”
“Food, water, and supplies, right here.” He patted the bags hanging from his horse’s rump. “If my baby rebels though, I’m blaming you all for not helping me.”
Gladir raised an eyebrow at Brackar’s packhorse, its sturdy legs and muscular body were built for carrying amounts ten times what she was currently burdened with. 
“Very well,” Gladir said. “If there’s nothing we’re forgetting then, let us be off.”
Otirian rode up beside her and took her hand in his. “Would you be so kind as to lead the way, my queen?” 
Gladir blushed and nodded at her husband. She gave a short ‘tsk’ sound with her tongue as she turned her horse toward the northeast, toward the outskirts of Karack and the purple haze they had all told Equitas led to more mountains and valleys. To him it had always been a cloud of emptiness, perhaps where the world ended. 
Thunder sounded and they rode with the splatter of rain hitting the ground of Karack behind them. Dark birds fluttered into the sky, and little white and yellow flowers peeked out of the ice-crystallized soil. To the question of what the object of their journey was, no one would tell Equitas.
In spite of the emptiness in his stomach that always came with the unknown, he was comforted by the thought of Amaris. Their kiss still brought shivers down his spine and a smile to his lips. To the east he saw the clouds parting for the sun. His worries of the past parted for the sunlight that was his adoration of Amaris. He had never felt anything like this before. No girl had ever made him feel so comfortable with life. He warned himself to calm down and not get too carried away. 
A tree crashed in front of them, causing Torin’s horse to rear up in fright. Torin was thrown to the ground and Equitas found himself using all his strength to stay mounted. With the thunder above, powerful rain began to pound the travelers.  
“What is it?” Equitas screamed as the rumbling thunder sounded again, louder now. 
“You’ll soon see!” Orit yelled with a tilt to her lip as she smiled and rode past, jumping her horse over the fallen tree. 
Equitas pulled back in order to gain speed and follow. Farther down the path they found Torin, remounted and in hot pursuit of three large boars. Each boar was the size of a horse, with giant red tusks flowing from their snouts. Orit spun and jumped from her horse, landing on the back of the most monstrous of the boars. She reached with her sword and slit the beast’s throat.
“Come, Equitas, join in the fun!” Jumping from the flopping boar Orit let out a gleeful scream and mounted her horse with a pounce. 
The larger of the remaining boars came crashing out of the tree line to the left, straight for Equitas’s horse. The horse realized she was no match and took off at full gallop, without any consideration for the pain this caused in Equitas’s hips. He held her reigns until he couldn’t feel his hands. When he looked back he saw the lean, stern looking Flanan and the form of Torin in full pursuit. Equitas almost rode right into the rest of the group as they came dashing across his path, hunting the other boar. 
“Where do you think you’re going?” Gladir yelled when she saw Equitas. “We’re supposed to be hunting the boar, not the other way around!” She laughed and continued to chase the boar into the bushes nearby. 
Not wanting to be a coward, Equitas reared his horse to the left at the first chance he got, and with all his might he pulled his horse around in a circle to join Flanan and Torin in the chase. 
“About time!” Torin yelled as he motioned to the sword strapped to the side of Equitas’s horse. 
Equitas looked down at the sword, but couldn’t bring himself to use it. He hadn’t used a sword since the Room of Resolution. Instead he pulled his horse up alongside the boar and jumped from his horse onto the boar’s back, instantly regretting his decision. His hands gripped for the boar’s tusks as he slid back and forth, but was able to get a handle on the beast. Its pungent odor filled his nostrils and he thought he might pass out. He pushed with all of his might and directed the boar to the right, throwing it off balance. With a mighty shudder from the beast, Equitas was flung forward, just missing the large spruce that the boar slammed into. Instantly Equitas was on his feet, to grab the biggest rock he could find. With one powerful blow to the back of the beast’s skull, he stopped it from squirming. 
Torin and Flanan pulled their horses to a halt nearby, their eyes showing something Equitas had not seen from them before—respect. 
Brackar came up alongside them, guiding Equitas’s horse. “Lose something? I haven’t seen it done that way before.”
“You’re right,” Torin agreed in his rough voice. “I mean, it was pretty. But why didn’t you just use your sword? Foolish, if you ask me.”
“I have my reasons.” Equitas took the reins of his horse and petted her mane. “A little warning would have been nice.” 
Flanan and Torin snickered, while Brackar looked at Equitas guiltily. 
“Let’s drag the boars to the meeting spot,” Flanan said as he tied the boar’s feet with rope and connecting the other ends to a large cloth the horses would pull. “You will see.” 
When they all met in a small clearing they lay the three boars side by side. Gladir stepped forward and pulled out several wine skins, waiting for Otirian to take his jewel encrusted knife from his belt and slash the first boar’s throat. She filled the wine skins with the blood in a mysterious, almost ceremonial fashion.  
“What’s going on?” Equitas asked in almost a whisper. He had never seen boars of this size, and was starting to think his new companions were a bit mad. 
“It’s the mist,” Orit explained. “It causes weird creatures to grow above their normal size, or sometimes in unnatural ways. These ones come out particularly in the storms. We’ve found over the years that the blood of various beasts has different effects on us.”
“And these boars, if you can call them that. What does their blood do?” Equitas asked hesitantly. “You mean it has a medicinal value?”
Everyone looked at him hesitantly. Finally Torin turned to Otirian, “No foreigner has ever been given the gift.” 
“Quiet, Torin. I know our ways as well as you.” Otirian walked over to his wife Gladir and took one of the wine skins. “Equitas, you’ve been eyeing my daughter, I’ve seen this. And she seems to think you aren’t so horrible, so I trust you. Of course, you must know that if you ever betray my people…. Well, take a small drink of this and you’ll understand the power we can bring against you.” 
Equitas looked at Otirian in disgust. “You expect me to drink that?” 
“Well, what do you say to that, Otirian?” Torin said. “You offer the gift to a Quarath, and he turns you down. I suppose he will abandon your daughter just as fast as he has your offer.”
Equitas’s blood boiled and he made his decision. He accepted the skin, undoing the cork and taking a sip. He stood there with the mists wrapping around his feet. What should he be feeling? What strange power could this vile liquid hold, he asked himself. All he felt was the urge to vomit. 
The clearing filled with laughter—the rest of the team was laughing at him. 
Gladir stopped, hands up in surrender. “Oh, for God’s sake. Tell him.” 
Otirian stood with his arms crossed and a great smile across his face. “No, the blood has no powers, except for adding a most delicious taste to our soup. We had reports of those boars destroying the farms of our people out here, and came to hunt them down. We’ll show you our farms. We grow grains that only flourish in these mountain conditions. That’s why we brought you here, so that you can see the way we live. We come out and hunt these beasts every few months, which seems to be enough. While we stay fit for the fight, you’ll see that we are a simple people.”
“No magic powers,” Torin said with a mocking bow. 
Otirian took Equitas by the shoulder and walked him past the team, all of them smirking except Brackar, who just shrugged. Equitas wanted to punch each of them right in their stomachs, his urge to vomit growing with each step. When the two of them stopped they were looking over a cliff on the side of the trail they followed, which led down to another cliff, and then another. Farther than Equitas could see were trees and mists, and in the distance was absolute darkness. Otirian waited for Equitas to release the boar blood.
When it was over, Otirian patted him on the back and apologized. 
“You see,” Otirian said. “Over at those squares you can just barely make out in the moonlight? See where the trees don’t grow? Those are our farms. Tonight we’ll roast a boar, and save the other two for our return to the village. Tomorrow we reap the harvest, and you get to see what life is like in the North—out here in the true North.” 
The group began their descent into the valley where the farms hid, and the mist crawled upon them until they could barely see their own noses. 
“That wasn’t very nice, Brackar,” Equitas said as his horse maneuvered the uneven path. “You could’ve warned me.”
“Sorry, but we have to have a little fun now and again. Just think of it as your initiation.” 
Torin and Flanan did their best to ride up beside them, forced to pull back slightly as the path narrowed. 
“If it helps any, we all had a good time,” Torin said. 
“And you handled yourself fairly well,” Flanan added. “Makes me feel bad about the way we treated you before.”
Equitas looked at them to see if they were playing with him, but their eyes were truthful enough. Torin smiled and leaned out in his saddle, something in his hand. 
“Here, take this as a token of my apology. Now that you’re one of us, I suppose it’s time.”
“What is it?” Equitas reached out hesitantly and accepted the crinkled brown paper. 
“He does it for all of us newbies,” Brackar said. He reached beneath his shirt and pulled out a leather chord with a boar tusk at the end, one that matched Equitas’s when he unwrapped the paper. “Torin is a bit rough on the edges, but he’s a big softy on the inside.”
“Shut up,” Torin whacked the rump of Brackar’s horse, sending him galloping forward. “I can be rough whenever I want to!” 
Equitas wrapped the boar tusk necklace around his neck and turned in his saddle to face Torin. “How does it look?”
“Like a true Karack.” 
Like a true Karack. Equitas saw they were catching up with Brackar, who smiled and waited on his horse. He started laughing when they joined him, and the rest of the journey Equitas knew he had a family of brothers once again. 
***
The next morning, Equitas experienced bodily pain worse than on any day as a warrior, for he felt the pain of a farmer. Laboring to pull vegetables from the earth, he worked throughout the day. In spite of his efforts he was only able to compile a third of any of what the others gathered.
“How do you do this?” Equitas asked Brackar as they broke for the day, wiping the sweat from his brow with his muddy shirt. 
Brackar sat next to him, gazing out over the mountains. He looked like he was on fire in the light of the setting sun. 
“This is what we love,” Brackar said. “We provide for ourselves. While we serve Orath, the kingdom to the west, there is peace and we have not had need to fight for many years. This life, this peace and security… it’s what we live for.” 
Equitas lay down on the soft grass and stared up at the violet sky. “As long as I can lie here and you don’t make me pull any more grass from the ground, I’m at peace too.”
“You should know something.”
“What’s that?”
“Someone should have told you. I figured she would have told you herself, but it doesn’t seem like you know.” Brackar placed a hand on Equitas’s shoulder and met his eyes. 
“What are you talking about?” His heart skipped a beat. 
“Amaris is promised to another. When she was young, Otirian made a deal with the King of Orath that she was to marry his son.”
Equitas imagined his heart burning in the fires of the sun, and felt the hopeless void of the mists which hovered around the mountains. She was engaged.
“I thought you should know, Equitas. I am sorry.” 
At night Equitas contemplated Brackar’s words as he poured buckets of cold water over himself to remove the day’s grime. Could there be any way around it? Why would she have acted how she did if she is engaged? His muscles ached and his left leg screamed out if he put too much weight on it. The leg had healed nicely, but the day’s work was not kind to his old injury. Equitas dried the water from his face while he sat on the boar skin rug in the corner that would serve for his bed. He would have forgotten to get dressed and kept staring at the wall in thought all night, if a knock on the door hadn’t brought him back to his senses. 
“Just a moment,” he called out as he stood and reached for his night robe, but before he could fully cover himself, Orit’s head popped in through the door. 
“Oh!” she exclaimed and let loose a big smile. “I see you’re ready.” 
Equitas quickly covered himself and blushed. “I was just getting ready for bed. What can I do for you?”
“You do for me?” The smile continued on her face, and her eyes quickly darted across his body. “I came here to help you. Come, lie on the rug and I’ll massage the pain away from today’s work. You must be sore.” She motioned for him to lie as she moved to his side. 
“I’m not sure that’s appropriate.”
“It’s just a massage. I was at Otirian’s tent earlier, and will visit Brackar after this.” She pulled him down as she knelt. “Come”
Equitas lay down reluctantly, but soon found the day’s stresses vanishing from thought. He felt Orit’s soft hands on his upper shoulders, then they moved down his spine to his lower back, even to the top of buttocks. The whole time they talked and he felt more and more at ease with his new life. Soon Orit wished him a good night and Equitas fell asleep. He dreamed pleasant thoughts of his love, Amaris. He almost forgot about her engagement, but the pain lingering in his heart wouldn’t let him.
 
 
 



Chapter 41: Lokum in Karack
 
 
A fly buzzed around Lokum’s ear, reminding him of the pest Adonis had become in recent days. It hadn’t been easy to convince him a journey to Orath to solicit funding was necessary. But on the night Lokum had overheard the Mawtu being briefed by spies from the North about a certain newcomer who met the description of Narcel, Lokum knew his fate had once again changed. His vision from the God had sent him north for a reason, and now he understood it, though the lack of any mention of Kaire was disheartening. One step at a time—Narcel would be within his grasp soon enough, and then Lokum could begin his calling. The vision of God hadn’t left him, and after his vengeance was had he would lead these lands to freedom from the evil ways of the Reveries and Gresva. 
The excruciatingly long journey had already taken them by ship around Kordom to the far northwest of Ikarin, where they had disembarked and began the laborious march through mountains and valleys. The valleys boasted immense marshes and the supply lines had trouble traveling along the thin paths of traversable ground. Already the fog of the North grew dense, and there were miles yet before they reached Orath. 
“You’re content with our arrangement then?” Lokum asked Arduous, the dark, narrow faced Mawtu riding beside him.
“My lips are sealed, Lord Lokum.” 
“Quiet, he must not hear you address me so, not yet.” 
“Everything is in order. I’ve spoken with the others, and when the signal is given they will stand with you.” 
Lokum smiled at his new companion, only momentarily until he saw Adonis looking back. 
“Halt!” Adonis yelled from the lead, pulling his horse along a ravine wide and deep. He looked to the left at the large rocks that jutted out from the mountain top like sharp teeth. “We must steer clear of this place for now. We’ll turn east, ride around the ravine.”
Lokum rode forward. “That’ll take hours we don’t have.”
“When dealing with the Valley of Skulls, perhaps speed is of less importance?”
Lokum felt himself shrink in his saddle. He had heard of the Skull Clans and their vicious ways. Rumors ranged from cannibalism to half humans, and none of them painted the Clans as friendly.
“It’s indeed your call,” was all he could say. 
Adonis raised his tiger mask, momentarily, so Lokum could see his stern eyes. “It’s always my call, Lokum. Don’t you forget that.”
Vibrant green fought with the dull mists overtaking the land, and the bottom of the ravine was hidden from view. Any manner of creature could lurk in its depths, waiting for the chance to strike. Lokum imagined the Mawtu army before him being torn to shreds by harpies flying forth from below. The sunset cast an eerie red and orange on the clouds around them, adding to his imagination. 
“Night comes, though I cannot be too sure in these lands of the North,” Adonis said. “Come, we make camp in the clearing ahead.”
Lokum’s nerves shook as he lay his head on the ground to pretend to sleep. That wasn’t the plan, not if he wanted everything to work. Not if he wanted Kaire back. Narcel had stolen her, and now Lokum knew where he was. Adonis put too much trust in him, gave him too much liberty, a mistake he would regret. And Lokum knew which way to twist the words that went into Arduous’s ears well enough to turn the man and those loyal to him.
Lokum waited silently, counting until he reached one-thousand, then rose and prepared his armor. Others also snuck through the trees. A quick glance back showed that Adonis’s tent was still dark. Perhaps his plan would work. 
Pushing aside a tree branch, Lokum saw what he was hoping for—two dozen Mawtu warriors standing ready to swear allegiance to him. He had made the right payments and promises, and it was about to pay off.
Lokum strolled into the clearing. “I trust we know why we’re here?”
“We know that Adonis has not lived up to his legend,” a man beside Arduous spoke up. “We know you say you have a stronger allegiance with the King of Orath, and we need his continued support. So do we now break from Adonis to follow you? Yes, but if you double cross us, we’ll turn on you as one.”
Arduous signaled silence to his companion and said, “All have agreed.”
Lokum glared at the man and felt his fingers on the hilt of his sword, but Arduous held out a hand for peace.
“This is Akaris, one of the men I sent back with the Orathian spies to find your cousin,” Arduous said. “The one who knows where we can find him.”
Akaris gave a half-bow. “The other three are trailing him as we speak. If he moves on again, one will ride back to give us notice.”
Lokum considered having the loud-mouthed man’s tongue cut off, but decided the role the man served far outweighed his insolence. Besides, Lokum had it in mind to earn these new warriors respect and loyalty before chopping any of their body parts off. 
With a nod, he turned to the men. “Adonis has failed you. King Golock of Orath is related to me. He will hear me out. He’ll support the Mawtu under my command. We will rise up to once again become the intimidating power that you proved to be in the days before Adonis. We will conquer all of Braze, and even the thought of revolt will be inconceivable. We will find this man that abandoned the Mawtu, this Narcel. Adonis has known of this man’s whereabouts, and has taken no action. We must make up for his mistakes. Ready your men.”
“You must go and make sure Adonis does not follow,” Lokum said to Haden. “Distract him until we have had time to find Narcel.” 
***
A hand shook his shoulder, and yet Adonis slept. His helmet sat beside him, its tiger eyes daring anyone to disrupt his sleep, but Haden was insistent. Adonis’s eyelids fluttered and a shudder went through his body as he jolted awake. 
“Haden? What’re you doing here?” Adonis backed against the corner of his tent like a snake ready to strike, his hand searching for his knife. 
“Lord Adonis, please. You must hear me out.”
“I must do what I decide to do, and I did not decide to grant you permission to enter my tent and wake me.”
“You can chide me all you want, but you’re going to want to hear this.” Haden’s eyes flashed with anger. “Lokum has turned a large number of the men against you. He had the northern informants followed and has learned about Karack, about Narcel. He believes Kaire will be there, and has already begun to amass your men to attack the village.”
Adonis sat back. “You’re sure of this?”
“I played along, to learn what I could, but I hate him, with all my heart. And it’s worse, I heard him muttering to himself about….”
“Spit it out.”
“He seems to think he’s some sort of god. He believes himself to be the brother of the God of Orinth, I heard him speaking as if he and their God sat side by side, enjoying each other’s company. He’s not in his right mind.”
Adonis scrunched his eyes, considering the situation. Men weren’t safe when the lures of the over world took them—even worse when madness was to blame. 
He raised his eyes to meet Haden’s. “Call what men I have left, and send a messenger to the clans of the Valley of the Skulls, tell them I may have cause to call on them.”
“The Valley of the Skulls, but….” Haden seemed stunned that Adonis would think of visiting the Valley of the Skulls. The vicious clans that lived there were cut-throats, mercenaries, and the vilest scum to walk the earth. “What business could we have with them sir?”
Adonis smiled as he reached for his helmet and found his spear beside it. “I have several loyalties among the clans. If you’re right about all of this, you will be rewarded, Haden.” 
***
Lokum stormed through the streets of Karack, eyes darting desperately for any sign of her. 
“You,” Lokum demanded as he caught a lady by the dress and pulled her close. “Is there a woman named Kaire amongst you? Did Narcel bring her?”
“Please, let me go,” she sobbed.
“Tell me if Narcel brought a woman here!”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about, sir. There is no Narcel in this village.” The woman’s eyes were large and frightened, and truthful. 
“Will no one tell me where Narcel is?” Lokum shoved her aside and kept at his search, more frustrated with each step. 
Arduous ran to Lokum’s side, panting with a confident look on his face. 
“What is it?” Lokum demanded. “Why do you look so content?” 
“We found information, from the northern spies, something they hadn’t informed us of before. It seems Narcel has been going by an assumed name. We’ll find him, though he’s not here.”
“Well then why come to me?”
“We have her.”
“Kaire?” Lokum’s heart nearly convulsed, but Arduous was shaking his head. 
“No, we have the girl he now fancies. Amaris.”              
“Take me to her, and have the men burn the village. This should at least teach him a lesson. We can find him and punish him in person later.”
Lokum followed Arduous and when they drew close to the five men protecting Amaris, Lokum had to remind himself to breathe. She was beautiful, and he wondered if Narcel had managed to forget Kaire with a woman like this by his side. He walked forward and caressed her check, pulling his hand back before she could snap at it. 
“Feisty one,” he said. His men laughed.
“You’ll regret this,” Amaris said. “When my father returns—”
“When your father returns, he’ll die alongside your new lover.” Lokum found his chest heaving in anger. He pulled himself close to her, imagining Kaire’s hazel eyes in place of Amaris’s brown. “Perhaps you should be with a man of power. A man such as myself.”
“You have no power here, Lokum,” Adonis said as he stepped around the corner. “I hereby revoke from you all Mawtu rights.” Several men stepped from behind Adonis.
“You have no authority over me.” Lokum turned to his men. “Attack him, take Amaris for me.”
Lokum’s men, half a dozen, looked at him like he was crazy. His eyes desperately searched for the rest of his troops, but they were already spread throughout the village. 
“This is between me and Narcel!” Lokum said.
“I’m involved in anything between the two of you.” Adonis saw Arduous and shook his head with a heavy sigh. “There was a day when no one would betray the leader of the Mawtu.”
“You were never fit to rule!” Arduous stepped forward, pausing under the judging stares of the Mawtu he recognized behind Adonis. “It’s time you stepped down.”
“Stop this mutiny.” Adonis motioned his men forward. “Kill all who have turned.”
Lokum shoved the man next him, his own feet moving as fast as they could to retreat into the village. The low buildings of Karack provided narrow alleys for him to dodge through, and he moved swiftly. The sound of fire being struck came from ahead, and he found a large group of his loyal men, former Ikarin and Mawtu, lighting torches. 
“Prepare yourselves men. Adonis has betrayed us!”
Captain Eland held his hand to stall the men until Lokum gave the signal. When it was received, he lowered his hand and the men dispersed with their torches, lighting every building in the direction of Adonis, and in the path of their retreat. It wasn’t an easy feat, as these houses were damp compared with those of the South. But after a mild defense, the Mawtu were able to enter houses and start the flames from the inside. 
Lokum pulled his troops around him on the far side of the village, watching fire blaze until the sky turned orange with the buildings below. Adonis’s men were visible on the far side of Karack, more forming by the minute as they attempted to douse the flames. 
“Commander, are we willing to risk our numbers at this moment?” Eland asked.
“No, you’re right.” Lokum cursed his failure to take Amaris. “Gather the men. We ride for Orath.”
“This is really something.” Alses stood beside Melonto and Lokum, smiling at the chaos below as Eland withdrew. “We’ve come a long way.”
“From our days of beating my cousins at war games, to the prospect of facing them with real swords. I would say the fates have smiled on us.”
Melonto grunted in his pig-like way. “A shame we couldn’t take Adonis’s life, I never much liked the guy.”
“Or the girl. We’ll have our moment, gentlemen. But not today.” Lokum turned down the hill behind them and toward his men.
 
 



Chapter 42: Unwanted Reunion
 
 
With horses loaded with enough food to last the village several months, the day finally came for Otirian to lead Equitas and the group back to Karack. In spite of his aching limbs, Equitas was glad to have gone on the journey. He had really bonded with these six men and women. There was nothing like a traumatic experience to bring people together, and what could be more traumatizing than a couple of days stooped over a wheat field?  
“So what do you advise, then, when I see her?” Equitas asked Brackar.
“Keep your head low, and stay your distance.” Brackar looked back to make sure Otirian and the others were out of earshot. “It seems she likes you, and she hasn’t been to Orath in years. Maybe you should wait it out?”
Equitas allowed his mind to wander to images of holding Amaris in the bathhouse, steam rising around them as the mists shielded them from curious village eyes. 
“If not, there are plenty of other girls in….” Brackar’s voiced faded away, his eyes forward, his posture firm as the almond tree his horse trotted past. 
“What is it?” Equitas rode around the bend and saw a familiar smoke rising in the distance. No, not now…. Not this! His heart filled with dread as the village came into view. Just as the billowing smoke had told him, the village was covered in a red glow, as he had seen of many villages and cities in his past life. Tall flames kissed the edges of the town, growing inward toward the center of the city where he supposed the few remaining men and woman were huddled. Statues were smashed, and blood reached for the fire on the one street visible from above. 
Equitas pushed his horse to its limits with the rest of the group in tow. The horse stumbled and Equitas rolled on the ground as it fell, returning to his feet and jumping through the first flames. He dashed down streets and called out for Amaris, but no answer came. 
“Amaris! Amaris…. Please!”
Torin and Flanan came crashing through a wall next to him, small children in their arms. 
“There’re still people alive in some of the buildings!” Torin said. “The others have spread out and are searching,” 
Torin threw Equitas his ax and grabbed the two children, one on each shoulder. He ripped through the flames toward the edge of town and out of harm’s way. 
“We must find Amaris,” Equitas said. “I can’t lose her.” 
Flanan nodded and they flew across town like a tornado, hacking at doors and calling out. Flanan departed to bring another child to safety, and more men replaced him in the search for remaining lives. 
“Father!” someone yelled.
Equitas heard the scream and ran for the door of the church it had come from. He knew the voice was not that of Amaris, but he had to save any life he could. 
“Stand back!” He yelled as he tore at the door with the ax, splinters flying around him. The flames leapt from the neighboring building and arrived at the church with Equitas’s third ax swing. Otirian joined him and they had the door down and the people out as the first beam in the church fell with a crash of red sparks. 
Equitas looked around at the fleeing Karack villagers, Amaris not among them. Walls of yellow, red and orange rose up in all directions but one. Otirian’s men began to lead the people to the opening.
 “Has anyone seen Amaris?” He saw Brackar running past in a panic. “Have you seen her? Did you find Amaris?” Brackar’s eyes told Equitas the answer before he mouthed ‘sorry’ and picked up a woman to escort her to safety. 
“We must go!” Otirian called as he ran with a limp in the direction of the others. Equitas was about to protest when he saw more red from the other side of the flames, the red clothes of an army with shaved heads and red war paint. 
“Equitasssss!” Amaris’s voice carried through the chaos, the beautiful ring of her voice he instantly recognized as Amaris. The yell came from a blurry image through the rising smoke, but as Equitas ran closer he saw that Amaris was thrown horizontally over a horse along with a man whose profile he recognized all too well – Adonis. The man had led the Mawtu in attacks against Ikarin and the people Equitas had once called his own. Would they leave him no peace? 
A glance was all Equitas received from his old leader before the man took off on his stallion in a gallop, several Mawtu soldiers in tow. It was the first time Equitas had seen Adonis’s face, albeit from a distance. A strange melancholy swept over him. He realized that he had only ever seen Adonis in the shadows, or from a distance, or with his face covered by the elaborate helmet with the face-shield of a white tiger.
Equitas shook himself back to his senses and remembered his surroundings. 
“No… Nooo!” He took off in a sprint and hurled the ax through the air, taking down a Mawtu with a violent thwack to the skull. “Amaris, I will not lose you!” 
A spear lay next to a Mawtu warrior who must have fallen in the fight to take the city. Equitas grabbed the weapon before mounting one of the several master-less horses that were darting across the roads in the madness of the fire. 
Alongside Adonis rode a man in a dark helmet. The two turned to face Equitas as he approached.
“I see you’ve not forgotten what we taught you, traitor,” Adonis yelled over the trodden grass. He looked at his companion, and nodded before turning to continue his retreat. “Come get her if you can.” The red cape flowed behind him as he galloped away, leaving the man in the dark helmet alone to face Equitas. 
The man charged, a curved sword raised in his right hand, a small shield in his left. Only when Equitas’s spear clashed against the man’s shield did he recognized the eyes staring out of that helmet with hatred—Haden. Equitas was taken aback, but not enough to slow his chase after Amaris and her abductor. He dug in his heels and continued his charge. Throwing all his weight into it, he hefted his spear.
Adonis’s horse stumbled as the spear bit into its hind quarter, but it disappeared into the tree line and ten Mawtu men stepped forward to close in around Equitas. The Mawtu warriors formed a mounted line and stood their ground as Otirian and Brackar caught up with Equitas to join the fight.
“I’ll find you,” Equitas yelled as he fought. “I will come for you!”
“Now,” one of the Mawtu yelled, and they turned at once to join the retreat. 
Equitas followed as best he could, but the Mawtu were making good distance and soon disappeared into the trees.
“He’s gotten away!” Equitas pulled his horse around.
“We captured this one,” Torin said as he rode up. A man was bound on the horse before him, and Torin shoved him to the ground with a smile. “He was trying to ride around us.”
“I know him, or did. He was one of our servants, a long time ago.” Equitas blushed when he remembered that servants were unheard of in the North. 
He stormed over to where Torin held Haden by the rope that bound his hands. Equitas grabbed the helmet off Haden’s head and slammed it against the man’s face. Spittle and blood flew, and Haden collapsed. Equitas lifted the helmet for a second blow, but luckily for Haden, Otirian intervened. 
“We’re not barbarians that slay the conquered!” Otirian thundered. “You may love Amaris, but she is my daughter. And if this man is the key to her rescue, I’ll not have you crush his skull in with that chunk of metal!”
“Now, you listen here, I will find my daughter.” Otirian knelt beside Haden and grabbed the battered man’s face in his hands. “I don’t know why your man took her, but he had better be keeping her safe. Tell me, where did they go?”
“We came here for this man, not your pitiful daughter, Northerner.” Haden tried to spit, but before he was able to, Otirian had picked him up and was yelling threats at him. 
“Bring the prisoner.” Throwing Haden on the ground, Otirian turned and walked toward a large pond nearby. 
Every time Haden’s head was removed from the water his eyes grew a little less crazy and a little more scared, and each time he was pushed under the water Torin held him a bit longer. 
The fifth time Haden came up sputtering. “Stop! Stop…. I’ll tell.”
Otirian and Equitas rushed at him at once, and he hesitated. Torin held out a hand, and bid him continue. 
“You’ve wasted too much time,” Haden spat out. “Adonis headed west, where the gods know what he will do with her.” His eyes shot toward Equitas. “You caused this when you betrayed the Mawtu. You brought this evil to our land, you and your cousin!”
Otirian and the others looked around, then at Equitas. 
“What does he mean, Equitas?” Torin asked.  
“Narcel!” Haden yelled. “His name is Narcel! Do not address him as Equitas. He doesn’t deserve the name.” Haden flinched and shut his mouth when Equitas shot him a warning glare, but it was apparent Equitas, or Narcel, had some explaining to do. 
“I have told the elders, and Otirian knows,” Equitas said. He saw that several of the others had joined, including the group from his recent travels. “I’m from the land in the south, from Ikarin. Only, when I was young I was ‘recruited,’ or abducted into the Mawtu army. I was sold by someone in my village, though I don’t know who. I had ties to the Mawtu in the Kordom region, and to my family back in the Ikarin region, where they lived in a city named Valhia. However, Kordom and Ikarin soon began to war. When I found that we would attack the city of my family and a young woman named Kaire, I decided to rescue her and forgo all past connections. That is why the Mawtu are out to kill me, and have taken your daughter as bait. I’m sorry for this, and for not telling you earlier.
“I wish that Amaris was not involved, and I don’t know why the heavens would allow such a thing, but I know this, I love her. I love her and I’ll save her if it costs me my life. I swear this to you. And I ask that you continue to call me Equitas. I’m no longer the man that was known as Narcel.”
He paused and then turned to Haden. “What do you mean, me and my cousin? I left my cousin Lokum in the ashes of Valhia.”
“You mean you don’t know?” Haden looked at Equitas in disbelief. “Lokum joined the Mawtu after your mother ordered him imprisoned in Nethia.”
“My mother? So you did help her during the destruction of Valhia? But how would she order Lokum imprisoned?” 
“Your mother has likely been appointed queen of Nethia by now.”
Equitas stumbled back, trying to clear his head. “It… it was only a matter of time, I suppose. Times have changed indeed. And here we are. The Mawtu have attacked my friends and taken the girl I love, and you helped them. You may have helped my mother once, Haden, but your actions in this latest occurrence are inexcusable.”
“Things are not always so simple,” Haden said, his upper lip twitching. “You shouldn’t assume the worst of people. Lokum has started some struggle within the Mawtu, and Adonis had other reasons for taking the girl. I’m sure he will be happy to tell you, if you have the courage to follow.”
A long silence ensued, broken when Otirian clasped Equitas on the shoulder. 
“This is all a great mystery,” Otirian said. “I’m sure it will be quite entertaining to unravel. But we all have our pasts, and some are best hidden. Equitas, we must save my daughter.” His eyes shone as he mounted his horse and faced west. He paused and turned to were Haden stood. “I’d prefer it if this man Haden were chained and imprisoned. I don’t trust him. Gladir, I want you to take him and our people to the kingdom of Orath where our friend Ukilin can watch him until we arrive. I’ll send Otorock and Brackar with you for protection. When we next see you, our daughter will be by my side.” He leaned across the gap between their horses and kissed his wife. “Torin, Flanan, and Orit, you ride with Equitas and me. We will move faster that way, and this man Adonis will not escape us.”
Otirian, Flanan, Torin, Orit and Equitas began a trot and within moments were in full gallop in the direction they had seen Adonis ride. They rode past rolling hills and sweeping valleys, and did not slow until they reached a large tree known as The Great One. This tree stood taller than one-hundred men, and Equitas had never seen its equal. 
“The scars from Al’thor’s great ax still scar the trunk where the blacksmith of legend had failed to fell the tree,” Otirian said. “Now it serves as a place-marker for the entrance to an area few men venture into.”
 
As the rest of his team approached, Otirian pulled his horse around to address them. 
“Equitas, you want to save Amaris as much as I do, I see this. And I deem the rest of you would risk your lives to save my daughter in a heartbeat, but I must check now. I will not ask you to die for me or my loved ones. A true leader would not dare. I acted rashly back there by ordering you to accompany me, but now I ask. If you choose to take the risk, through your love and respect for me and my kin, I will forever be in your debt. Lord knows I will need your help. Flanan, Torin, and Orit, I will give you the opportunity to turn back and accompany my wife Gladir to Orath.  I will not judge you.” 
 Orit, Flanan and Torin all looked at each other, and then rode right past Otirian, drawing their swords as they did so. 
Torin shifted in his saddle as he rode down the steep hill on the other side the tree, looking back. “Never question our loyalty, Otirian. The question is, are you coming or are you just going to sit there, while the three of us save your daughter?” 
Equitas and Otirian smiled at each other and spurred their horses forward to join the already descending trio.
By the time night came they had passed through many woods and over many hills. The ground around them had been a steep descent for about a half hour now. The moonlight was not strong enough to allow full visibility, but as they grew closer, a full river appeared in front of them—only it was frozen in place. The frosty whites seemed to drift, but the crest of the waves never moved. Equitas drew closer and saw that the waves were not waves at all, but huge boulders spread out over a valley floor larger than any he had ever seen. 
The group led by Otirian descended into the fog. They couldn’t see two inches in front of their faces. All but Otirian, who pointed forward. 
Equitas wondered how he could be sure of anything in this fog, but did not dare to question the man. The rest of the team followed behind Equitas. Soon they were all forced to dismount at the top of a cliff. They were not as adept at climbing down rock walls as Equitas, who jumped down to a hold and steadied himself. He almost lost his grip once. Hanging there, he was certain he heard Amaris call his name. He reached inside and willed himself on, able to make it the last several feet to the muddy bottom. 
He waited for them and then beckoned Otirian to lead the way. Spear raised, he walked several feet behind Otirian, with Torin and Flanan behind him on either side, and Orit taking up the rear. Friends surrounded him, but something else was out in the mists, watching. He felt it. The midnight shadows leaping across their path whispered as they walked by. The fog gently reached into the shadows as if to search out whatever was watching the travelers, but then disappeared in the bleakness of it all.
“There… what was that?” Otirian said between coughs. They quickened their pace, but not enough to ignore the fact that the ground was beyond sight in the dense fog.
“Amaris!” Otirian said in a hiss.
“Quiet,” Torin cautioned. “I don’t think we want people to find us in a place like this. People, or worse.”
As they rounded a corner, Equitas nearly bumped into Otirian’s backside. He looked up at Equitas with a smile on his lips. 
“A footprint, and I swear it’s hers. Faster now!” He took off running. 
They darted down the now level path, with house-sized boulders voiding any possibility of a straight run. The way the boulders grouped together gave the valley the feel of a large labyrinth, and more than once they came across a dead end, only to retrace their tracks. Just when they were starting to think they would never find their way out, let alone Amaris, hope shone through the mists in the form of a large clearing. At least it was something different.
Equitas walked among the looming boulders. The group followed hesitantly. Moss covered the rocks like green carpet clinging to the walls of a dark hall. 
“I can’t see the other side, can you?” Equitas whispered. “I think….” He paused mid-sentence, as he caught sight of a dim reflection to their left. He approached with caution, and the mist seemed to gradually lift as they went deeper into the clearing.
“You will not come any closer,” a deep voice commanded from the entrance of a dark cave now barely visible opposite the group. The man’s red cloak was almost purple in the depth of mist circling around him like a snake to its prey. His bronze spiked helmet glistened with the mist, yet faded into the sky as the fog engulfed him. His robe cracked in the wind, and though Equitas could not see them, he could hear the flowing cloaks of other warriors in the nearby fog, their bodies hidden like ghosts. The tip of the man’s spear pierced the light, revealing the shadow to be the man Equitas hoped to find—Adonis.
Over a thousand arrows being knocked into their bows sounded like a monster’s screech in the dark. Paying no heed, Otirian gasped as he ran for the man who had abducted his baby. He halted as a large rock smashed directly in front of him. Cursing, Otirian looked up in the direction the rock had come, and his eyes narrowed. Equitas moved to see what had captured Otirian’s attention, and his heart sank to his toes.  
Gaps in the heavy fog revealed the silhouettes of an army of men against the night sky. The majority held their bows and arrows at the ready. Some carried spears, other large rocks or bent, rusted swords or anything they could get their hands on that could pass for a weapon. Where the moonlight made their faces visible, Equitas saw that the warriors wore the skulls of various animals on their heads. 
“The Clans of the Skull,” Otirian said. 
Torin looked around, frightened. “The madman has led us into the Valley of Skulls, and to our deaths and his.” 
“You’ve followed me, as I hoped,” Adonis said from his hiding spot. “Giants once roamed these parts, so I am told. Now their bones line the mud like pearls around our dear mother’s neck. How have you been, brother?” His voice was cold and raspy from behind the helmet that masked his face. In the fog of the Valley of Skulls, the snow tiger face on Adonis’s helmet melded with their surroundings, ready to pounce at any moment. “I’d advise you leave your weapons sheathed, all but you Narcel.”
“I go by Equitas now,” he replied. “The man named Narcel is dead.”
“Very well, Equitas. You will join me. If anyone other than you follows us into this cave, you will all be killed. The Skull Clans thirst for blood, and are only held in abeyance by my hand. Equitas, join me.” Adonis withdrew farther into the darkness, only pausing to say, “Hurry, or she will die.”
Without a second thought Equitas moved toward the cave entrance, but was stopped by Otirian’s hand on his shoulder. Everyone’s face was grim. 
“This is certain to be a trap,” Otirian said. “Yet you walk in there freely. Let me go.” 
Equitas put his own hand on Otirian’s. “He wants me. We cannot change that, friend. It seems we are already in the trap, and we have no choice. I knew what I was getting into when I rode off in pursuit of your daughter. Now please, let me save her. But, promise to see her home safe if I don’t return.” With a nod from Otirian, Equitas took a spear from his horse and held it at the ready, following Adonis into the darkness. 
The cave welcomed him with bitter stale air. Water dripped from large stalactites clinging to the rock ceiling, and clumped stalagmites rose up from the ground like huge talons reaching to rip Equitas to shreds. 
“Where are you, Adonis?” he yelled, his voice growing faint as it echoed in the darkness. 
Clumsily, he felt his way through the maze of rock walls until finally he heard a response from Adonis.
 “Welcome home, brother.”
Equitas stumbled toward the voice and found himself in a gloomy cavern. A shallow pool of water reflected a blue haze on the walls, and on several human skulls that lined the floor. Through the darkness he could only make out Adonis’s outline, but he knew it was him. Equitas was taken aback to be face to face with the man he had practically worshiped in his Mawtu days. He stood, frozen in place, surrounded by the cold of death that spewed forth from the Valley of Skuls. 
“Do you know how I earned the title of Adonis?” the man asked, his voice raspy under the tiger’s mask. “I brought the Skull Clans to the Mawtu. I earned that right by surviving this very cave here, a challenge that involved the clans’ greatest warriors, one after the other, until I earned their loyalty through blood.”
Equitas inched forward, ready for an attack at any moment.
“Now, so called Equitas. What do you want from me?” Adonis calmly pulled his spear forward in a playful taunt. 
“What do I want? I chase you down after you make attempts at my life and steal the woman I love, and then you ask me what I want? You just had to have me as a Mawtu, and if not you need to ruin my life? Why?” 
“Ruin your life? If anything, I’m the reason you met this woman you claim to love. But you, you abandoned us. After we took you in and trained you.” Adonis’s nostrils flared and added flame to his words. “After all I’ve done for you, you speak to me like I betrayed you, yet what you have done is punishable by death! The potential you have, you owe that and everything else you are to me!”
Equitas lowered his spear. “Potential? Why bring me here if not to kill me, and yet you speak of potential?”
“You will suffer, and you will die. But first, let us prolong your death. Why do you think you love this woman, Equitas? She certainly is beautiful, I’ll give you that. Quick now, your answer determines your fate, brother.” 
“I made the choice I had to make, one you could never understand. But don’t dare call me brother. That is a Mawtu title I no longer wear.”
“Answer the question.”
“Because I once thought of you as a father and honored you as my superior in the Mawtu, I intend to fight you and find my love. I love her because every being in my body yearns to comfort her when she’s sad. I love her because I want to hold her and care for her as we grow old, and I want to die looking into her eyes and letting her know I was there for her until that last fleeting breath. I love her simply because I do. That is love, something you would never understand.” 
“Then you have learned how to love others, and for that I commend you. I’m sure she enjoyed hearing that.”
“Is she here?” Equitas yelled. “Where? Amaris!? Amaris!” But he heard no reply, so he turned the tip of his spear against his opponent. “I will not be apart from my love any longer. If this is how it has to happen, let me prove now that you are not a god.” 
“If you are willing to die for this girl, let it be. I promise that if you fight with all of your heart, she will be free to return with her father when this is done. I also promise that you will die.” Adonis closed the mask of his helmet and stepped out of the shadows. The snow tiger face-mask appeared to snarl at Equitas from beneath the spiked helm. Water from the ground splashed under Adonis’s pouncing feet as if in warning to stay out of the beast’s way. 
Equitas moved just in time to parry the large golden spear of Adonis, but Adonis kicked the water into his eyes and blinded him momentarily. Equitas swung into emptiness and as he over extended himself his legs were swept into the air by a kick from Adonis. He regained his balance in a kneeling position as he raised his spear above his head with both hands, blocking a downward blow from Adonis. Adonis gracefully sidestepped and brought his knee into Equitas’s face, blood spurting across the damp floor. 
“You’re still slow,” Adonis yelled as picked up Equitas’s spear and threw it back to him. You have to learn to appreciate your opponent before you can think like him. If you don’t understand him, how do you know his thoughts, or when he will strike?” Adonis lunged forward, catching Equitas in the stomach with the butt end of his spear. “See, if you knew me, you would guess that I prefer to attack in opportune moments for my opponent to learn. That’s the only way the fight is fair.” 
Equitas stumbled to his feet, clutching his spear for balance. “You’re arrogant, perhaps one day it will be your downfall.” 
“I am arrogant? The kitten tells the old cat she is a feline.” The two warriors took offensive stances and began to circle each other. “You should never have left me. We could have been great together, we still could be. If only you weren’t always so distracted.” 
Equitas squinted and cocked his head, but didn’t have much time before Adonis was charging forward a third time. Equitas began to see the pattern and as Adonis shot his spear forward, Equitas connected his own spear in a parry that allowed for the tip to follow the shaft up and pierce the attacker’s side. 
Adonis let out an ear-shattering howl, stumbling back in surprise. He held his side, and when he took his hand away it was covered in dark red blood. However, his voice gave the impression of a smile under his mask.
“Well played. Now, let’s get this over with.” Growling, Adonis sidestepped one direction, then to the other while he swung his spear and missed once. 
He rolled backward out of Equitas’s reach, only to establish a foundation and strike back in the direction he had just come, knocking Equitas’s spear from his hands. Adonis laughed, and pounced on Equitas’s back as he tried to regain his footing. 
The mighty weight of Adonis pressed down on Equitas and he felt his legs being kicked out from under him again. Adonis was on his back and rolled Equitas across the floor, stopping next to the reflecting pool. 
“Now you pay the price, brother.” Adonis forced Equitas’s head into the water. 
Equitas kicked in his struggle to be free, but it was no good. He heaved his body forward and managed to obtain a breath of air, but found himself unable to move as Adonis wrapped his legs around Equitas’s body and arms around his neck. Equitas pulled at Adonis’s arms, and scratched at his skin. He reached for the gash at Equitas’s side, but it was out of reach. He gave in, wishing for one last kiss with Amaris, one last brush of her lips against his own. The last bubbles surfaced as his muscles grew weak and he stopped twitching. 
 



Chapter 43: Lokum in Orath
 
 
“We could have planned that better,” Captain Eland said as he rode into the stable beside Lokum. “One week eating at most a couple days’ worth of food isn’t the way to build troop morale.”
“Don’t lecture me, Eland. Enough is enough.” Lokum dismounted and handed the horse’s reins to the Orath stable master. “See that she is taken well care of, I don’t know when we may ride again.”
“Yes sir,” the brute of a man replied. 
Lokum paused, sure that he had seen a hint of spite from under the stable master’s white bushy eyebrows. “Watch yourself, you may be bigger than my friend Melonto here, but my sword pierces thick as well as thin. “What’s your name?”
“Ukilin sir, and I assure you I meant no disrespect.”
A brown cat purred from the rafters of the stable as Lokum debated whether to forgive the man for his look of insolence. Melonto stepped forward as if to size Ukilin up, his eyes showing his desire to prove himself still the largest man. At the end, Lokum decided he didn’t care. He only wanted to be gone.
“Very well, just see to it.” Lokum stepped out of the stable and breathed in the flowing mists that reached across Orath. 
The only part of the city not subdued by grey fog was the pointed palace rising above it all. The rest of the buildings were nice enough, had they received any funds for repairs in the last several years. Half hung curtains served as doors where several had been kicked in, splintered remains rotting on entryways. Large piles of horse dung were the only source of warmth, several ragged children attempting to sweep the remains out of the street.
“This is the great Orath that we heard so much about?” Alses asked. “It’s like the slums of Ikarin before Gaila took over.”
“I don’t want to hear that name,” Lokum said. “But you’re right. This is not how my father described the kingdom.”
“Gentlemen,” the timid voice seemed to wither away in the mists, barely reaching Lokum’s ears. “I would like to welcome you to Orath.” 
The man became clear as the fog gave way, and the one clean thing in Orath was visible, a small crown on the fragile man’s head. 
“King Golock, I presume?” Lokum said. 
“None other.” King Golock held out his hand for Lokum to kiss his ring, which he did with distaste. “Your forward men told me you were coming. I have suites ready for you and your Captains in the East Wing. The rest of your men will have to find their own lodgings in Orath, but that shouldn’t be hard. Plenty of houses, you see.”
“Thank you, King Golock.” Lokum bowed, thinking how nice it would be to snap the King’s neck and place the crown on his own head. But for now, he was here to gain support against Nethia. Nobody set him up as a traitor and put a price on his head without facing retribution. 
“Come, let me show you to your rooms.”
The inside of the palace stood in stark contrast to the rest of Orath. Black marble floors were freshly polished, chandeliers scattered the hallways like diamonds tossed about, and each of the jungle-like courtyards boasted fountains of children playing in the water. King Golock finally stopped outside of a small door, not large enough for Melonto to enter without ducking. 
“This is the entrance to your suites, gentlemen. I will be attending to court, and look forward to you joining me.” 
Lokum thanked the King once more before showing himself into his chambers. The feather mattress was welcome, and the plate of food beside it even more so. He stuffed his mouth with grilled meats and figs, washing it down with a slightly sour ale. Staying here a bit longer wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, he thought, but instantly he was filled with guilt. If he didn’t find Kaire, what was the point of all this? They had asked along the way, but no one had seen or heard of her. At times Lokum began to lose hope. 
A knock came on the door just as Lokum was slipping into the land of dreams. “What is it?”
“Court has begun, Commander,” Eland called from the other side of the door. “Are we to attend?”
“Yes, I suppose we must. King Golock will choose his side before Adonis arrives with his smooth tongue, or we make him.” 
Lokum smiled to himself, thinking of the destruction he could bring against Nethia and the others who had betrayed him. He would return to Ikarin with an army at his back, and he would find his lost love, somehow. 
 
 



Chapter 44: The Price Now Paid
 
 
Soft, warm lips pressed against his own as Equitas’s senses slowly returned. Was it a dream? An afterlife where he was united with Amaris at last? His eyes shot open as water forced its way through his throat and out of his mouth and nose. Coughs took him as he rolled onto his side, pain gripping him from within. A beautiful pain that told him he was alive. 
Turning his head he noticed the cave still surrounded him with its dim glow and jagged rocks, but his focus was only on Amaris. Her face hovered like an angel come to bring him back from heaven, tears flowing from her eyes as she buried her head in his chest. She wiped his mouth with the sleeve of her soiled sky blue dress and kissed him with all of the passion humanly possible. 
“You came for me,” she said. “I was so scared, I thought you had died. I was there, and I could hear it all but was bound and couldn’t see you nor respond to your calls. And then Adonis untied me and told me to revive you. I knew I couldn’t lose you, not again.” 
Adonis stood behind Amaris, his helmet still on but his spear tossed to the ground. Equitas struggled to rise and reach for the spear, but found he lacked the strength. 
Amaris held him tight and caressed his check, kissing him again. “My love, he doesn’t intend to fight. He didn’t lay a finger on me, nor did he allow anyone else to. I think we should listen to what he has to say.” 
 “But why?” Equitas asked. “Why did you take her and lure me here if not to kill me?”
“The Mawtu must kill any who abandons our ranks. Well, you abandoned us, and now I have killed you. But there is no rule that you have to stay dead. I sent others after you before, true. But did you think Semreh would have it in him to kill you? No, though I’m quite surprised you split your ways. I sent other Mawtu after you as well, but their role was to make you think you had lost them, and then to spy on you. They’ve done a wonderful job updating me on your status. 
“The problem came when I allowed our cousin Lokum to join the Mawtu. He found out where you were and broke from us with quite a few of my men, actually. We followed him to Karack, where in his rage he attacked the city and it was in flames by the time I arrived with my remaining army. My spies had saved your girl, and here she is. You are welcome.”
“Our cousin?” Equitas asked, holding Amaris tight. Even before Adonis responded it all began to make sense. He realized why he had been treated above the other boys in the Mawtu days. He understood so much. 
“I think you know.” Adonis pushed up the face plate of his helm, revealing a face that Equitas recognized all too well. Where before there had been shadows, now he stepped into the light of the reflecting pool. 
“Sinoda….”
“Like you, I took a new name. Equitas was a great man, or so the stories go. I hope you can live up to the name.”
Equitas closed his eyes, trying to comprehend what was happening. “You… You attacked Valhia!”
“No, I did not. I was still grieving the loss of a great man when another rode out dressed as me. When I caught up with the Mawtu, my mask and standard were already lying in the dirt of Valhia, the city in flames.”
“You helped the people to escape?”
“One day I’ll have to apologize to mother for taking you from her.” Adonis paced as he allowed a welcoming smile to spread across his blood stained face. The dry blood cracked as he spoke, giving him the look of an old man with red wrinkled skin. 
As Adonis spoke, Equitas felt his jaw dropping. He looked to Amaris for grounding, in hopes she could stop his head from spinning, but Adonis continued. 
“I paid the price to have you join the Mawtu, brother. I remember the Game of Standards like it was yesterday. I wanted to tell you I would be leaving, you must believe me. Sometimes you have to escape your past. The hubris of Nethia had spread to Valhia, and the imperialistic lies they put into our heads, they were just too much for me. Count yourself lucky to have escaped when you did.
“The Mawtu have been taking boys as punishment to Nethia for their imperialism, going throughout Braze declaring free people to be theirs. I made my intentions known. I volunteered to join the Mawtu. Then I proved myself, and ensured you would not be stuck under Nethia’s rule either. I hope you can forgive me for volunteering you when your time came, and allowing Lokum to sell you out, as it was. Are the Mawtu any better? Well maybe we aren’t, but in Ikarin I knew I could rise up in the ranks and transform the way of the world, and I have.” 
“What have you changed, Sinoda?” Equitas whispered. “You’ve transformed nothing.”
“Don’t doubt that which is yet to come, and never call me by my old name. Like you, I have changed. I am now Adonis, the god of rebirth. Like you were reborn today, I too was reborn in this cave following my trials. I’ve changed my destiny and the Reveries have confirmed it. I will lead the Mawtu to bring about peace between Ikarin and Kordom. But sometimes people die for the greater good. You will learn, Equitas. Come brother, let us not fight. I am here again to help you.” 
“Help me?” Equitas said between coughs as Amaris helped him to sit. 
“In spite of your betrayal the day you abandoned us, you are my brother.” Adonis dropped his spear and walked forward with hands raised. “You have potential to be a great Mawtu warrior. It is in your blood. The warrior inside of you screams out to me, the thirst to conquer flows through your veins.
“We were on our way to Orath, when Lokum learned of your whereabouts. Since setting that town to flames, he rode north to Orath, to win the King’s support against me, and against the South. With the forces of Orath and the money to back them up, he will be a force to be reckoned with for both Ikarin and Kordom.
“I had to come here and replenish my numbers… to call on the Clans of the Skull if I am to have any hope of defeating Lokum. I advise you look to your own numbers, and think what you will do if you come up against this madman we call cousin.
 “You’ve found something special in this one. With her by your side you may even be a happy man, if that is even possible. I hope you never plan on leaving her. Fortune smiled on me, and now I have done my duty as a Mawtu.
“She’s much better than those flaky girls in Valhia. But do not forget what’s going on in the outside world, because you will have to choose a side. I give her back freely, and will let you go, but you must remember this. I lead the Mawtu, Equitas. And now you see that I lead the Clans of the Skull, vicious warriors that have not been led into war against the civilized armies since the siege on Elitoy to the West, many years ago. There will be a clash in these lands, and you will not be able to sit at the window watching the world pass by.”
“You are no god,” Equitas said after a moment of consideration. “I won’t lead an army to assist you against our cousin, but if indeed he was responsible for burning down the village, he will receive justice. I do not fight with the Mawtu.” 
“I leave the two of you in peace.” Adonis nodded and turned to present a mock bow towards Amaris. “We will meet again, and I hope you will have convinced my brother to do what’s right. I will go and address your father, Amaris. I must apologize for the grief I have caused him… but it was necessary. You two, take your time.” 
As soon as Adonis picked up his spear he vanished from view. 
Amaris leaned close to Equitas. “When he cut the cloth from my eyes and pointed at you…. You were dead Equitas! My heart nearly stopped at that moment.”
“Shhh,” he ran his hand through her hair. “I am alive now, thanks to you. I am alive and we are together.” 
Several moments passed before Amaris and Equitas stepped outside, their cheeks rosy and their smiles abundant. Adonis wore an amused smile as he and his men stood in a standoff with Otirian and his men. However, when Otirian saw his daughter emerge from the under the arm of Equitas, he dropped his sword and ran to her. 
“Amaris! You are unhurt?” Otirian said as he took hold of her.
“Yes Father,” she said as she let go of Equitas just long enough to hold her father and weep. “Please, we have no reason to fight this man. Adonis saved me from an evil man, a cousin of both Adonis and his brother, Equitas.”
Otirian’s eyes grew wide as he tried to ask what his daughter was talking about, but Equitas said he would explain it all on the way out of the valley. 
“For now, let us part our ways with my brother.” Equitas turned to Adonis, his voice hesitant. “I suppose I owe you some sort of gratitude. I am unsure what to make of all this, but for now, thank you.”
“Farewell brother. May the gods bless you as I have.” Adonis sized up Otirian. “You are out of date old man. King Golock of Orath has been on our side for months now. He has been funding our battles against the Ikarin, and his warriors supplement our ranks. However, if Lokum is successful, the Kingdom of Orath will soon become my enemy. Whether it is on my side or on Lokum’s, the kingdom of Orath is by no means neutral. You will know when it’s time to choose.” Adonis turned with a wave of his hand. As the mist passed by, he and his whole army faded away.
Everyone stood in the Valley of the Skulls, not knowing what to say. A wolf howled and Equitas came back to the present. 
“What does this mean for us, Otirian? What does this mean for the men and women you sent to Orath?”
“It means we had better reach them before they reach Orath, or we may find them in the dungeons of the King’s palace, if what your brother says is true, and it might be. Karack has often led an independent existence, and news from Orath seldom reaches us. When I last visited, Golock was the King’s brother, and I was happy to say so. Golock is not a man that should be on the throne.” 
Otirian gave Amaris a brief smile before his expression grew solemn and he scanned Equitas and their companions. “Our people headed to Orath. If it is as this man Adonis says, and the kingdom no longer belongs to the friendly, we must hurry. We must make sure our friends and family suffer no pain.” With his signal they were on the move. On to more fighting, on to more of the agonizing unknown. But now that Amaris was by his side once again, he had less reason to worry. He would ensure she never left his sight again.
 



Chapter 45: The Survivors
 
 
“We must rest,” Otirian said as he led his troop along the path on the northeast side of the Valley of Skulls. “The trek to Orath will take us all of tomorrow, and in these lands I fear it is best not to travel at night.” 
He met little resistance from his aching companions, who had been climbing and trekking on without break since sunrise. They set up tents and the men drew straws for guard duty, Brackar drawing first. Equitas had no duty that night. The cold chilled his bones as he sat by the raging fire Amaris and himself had worked together to build. Dinner was a few hares Torin had snagged earlier in the day when scouting ahead.  
Nothing else mattered, because now Equitas had Amaris at his side, pressed against him. She refused to let go, resting her head on his shoulder. Her father’s glare reminded the two of them that she was still promised to the prince of Orath, if indeed he was still alive. But that would come later, and therefore didn’t matter at the moment.
Equitas looked into Otirian’s eyes, and instead of the judgment he expected to see, there was a deep sorrow. Equitas understood that look. He’d discovered his brother was alive, only to find him to be the leader of the Mawtu group he had grown to hate, but had once almost loved. And what about his mother? How much of Ikarin has left her rule to join Lokum’s army? He couldn’t stand to put Amaris into that sort of danger again. Now it was time to assist the armies of the North.
The rest of the group was joyful as could be at the return of Amaris, considering the news Adonis had told them of the others from Karack, held prisoner in Orath. Before meeting Adonis, none of them had received any news regarding their old king being ousted and his brother put on the throne. Flanan and Torin boasted of the great victories they would soon taste if King Golock had turned on them, and the victory of Equitas at saving Amaris. He laughed, knowing it had actually been her to save him. A small wine skin was shared among the group, and presently they began to retire one by one. Only Amaris and Equitas remained on the log, enjoying the warmth of the flames and each other. 
“We don’t know what awaits us in Orath,” Amaris said as she pulled away slightly, her glistening eyes averting his hopeful gaze. “This may be the last time we can be together like this.”
“But if your betrothed is not there, if—”
“Don’t talk of situations that may not be. We can’t raise false hope.”
“But there has to be a way, there—”
“This is the way of my people, this is our culture.”
Equitas turned, unsure what he could possibly do to convince her, but Amaris who took him in her arms and pressed her lips firmly against his. They embraced throughout the night. 
When he woke next to the smoldering embers the next morning, the rest of the group was packed and ready to ride. Amaris was on her horse at the front of the group, staring in the direction of Orath with a look of determination. 
Along the ride, Equitas attempted to gain Amaris’s attention, but she wouldn’t share it. She had her duties, and Equitas began to understand that he must respect that. The boulders had slowly given way to lush forests, and as they grew closer to Orath the forests opened up to fields where the dark mists wove between sparse trees. Everyone was happy to finally see the capital of the North, Orath with its massive stone walls and domed roofs, rise up before them. To Equitas, it was just another sign of love lost. 
“Ho there!” A voice called from a lone tree on top of a hill. “Is that Amaris I see before me?” The group turned to see Brackar poke his head out of hiding and run to them.
“Brackar!” Otirian said, his smile as wide as ever. “Where is the group? Let’s be gone from this place.”
Brackar motioned them to the hill, where halfway down they found eight men and women. 
Otirian stabilized himself with a hand on Brackar’s shoulder. He seemed to choke slightly. “Brackar, where are our people? Why are there so few of you here?”
“I’m sorry, but we didn’t know. We weren’t ready.” Brackar motioned for the others to join them. “We marched right into Orath, expecting a normal Northern welcome, but no sooner had the gates closed behind us than the guards approached. We tried to save the rest, we tried to save Gladir, but it was too late. The guard had her surrounded. They took her, Haden, and everyone from our village that lived and you do not see here before you. The only reason we are here is your friend Ukilin. As we ran he saw us and led us to a secret passage, through a storm drain on the east side of the walls. He told us to find you, and then return to him.”
Otirian stood motionless, his eyes flashing like lightening. “We are too late. I should have never rested.”
“You would have been too late, regardless,” Brackar said. “We’ve been waiting here for three days. But I assure you, Ukilin has a plan. I saw truth and purpose in his eyes. He will not let this insult pass.”
“Show us this secret passage. Enough time has been wasted already.”
When Otirian and his group arrived inside the walls of Orath, it was only minutes before they found Ukilin, who had set boys to watch for their coming. Otirian’s friend and cousin, Ukilin, was overjoyed to see Otirian, but his eyes wept for the state of Orath and for Karack. After formalities, Ukilin led them through back alleys and cobble stone roads on the way to his house, where he insisted they would be able to talk in safety.
Church steeples shot out of the skyline as the group passed below, and at every turn it seemed one could simply jump over a house or two and find a new cathedral or temple. Equitas had heard tales of these northern churches, so different from the temples of the south, but he had never imagined he would see one for himself.
The group stopped for Ukilin to lift a tattered green cloth to reveal a small passageway. They entered and found it led into a room where large plants loomed over a group of stools forming a circle.
“It has been ages,” Ukilin said as they sat down in his hovel. The chatter and the sound of oxen pulling carts on the nearby street made Equitas wonder if anyone could ever rest in peace. 
Ukilin noticed the scrutiny in Equitas’s eyes, and glanced around his home. “Everything has changed, my friends. But I heard what happened to Karack, and now your wife.”
“Yes, my wife,” Otirian said with a sigh. “As well as the rest of the people of Karack. What can you tell me of their situation?”
“Golock took the throne whilst his brother was in Ikarin to sign a treaty of amity. His brother never returned, nor did his wife or son.”
Otirian looked at his feet and then around the room. “And what about you, Ukilin? How is Elef? And your son Aran?”
Ukilin’s white eyebrows lowered at the mention of his family, and a sadness of the deepest grey came over him. “That is what I speak of, dear Otirian. Much has changed. When did you last visit?  Two or three years? Things are so different, ever since….” His voice trailed off as he stared at the two beds in the corner of the room. 
Otirian’s smile faded and he placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Come, let’s not speak of it now. Let’s take a walk and discuss a remedy for this sickness that ails the kingdom of Orath.” 
“I would like that,” Ukilin said as Otirian took his shoulder to lead him outside. “The rest of you, please stay here and rest. I don’t have much, but please, help yourselves to the cakes and tea I have prepared.”
By the time Otirian and Ukilin returned, the rest of the group sat around a fire in the back of the house with food in their bellies and rosy cheeks from fine wine. 
Amaris approached Equitas, but her eyes lingered on the floor. “This isn’t how it was supposed to be.” She lowered herself to his embrace and turned to watch the slow steps and defeated posture Ukilin and Otirian now shared. “They were like family to me, Elef and Aran. Every year we would see them on the day of the spring celebration. I’m glad you’re here to make sure nothing happens to me now. I don’t know what’s going on around us lately, but I won’t leave your side until we know if my betrothed lives. Then...”
Equitas caressed her hair and stared into the fire. He could think of nothing to say. 
They were interrupted by shouts and laughs as one of Otirian’s men, Shalnan, pulled down his britches and began to urinate in the fire. “This is what the gods have put on us. We’re in flames, being pissed on!” 
Amaris pulled herself from Equitas’s arms. “One of the men that lost someone in Karack, and now he turns to the spirits.”
“Let me calm him,” Equitas said. 
Amaris reluctantly sat up to let Equitas go to Shalnan. But before Equitas had said a word, Shalnan turned and punched him. 
“You brought this on us!” Shalnan yelled as he pinned Equitas to the ground. “It was only after your people showed up that they came, and now look at us!” He lifted his hand for another shot at Equitas’s head, but was knocked sideways as Amaris caught him with a kick to the side. Shalnan continued to yell at Equitas, but three of his friends held him back.
“We have bigger problems.” Otirian pointed his finger at Shalnan. “Join the rest of us around the fire for what I’m about to tell you.”
Shalnan continued to mutter his complaints, but he joined as they all gathered around. 
“This bickering does none of us good,” Otirian said. “The kingdom of Orath is ruled by a tyrant, and you want to place blame? I told you that I was friends with the King of Orath. Well, it has recently been confirmed that what Adonis said was true, King Hemreh is said to have been killed approximately two years ago, during his travels to the south. Him and his wife. His son was never found.” 
Otirian paused to look at Ukilin. “Hemreh Maran is no longer King of Orath. Someone from your lands, from Braze, killed my friend and King, Equitas. Since their deaths, the King’s brother, a man I am not and never will be friendly with, has taken over. This is the man you have heard of, the current king, Golock.”
“Golock…. King?” Brackar said with wild eyes. “This won’t be good for the kingdom. What can we do?”
Everyone looked to each other for an answer, the flames of the fire licking at the shadows on their faces. Equitas noticed the knuckles of several men growing red with tight grips around their sword hilts. 
“There has to be something we can do,” Equitas said. “Is this man as bad as that?”
“Our kin sit in King Golock’s dungeons as we speak. But we’re not alone in this loss.” Otirian looked at Ukilin and continued after a nod of approval. “The new King has imprisoned Ukilin’s wife and child in an effort to force him to fight in the King’s army.”
“Which will never happen.” Ukilin motioned for his friend to go on. 
Otirian walked to the side of the fire, where the reflections of the flames made him look like a vicious giant, but his eyes were steadfast and caring. “We must save Elef and Aran. My son knows this city like no other, and there was none more respected in the city guard than Aran. To think he would be locked up…. This has gone too far! Golock has apparently locked up many men and women, and those were the lucky ones. We must pray my friends, we must pray that we be given strength in the fight for Ukilin’s family, and our own.”
The fire played with the shadows on their faces. They waited for someone to say something, and finally Brackar spoke up, “What do you propose we do?” 
As if in response, a loud pounding came from the hallway leading to the front door, and a gruff voice yelled, “Open up!” 
Ukilin looked around at his guests. “I know that voice. And that knock. The situation was the same the day my wife and son were taken from me. We must move fast. Otirian, you and your best warriors come with me. The rest of you, anyone that does not wish to fight, follow the tunnel under the floor boards here.” He stomped on the ground to show them the hollow area. “The tunnel leads to the square, where we will meet tomorrow morning by the stage of a trial the new King plans to hold. Until then, be careful.” 
Otirian turned to face his followers. He selected Brackar, Equitas, Torin, Orit, and finally Amaris. Equitas started to protest when Amaris was chosen, but Otirian looked at him with eyes that accepted no negotiation and said, “I will not risk being apart from her again, and heaven knows she is more skilled than many of the men here.” None argued. 
While Flanan led the rest of the group into the tunnel in the ground, Ukilin, Otirian and the five selected made their way to the sound of the now increasingly loud knocking. 
“Coming, coming!” Ukilin yelled. 
He motioned to a pile of swords and spears as he turned, holding up a hand for pause and, as the nearby church bells began their shrill ringing, he motioned and they rushed forward. The two wooden doors flew outward, one of them smacking the guard that had been knocking directly in the forehead. Equitas grabbed a spear as he darted through the standing guards, and followed Ukilin’s lead by attacking the men that stood gawking at the unexpected attack.
There were ten soldiers in total, easily overpowered. The element of surprise was against them, and the men and women of Karack were strong from their days of farming and hunting boar. Equitas even paused several times to watch in amazement as Amaris dodged blows and attacked as she leapt into the air with downward thrusts from her sword. The last soldier was taken down by Amaris, in a motion that Equitas later recalled as a spinning tornado of multi-colors, her robes flowing around her and continued to flap in the wind, striking the man through the eyes with her blade just as the last church bell tolled. 
Ukilin looked at his companions and smiled warily. “This is not good, but it may be a blessing in disguise.” 
Amaris looked up at him with eyes that said he had better explain why she had just killed, and how that could be a blessing.
“We’ll need more than that,” Equitas said. 
Ukilin glanced at him, but continued, “I’ve been in hiding for some time now. These men wanted me for the same reason they wanted me when they took my wife and son prisoner, and for the same reason that we will be successful in their overthrow. I continue to lead those loyal in the royal guard against the King’s unlawful replacement, Golock.”
“And how do we plan to do that?”
“My son was instrumental in this endeavor, and it has not been the same without him. If they had us both, the movement would be dead. But if they were to have neither of us, which is where you all will hopefully come in, then we can put the rightful King back on the throne. King Hemreh’s son, the Lord keep him alive. We will go to the dungeons tomorrow while Golock holds one of his public trials.”
Otirian shook his head and sighed, a deep sigh full of worry. “It won’t be easy.”
“No, but we must find Aran, save him, and gather what remaining allies we have in this city. If my sources are correct, we may find more help in the prisons than out.”
 



Chapter 46: Lokum on High
 
 
A pitter-patter of rain bought Lokum from his deep sleep, but he refused to open his eyes. For a moment he almost drifted away, his mind reeling from the lack of enough sleep, but then it came—a soft voice, calling for him.
He turned his head in a daze, tendrils of mist flowing with him. A hilltop ahead, rays of light breaking through, shining down on him.
“Lokum,” the voice said, and then he knew it was Kaire.
He was running, almost floating in the mists, and before he knew it he was at the top of the hill, and he was the sunlight. It shone through his fingertips and out onto the lands below… The worshipers below. And there, among the crowds, he saw her face—Kaire, her hazel eyes shining bright in the rays of his light, tears streaming down her face… And he leapt to her. 
With a jolt he awoke to find the rain pounding on his tent.
“KAIRE!” he shouted, thrashing around… But she was gone.
The tent flap flew open and Eland entered. His blonde hair was matted to his forehead from the rain, his blue robes drenched. 
“What is it?” Eland asked, hand on his sword hilt. 
“Another dream….” Lokum considered his response, no, it was more than that. “A vision. Are we ready?” 
Eland nodded and stepped inside as Lokum prepared a fresh tunic and robes.
“They’ve returned?” Lokum asked.
“Melonto and Alses have been busy.” Eland couldn’t help but smile. “They spread word of your coming, and the people of the North listen.”
Lokum nodded his approval. He turned to break his fast from a plate of apples and figs, slices of cheese, and a flagon of wine. King Golock kept them well supplied, and they only traveled within a couple hours march at most. While not all of the King’s advisors had taken well to Lokum, the moment Lokum had opened his mouth about his visions and told them he was God’s brother, sent back to lead, the King had accepted him and pulled him in close. When they were alone, he had spelled it out. 
“The God, surely he has big plans for me, am I wrong?” Golock had said. “You see, up here the people follow these churches like sheep, and I have an image to live up to.”
“I’m sure something can be worked out,” Lokum had replied.
“For both of our sakes,” Golock had replied. “There are those in my throne room that would question me… But if your preachings were to ring true among the masses…” 
So yes, Lokum had aligned himself with this man, this god in his own right… as some would have him believe. But nothing about him struck Lokum as godly, not when compared to himself. Still, he had an army to gather and an empire to the south to conquer, so he agreed. 
With a clasp of his cloak around his shoulders, Lokum smiled at Eland and said he was ready. Eland led the way, standing close in case Lokum should slip in the muddy soil. They came to a ledge and Lokum closed his eyes, breathing deep before the last step. This all had to be right, if these visions were simply insanity pulling at him… No, he told himself. He mustn’t think that way. He breathed in deep, willing the negative thoughts away, and opened his eyes as he took that last step to the ledge.
A cheer rose up from the crowd below, echoing through the mountains, and Lokum waited with hands raised.
“My people,” he shouted so that all could hear. “You have traveled to see me, so that I may impart on you the blessings from above.”
The people cheered, reaching their hands to him. He had come to expect this over the previous days since he had begun to preach. It had started with a lecture to Eland, who had at first questioned him. But even he had soon begun to see the logic behind Lokum’s teachings. It had been far too long since a god had arrived among the people, and Lokum had his visions. The words just weren’t made up, Lokum told himself. They came from on high. 
“The South and the North, one people, to be united through our movement,” he said, looking the closest people in their eyes to show he cared. “We will not stand by any longer as they worship their heathen gods, The Six or any since, are given any sort of credibility. The time is ours, and the time is now!”
Another cheer, and Lokum bowed his head, accepting their worship. When he looked up again, everyone before him was bowed low. He turned to his own men, many of whom bowed too. But there were the Mawtu, staring back at him from beneath their spiked helms. Their robes, drenched like everything else in the area, looked like flowing rivers of blood. He would deal with them in due time, but for now, he turned back to his worshipers.
“Take up arms in the name of the faith. Gather your brothers and sisters, and spread the word. The time of the one true God is at hand!” Lokum raised his sword for emphasis, and in that moment the rain broke and a ray of sunlight escaped through the clouds above to land on him. 
Even he was surprised, but not as much as when he turned to see many of the Mawtu now bowing too. Not Arduous though, Lokum noted. Arduous frowned, taking note of the men among his ranks who were on one knee—not that he could do anything about it, Lokum thought, as the number far outweighed those that didn’t kneel. It wasn’t a surprise—enough Mawtu had been forced into their ranks, some even from the North. All of their training and brainwashing was sure to come undone if given the right motivation.
“Come,” Lokum said to Eland, turning back to the tent. “Let us return to Orath. Make sure my men are well fed and supplied, and then send them off for more. We don’t just want an army… we want the world.” 
 
 
 



Chapter 47: The Dungeons
 
 
When night fell, Equitas donned the clothes of one of the guards, like the others he followed toward the palace. Ukilin led the way through the cramped streets. They dodged odds and ends the wind hurled their way, keeping to the shadows when possible. 
“No one’s ever escaped from the dungeons of Orath,” Ukilin explained. “Until now.”
At the end of an alley Ukilin held up a hand for them to wait. Equitas heard the sound of people ahead, the running water of a fountain, and the whistling of the wind through the alley behind him. With a motion from Ukilin, the group began to filter into the courtyard, one at a time. They did their best to stand straight and fit in with the throng of soldiers that had entered the courtyard, the same one where Golock was expected to hold a trial the next day, Ukilin had said. Otirian pushed past people with care to not draw too much attention, his hood drawn over his head so the sparkle of his eyes was barely visible. Equitas walked beside him with Ukilin, as inconspicuously as anyone could on their way to face a king. 
“Here, beside the stage.” Ukilin motioned to a spot in the shadows, where the group sat and took turns sleeping until the next morning. Equitas stole glances at Amaris, and yearned to speak with her, but this was not the time. 
The next morning Equitas opened his eyes to see the courtyard bustling with early streams of light. Stone walls rose on all sides of the people of Orath. They celebrated as if it were a day of birth, not a trial that could end in execution. Children played on the city walls with wooden swords and stuffed horses. Banners hung behind the stage where Equitas assumed the trial was to take place, banners each with a large golden eagle with its wings spread around an intricately designed sword. 
Otirian stirred beside him, opening his eyes and spanning the scene. “How it has changed.”
Ukilin stood before them and held out his hand. “We must get there before the trial starts and the people quiet. Where are the rest?”
Otirian shook his head. “Should we spread out and look for them?”
“I don’t think that would be a good idea. Look.” Ukilin pointed to the guards in large numbers as they began to pile into the square and form a blockade of brass and bronze around the stage. Ukilin was not bothered, and encouraged his friends to move forward as if they too were there to protect the King.
Equitas looked up and clenched his jaw, eyes narrowing at the sight of the man he least wanted to see—Lokum. A large hand pulled him back as he attempted to dash toward the stage. 
“Not yet.” Otirian pointed to the stage.
Royal guards in purple and gold were piling out of a nearby door. It was apparent the King of Orath was about to show his face. 
Equitas paused for a split moment, and then turned to the group behind him. “Let’s do this.”
“Not without us,” Brackar said from under a concealing hood. When Equitas looked close enough, he recognized several faces in the crowd around them. “We are all here. Which way, Ukilin?”
 “I’m glad to hear it.” Ukilin held out the corner of his cloak to block a grate beside the stage. He kicked it out, the noise like a whisper among the ruckus of the crowds. The group took turns crawling through the grates on the side of the stage, one at a time behind the cover of Otirian’s large cloak, him last. Everything was pitch black. Equitas was guided along by the feel of the cold walls and the sound of light footsteps in front of him.
“This way!” Ukilin hissed as light appeared in the distance.
Equitas found a small ray of hope amidst suffocating nothingness. Voices jumped out of the walls as the group moved closer to the light, and Ukilin paused so they could listen. 
“Yes, that’s what I hear. He has an army almost the size of the King’s, amassing on the border,” said a gruff voice from the other side of the wall.
“I know about that, I heard from the West Wall,” replied a much younger and inspired voice. “Their men have spies everywhere. But haven’t you been in the throne room when they talk?” 
“I hear this man has come with the promise of complete domination of the enemies, and shared rule here. He wants our King, if you can call him that, to join forces with him and defeat the armies the South.”
“I would watch what you say about King Golock, even down here….”
The voices faded away and Ukilin motioned for the group to continue toward the light. They turned the corner and two guards stood directly in front of them, their eyes popping at the sight of Flanan’s sword as it darted for their throats. 
“Stop!” Ukilin hissed. “They’re with us.” When the guards saw it was Ukilin, quick embraces were shared and swords lowered. 
“We heard you were moving soon, Ukilin,” One of the guards said. “We didn’t know it would be this day. You should have told us! The network is not what it was before your son’s arrest. We have been doing our best to keep him informed.”
“Forces outside of my control intervened,” Ukilin gestured toward Otirian and the group. “Treat these men and women as if they were family.” 
The guards nodded nervously as they eyed the tight grip Flanan maintained on his sword hilt. 
“Where’s the key?” Ukilin asked.
“None of our people have yet been given that honor. Perhaps the captain of the guard reads our loyalty to the true King on our faces. He’s a rat that serves whomever provides him with food at the time, and he maintains the key.” 
“Can you take us to him?” Ukilin asked.
The two soldiers looked at each other nervously, and the older one said, “I suppose it was bound to happen, eventually. Follow us.” 
They snaked their way through tunnels farther and farther into the depths under the palace, through arched tunnels with holes where stones belonged, and others made by walls of dirt. Dirt crumbled above from the vibrations of their running feet.
The two leading guards, Kreen they called the elder and Tramos the younger, stopped suddenly. Kreen held up a fist to motion to the others to stay still. Voices and laughter echoed from around a bend, and a sweet and captivating odor filled the air. 
“The captain always smokes from his pipe,” Tramos whispered over his shoulder. “Even down here where the ventilation is far from good. It’s the easiest way to know where he is, just follow your nose. You all stay here until you hear our signal, and then charge, weapons drawn. He’s not on our side, but don’t worry, this will be easy.” Kreen winked, and the guards sheathed their swords before disappearing around the corner. 
As they waited, beads of sweat trickled down Equitas’s forehead in spite of the dank coldness of the halls beneath the palace. Amaris smiled at him and wiped his sweat with a small hand towel from a pocket in her robes. She kissed him lightly and squeezed his hand. He couldn’t hear the muffled conversation around the corner, but when the squeal of hinges and the guard Tramos shouted “drop your sword,” the time had come. Ukilin and Otirian’s group poured into the room, weapons at the ready.
“What do you think you are doing?” the captain of the guard barked. “Explain yourselves this instant!”
“You’re no longer in charge here,” Tramos said as Kreen repeated the order for the captain to drop his sword. 
Others were shouting as well in the confusion, and Equitas and Amaris squeezed each other’s free hands as they held their weapons ready for battle. Equitas put himself between her and one of the unknown guards, heart thumping with the hatred that only comes from knowing you stand between life and death of the one you love. 
QUIET!” Ukilin shouted, pacing around so everyone could see his face as he sheathed his sword. “Captain Spriit, you know me. As does everyone else in this room.”
“I know you,” the captain said. “But I don’t know how you made it here without chains. I’ve ordered your arrest, and you’re to be thrown into a cell separate from the ones I have your wife and son in. Guards, take care of this!”
Ukilin’s eyes narrowed with hatred. “So you admit you have my wife and son. Very well, now you will let me finish. As I was saying, you all know me. Your guards in this room know me to be the one that gives orders now. You will put down your sword, present the key to the cell that holds my wife and son, as well as the villagers from Karack, and surrender yourself. If you do not, you will be torn to pieces and fed to my pet boars. You make the choice.”
The captain opened his mouth to argue, or to give the command to kill Ukilin, but neither came. His four guards who had been in the room now had their swords aimed at his chest along with Ukilin’s group. Disgust from years of mistreatment filled their eye. As his pipe fell from his lips, the Captain dropped his sword and presented the key from the chain around his neck.
“Smart choice.” Ukilin smiled as he grabbed the keys and allowed the guards to chain up their former captain. None of them were polite in doing so. As they turned to leave, the clatter of dozens of guards streaming into the dungeon sounded from above. 
“Find the cells with our friends and family!” Otirian bellowed, already running down the halls, shouting for his son. 
“Which way?” Amaris demanded from one of the guards, who seemed just as lost but pointed regardless. 
“Ekilin, Ekilin!” Ukilin shouted, while Otirian and his troops called for Gladir and others who had been taken. A clearing opened up ahead, with a trickle of light from above and the slow sound of water dripping. It smelled of urine and feces so bad the dark air almost tasted of it. 
“Here!” Kreen said, pointing to massive cell which covered half the wall. 
Ukilin rushed forward with the key, hands trembling as he worked the lock. Finally there was a resounding click, and the key turned. He ran in to find his wife and boy.
“Gladir!” Otirian shouted, thoroughly searching the cell. 
The room inside of the cell was large and full of shadows, with men old and young in tattered clothes, some holding women under their arms. They all had large hopeful eyes at the sight of the strangers. Searching through those eyes, Equitas found a second person he had not expected to see in some time: Semreh. Equitas rushed to help him out of his chains, but ten prisoners stepped forward with weapons at the ready. 
Equitas looked around at his former friend and the men that would not let anyone near him. “What’s going on here?” 
Semreh opened his mouth to speak, but was interrupted by the outside guards pounding on the oak door leading to the cells. 
“I can tell you, Equitas,” Gladir said as she walked forward to hug her husband. “If you agree to tell me how you know him. This man is Semrehian, the rightful King of Orath.”
“You must be confused, this is my friend Semreh, no prince, or king, or whatever you think he is. Tell them, Semreh.” When Equitas looked at Amaris, her eyes stared at the floor and she seemed distant, yet full of sorrow. 
Semreh stood a bit taller, looking at Equitas with a noble look in his eyes unseen before. “It has been a while, huh, Narce? Or Equitas, or whatever you’re called these days.”
Equitas turned his gaze to meet Semreh’s. “So, is it true?”
“Gladir never lies, it’s something you’ll learn of her. I lived another life before I was sold into slavery and made a Mawtu warrior, just as you did. They used to call me Semrehian, or Prince Semrehian. Now that my mother and father are dead, with me being their only son, I should be King of Orath. I knew this when I returned. It was my duty. I also knew it wouldn’t go smooth, and I was right. My uncle has taken the throne and sentenced me to death.” 
Equitas stared dumbfounded at his friend he had known for two years as just another Mawtu warrior. He realized that everyone around him was bowing, but he couldn’t bring himself to follow their lead. 
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Equitas finally managed. “I mean….” 
The door burst open and two men were pushed through by numerous soldiers behind them, all with weapons drawn and ready to defend their captain’s honor. They soon joined in the bow before the rightful king, Semreh.
Semreh simply shrugged and looked around. “Rise. I am not King yet. Last I checked we are still in the dungeon, and my uncle rules this land. Aran, I put my trust in you to round up the city guard and alert your friends in the Royal Guard. If there are any loyal to me, we must know. Find messengers and send them to our allies throughout the North. We can’t hope to do this on our own. Ukilin, how long has it been? I hope we can catch up when this is all over, but in the meantime do you have a plan?”
“My first plan is to get us out of here,” Ukilin said over the clatter of more guards approaching. “We must make sure they’re with us, and then warn everyone else in this town and those nearby to ready themselves!” 
“Ready themselves?” Equitas asked.
“What do you think, we find our King and expect to put him into hiding?” Otirian asked. “No, Karack is gone, our King has returned. I say it’s time to settle down into a new home.”
“Better sharpen that spear of yours after this,” Semreh said to Equitas. He turned along with the rest of the room to face the oncoming soldiers. “You may have the chance to fight alongside me once again, brother.”
Equitas wondered at the complete control and confidence in Semreh’s eyes. He glanced at Amaris and felt his soul leaving his body. She stood ready to fight, but her eyes darted between Semreh and Equitas, scared and unsure. Dozens of guards burst through the doors, each seeing Semreh and lowering to one knee, each swearing to gather every warrior they knew to return Orath to its glory.
 
                                                                                    
***
 
Word spread quickly that the rightful King was on the loose in the streets of Orath, and lines of loyalty were soon drawn. Guards that chose to serve Golock stormed houses and began to slaughter men and women in their search for Semreh, unsure who to trust. However, many guards had thrown down their cloaks or torn off Golock’s lion symbol represented by the Royal Guard, to replace them with the uniforms of Semreh’s father’s days and the label of the True Guard. They had begun to amass in blockades on all major streets throughout the city. Led in groups by Semreh, Otirian’s son Ekilin, and Ukilin, the True Guard moved through the streets towards the palace and Golock’s position.
Equitas and Amaris rushed to the top of a large tower to the Southeast of the palace to watch the trap the false king Golock found himself in. It was a beautiful sight to see the surviving Karack villagers marching among the True Guard in their blue and yellow uniforms, moving toward the towering white marble palace. 
“It looks like a child’s painting, doesn’t it?” Equitas asked. 
She smiled and folded her arms across her chest. “It all seems to work out for us. Everything except what we want most. When this is over, I must be with my betrothed. Until then I will join the fighting, whether you do or not is up to you.”
Equitas nodded and allowed himself to be led toward the stairway, soon joining in the ranks of the True Guard as they stormed the castle. He was fighting for his friend, true, but he was also fighting for the man that would marry the woman he loved, and that ate at him.
“The King has already made his way into the inner chamber!” A soldier yelled over the clanging of swords and shields. “I would tell you to hurry, but I doubt he’s at much risk – practically every guard in the city has joined the fight for the return of Semreh’s throne!”
Equitas and Amaris ran toward the palace and up the royal spiral staircase. The clash of bronze sounded from above. At the top of the staircase they saw the fighting had moved up another level. They kept climbing up and up, and at each point found nothing but dead men from each side and the noise of shouting and more fighting above. Finally they emerged and saw Semreh and his True Guard. Golock had not yet escaped, and was at a standstill at the highest point in the palace with nowhere to go. Several remaining Royal Guard ran past Semreh where he stood facing down his uncle. Otirian had followed up the stairs behind Equitas and Amaris, and he began to take the surrendered guards prisoner while Equitas and Amaris joined the others to surround the soon to be deposed king.
“Look around you!” Semreh shouted from the top of the spire where they all stood. White pillars framed the empty air and met at the tip in a silver dome. Great mountains and giant oaks were seen for miles, as were armies in full battle attire marching on the city. “The city guard is mine. The neighboring armies, from all over the North have come to my side, Uncle. Do not make me strike you!”
Golock stood proud against the north pillar, his sword point slowly lowering as his eyes took in the reality. The corners of his thin midnight mustache twitched. The man fell to his feet in sobs, and everyone knew it was over. 
“I was a God… I had Lokum at my side.” Golock hung his head in shame. “It was never meant to be this way, Semrehian. I am sorry.” He stood and tore his cream silk shirt. The two pieces fell to the ground as he darted for the edge and leapt into the open air. 
The crowd rushed to the edge with a shriek in unison, and Equitas noticed it was the first purely clear sky he had seen in the North. He didn’t feel his heart return to its normal pace until he heard the splat on the ground far below. If only that meant the fighting was over.
 



Chapter 48: Decisions Made
 
 
Equitas walked into the midst of what seemed to be a discussion of finances. The great hall shone alabaster. A dim yellow from the skylights above seemed to magnify each crevice carved into the walls. An old man sat to the side of the throne, carving Semreh’s likeness. 
“You swear allegiance to me, Yendrian?” Semreh asked a man in white robes who knelt at his feet. 
“I served your father before you, and your father before him,” Yendrian answered. As Equitas drew close he saw that indeed the man in white could be that old. “I didn’t know what to do when your uncle claimed the throne. You were gone, and the streets told whispers of your death.”
“Very well, Yendrian.” Semreh rose and put his hand on Yendrian’s head. “You shall not be punished for your loyalty to my family. I welcome you into my kingdom, and accept your continued devotion.” Semreh paused when he saw Equitas approaching, and welcomed him with a broad smile. “Ah, Narce, I mean Equitas.” He smiled even wider. “It’s all changed. This certainly is a different environment than when we were young friends, right?”
Equitas continued up the steps and took Semreh in an embrace, to the surprise of those in the court’s attendance. “I’ve come to talk business, brother.”
“Good, you’re just in time. Please, let me start.” Semreh waited for Equitas’s approval. “I’ve recently learned, from my loyal finance minister, Yendrian here, that we’ve been devoting large sums of money from our treasury to your wars in the South for years. Under my uncle’s rule, we funded the side that would benefit us the most, with no loyalty to one side or the other.  I find this quite ironic, given the fact that my uncle at times may have been helping to fund the war in our favor when we were with the Mawtu, and at others our enemies.” Semreh’s smile dwindled when he saw the hard look in Equitas’s eyes. “I hope you can forgive us, of course. I know this means the Kingdom of Orath has also funded wars against your family in Ikarin. And there is more.”
Semreh motioned to his left, where Lokum stepped forward.
“Why is he in your court?” Equitas demanded of Semreh.
Semreh held up a hand to halt Lokum from lunging forward. “It’s more complicated than that. He was an ally to the city, and has amassed quite the religious following….”
“Religious?” Equitas scoffed and pointed at Lokum. “This man is my cousin and no better than horse-dung. What religious following could he have earned?” 
Voices from the crowd hissed and someone called out for Equitas to guard his tongue. Equitas looked around at the faces in the crowd, confused at this reaction. When he looked back up to Semreh, Equitas saw a look that said “tread carefully.”
“Well, cousin….” Equitas stepped close, so he could see the look in his cousin’s eyes as he replied. “Please, explain.”
“What is there to explain?” Lokum said. “He stepped forward, hands raised, and half the room cheered. “I have returned, born in this body so that I may lead these people back to the following of the true God.”
At first all Equitas could do was stare in disbelief. Then he spun on Semreh. “You can’t allow this to continue!”
Semreh stepped close, so that others could not hear, and said, “With a religious following such as his, do I have a choice?” He pulled back and addressed the room. “Lokum is welcome in Orath as he presents his case.”
Equitas felt his head spinning as he faced the audience. “Lokum is responsible for the destruction of Karack.”
At the murmurs throughout the great hall, Semreh motioned for Lokum to defend himself. “I will not make an accusation without a fair trial. Lokum, is this true? Are you guilty of the massacre of Karack?”
“I assume no responsibility for whatever slaughter you speak of. With your permission, what do they call you now, Aexitass?”
“Equitas. It means justice in the old tongue of the North.” Equitas held back his desire to strike his cousin. He didn’t find it easy to forgive, but he had recently learned the benefit of not acting rashly.
“Tell him your story, as you’ve told it to us,” Semreh directed Lokum. “I’d be curious to hear how it’s changed since we last met…. Remember, in the woods?”
“That was a wondrous occasion, where I first learned of my calling.” Lokum stood and turned to face Equitas. “It has been a long time, cousin.” He paused for three heartbeats, but continued when Equitas raised no objection to being acknowledged as cousins. “I was with the Mawtu when I heard that your long lost brother was one of their numbers, and was saddened to hear they had not seen you since the day you and I last met. They told me that you had abandoned your brothers, and that assassins would follow and make an example of you as a deserter. The Mawtu sent several, and none returned. One of them was even your old training buddy, Semreh.”
“Get on with it,” Equitas said. “Last I remember, you and I were not on the best of terms.” 
“Naturally, I wanted to see what my dear cousin was up to. I imagined you would be wed by now. Who would’ve known you have eyes for the King’s girl instead of the one you took from my arms. Always wanting someone else’s treasure.” Lokum’s eyes sparkled.
“I….” Equitas saw in Semreh’s eyes that this was the first he’d heard of this. 
“But let me finish, if you will. I was leading an expedition from Illisus to Nethia when I overheard some of you foolish brother’s spies reporting on your whereabouts. Naturally, I had to come see you, so here I am! However, Adonis was envious of my power and the influence I held over his soldiers. I did nothing to deserve his betrayal, yet when we reached Karack he turned on me and I fled to Orath. I know nothing of burning any village.
“And now we’re here together at last, cousin. I sent messengers to your mother asking to return to Ikarin, in a very diplomatic manner mind you. She refused. I know the intentions of the Mawtu, and those intentions involve destruction of Nethia and rule over Ikarin. How can we allow this when we have the power to stop it? When I have the power, ordained by the heavens, to stop it.”
Semreh raised an eyebrow and held up a hand. “I assure you, Lokum, that we will not destroy a people for revenge, nor shall we attack because of your politics or your smooth tongue. We must fully understand the situation, and your true motivation.”
Lokum began to pace as he spoke. “Your majesty, you must understand the state of Nethia. My spies tell me that much of their navy was destroyed in my absence, and if the Mawtu-led Kordom alliance attacks, Nethia will fall. But I have my followers, and with me at your side we can beat back the Kordom alliance.”
Equitas stepped forward, heart pounding. “And what of my mother, Lokum? What are your intentions regarding your aunt and my mother, Gaila? Should we move to ‘defend’ Nethia, what becomes of her?”
Lokum glared at Equitas. “In spite of the fact that she allowed my mother and father to die in the flames of Valhia, I intend to embrace her, as a good nephew should. Surely my being here is a testament to my ability to forgive and move on. What else would you expect, cousin? But she won’t let me just stroll into the city, I imagine. We must take it first, in order to defend it. Only then can these lands of the North and South be united.”
Equitas moved to within feet of Lokum. “You speak with the madness I’ve seen in your eyes for years. You don’t care about the lives in Nethia, or the city itself as long as you can return to the lands of Ikarin. Your violence is motivated by the search for a woman that you will not find, especially behind those walls.” Equitas paused, looking around the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, this man, my cousin, has murdered many men, women, and children and must be seen as what he is. A war criminal. I ask that you ignore his lies, for he’s known for his treachery.” He turned to look at Lokum again. “You’re lucky I’ve learned acceptance and mercy, or you would be dead right here. This is done. Semreh, I believe you know where I stand. If there is any confusion, you can find me in my chambers.” He stormed out of the throne room in hopes of seeing Amaris, but with no luck. 
When he returned to his room, he paused at the doorway, considering all his cousin had said. Was war coming again to the lands of Braze? And what of his brother, where was he now? Equitas went to the window and stared out at the rolling hills that led to the mountains—a seemingly endless land, with no sign of his brother or any outside Mawtu in sight.
***
The days that followed were a blur in Equitas’s mind. The news soon spread throughout the city that Semreh’s bride to be had arrived. After three days of mourning for those lost in the burnt city of Karack, word spread that Otirian had begun the planning for the wedding between Semreh and Amaris, and soon. Equitas wanted Amaris as his bride, but he couldn’t interfere.
Equitas jumped out of bed and went to his oak chest to find his finest robe, a green silk with brown trimming, which Ukilin gave him the day of their victory in the retaking of Orath. It was his only clothes suitable for royal court. A jolt of surprise threw him back when he opened his door to find Brackar waiting there.
“It’s about time,” Brackar said. “You always sleep so late?” 
Equitas brushed past him and down the hall, Brackar following. “I have someone to find.”
“I was just wondering why you’ve shut yourself indoors. I thought you may enjoy some company.”
In truth Equitas was lonely and it felt good to see Brackar’s silly grin. The man’s beard was sporadic across his face, giving him a youthful impression aside from his size.
“You’re right, Brackar. How have you been?”
“Well, Orit and I have been courting, Though it’s hard with all the excitement in the city.” He noticed the pain on Equitas’s face. “I’m sorry. And yourself?”
“It’s this Lokum business. He doesn’t belong here. He belongs on the end of a rope, dangling and dying. Have you heard any news?” They were walking again, but neither were sure where to.
“He has requested several audiences with the King, but they’ve been refused. King Semrehian demands court wait until you are ready.”
“Is that so?” Equitas almost laughed at the thought of his old friend Semreh sitting on that throne, bossing around all those large old men. 
“What exactly are you waiting for?”
“I have to talk to someone. Remember that man we captured just outside of Karack, before we split our ways and you all headed north to Orath? Haden?”
“Yes, the man with the black bronze helm. What about him?”
“I must find him, but I have no clue where he would be.” Equitas looked at the many passages leading out of the room they now stood.
“Follow me.” Brackar said.
They walked through the great halls and through the kitchen to a plain cut-stone room. On the far side stood two guards on each side of an iron door. Equitas was relieved to see Tramos and Kreen, the two guards from before in the dungeons.
 “Brackar, Equitas,” Tramos greeted them. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”
“Good morning,” Brackar said. “We have reason to see the prisoner Haden, if you would bring us to him.” 
“Yes sir, right away.” Tramos bid him follow and hastily opened the gates to lead them in. The three descended many flights of stairs and crossed through the murky hallways that made up the dungeons under the palace. The stale air bit at Equitas’s lungs, and his eyes strained to see in corners where the torches did not reach. However, it was nice being able to walk through the tunnels without having to sneak and worry about a guard waiting to chop his head off.
When they reached Haden’s cell, Equitas paused ten feet back. “Would you mind if I spoke to him alone?” They consented and he approached the cell with slight hesitation.
“Haden, I’ve wronged you in the past, and I realize we haven’t seen the same light cast in every situation. You have been imprisoned here not as a servant or a slave, but because you attacked our land, my new home in Karack. And you attacked me. You understand this?”
Haden grunted, but never looked up from his meal. 
“You have been on my cousin’s side for as far back as I can remember. Lokum is now my enemy and my brother is now a Mawtu leader.” Equitas paused in disgust as Haden grabbed the steak, only looking up occasionally. “Did you willingly break from Lokum and stay with Adonis and the Mawtu? Do you serve Lokum still? Do you have intentions towards my friends or me?”
Haden’s eyes narrowed at every reference to Lokum. He spat a chunk of bloody steak against the wall. 
“The mention of the name puts bile in my mouth,” Haden said. “Am I loyal to him, that’s what you ask? I’ve been a slave my whole life, and always received abuses from that animal and his parents whenever I even considered not doing the evil they commanded. 
“Gaila’s kindness gives me reason to talk to you now. That and the fact that you acknowledge Lokum as your enemy. I’ve caught a glimpse of my sanity these days in this dungeon, and I would take this above serving him any day. I would take death above ever having to call him master or sir ever again.”
Haden’s chest heaved and his eyes painted a wild picture of trauma and sorrow as they stared into nothingness. He had taken a break from eating to tell his thoughts, halfway through the meat with the blood dripping down his chin. It reminded Equitas of his days as a Mawtu, with the calf-blood war paint. Their eyes met and held. 
Equitas was unsure how to take it all in. He knelt beside the bars of the prison cell. “These lands in the North have taught me much, and I know how I treated you was wrong. How everyone has treated you has been wrong, but I had no idea of the pain Lokum has put you through. I will talk with Semreh, and he will set you free if you have no ill intent toward us. I will forgive your wrongs, if you can forgive mine.”
Haden finished the steak and Equitas waited in silence as he was judged and weighted by the prisoner. With a wipe of his mouth, Haden spoke. “You get me out of here, then as we walk through the city, we will talk. When we reach the castle I will have finished, and you can decide whether you trust me and if I should be pardoned. Deal?” 
Equitas smiled. “Tramos, the keys if you would.” He turned back to Haden.
“Are you sure that is wise?” Brackar asked at Tramos’s hesitation.
“This man did not attack Karack, and any evil action on his part was through coercion. He will not be chained for an evil of a man that sits free in the castle.”
Tramos stepped forward and opened the gates, smiling meekly. 
As they walked from the dungeons and into the large square, Haden looked around at the lovers holding hands, the families preparing cuts of meat and the old ladies knitting decorations for the wedding halls. 
There’re no servants here, are there?” Haden asked. 
“There are not.”
“And you’re fine with that?”
“I love the ways of the people to the North, of Otirian’s people, and from what I’ve seen I will love the people of Orath.”
Haden nodded with skepticism.
“Would you not consider becoming one of us, Haden? A new land, a new home?” Equitas saw the uncertainty in Haden’s eyes. “What is it? What are you hiding?”
“Enough.”
***
Equitas tightened his forest green sash and walked through the wide doors of the court room. If what Haden said was true, he ought to slice Lokum’s throat open that instant. He considered the ramifications, and imagined Otirian and the others turning on him for his action without the King’s permission. Better to fight this with patience and wisdom.
Otirian stood at King Semreh’s right hand. Everyone was there, from Ukilin, Brackar, Gladir, Orit, and even Lokum.  “My daughter is preparing, and….” Otirian’s voice drained away when he saw Equitas approach in his court robes. “What’s going on, Equitas?”
“I’ve come to let you know I have released Haden, and to talk on other matters.” Equitas enjoyed the surprise of the court, especially the survivors of Karack who associated Haden with the attack. “He’s been used as a pawn for far too long. I do not believe he was at Karack by his own choice, and I believe we will not regret it if we look to him as a reformed man, maybe one that can see us as an ally.”
Semreh stood from his throne and motioned the crowd to be calm. He looked at Equitas and smiled. “Very well. I trust Equitas, and he has made a decision. Let us move on from the matter.”
“Yes, let’s discuss the true reason you all know I have come. What worries me is that we have not yet condemned my cousin. You know as well I do that a large part of the military of Orath is loyal to him and his religious claims. The streets whisper that he has more armies camped on the border of the North, in the Mountains of the Red Crowned Lion. We don’t know which direction the wind will blow, and you say you trust me. Fine, trust that we must bind Lokum in shackles until the end of his days.” 
Semreh was about to argue, but was cut off as Lokum interrupted. “I’ve had enough of this insolent pig!”
“Calm yourself Lokum, this will be discussed properly and no rash decisions will be made!” Otirian bellowed from beside the King.
“You shut your mouth old man!” Lokum drew the sword of the guard next to him, and took a step toward Equitas. “I should have known that once Golock was dead you weaklings would do nothing but talk! Now my enemy stands before me.”
“Lokum!” Equitas shouted, quite content with himself for revealing Lokum’s true side. “This is between you and me!” 
Lokum charged and barely missed Equitas’s throat with a wide sweep of the sword. He cursed and attacked again, but the guards were moving in fast. He threw the sword and barely missed Equitas’s head. By the time Equitas was standing again the room was in chaos, the doors wide open, and Lokum nowhere to be seen. The guards that had stood at the doors were also gone.
“Find him!” Semreh ordered his guards. “Equitas. This is my court. A true friend and brother would not cause such disruptions without warning. If this man escapes, I’ll hold you accountable.” 
Equitas and Semreh ran in the direction they knew Lokum must have gone, the guard following in large numbers. The two rushed to the brick wall with grand staircases on each side, and saw in the courtyard below a multitude of blue clad Royal Guard pushing through the True Guard toward the southern gate. They had come pouring out of the palace, Lokum at their rear.
Equitas started at a touch on his shoulder, and turned to see Amaris. Her eyes were wide with fright, but her hand went to the sword on her hip. She led the way as she bounded down the stairs and through the large archway the fighting had disappeared through. 
They skidded out the doorway and once again saw the True Guard being pushed back, the Royal Guard fighting with ferocity to their south. Equitas grabbed Amaris’s hand and they ran around toward the back of the fighting force. A look over his shoulder to see if Semreh was following met with confusion and mistrusting eyes.  
When Equitas spotted Lokum, he darted forward, leaving Amaris.
“Lokum,” Equitas screamed. “Get back here so we can finish this!” 
Far ahead, Lokum walked calmly as the Royal Guard fought with their lives. Pushing back, he came within ten feet of Equitas and motioned for four guards to protect him. 
“Didn’t you hear?” He shouted over the cries of pain and death. “I’m a god now too—the God!”
Equitas pulled back, hand on his sword. “You’re mad.”
“Nothing could be farther from the truth. The army of Orath will follow me, and soon the rest of the world as they come to see the truth of who I am. It’s too bad you will be dead here in the North instead of defending your mother in Nethia.”
He turned and motioned for the four guards to kill Equitas.
By the time Equitas had defended himself and ended their lives, Lokum had disappeared through the south gate with many of the blue clad Royal Guard. 
Amaris panted as she ran up, Semreh in tow. “Are we going after them?”
Equitas looked down and saw they stood hand-in-hand. His eyes rose to meet Semreh’s, but he couldn’t comprehend what he saw there. 
Below them, the Royal Guard was now on the south side of the gate while the True Guard had largely moved to secure the palace. A few of the True Guard remained and were closing the south gate. 
“Down there!” Equitas shouted. “We must ensure there is no more Royal Guard inside the palace or the rest of this city. Then I will listen to Semreh for his decision. 
Semreh’s eyes narrowed. “I like that idea Equitas, listening to the King for once. Other matters need to be discussed, but for now, we must ensure the safety of my people.”
They joined the fighting and within the hour the swords had stopped their clanging. The dead were being carried off, and the wounded were escorted to the palace. The great hall filled with murmurs of men and women gathered to hear what the King would do in light of recent events. 
Otirian was the first to speak. “Great King, your hospitality has been much appreciated, and I must say the events of the recent days have been quite, how should I say this… captivating. With your permission, I shall address the crowd as to how this matter will be dealt with.” 
Semreh sat at the throne with Amaris by his side. He seemed distracted, making Otirian wait longer than was comfortable before he gave a wave of his hand to continue. 
“I have thought about the matters between the North and the South, and Lokum made our decision much easier. I’ve been informed that he and his army are headed south to meet up with more forces, men he has recruited from among the Mawtu. Thinking he could win us to his side was a mistake, and now we understand his intentions.
“We always knew evil would come to our land. My city and many I love were destroyed, and it is believed this was at Lokum’s hand. Who knows where he will strike again, or when the likes of him will bring an army against us. We knew this clash would come. The prophets have spoken of the day one would rise up out of the south and destroy all we hold dear. Well, I tell you now that we must not stand idly by while battles are fought by our neighbors to the south. Our land was attacked, and we must not allow the same to happen to Nethia. We will stand in front of the enemies’ spears with swords drawn, and we shall see where fate smiles. 
“My brothers, my sisters, my daughters and my sons. I say it is better to bring the war to them and to die on our terms, than to let them come here and slaughter those we hold dear. We will ride to the aid of your home land, Equitas, and we will fight with the full power of the natural world backing us. Warriors of Karack, and with permission, warriors of Orath, prepare your saddles and sharpen your swords, for we ride at sunrise.”
Equitas clasped hands with Otirian and heard the cheers of the call to battle. The clash of cousins was coming. While he should have been happy at the thought of reuniting with his mother, one thought ate at him—at the end of this, Amaris would still marry Semreh.
 



Chapter 49: The Red Crowned Lion
 
 
Lokum kicked over a pot of beans and sat by the fire. He pretended to not notice as his men shot dirty looks his way. 
“You all failed me,” he said. “Blame yourselves for going without food.” 
Towering clusters of sandstone rose up to protect them from the howling winds, the lack of vegetation testament to the rocks shielding of sun and rain. 
An especially stale night air bit at Lokum’s skin, so he inched closer to the fire, rubbing his hands together. “You follow a God and you find reason to complain?”
Alses and Melonto glared through the flames at their friend-turned-commander-turned God. Since the escape from Orath, he had treated them like scum.
“All this talk of being the brother to the one true God.” Melonto set his spear aside and stood. “I don’t think it’s good for the troops. Many and more don’t believe it. The ones who do can’t be trusted.”
“You dare to challenge me?” Lokum said as he took a step toward Melonto, hand on his sword hilt. 
Melonto’s face paled and he took a step back. “Of course I believe, sir… your grace. But until we’ve proven your case, is it healthy to carry on like this?”
Lokum glared, debating the faith of his so-called friend. “You question me again, you won’t live to see another day. Let me worry about morale and faith around here.”
Captain Eland used his cloak to wrap his hands and picked up the pot which had held the beans, placing it back on the fire. He motioned to a servant to fetch more beans. 
“Is this really what we’ve become? Hiding in the mountains like timid Meer cats.” The red of the Mawtu and the blue of the Royal Guard surrounded Lokum, and he grunted at the thought of looking down on them from above, like a river of water flowing past a river of blood.  
Eland cleared his throat and stood. “There’s something I need to tell you, your grace.”
Lokum picked at his teeth with his tongue, scrutinizing his young Captain. “What is it?”
“In addition to the reports from our scouts that the army of Orath now rides to our pursuit, there is something else. Would you mind?” He motioned to the side with his head. “I would like to show you, if I could.”
The rest of the men at the fire waited to see if Lokum would reprimand the Captain for failing to tell him right there. A seemingly synchronized sigh went up as Lokum stood and motioned for Eland to lead the way. 
“You had better have a good reason for pulling me from the fire. I swear.” Lokum followed Eland up a path, one that grew steeper with each step. After several minutes he grabbed a rock and threw it back down the path, watching it tumble some way below. “Tell me what this’s about.”
Eland paused where the path took an almost vertical direction, a small wall of scalable stone in front of them. “It’s just another few minutes before we can see, Commander. You sure you wouldn’t rather wait?”
A look from Lokum told Eland the answer.
“Very well, but when you hear, you will wish you had waited to see it and bathed in joy at the sight. I came the other day, to pray. I did not realize where we are. You see I have never approached it from the north, but sure enough, Commander Lokum, on the other side of this ridge is the holy city of Gresva.”
Tingles spread through Lokum’s body. He raced ahead of Eland, amazed at the sight. Gresva, and all the coin and provisions stored within, and it was within his reach. Sure enough, he could see the light reflecting in the night sky before his head even cleared the rocks. The fires in their turrets surrounded the holy city of Gresva. Extensive domes were scattered throughout the city, the light reflecting off of gold and silver. Only a fraction of a percent of the gold and silver which lay within.
“Ready the men, Eland. We move at once.”
“Surely you don’t mean to attack?” Eland replied.
“I have an army to feed, several kingdoms to conquer, and a woman to find. That can hardly be accomplished on an empty stomach. These heathens must pay. Ready the men.
 Lokum began the descent, reaching the bottom in half the time it took him to climb. “Alses, Melonto. With me.” 
Alses reached him first, still chewing his first bite of beans. “What is it Commander?”
Lokum scowled. “No more of that for us. Gresva lies yonder, and we will take it. Have me armored immediately, I mean to stroll in as a liberator. Their crazed religions will be thrown to the manure piles as I show them what a true God is.”
The three reached Lokum’s tent and found the trainer, Arduous, waiting. “I just heard, Commander Lokum. You mean to defile the temples of your own people? Of the Reveries?”
Lokum reached for his sword belt, applying it clumsily in his excitement. “What of it, Arduous? I expect your men ready to ride.”
“We’ll not invoke the wrath of the gods. You forget that Mawtu are Brazian too. We respect the Reveries and their decisions just as the people of Nethia, of your people. This is madness!”
Lokum stormed forward, left hand on the hilt of his sword, right hand grabbing Arduous by the red robe streaming from his shoulders. “Madness? What was it I said about the next man to challenge me?”
Arduous gritted his teeth. “I believe the time of unity between the Mawtu and the mighty Lokum has come to an end. We part our ways over this.”
Lokum motioned and Alses and Melonto went to grab Arduous, but the man was too much for them. With a thwack Alses found his legs swept out from beneath him, and Melonto’s charge forward was met with a gash to his cheek. 
Lokum frowned, then raised a hand. “Enough. Men, take him.” 
Even the other Mawtu charged forward, the ones that Lokum now knew had forsworn their old lives to follow him. True converts. Though one was taken down, and half a dozen were injured, they soon overpowered Arduous.
“You’ll pay for this….” Arduous grabbed his open wound, collapsing to his knees. 
Blood spattered across Lokum’s feet as he stepped forward and planted his foot on Arduous’s neck. “I look forward to the devotion of your men, and value the service you have provided. Suffice it to say, you’ll no longer be needed.” 
Lokum kicked Arduous back and brought his sword down to sever the man’s neck from his body. He turned and walked from the tent. It was time their suffering in the Mountains of the Red Crowned Lion come to an end. It was time they found shelter under domed roofs with fine wine and even finer women. It was time Lokum finally made his pilgrimage.
“Commander, your men are ready.” Eland’s words resounded off of the limestone walls, a proud cheer following from the horde of battle-ready men behind him. Lokum approached and assessed his army, attempting his proudest posture. There would have been so many more if not for Narcel and Orath.
“Men, prepare yourselves. A city lies within our grasp. We will gather our strength in its walls and fill our bellies under its roofs. I must know that your hunger persists as strong as mine, and that your willingness to persevere, to overcome all in our path, is as determined as my own. Will you join me in this quest to improve our lots?”
A second cheer sounded from the men, and Lokum was content. He turned and began the march, enjoying the dull thud of feet pounding as his men followed him. 
The holy city of Gresva appeared like a blaze of fire reflecting off of the rocks. Murmurs of amazement sounded from the men as they drew close to the arched walls surrounding Gresva. Statues of every god or goddess ever pronounced by the Reveries of Gresva stood guard over the arched doorways, but no gates barred visitors. No army had ever marched on the holy city, so the only defense were the Watchers, lone men serving as apprentice to the Reveries. One such Watcher stood at the arch in Lokum’s path, holy staff painted with emeralds, eyes like a wolf’s.
“Armies are not permitted in Gresva,” the Watcher bellowed when he saw the winding serpent of men slithering down the path. 
“Keep moving,” Lokum said to his Captains. 
“What man dares bring such a force into the holy city? Do you not know it’s forbidden?” The watcher stood tall, his staff reflecting the fires of the city. 
“A man above men, Watcher!” Lokum called out. “Move aside, my troops require rest and sustenance. I am God and will not be stopped!”
The Watcher thrust his staff into the red dirt beside him. “The wrath of the gods will spite you!” 
Lokum turned to Alses and motioned for the spear on his back. He took three strides and hefted the spear into the air, listened to its deadly whistle, and watched as it pummeled into the Watcher’s chest. “Courtesy of Arduous and the Mawtu, Watcher.” The army continued to the gate, at which point Lokum pried the spear free of the man’s twitching body. “When you see your gods, tell them I have come, and I am ready.”
Eland stood behind Lokum, shaking his head. But he ran forward with the rest of the men when Lokum gave the signal. As the Reveries, Knowers, and Watchers came out of their temples to investigate the noise, they were greeted by spears and swords. 
“Is this not enough?” Eland approached his commander, eyes pleading. “These men and women are barely putting up a fight, many are surrendering only to meet the spear of these Mawtu riding amongst us!” 
“Never question me, Captain.” Lokum strode up the arched steps of the central temple, the temple of Goran. Columns rose out of limestone wolf heads. The dome above shone in weaving silver and gold.
“I apologize, Commander, but—”
“Quiet.” Lokum was staring into the temple, his attention focused. “As you say, Eland, call off the attack. Have the men stand down immediately, and see that no one else enters the temple of Goran.”
“Commander?” Eland eyes were wide and confused. 
“Do as I said, Eland. I have found my goddess, and I will need a moment alone with her.”
 



Chapter 50: The Mountains
 
 
Semreh stormed into Equitas’s chambers, a throng of men and women behind him. Completely caught off guard, Equitas scrambled out of bed with the sheets pressed against his body to conceal his nudity. 
“Are you happy?” Semreh took the crown from his head and set it on a small stand by the door. “Do you see what you’ve brought upon us?”
“I see a King who is willing to assist those in need, if that’s what you mean.”
Semreh sighed and sat down on the bed, motioning for his friend to join him. “Equitas, we had your cousin in our grasp. Justice would have prevailed, had we let it take its course. You have to understand, I’m King now, and I can’t act rashly.” He looked at his followers in the room, hesitant to continue. “Leave, all but my personal escort.”
“The days of the Mawtu are long gone,” Equitas said. 
Semreh tilted his head, and Equitas wondered if he caught the annoyance in his voice. Several elder men and women departed, leaving two purple clad True Guard and two young women in flowing blue and green robes. One of the women approached. From her basket she held out a grape for Semreh. He opened his mouth and allowed her to feed him. 
“As I was saying, times have changed.”
Equitas watched his friend with surprise as the young woman wrapped her arms around Semreh’s neck and started kissing and toying with his earlobe. Equitas jumped as something brushed against his own ear. 
“Relax,” a woman’s voice purred. “I’m not going to bite.”
Semreh motioned for him to sit, and he did. The woman’s hands reached out to his shoulders and began to massage him, and he felt his worries slowly fading. 
“As I was saying,” Semreh continued. “Things are not what they once were. Otirian is readying the troops and we’ll ride to the Mountains at dawn. The women will of course be accompanying us.” His eyes sparkled, and the woman at his side sat in his lap. As Equitas watched in confusion, she caressed Semreh’s cheek and began to kiss his face. 
“What are you doing?” Equitas asked. 
“Isn’t this what you want?”
Soft breasts pressed against his back and he felt moist lips against his neck. He stood, hands held out to keep the woman away. “This isn’t right. Semreh, I don’t know what your game is here.”
A bustle came from the hallway and the guards were clearly trying to keep someone out. 
“I must see Equitas, we have to….”
Equitas saw Brackar’s face appear in the doorway, a look of surprise at the two girls. Then he was gone, and the commotion stopped. 
“What was that all about?” Equitas asked the guards. 
“I don’t know, sir.” 
Equitas turned back to Semreh, and saw him smiling as the woman caressed his now exposed chest, her tongue tickling his ear. The other woman sat beside them, lonely, her passionate eyes absorbing Equitas. 
“Guard, did Semreh leave an order that I cannot leave?”
The guard turned to face Semreh, who showed no sign of listening. “Um, no, sir.”
“Good, then please move aside. I have business to attend.” He stormed past the guards and through the halls. He found. Brackar standing with Otirian and Amaris, in the square surrounded by thousands of soldiers in preparation. 
“Equitas?” Amaris’s eyes seemed overjoyed to see him. “Have you completed your preparations?”
Brackar looked ready to say something, but Otirian caught his eyes and shook his head. 
“I suppose I was always ready. I should’ve never turned my back on my past and just expected it to go away. It must be dealt with.”
She smiled and kissed her father on the cheek. A last twinkle in her eye in Equitas’s direction made his heart jump. 
 After she had departed, Otirian turned to Equitas and said, “The hours grow short and you must tell us what you can about your cousin and his armies. I’ve sent for Haden, who has agreed to provide as much information as possible.”
“Where did he get off to?”
“The other day, in the commotion with Lokum, we saw Haden make a run for it,” Brackar said. “It was as if he couldn’t decide to stay with us or run after Lokum, but in the end he ran back our way. We found him and offered him a room with us, which he gladly accepted. I have a feeling that man could have been great, if he had been born into a different life.”
“He still can be. Come, join us for a final meal to discuss strategy, and then we’ll need a good rest for tomorrow. I understand King Semreh is occupied, and will be joining us later.”
“I suppose he is.” Equitas shot a sideways glance at Brackar, wondering if Semreh’s behavior with the girls was common in the North. Regardless, he felt his muscles twitching in agitation at what Semreh was doing to Amaris—it wasn’t fair to her. 
Dinner passed as did the night, and when Equitas returned to his room he was happy to see Semreh was gone, as were his harlots. Equitas would’ve hated to have to tell a King to get out. The pillow’s caress against his cheek as he closed his eyes was more than welcome. 
 
 



Chapter 51: Fate’s Course
 
 
Lokum reached the last step and moved forward across the ruby red carpet that covered the circular entryway to the temple. He felt as if he were floating, a thousand butterflies carrying him forward, their wings gently brushing against his skin. Was this real? 
“Kaire?”
She looked up from a dead Reverie. She was adorned in flowing robes of white with gold strands. His pointed hat with silver lining had fallen from his head, now stained red from the puddle of blood forming around the crack in his skull. Kaire’s hand caressed the man’s blank face, her cheeks white, her eyes empty. 
“Why have you come?” she said. 
Her words tore at Lokum’s chest, the lack of recognition in her eyes was like broken glass poured down his throat. “Everything I’ve done, has been so thatwecan be together, my love.”
“No love of mine lives these days. Be gone”
“What has become of you?” 
“My teacher lies dead before me, my city is being sacked by your men, and you ask what has become of me? Another dream squashed at the hands of some man. That’s what has become of me!”
“But….” Lokum turned and saw Alses and Melonto standing at the bottom of the steps, watching expectantly. He unleashed his frustration on them. “Go, gather the men and make sure they cause no more trouble!”
“But Commander—”
“At once!” 
Alses and Melonto sprinted off to fulfill their commander’s orders. 
“You see, all is safe. I’ll protect you, and no harm will come to this city if we are together. But you must recognize me. It is I, Lokum.” He knelt down beside her, placing her hand on his chest.
“Lokum was a young man I knew once, in my youth. He’s dead, or he would have come to me long ago. Dead, like everyone else I ever cared about.” Kaire stood and hugged a towering column beside her, rubbing her cheek against its smooth marble. “All is gone, and I’ve come to accept that. Gresva is a city of new beginnings, the city of the gods and goddesses. I once searched for another, but that one too is gone, just as your people have begun to destroy my home now. And you call me your love? How can this be?”
“Enough of this insanity.” Lokum rushed to her and took her in an embrace. Her eyes opened wide as their lips met, and then they were closed. When she looked at him again, it was as if the lovers had never been separated. 
“Lokum?”
“We’re together now, that’s all that matters.” 
“But I left you, I left you and I never should have.” 
“You’ve learned your lesson, and you’ve learned that you cannot separate us truly, for I will always find you, just as I’m sure you will always find me.”
“We will never be apart again, my love.” Kaire held him tight, tears running down her cheeks. “Swear it, swear that no matter what happens, you’ll always come to me. I must hear you say it.”
“I swear it.”
He ran his hand through her long auburn hair, kissing every inch of her neck and face. They kissed for hours while his army occupied the holy city of Gresva. Lokum and Kaire didn’t move for an hour, and most likely would not have moved if Eland hadn’t interrupted. 
“Commander Lokum.”
“Eland, do you not see that I’m busy?” Lokum smiled, in spite of himself. He didn’t like his men to see him smile. 
“The head Reverie would like to see you, Commander. He’s quite upset, as you can imagine.”
Kaire looked up at Lokum with content eyes. “We must leave this place, my love. Your army has caused too much damage, and my aspirations of becoming a Knower are gone with the realization that you are in my life again. Please, we must return to Ikarin.”
“To Ikarin?” Lokum helped her to her feet. 
“Nethia is not far from here, Commander,” Eland said. “Within a day’s march, I would think.”
“Very well, tell the Reverie we will make amends after we take Nethia. We leave after our men are fed. If he doesn’t accept my terms, make him understand.” He turned to Kaire, and kissed her passionately. “We return home. We will go back to Nethia, you and I to rule it all.”
 
 



Chapter 52: Meetings of Nethia
 
 
Charos sat in a large wicker chair in the middle of Queen Gaila’s personal chambers. His fingernails were cracked and his hands still muddied from a retreat at the islands of Illisus. The hair on his head had grown sparser since his return, as the stresses of the ship ride back to Nethia left him a defeated man. 
“Welcome to my chambers,” Gaila said as she strolled into the room. “It’s a pity none of your prize pupils now serve Nethia or Ikarin.”
“Yes, your majesty. It is a shame. “
“What have I said, Charos?” Gaila asked as she sat down on her bed, facing the great warrior. “I’ve asked you many times, please call me Gaila. We have known each other far too long for such formalities.”
“Yes, Gaila, my apologies.” Charos’s eyes didn’t leave the cracks in the marble floor. “I have my reports, which I’m sure you are familiar with. But first….” He couldn’t even finish his sentence. He had given up on word of Kaire.  
“Charos, I know things have been hard for you. While I have yet to determine the amount of joy in these words, I will inform you that we’ve received word of your daughter.”
“What news of Kaire?” Charos asked, his eyes rising to meet Gaila’s for the first time in months.
“Not much, I’m afraid. I didn’t know the young Semrehian had taken the throne, not until his messengers arrived. Emissaries from Orath, with word of a woman of her likeness in Lokum’s army. Apparently, Lokum has gathered thousands of men and means to make a homecoming. Not the peaceful kind.”
“We should have killed that monster when he was still a boy.”
“Lokum is still a boy, Charos. Even if he’s in his early-twenties. But yes, he has grown to be quite the pebble in my boot.”
“At least he brings my darling home, even if she is accompanied by thousands of enemy troops.”
“The North is in pursuit. I receive reports from all over of armies converging on our city of Nethia. We must begin preparations.”
“I’ll begin immediately. But please, what of Kaire? Is she safe?” 
“I wish I had an answer. The messenger from Orath said that King Semreh tracked Lokum into the mountains of the Crowned Red Lion, and almost had them. I asked how they could be sure Kaire was amongst them, and how they could be so careless as to let her and Lokum escape. They say there is a friend of King Semreh that knew Kaire from before and he had no doubt it was her. More than that, I don’t know.”
Charos placed his hand on Gaila’s where it remained on his shoulder, and then removed it and paced the expansive particular painting that his daughter had always loved, the colorful Karissus. “It was devastating, my Queen. After Lokum joined the Mawtu, it seems their second king began an all-out offensive.” He looked at the paintings Gaila insisted decorate her walls, large paintings of the battles of Torathar, and gods and goddesses of legend. “It seems the days of old will be reborn. Perhaps their gods will return as well.”
“I’m sorry, Charos.” Gaila stood and moved to the window where she had a view of the surrounding mountains. “I know the personal impact of this, and I’m grateful for your loyalty. Let us commence with your official report. Tell me of the defeat at Illisus. What damage?”
Charos cleared his throat, a look of worry creasing his face. “We stood even less of a chance than we did to begin with. The destruction was so complete, even looking back on it now I find it hard to believe. Many ships were lost, along with the majority of our heavy infantry, cavalry, and almost every common soldier we sent. I fear we’re doomed if this King Semreh doesn’t come through for us in time.”
“It’s worse than I feared then,” Gaila said as a light rain began to beat against the window. “The gold in the treasury grows low, and we lack ships. But you know what we have here in Nethia? We have numbers. The people have gathered within our walls, and these same people can chop timber and be trained to build ships, and in time much more. However, it seems time is a scarcity, my dear friend. Alas, misfortune seems to favor us.”
Dusk came and Gaila lay in her bed staring at the ceiling, praying for time to turn back. If only Charos had come back with even five of their ships full of soldiers, she thought as she bit her lip. The knock on the door startled her, but she rolled out of bed, gave her hair a brush, and tossed her thick azure robe over the revealing night gown. 
“What is it?” Gaila asked as she opened the door to the short messenger. 
“Queen Gaila,” the messenger said with a bow. “It’s time. An army of reds, blues and purples arrives from the North.”
“Reds.” She shuddered, not liking that news. “So the Mawtu are indeed among them.” 
“Your majesty, our scouts have reported that there are Mawtu in the ranks, but they’re led by your nephew. However, the Mawtu have a separate force approaching from the west. We don’t yet know if they will fight as one against us.”
Gaila sighed and glanced at her weathered reflection in the mirror. Wrinkles conveyed the stress from overcrowding in the streets of Nethia, along with the recent defeats of her army and revolts in Ikarin cities. She felt like a battered banshee, being hunted down. Well now that she was cornered, her talons would tear her attackers apart. 
“Very well, Darnian. The Council stands on alert. Call my captains together. We’ll meet these armies and show them that the people of Nethia are no cowards.”
Darnian followed Gaila through the great white arched halls of the castle of Nethia. As they passed numerous arched doors, messengers scurried away to spread the news. Wide eyes stared at the long gold war scepter Gaila carried and the ruby at its tip that cast shadows of red across the floors. Three men moved the doors to the main courtyard open as she strolled forward, not appearing to others as a banshee but as a mighty goddess ready to proclaim death on those in her path. 
“Queen Gaila,” Arkist, her friend, ally, and lover, said. “You should be up above in the safety of the tower. What brings you to us?”
Gaila circled Arkist, inspecting his armor and his strong build. Though he was old, he held his ground and earned the admiration of all around. He was like the marble of the city walls, nothing could tear them down. She then turned to the troops amassed in the square. Spears, swords, and shields glistened with the setting sun, and the light seemed to retreat from their presence. But they were ready, and not a single one shook or cried with fright. 
“Our time has come Arkist,” Gaila said. “The hour is here, and now we prove our worth. We show these attackers that we are not a people to be vanquished easily.
Gaila lifted her hand to the men in their formations. “You are the bravest of the brave, and have won many battles. Today will be no different in that regard. But this day you will be joined by the women of the city, for if we lose this battle, they’ll be killed or raped. We’ll not have that. The armies will be here within the hour, so instead of standing here, waiting, I want you to find your loved ones and kiss them as necessary. Find swords, spears, bows and arrows, or any tool you are able to use to take a life, and bring everyone you can find back to this place to defend this city we call home. Soldiers of Nethia, it will be an honor to fight beside you!”
With a clanging of armor and a shout of determination, the men dispersed to find their loved ones. Gaila knew where her loved one was, and she walked up to Arkist and planted her lips against his. “Did you expect me to fight our final battle without you to defend me?” 
“Gaila,” Arkist blushed as several of his men whistled. “Not in front of the boys.” 
She glared at him, but he swept her backward, kissing her deeply. 
“I’m glad you’re here,” he said. “And I’m glad you are ready. If only—” but a crash from outside the gates interrupted his thought. 
“So soon?” Gaila asked, grabbing a soldier as he ran by. “Report!” 
“Siege weapons your majesty!” The soldier blurted out. “It seems Lokum’s army had allies waiting in the mountains…. They have begun the assault.”
Arkist took Gaila’s hand from the soldier’s arm. “Go on your way, lad. Prepare our soldiers for the worst.”
The soldier gave a quick bow to the queen and ran to ready his squad. Men and women both were lining the squares and filing onto the battlements, but as Gaila turned to issue an order a large boulder came thudding down from the sky, landing feet from her shaking body.
Arkist grabbed Gaila and pulled her with more might than seemed possible from such an old man. “This place is not safe. If you are to lead this kingdom, we must get you to the towers.” 
She tried to protest, but his stern eyes gave no ground. 
Men and women were yelling orders and rushing to see their roles in the battle fulfilled, but no one screamed or panicked in the face of the attack. It was as if the men and women of Nethia were so sick of being overcrowded that any change was welcome. Gaila allowed herself to be pulled through the corridors to the center tower of seven that made the upper half of Castle Neshian. At the top of the tower, Arkist led Gaila through the arched doorway and a view of the battle below. 
Colorful robes and banners filled the landscape as far as the eye could see. To the north, Gaila saw blue and red armies like ants streaming through a portion of the famed Nethian wall which they had managed to take down. Their assault was already striking the inner city walls, and soon the castle. Beyond what she knew to be Lokum’s army, she saw the brown and gold of men from the North, from Orath. The sight gave her hope, until she saw the red Mawtu robes streaming like rivers of blood from the mountains to the west. “Can we hold them off? Do you believe Nethia will last the night?”
Arkist held Gaila in his arms to protect her from it all, but he had no answer. “Shall I ready the archers?” 
Gaila nodded and Arkist strode forward to where a series of banners lined the tower wall. Two pillars with great marble eagles stood on each side of a lone stone to his right. He grabbed the yellow and black striped banner and placed it in a large hole in the stone’s center. The same was done at the six surrounding towers. Archers piled forth onto the inner walls. Arkist placed the second smaller banner beside the first, this one black, giving the signal to fire at will. 
Arrows drew dark clouds over the armies below, but Lokum’s men seemed to flow faster than the arrows could fly. The volleys weren’t enough to keep the enemy from reaching the inner walls, which they had soon scaled. The courtyard was filled with the clashing of bronze on bronze. 
“Queen Gaila, you have a visitor,” a voice interrupted her concentration as Arkist scrambled to replace the yellow and black banner for the red and black one, which signaled a full defense of the interior of the castle. 
“Can’t you see I am fighting a war here?” She didn’t even turn from the carnage below.
“Madam,” came a voice that recognized from long ago. “I wish you would hear me out.”
“Haden?” Gaila turned to face the former servant of house Maixus. “I thought you had left with Lokum? What is this?” 
“You have your son Narcel, now called Equitas, to thank for my being here,” Haden replied. “Your son rides with King Semreh of the North. When time is not of the essence, I can inform you how Lokum treated me and how I rejoiced when I was free of him, but for now I must make an offer. I’ve gathered the servants of Ikarin, from every village I could reach on my travels from Orath. They’re here in Nethia, and they are armed. They will fight to defend your city, because of the kindness you and your sons have shown me, and because of the evil Lokum enacted upon me and my people. Regardless, this will be done, but I have come here in hopes of striking a deal for our unconditional defense of Nethia. We fight for your survival with the hope that, and of course this is if we win, you will grant me and all of my people freedom.” 
Gaila stepped away from the wall and met Haden’s stone gaze, scrutinizing his honor. Finding it faultless, she clasped hands with the man that had once been her servant. “You and your people will never be slaves again while I sit on the throne, I promise you this. These men and women here will serve as witnesses. Now go, please, and help us all. Tell your people they fight for freedom as well as survival.”
Haden smiled before saluting and advancing toward the door which led back to the fighting. It was perhaps the first genuine smile Gaila had ever seen on his thin lips. She turned back to the fighting just in time to see the brown and gold of the North colliding with the blue and red of Lokum’s army. Her baby had come home at last.
 



Chapter 53: Old Love
 
 
The mountains parted as if giant curtains pulled back to reveal Nethia below. Equitas had to remind himself to breathe as he stared at the colors. Armies of blue, red, yellow, green, and others surrounded the city. Where a wall had once stood, blue and red armies were pushing inward toward the palace. His mother was within, counting on him to defend Ikarin. 
Otirian stopped beside Equitas at the beginning of a descending path. “There it is, the moment of realization. Now your present collides with your past, and you will be tested.”
“And when it’s all over, I will stand by my mother and never leave her side.” Equitas wiped sweat from his brow. They had been riding hard since passing through Gresva. 
“You don’t plan to return to the North then?”
“I have no reason to do so,” Equitas said. “All that matters now is that we save Nethia.”
Equitas rode through Lokum’s troops as if they didn’t exist. His horse trampled their skulls, and the crunch didn’t even make him cringe. He charged across the enemy ranks on a great warhorse, with Semreh and Otirian to his left, Brackar to his right, and Amaris and Gladir following close behind.
The mountains seemed to disappear behind them as they rode past the broken wall and gawking armies of Lokum. Semreh’s warriors struggled to keep up, fighting only the men that stood in their way. 
“Equitas, slow down,” Otirian shouted. “We’ll be trapped in the midst of them!” 
“You didn’t come this far only to back out now did you, old man?”
Otirian smiled and pushed his horse forward as he waved his large war hammer above his head.
“Perhaps I’ll kill them all before you even get there!” Equitas said as he trampled two more startled soldiers. 
The troops cleared from their path as if shoveled aside, and soon the castle walls rose up in front of Equitas. Lokum’s men climbed tall ladders and ropes to reach the top of the wall. Seeing no options, Equitas ran and jumped onto a ladder himself. Several ladders on his sides soon filled with men and women from the North, Lokum’s troops being pushed back. After throwing a few of their enemy to their deaths, Equitas and his companions were on the wall. 
He looked back the way they had come and saw Semreh’s armies battling with Lokum’s, and Semreh and Ukilin still on their horses at the bottom of the wall. 
“Go on without me,” Semreh shouted up at Equitas. “Fight alongside your kin as I fight alongside my own, and in the end we will be victorious!” 
At least twenty soldiers followed close behind him along with Amaris, Otirian, Brackar, Flanan, and Torin. 
“We’re with you,” Amaris said. 
Getting to the tower meant descending into the courtyard, fighting their way across, and then making their way to the inner chambers where they could climb the stairs up the tower. It was that or placing another siege ladder against the marble walls, but they didn’t have one. The stairs hurt Equitas’s legs almost as much as the thrashing his arms took as his spear connected with bronze time and again, but before long they emerged in time to see Lokum fighting off Arkist and Gaila.
“Mother!” Equitas yelled as he lowered his spear and ran for Lokum. 
Gaila turned and yelped with excitement to see her boy. Arkist stepped forward while she was distracted and parried an attack from Lokum. 
Lokum took advantage of the moment of surprise and dodged Equitas’s spear while kicking out Arkist’s legs. He jumped onto the rock ledge surrounding the tower and parried the spear with his sword, jumping over Gaila’s head as she lunged at him with a long knife. Meanwhile, Lokum’s Royal Guard and former Mawtu were fighting off Equitas’s friends. Otirian’s war hammer and Amaris’s blade devoured their share of lives, and the battle on the central tower was as chaotic as the one far below. 
Bronze flashed as Lokum lunged at Equitas, wielding a knife in his left hand and a sword in his right. He swung, but Gaila let out a piercing yell and slammed Lokum sideways with a crash from her shield.
“Thank you, mother,” Equitas said with a beaming smile. 
He would have hugged her right there if it wouldn’t have been a risk to both of their lives. Instead he came to his senses quick enough to call out as he saw Lokum lunging at Gaila with a knife. 
Gaila turned at Lokum’s approach and sidestepped, bringing her scepter down hard on the back of his head as he stumbled past. Lokum recovered and kicked Equitas out of his way, using his massive body weight to add an extra humph. However, his momentum carried into Gaila’s knife, slicing him in the leg. He would have seen it coming and been able to dodge, but his focus had been lost at the exact moment he needed it—Kaire had come running with a broad-sword dragging behind her. The result was a pinched smile that drooped as the blood seeped from his leg and both of his legs seemed to crumble.
As he fell, Lokum took the knife from his flesh and threw it with all his might at Equitas. The blade clattered a good three paces short, tinkering on the stone walkway. Groaning, Lokum pulled himself up with Kaire’s help and stumbled toward Equitas. Caught off guard by a kick from Lokum, Equitas flew forward. He reached for the marble castle walls, but found only air. The sky surrounded him, and he heard Gaila’s scream. He thought it was over, and for a moment he could swear he saw faces in the clouds, perhaps those of the gods ready to accept him into the afterlife. 
The light flashed around Equitas and, with a jolt, he felt a solid grip pull him back to the fight. He opened his eyes to see Adonis on one of the ladders, straining to keep him from dropping. 
“Nice to see you again,” Adonis said when he looked up. The muscles on his arm surged with blood as he used all his might to hold Equitas’s wrist and keep him from falling. “I got your message.”
Adonis thrust Equitas up and over the edge of the marble, to land inches from Lokum’s astounded face. The moment of surprise was enough for Lokum to lose his guard, and within that moment Adonis was over the wall and had tossed Equitas a sword.
Equitas turned for the attack, but had to dodge an attack from Lokum, whose leg gave out. Kaire shrieked as Lokum stumbled forward, clumsily. Lokum’s eyes went wide and he seemed to move in slow motion as his body fell, impaling his abdomen on the sword in Equitas’s hands. Just like Jordan, Equitas thought in a moment of horror, but then realized that the man at the end of his sword was nothing like Jordan. Lokum deserved this. He had brought death and sorrow to too many in this world. 
The sword fell from Equitas’s hand and Lokum collapsed to his side, cursing as he used all of his might to pull the blade from his shaking body. 
“Kaire,” Lokum muttered as he slowly slithered to her. 
“What have you…?” She stood in horror, her eyes a fiery haze darting around as if she had no idea where she was.
 “You’ll not separate me from her.” Lokum coughed up blood and stared at it in confusion. 
“God isn’t supposed to die.”
“If there is a God,” Equitas said. “You are not it.”
From behind Lokum’s struggling body and the fighting that had made its way to the tower, Melonto emerged. He wore a thick leather chest piece and grabbed up the broad sword from Kaire’s feet as if it were as light as a toothpick. He swung the sword as Equitas jumped with a block to the bronze that knocked him on his back. Melonto would’ve been on top of Equitas in a moment had Adonis’s short spear not split open his cheek. Melonto yelled out in pain and turned on Adonis, and in that moment they noticed Lokum was gone.
“Go brother, find Lokum,” Adonis said. “I will protect our mother.” A number of Mawtu warriors streamed over the wall’s edge just then, running to their master’s aide. “My Clans of the Skull are below with half of the Mawtu, fighting alongside your King Semreh. The other half of my men will soon be here and, I promise you, today I am on your side.”
Equitas saw Amaris caring for his mother.
“Go,” she said. 
“Amaris, I love you,” he said before darting off to follow the trail of blood which led from where he had last seen Lokum. 
When Equitas found the two, Lokum lay choking on his own blood. Red thick liquid surrounded Kaire where she knelt, holding Lokum’s head in her lap as he died. 
“This wasn’t supposed to happen!” she screamed. “Don’t leave me, don’t leave me!” Glaring at Equitas like she had never known him, she wiped her hands across her face and released an agonizing scream. Her hands left streaks of crimson from the blood of Lokum, giving her the look of a Mawtu warrior prepped for battle. 
“Kaire. He’s gone.” Equitas felt a lump forming in his throat. 
Kaire hung her head and sobbed. Her cries somewhere between laughter and hysteria. When she looked up again though, a hint of sanity remained.
“Narcel, is that you?” she asked, dropping Lokum’s head like a child’s toy. He stared lifeless at the domed ceiling above. “I thought you were dead. I looked everywhere for you, but…. What happened?”
Equitas was dumbstruck. Was she seeing the boy from long ago?
“Narcel, my dear Narcel.” As Lokum’s blood dripped down her cheeks, Kaire reached up with a red shiny hand and began to lower her shoulder strap to reveal the curve at the top of her breast. “I’ve waited for this night so long. Every night by the fires, I waited here in Valhia for your return. You came back…. You received my letter then?” She pressed her bare chest against Equitas, where he stood like a statue, paralyzed with confusion. “Come, let us make up for lost time.” Her hand moved down, and broke him from his stupor as she attempted to caress his crotch. 
Equitas stepped back, hands raised to show her to come no closer. “Kaire, stop this. Stop! You’re confused, delusional.”
“What are you saying?” A tear fell from her left eye and created a line of clean skin through the blood. “Come to me. We love each other, remember? You told me you loved me! You escaped from the Mawtu, and now you’re back to me, and we can all be happy. My father will give me away at the wedding, which of course must not wait. Tonight, Narcel, let us marry tonight.” She started to smile, and moved toward him again as her dress drifted to the ground like a giant rose petal. “I’m so happy we’re together again, my love.”
“Kaire, stop. Please, stop!” Equitas found himself yelling louder than he had meant to. “Things are not how they once were, everything changed. We’ve changed. Don’t you remember how I came for you? You were in the arms of another man, that man!” He pointed at Lokum with his sword. 
“No! What is this…? Did you kill him?” Kaire turned and took the scene in as if for the first time. “My love, we can get through this. Come to me.” Her perky breasts would have once been tempting, if not for the crazed eyes just a foot and a half above them, and the blood that now began to drip down her skin and towards her nipples. 
“I’m sorry…. I can’t be with you.” 
Two young soldiers came running in behind Equitas, one puking at the site of Lokum’s dead body and the once beautiful nude girl whose face dripped with Lokum’s blood. 
Equitas addressed them, eyes down. “Clothe this woman and remove her from the castle. Send women to tend to her. I fear she’s not well.” 
He turned from one part of his old life he knew was now completely behind him. As Equitas walked to find his mother and loved ones, Kaire managed to say among sobs, “Why Narcel? What have I done to you? Why did you abandon me?”
 
 



Chapter 54: The End
 
 
The rest of the fighting didn’t last long, and when he embraced his mother in tears, the thought of Lokum’s dead body nearby pressed on his mind. It was all too much.
“I must see to business, my son.” Gaila caressed his cheek and then hugged him tight. “You will not be disappearing on me again?”
“No mother, I promise.” His tears stung his eyes, but they were tears of joy.
When she left, Equitas lingered to look out over the towers and observe the aftermath. The people of Nethia were clearing the dead, and fires to dispose of the bodies that had sprung up outside of the walls. The fighting had come to a finish after all. An arm wrapped around his shoulder and he looked over to see his brother’s face staring back at him. 
“So here you are. Mother is safe and has started issuing orders right away, even before celebrations. How typically her, eh?”
Equitas looked at his brother with a longing to understand the world. “Why did you come to help us? How does all this fit in with the Mawtu and what you stand for?” 
“Little brother, you still don’t understand us or why I feel so drawn to the Mawtu? After all this time? I love the Mawtu because I belong. Because of the honor and courage you see in every Mawtu warrior’s eyes, and because of the brotherhood that it stands for. But I have lost many friends over the years. Themis was an especially good friend, whose death hurt me deeply. When the decision came to help my mother and my true brother, along with the potential to influence Nethia away from her formerly imperialistic ways, the choice was an easy one.”
The comment bought memories of Equitas’s own losses, and for a moment he thought he understood his brother. But to want to belong to the Mawtu? That part would never make sense.
“It’s a step forward,” Equitas said. “So what next, brother?”
Adonis stared out at the smoke billowing. “My army of Mawtu and the Clans of the Skull line up on the outskirts of the city. I haven’t allowed the Clans into the city, because too many leaders lost control of the Clans over the years, and I’m no fool.”
“But I mean for us. Where do we stand?”
“I’ve said my good bye to mother, and I’ll be returning to Kordom. We will live in peace, as long as peace will have us. We are a family, but please remind mother to be good to her people, because if we hear otherwise I will be back. I don’t want to return under those terms. For now, brother, good luck, and live with love in your heart.”
“You leave almost as soon as you arrive!”
“I have my own affairs to look after, a people to lead and my own fights back in Kordom. I may be back, and you’re always welcome with the Mawtu, so long as I live. Farewell.”
“Farewell, brother.”
Equitas lingered, watching his brother leave. He waited long enough to see the battle standards removed from the tower, and decided it was time to find Amaris and her family. He needed to have a conversation with Otirian.
The world seemed to spin twice as fast when Equitas saw Amaris emerge from a stone archway. The marble pillars on each side framed her like the beautiful creation she was, almost distracting Equitas from the fact that she was limping. 
“Are you alright?” he called as he jumped down from the ledge above. They were on the castle walls, which were uneven and fit only for mountain goats. 
“The foolish girl hurt herself while defending me.” Semreh said, following her close behind.
Seeing the two of them together again pulled Equitas out of the moment of glory, his heart wrenching at the realization that he might actually lose her. “I suppose you two are… you know. Going through with the arrangement then?”
 
Semreh and Amaris stared quizzically at Equitas, before Amaris hobbled over to his side and put her arms around her lover. 
“Of course not,” she said. “We both love you too much for that.”
Equitas lifted his eyes in surprise and doubt, and Semreh was smiling and nodding. 
“It’s true,” Semreh said. “I’m King after all. Who says I have to follow arrangements set up before my time? I’m sure it’s not the only silly law I won’t follow.”
“My father said to find you and let you know. Of course, you must see him for his blessing first.” She smiled and kissed Equitas on the check. “It seems I’m not the only Northerner that’s fond of you. If you’re willing, the wedding is planned upon the return to the North.” 
Equitas felt a fog of confusion as he looked back towards the large tower in the midst of the castle walls. He had finally returned, only to return to the North?
With a mighty clanging of metal on stone, the large door behind him opened to reveal a swarm of soldiers, led by Gaila. They erupted in a victory cheer, and at Gaila’s side the old man Arkist held her hand high. Equitas was filled with joy, but it was nothing compared to the elation he felt when his mother said, “We’re going to the North with you, for the time being at least. A double wedding!”
***
On the day of the wedding, large pheasants were stuffed and hung, and great bushels of corn were brought in to be grilled on the stone ovens. The people of Orath liked their food full of seasoning, and just walking down the street Equitas could smell sage one second, and tantalizing combinations of basil and tarragon the next. Flowing banners showed the symbol of Orath, a white castle over a waterfall, flowing alongside the symbol of the wave of Nethia. 
The wedding dinner came and went and, with the ringing of castle bells as was customary in the North, the wedding was concluded. Equitas had Amaris for a wife and would waste no time on getting himself some children. Two hours were allotted for the personal celebrations that followed the wedding ceremony, and Equitas and Amaris were tightening belts and straightening their hair when the summoner came for them. 
They walked into the hall where ten True Guards and ten flower women escorted them to the throne room. Upon entering, a horde of men and women cheered, gathered to watch the King welcome the newly married couples to their new lives together. The crowd had done the same thirty minutes prior, for Gaila and Arkist. 
The men and women in the large throne room rose. Surrounding them were silk wall coverings with intricate patterns weaving in and out of each other. Blues ran into yellows, and reds crossed over greens, in a splendid yet confused rainbow. Equitas noticed how the fountains were shaped like giant men in robes with partially shaved heads, unlike the statues of nude men and women he had grown up with. Water flowed from the jugs they held, cascading over stone fish in the pond below. Equitas turned to stare into his lover’s eyes.
“A toast,” Otirian shouted. “To Orath and her hospitality. May you live a thousand lives and never grow old.”
The wedding feast had been full of merriment and would be remembered for years. Gaila and her new husband returned to Nethia within a week, but she made sure to hug her son and kiss him on the forehead before she went. 
“We’ve got to start rebuilding Valhia, you know. So many people cannot simply fit in Nethia. Come visit, and make it soon.” Her smile told him he would be missed, but that everything would be alright.
On an afternoon after his mother had departed, Equitas found a lake in the North near the rebuilt city of Karack, and found a spot on a smooth stone to sit and ponder life one last time. The only thought that came to him that day was how happy he was to enjoy the presence of his wife and friends, no longer by himself.
But as the days went on, he wondered about Charos. No word had reached them of what had happened to Kaire after Equitas had dismissed her in the armory. Charos soon learned what had happened and searched all over for her, with no luck. He swore to search the lands of the South until he found news of his daughter. Gaila wrote Equitas often, asking if he had seen any sign of Charos. The answer was always no. 
 One night Equitas had a dream of Kaire, the sort of dream that confuses the senses and insists on reality. In his dream, Kaire returned to the ashes of Valhia with her servants, and instructed them to dress her in the seven colors of the levels of Heaven to mimic the goddess of devotion, Karissus. She bent down and let her tears touch the ground that had once been a happy home, where everyone loved her. Wiping ashes across the colors of her beautiful dress, she returned to the river of where she had parted ways with Narcel so long ago. 
Kaire stared after the direction she had seen the river pull Narcel as he sunk and left her sight. He saw panic in her face as Kaire remembered the many nights Narcel had held her in his comforting embrace, placing his soft lips on her forehead in the way that expressed his love for her. He saw realization in her face as she realized what she had done, and his soft lips would never again brush against her check or push against her own in a moment of passion. 
A sob came from Kaire’s mouth as she realized she must find Narcel, and she began running along the river with hysterical tears streaming down her cheeks. Every bone and tissue in her body screamed in agony.
It must have been hours before Kaire found herself at the edge of a waterfall, with no sign of Narcel or his corpse anywhere. She looked around in panic and looked down to the depths of the waterfall’s plummet, realizing that there was no way a body could survive that fall. 
Around her, several other waterfalls crashed and made an almost beautiful song, if that sound to her was not the song of death. The death that she had caused. 
Kaire stepped closer to the edge of the cliff and the water, and as she did so she pulled her ash soaked garments over her head, revealing the young smooth body that Narcel had often dreamed of. Her clothes touched the ground and she felt the wind against her cheeks as she began to fall. She was in an empty space that would lead her to her own plummet and the rocks that would soon tear her to pieces. She saw them approach as she fell, and she fell, and she fell.
When Equitas woke, it had seemed so real, like he was right there watching it all. But it was just a dream, he was sure. On the lips of passing traders and pilgrims were rumors of a girl of surpassing beauty up north. Somehow, he knew it had to be Kaire. A whisper of his old life, a life he would never miss. Still, it was hard to accept all that had happened over the years. 
But he learned to accept it. Years later Equitas erected a huge monument to the memories of his father, Lokum, Kaire, and others that had been lost over the years. 
On an especially sunny day, he brought his son to this spot. 
“Never turn out to be like your father. Promise me that, son.”  
“Why are you crying, daddy?” his son asked.
“Because I’ve made so many people sad. And because of me, many men will not have the opportunity to experience the joy that fills me every time I look at you. They will never have a chance to hold a son or daughter, and see the goodness and innocence that I see in your eyes. But I’m also crying because I’m very happy. Happy to have the opportunity to teach you how to avoid the self-centered way of thinking that had led most of my life.” 
All he ever needed was right there, in his arms and waiting for him at home, Equitas thought as he leaned over and kissed his son on the forehead.
 
 
THE END OF BOOK 2
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BOOK 3: TEARS OF DEVOTION 
 



Chapter 1: The River
 
The man’s eyes opened, and he stared at the clouds floating across the sun that glimmered and wavered as if barely there. Yellow rays of light warmed the man’s skin, accompanied by a gentle breeze. A breath of fresh air alerted his senses, pulling him into the present, reminding him that he couldn’t lie there forever. 
For a moment, he wondered if he were in heaven, but a shooting pain in his back told him that thought was wrong. He sat up with the piercing question of who he was and why he was here. 
A glance at himself revealed tattered blue robes, and a sandal on his left foot but none on his right. He glanced at his surroundings, curious, hoping for a clue among the weeping willows that lined the reed-filled river, but found none. 
Waters raged inches from the man’s feet, tossing froth across small rocks like a rabid dog hoping to eat all in its path, all but the life-size statue of a woman in the middle of the river, where the water soothed to a low whisper. The moment the man’s gaze met the face of the statue, he wished he had not wasted so much time looking elsewhere. He thought of diverting his eyes, to look at the maples in his periphery, or the gentle sky he still knew was above him, but he couldn’t. The statue’s slender neck led the man’s eyes to the soft chin and the perfectly formed pouty lips of this sorrow-filled angel. The marble formed a sleek nose below large eyes that stared into the sky as if to thank the heavens for her beauty. 
A leaf came to a rest as it drifted along the river, floating against the statue’s base like a gentle hand caressing the woman’s leg. At that moment, the man thought he would give anything to be that leaf. Hours passed, and the statue seemed alive at moments, but always full of sorrow, and always staring at the heavens in gratitude. 
Part of him hoped, maybe even believed, that if he lingered here long enough, the lapping waters would break the stone and reveal a living woman beneath. But another part of him said that no woman alive had ever been so beautiful. It couldn’t be possible.
The man’s thoughts continued to focus on nothing but the statue, until a loud rumble drew him from the spell. He turned to the heavens, thinking it had been thunder, but the sky was clear. Again the rumbling sounded. Not the sky, he realized. It was his stomach. When had he last eaten? He looked around, clueless as to where he would find food in a place like this. 
His heart sank at the thought of leaving the beautiful river and the captivating statue’s side. Birds flitted between the trees, but he couldn’t think of any means to catch them. It occurred to him that perhaps there would be berries in the bushes at the base of the trees.
The few berries he found were small and green. He considered the leaves and grass, but even with his memory lost, he didn’t think leaves would offer him the sustenance he needed. The river, of course! He ran to its bank and searched for any sign of fish, but again, found only disappointment. 
Again the thought struck him that this was definitely not heaven. 
Staring into the river, the man saw that it didn’t flow constant, but would at times be still like the calm before a storm, and then rush forward as if to punish those that doubted its ability. In one such still moment, the man saw his reflection staring back. He had even forgotten what he looked like. For the several seconds that it lasted, he was able to make out a man with thick brown hair, full cheeks, and the beginnings of crow’s feet around the edges of his eyes that matched the dark blue of the river waters. 
The man lifted his head as an enticing smell filled his nostrils. Grease. Fire. The scent of cooked meat. He turned upwind and, in a moment of ecstasy, he scrambled to his feet and ran toward the tantalizing scents, his mind filled with thoughts of apple pie, lemon herb chicken, and peppercorn steak.  For a third time, he returned to the idea that this was perhaps heaven—what better way to please a man than to show him what he doesn’t have, and then to give it to him when he desires it most? He pushed through small shrubs and low-hanging branches, only falling once as he snagged his ankle on a gnarled root that stuck high out of the earth. 
A clearing emerged ahead. As the man swept some leaves aside, he saw a small wood-thatched hut. Certain the owner of the house would be willing to share such sweet-smelling delicacies with a man in need such as himself, the man pounded on the door. He had not meant to pound with such vigor, but his muscles tensed in his excitement. 
“Yes, yes, I’m coming! If that is—” a voice called from inside the hut, stopping as the door flew open to reveal his visitor. In the shadows from behind the doorway stood a large swollen man with a burgundy cloth wrapped around his waist. He wobbled, staring with a perplexed look on his chubby face, his bushy gray eyebrows raised and his thin lips cast to the left in a half smile. The hair, what little hair was left, was combed over to his right in an attempt to conceal his baldness. 
The man from the river lost his appetite for a brief moment and contemplated returning to the comfort of the statue. However, the emptiness in his stomach won out. 
“Sorry to bother you, but I seem to be lost… and hungry.”
“And that’s my problem?”  
 “No, of course not. Only, I was hoping your hospitality is as big as my appetite.”
The fat man chuckled and rubbed his foul belly, and once again the man from the river questioned his coming here. However, by now the desire for food was too strong. It couldn’t be ignored, so when the fat man moved aside and motioned for him to come in, he did. 
“You aren’t from these parts?” the fat man asked as he went into his small kitchen to fetch some plates. 
“No, er, I don’t believe so.”
“And you are?” 
The man from the river hesitated, not wanting to say he didn’t know, so he said, “Lome.”
“What sort of name is that?” The fat man poked his head out from the kitchen and chuckled. “Alright, Lome. You can call me Bron.” 
The food smelled wonderful, and Lome was eager to have a bite. He asked if there was anything he could help with.
“No, no. Just sit down there on the bench. I’ll get you served.”
Lome took a moment before sitting to look around. Gaudy paintings hung on the walls, one of men relaxing against wide pillars while a lion sat on the throne, another of a half-nude woman in a crown being served by young men, and a third of bright colors and squares in shapes Lome didn’t recognize. In addition to the paintings, Bron’s walls were covered with odd relics, such as vases with carvings of men fighting serpents and others of women pouring wine into streams of water. 
“You like my collection?” Bron asked when he emerged from the kitchen with a platter overflowing with fruits, breads, and cheeses. “They’re my prized goods, reminding me of adventures of my past life. There was a time when I traveled this world, but now I find adventures aren’t to my liking. Living here, relaxing, that is the life for me.” 
Bron set the platter on the table, left, and came back shortly with more.
“It looks very good, thank you,” Lome said. 
“I could live my life with just this shack and a lovely meal. In fact, I do!” 
Lome was listening, but it was hard to actually hear Bron with all his attention focused on the piles of food in front of him. It wasn’t until Bron’s mouth was full of potatoes that Lome managed to get a nod of permission to begin. As Bron chewed his potatoes and spittle flew to his chest, he motioned toward one especially appealing dish and said, “Try the lamb first. It’s divine.”
Lome wondered how anything this man came near could be divine, but he was happy to oblige. The lamb shank felt warm and greasy in his grasp, and he held it to his lips, savoring the smell before he chomped into the grilled meat. It tore off easily enough, and his tongue recognized pepper and a hint of mint. The initial bite opened a floodgate, and soon his belly was bulging with turnips and carrots slow-cooked in butter, and chocolate cake followed by rhubarb pie. 
Lome licked the lamb grease from his fingers. He picked up a huge slice of chocolate cake and took bites from it as Bron stared. 
“Come, you must share this fine wine with me.” Bron took a large bottle of port wine from under the table. “Which cup do you prefer?” Bron motioned toward an extremely large wine glass and a more delicate, petite glass of crystal by its side. He seemed pleased to take the larger of the two when Lome reached for the crystal. 
“This has been a fabulous meal,” Lome said. “Really, you don’t realize how I appreciate what you have done for me.”
“The company is thanks enough.” He stared at Lome for a moment, then said, “Woke up by the river, am I right? No memory?” 
Lome nearly choked, then nodded. 
“You aren’t the first,” Bron said. “And you won’t be the last.”
“What … what do you mean?”
 “Just remember, others will take advantage of you if they know you’re new. But for now, eat and relax here with me.” 
“And the memories, they come back?”
“I wouldn’t know. What use have I of memories, when I can live like this? Like a king!” 
Lome glanced around, not quite remembering what a king would live like, but sure it wasn’t exactly like this. 
Bron leaned forward, considering Lome. “If it troubles you so, there’s always the mountain.”
“What do you mean?”
“The folk at the base of the mountain, they told me once how to remember, that all I had to do was climb the mountain and find the answers at the top. But I chose the good life. I have glimpses at times, bits of memories that invade my bliss… but they’re never good. So you see, here we can be happy.” Bron patted his stomach and smiled. “I’ve been in this hut for some twenty years now, I imagine, and don’t plan on changing a thing.”
Lome looked at Bron’s fat rolls hanging loosely from his cheeks and saw a sorrow cross the man’s eyes he had not noticed before. It vanished when Bron’s eyes found the bottle of port. 
“And if I wanted to remember, I too could go to the mountaintop?”
“In theory, yes.”
“But you just said…?”
Bron smiled, and Lome noticed a hint of evil behind it. “You see, I don’t plan on letting you go to the mountain.”
“Wha….” Lome started, but before he could finish, his eyelids were growing heavy, the drink falling from his hand with a crash. 
In his dream, he found himself atop a mountain. Men and women stood around him, watching a river that went over the side of a cliff to crash far below. Lome approached the cliff’s edge and looked down, his heart thumping at the sight of the statue far below. He wanted to run and jump, to be with her, but a force pulled him back, tugging at his soul. 
“My love,” a voice said, carried gently on the wind. “Come to me, save me from this place.” 
He knew that voice, but he didn’t remember how. The voice was familiar and perfect. It was everything to him. He ran, fighting the force, but this time the force yanked him backward with fury. It flung him through the air so that he hit his head, hard. 
The force shook him, and he opened his eyes to find himself back on Bron’s couch. A shuffling told him Bron was in the kitchen. 
Lome moved gently, so as not to make a sound. Through the window, he saw the mountain, and he knew it was the one from his dreams. Had he seen it on the way in, and not processed the image? The mountain seemed close enough to reach within a few hours of walking, and he could make out pillars of smoke which he guessed came from villages on the mountain. 
His body felt weak, his mind groggy. He wanted to just stay in the cabin, to go back to sleep. However, the longer Lome sat, the more his willpower grew. Two factors contributed to his final decision to stand. The first was the thought that perhaps he would discover the secret of his background, and not knowing was killing him. The second was a line of gloomy trees at the top of the mountain, swaying as a dark morning mist caressed them—he had to know what was up there, to hear their secrets.
In spite of the wall in his way, Lome looked longingly in the direction of the statue in the river, knowing he would be heading in the opposite direction. As far as he knew, he wouldn’t see the statue again. 
For now, Lome had to escape, and he had to find out what he could from the mountain. As far as he could figure, Bron had drugged him. Going out through the door, where Bron could see him from the kitchen, didn’t seem like the best option. Instead, he turned to the window and made his escape. 
He moved swiftly and dodged expensive vases as he crept to the window. A quick tug and he smiled at his luck as the window creaked open—but it was open only halfway before Lome felt a pulling on his robes.
“You’re staying here!” Bron said, teeth bared. 
Lome kicked and, with a burst of energy, thrashed out of the man’s grasp. He flew out through the window to land with a splash in a muddy puddle. 
Bron was yelling and screaming inside, but Lome was free. He scampered off toward the mountain. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 2: Equitas Reborn
 
Equitas looked out from the castle window, happy to be with his mother in Nethia, but unable to focus on the matters of royalty. He missed Amaris and their son, Joras, back home in Karack. He missed the mists and even, somehow, the cold. It had grown on him, especially so on those nights when he would hold his wife in his arms to warm her, watching proudly as his son helped make the fire. 
But he was in Nethia for political reasons—a council formed to deal with pirates off the Gold Coast. Why they would sail so far east for plunder was beyond him, if rumors were even close to true about the wealth of the land to the west. 
Karack, for its part, was too far to the northeast to really be affected by the pirates. Even so, the lands of Braze would always be his home. Though he missed his wife and son, he didn’t mind having an excuse to see his mother after all this time. 
The trip happened to have the added benefit of seeing his fellow Mawtu escapee, Semreh—or King Semrehian, as others called him. He’d come to Nethia as well, though unlike Equitas, he hadn’t been summoned. He had insisted on coming, and Equitas was sure that this had much to do with wanting to show off his new wife and Queen of the North, who Equitas had yet to meet. 
“The years have treated you poorly,” Semreh said playfully from the doorway. 
Equitas turned with delight to see his old friend, creases around the young King’s eyes. He had to be in his late-twenties, at most, but the years had been unkind. Still, he held himself well, posture straight, rich purple robes hanging from his almost-plump body. 
“The same can’t be said for you,” Equitas replied with a laugh. “I see they feed you well in the North.”
“Hey now, that’s my queen’s fault. She keeps insisting I eat more. Says skinny men remind her of little boys.” He held his belly like it was an award. “This, she tells me, makes me look like the man I am. A great one, in case you were wondering.”
They both laughed and took each other in an embrace. 
“Where’s this queen of yours?” Equitas asked, looking down the hall past Semreh. 
“She wanted to spend some time with your mother. You know, queen time.”
“And here you are, stuck with me.” 
Semreh laughed. “I figured we’d investigate my neighbors of the South, see how the people of Braze are faring. Go undercover.”
“You can’t be serious.”
With a quick movement, Semreh cast his purple robes aside to reveal brown street clothes underneath. 
“Semreh, it’s dangerous.”
“Are you telling me the streets of Nethia are not as well-maintained as you’d have the rest of the world believe?”
“From what I hear, they’re fine, but—”
“Then come, you must not deny your king his pleasures.” Semreh moved to the window and glanced out to the courtyard two stories down. “Wonderful. We’ll get to practice our climbing skills.”
“Do we have to?” Equitas sighed, seeing his friend already climbing out of the open window. “Lucky for me Amaris isn’t here. She’d kill me if she saw this foolishness.”
“Nonsense.” Semreh smiled up from a window ledge. He lowered himself over to an awning where he landed firmly and then slid down before jumping to another window ledge. “She’d probably be leading the adventure.”
Equitas shrugged. That was possibly true, or at least it would have been before the birth of their son. She had become tamer since then. Leading by example. It hardly worked, as their son yearned for adventure. If the boy were ever left alone with Semreh, he’d be sure to get it.
With a thud, Equitas landed on the hay beside Semreh.
“Forget dangerous. You don’t think this is a bit of a cliché?”  
“The king going out among the people?” Semreh held up a finger for silence, then said in a hushed voice, “These aren’t my people. They answer to your mother. So it doesn’t really count, does it?”
Equitas had to ponder that a moment. 
“Come, I’m craving a meat pie from your market,” Semreh said as he stood and brushed off some hay. He paused, leaving some stuck to his clothes. “Actually, it adds to the effect in a nice way.”
Equitas groaned but motioned for Semreh to follow. “Market’s this way.”
“Ah, see why we’re friends? You’re useful.”
“Shut up.”
“Whoa,” Semreh said playfully. “You tell your king to ‘shut up?’”
“King? Where?” Equitas made a show of looking around with a worried look. He turned his gaze back to Semreh’s clothes, the hay still stuck to him. “Surely you don’t mean this cockroach of the streets?”
“So the costume works is what you’re saying?” 
Equitas rolled his eyes. He paused at the base of the castle ground’s marble steps, checking around the corner to look for guards on patrol. They couldn’t stop him, but he wouldn’t want to be seen allowing the King of the North to go out in public like this. 
White marble columns and intricately carved fountains gave way to the lower city of Nethia, white marble transitioning into red clay roofs and terracotta-block walls. The wide road continued to a city square, where in its center stood statues of the original members of the Council of Nethia. Reveries in their purple and silver robes spoke with citizens in front of a temple to the right, rubies in their hair glinting in the early sun. Moneylenders milled about with their shifty eyes before a bank at the far end. 
“Past them,” Equitas said, nodding at the moneylenders. “Just to the left and the city opens up with a view of the Eastern Sea. That’s where the merchants open up shop.” 
Semreh assessed the sun’s position in the sky. “At this time of day, they’d be set up and working, I would think.”
“Here in Nethia, they’re always working.”
“That’s the way I like it. Why bother relaxing and enjoying life when there’s money to be had and meat pies to be sold?”
“I never can tell if you’re being sarcastic.”
Semreh smiled wide and shrugged. 
“Let’s move,” Equitas said, comfortable that the guards weren’t passing by in the next several minutes. A group of them stood on guard to the left of the square, but they were charged with keeping people out, and wouldn’t likely be watching who was leaving. 
Semreh glanced over at a Reverie and raised an eyebrow. 
“The rumors about your brother…. You never put much stock in those, did you?”
“You mean the Reveries proclaiming him a god…?”
“Exactly. All that stuff back with the Mawtu, how he was Adonis reborn.”
“I saw him. He was no god. At any rate, I’m the last to believe in that talk. You know me.”
Semreh scoffed. “I once knew you, as a brother. Now? Living as a family man in Karack, no longer going by your birth name of Narcel…. You’re almost a stranger.”
“That’s not my fault, Your Majesty.”
“Enough of that.” 
They turned the corner Equitas had pointed out, arriving at the beginning of the market. Cobblestone streets were covered in earth-toned stalls, street vendors arranging their goods for the day’s visitors. One man led a couple of hogs across the path, which explained the stench the wind carried. Past it all, the Eastern Sea was shining in the morning sun. 
“We have nothing as impressive in Orath,” Semreh said. 
“Are you kidding?” Equitas shook his head in disbelief. “The domed palace, the churches? None of that seems more impressive than this dirty lot?” 
“Hey, I was born into that, don’t forget. This is new, different.” 
Equitas looked back over the market, closing his eyes to feel the salty ocean breeze as it blew over him. The cloths of the market rippled, and seagulls called from above. 
“It’s not all bad,” he admitted. 
“But it will be perfect once we have those meat pies in hand. Lead the way.”
Equitas started down the road, nodding to a few merchants who recognized him as Gaila’s son. After the defense of Nethia, legend of his bravery had spread through the city, and some even started calling him the great warrior of Karack, in spite of the fact that he was technically more Nethian than Karackian. Not that he would turn down the title—he liked it. He especially liked it when Amaris would whisper it in his ear in their bed, “My great Warrior of Karack. Savior of Nethia.” 
In reality, he knew his mother and her army had largely led the defense, but it had been him that defeated the enemy’s leader, his own cousin, Lokum. 
“Hey,” Semreh said, snapping his fingers inches from Equitas’s eyes. “Where were you?”  
“Just remembering….”
“Some memories are best forgotten, if we’re talking about the ones I suspect we are.”
“You’re right, of course.” 
Equitas approached the cart of meat pies, avoiding eye contact with his friend. He felt bad, focusing on himself when Semreh’s parents had been killed by the same army that both Equitas and Semreh had once been part of—the Mawtu. It was this murder that made Semreh king now, though Semreh rarely failed to point out that a large part of him being king was due to Equitas’s help as well, what with Semreh’s nefarious uncle trying to take the throne all those years ago and Equitas’s part in taking him down. 
“Don’t do that,” Semreh said, accepting a meat pie. “Don’t ruin my meat pie with your pity for events long gone. The past is the past.” 
“It never truly is.” 
Equitas paid the merchant and bit into his meat pie, closing his eyes in a moment of bliss. The way the warm meat juice soaked into the crust was perfection, followed by a savory lamb that melted in his mouth like butter.
They kept walking, taking time to look over stalls with jewelry made from seashells, leather armor dyed a multitude of colors, and more than one cart selling knives carved from various rocks or with handles from animal horns. 
Somebody brushed against Equitas, and he instinctively reached for his coin pouch, but it was still there. He looked up to see the culprit, a young woman who was barely of age. Her pure white robe was tied tight around her waist, open in the front to reveal her cleavage. 
“Looks like the morning brought in a fresh catch,” the girl said, looking Equitas up and down like a piece of delicious meat. “What’ya say, Ellpsi?”
“Yummy,” a second woman said, looking very much like the first, except that she wore more makeup around the eyes and had blonde hair tied up instead of the flowing red of the first.
“Run before they gobble you up,” Semreh said to Equitas with a laugh. 
“Don’t think we haven’t noticed you too,” Ellpsi said. 
Semreh grinned wide, but backed off at a glare from Equitas, who cleared his throat and nodded for his friend to follow him. They walked off with an apology from Semreh, but the women followed. 
“No need to be rude,” the redhead said, skipping to catch up and then walking closer than was comfortable. “We’re reasonable.”
“No need to empty your purses for us,” Ellpsi said. “Simply—”
“Stop right there,” Equitas said. “You’re talking payment?”
“We have to eat, don’t we?”
“I believe what you’re talking about will get you thrown in a castle cell, won’t it?” 
The woman shrugged. “I’m starting to think you’re not interested.”
“No, I’m not.” Equitas stormed off. 
“What then?” Semreh said, catching him a moment later. “You plan on reporting them?”
“No.”
“Then calm down.”
Equitas ran his fingers through his hair, frustrated. “Semreh, my mother outlawed that type of behavior. And as a king—”
“Quiet with that talk.”
“As a king,” Equitas continued, his voice hushed, “you shouldn’t be out here, dealing with people like that. You should be—”
But Semreh had turned, eyes intent on something, focused. Equitas heard it too—the clash of swords!  
They ran, reaching for their weapons, and turned past several tents to find a patch of green grass where two men were swinging at each other. A crowd had gathered to watch the fight, several men in the front cheering. 
Equitas was about to intervene, when the older of the two men fighting called out, “And what would you do next?”
His opponent, a boy of no more than fifteen years of age, shrugged and held up his sword in a mock swing. 
“You could,” the old man said. “But I’d simply do this.” He motioned for the boy to swing, then brought his sword up to knock the blade aside. He brought out a hidden knife and stopped with the blade inches from the boy’s neck. 
The crowd cheered and the boy nodded appreciatively. 
“It’s a demonstration,” Semreh said with a laugh. He sheathed his sword, but the sound of steel on leather drew the old man’s attention. 
 “We have a warrior in our midst!” the old man said, motioning for Semreh to join him in the grassy patch. “Let’s give these boys a true demonstration.”
Semreh laughed, both hands up to ward him off. 
“Come, boy,” the old man said. “Are you scared I’d embarrass you?” 
“Don’t do it,” Equitas whispered. 
Ignoring him, Semreh stepped forward. “What do you have in mind, old man?” 
“At last, someone with some steel in his spine.” The old man leered and tossed Semreh a dulled blade. “I saw that sword of yours, and figure you must know how to use it. So what’ya say, just like in the training pit?” 
“You’ve trained in the pit?” Semreh asked, referring to the place soldiers of the castle trained. 
“Used to be one of the king’s best, when there was a king.” 
“We should be going,” Equitas said, unable to hide the exasperation in his voice.
Semreh shot his friend a glance, but simply shook his head. He held the training sword in his right hand, then switched to his left and took a fighting stance. 
As a showman would, the old man paced around Semreh, holding his own training sword at the ready. 
“One lucky boy here today will be welcomed as my apprentice, so pay close attention.” He struck with a forward thrust, which Semreh parried with ease. “When faced with an opponent who knows his moves, what should one do?” 
“Surrender?” Semreh said playfully, then attacked with a three-strike combination, the last hitting the old man on the rear with a thwap. 
“Fight dirty,” the old man said in response, and then spun to pin Semreh’s sword against his side as he head-butted him in the nose. Next, the old man swept out Semreh’s legs and brought him to the ground. Two of the bystanders were on Semreh before Equitas knew what was happening, pulling his sword from its sheath and disappearing into the crowd. 
Semreh pushed the old man back and stood with a shout, but the crowd was already dispersing, boys running in all directions. 
“STOP THEM!” Semreh shouted, looking desperately to Equitas. “That was my father’s sword!” 
“God—that’s why I said—”
“Not the time for lectures!” Semreh was searching desperately for the old man. Equitas spotted him disappearing behind a black curtain at the edge of the market, so gave chase. 
“The sword went the other way!” 
“We get him, we can find his accomplices!” 
Semreh cursed and ran after Equitas. The old man was surprisingly limber, ducking into a building and then running up a flight of stairs as fast as a young boy. They chased him up to a roof that was connected to a nearby building by several wooden planks, and it was only after crossing these that Equitas realized this might be a trap. Of course, by then it was too late. 
Semreh had already dropped down through a skylight to pursue the old man, and Equitas heard the sounds of fighting below. He grabbed hold of the ledge as he lowered himself to follow, and swung so that he kicked one of the men in the chest and sent him back into the wall. He landed on his feet and spun to see three men on Semreh, then a false wall fell to reveal two men in guard uniforms.
“Stop them!” Equitas shouted at the guards. “That’s King Semrehian they attack!” 
But the guards ignored his order, and instead one of them kicked him in the side of the knee. It made a popping sound and Equitas collapsed, screaming in frustration. The second guard lifted his spear, preparing to strike, but Equitas pulled his sword and parried the strike aside. He pushed himself to his feet with a shout of pain, his knee not fully supporting his weight, and backed up to Semreh. 
“I think I’m ready to admit this was a mistake,” Semreh said as he deflected a sword and kicked the attacker back against the wall. Another attack came, and this time Semreh slashed back, splattering blood across the wall in what could have been a work of art. 
Equitas deflected another attack from the guards. “Let’s save my gloating for later.”
“Last chance,” the old man said. He motioned, and several more guards emerged from the hidden room. “Surrender.”
“We don’t accept your surrender,” Semreh said, and then charged. 
The men moved on him, the first one falling to his sword, but two more pinning his sword arm to the wall as a third tackled his legs. Guards moved in, spears at his throat as the old man tied a cloth over his mouth. 
“Your turn,” a guard said, turning to Equitas. 
“I don’t suppose reminding you who I am would make a difference?” Equitas said, backing up to the corner, eyes darting between his captured friend and their attackers. 
“We no longer recognize your mother as queen.”
“Then I’m going to have to take you in myself.”
Equitas charged, in spite of his busted knee, narrowly avoiding the spear attack. He knew about spears—his Mawtu training had prepared him for spear fights probably better than anyone in Nethia could understand. He moved past the guard, where the area was too narrow and the ceiling too short to allow mobility, and as the guard tried to reposition himself to attack, Equitas drove his sword into the man’s gut. The next closest guard thrust, but again there wasn’t room to maneuver after Equitas side-stepped the attack, and his sword slashed open the man’s throat. 
A sharp pain shot through Equitas’s leg, and he remembered his knee, just in time for it to give way. He’d gotten too cocky, as often happened after the first kill. Adrenaline rushing and almost overtaking the pain, he rose in time to avoid a dagger the old man threw at him, spinning to see it lodge itself into the wall. 
Something hit him from behind, and he fell onto the guard whose throat he’d opened. Then a sword came toward his head. Unlike Semreh, who they were apparently trying to capture alive, they meant to kill Equitas. 
He rolled, then saw three more guards with spears raised, ready for the strike. The spears fell swiftly, their steel tips glinting in the faint light of the room. 
“Nooo!” Equitas shouted, knowing that his life was about to be over. He’d leave behind his wife and son, a grieving mother, and a whole life unlived. But in that moment, he felt a surge of energy. A silver glow streamed from the dead bodies of the guards, erasing the pain in his knee. He moved with greater speed than he’d ever thought himself capable of, narrowly avoiding each of the spears and spinning to land with a kick that broke the spear shafts in two. 
That never should have worked! A regular kick should result in more damage to the leg than the spears, but he didn’t have time to ponder it. Instead, he felt himself lifting off the ground, a silvery mist rising from his limbs like smoke, and he saw the fear in the men’s eyes. 
One more struck, but before the sword had moved more than an inch, Equitas was at his side, lifting the man into the air to then slam him into the ground in a way that splintered wood and crushed every bone in the man’s body.
The rest of them ran. 
Equitas was about to pursue. The taste of death was strong on his tongue, pulling at his senses and his entire being for more. But a grunt from Semreh pulled him back. With a deep release of breath, the silver glow flowed out of him and, for a moment, he thought he would fall over dead. The pain in his knee was back, now ten times worse than before, and his body felt non-responsive. 
He fell beside Semreh, working his hands to undo the cloths used to subdue his friend. When Semreh was free, he grabbed a spear from one of the dead soldiers, then helped Equitas to stand. Using his friend for support and putting as little weight on his injured knee as possible, they escaped the house and didn’t stop until they were three blocks away, next to a small stream where they could wash the splattered blood from their faces and hands. 
“What the hell was that?” Semreh asked, staring wide-eyed at Equitas. “What happened back there?” 
“I … I have no idea.”
Equitas turned to look into the stream, staring at his reflection. He looked like the same man, but something was different in those eyes staring back. It wasn’t the exhaustion or the fear there, it was something even more…. Something he didn’t recognize and couldn’t put a label on. 
He’d felt a hint of this power once before, on the castle wall that day he’d helped defend Nethia against Lokum. He’d even seen part of it in his brother's eyes that day, when Adonis caught him one-handed to save him from falling from the castle walls. None of it made sense, and if he wanted answers, he imagined there was only one person he could go to—he’d have to find Adonis. 
But for now, they had more immediate concerns. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 3: The Mountain
 
The sun hit the grass of the cascading hillsides in front of Lome as he approached the village walls. Shadows stretched over the bricks, concealing the cracks and crevices in the path. 
From the top of a hill, Lome saw the village rising up along the mountain behind the walls. He could barely tell where the buildings stopped and the mountain rock began. 
Warm air emitted from the walls like a blanket cast from the mountain to cover the earth below. Lome stopped to figure a way into the village, only then seeing the archers’ turrets and at least one pair of eyes staring down at him from above. A great drawbridge was pulled up, forming a flat surface with its cut rock supports. His instincts told him the walls should be centuries old, but they seemed pristine to the eye. Lome looked over it all with a hesitant thought to his past, a memory never there but never gone, from some other life perhaps. 
The shadows had almost engulfed him now, though the sky seemed stuck in its yellow and orange transformation. As he passed a small vase overflowing with water, he heard an arrow being nocked into its bow. 
“Halt!” a voice called out. “Announce yourself!” 
As Lome returned no reply, a young man’s face poked out from a murder hole along the wall, his longbow aimed at Lome’s head. 
“I wish that I could!” Lome yelled up. “But you see, I have forgotten such matters, and—” 
“Aldrin?” the man from the wall interrupted. “Is that really you? Where’ve you been? Get in here quick, before anyone else notices you!” The man’s head disappeared from behind the wall, which shortly began to shake. A moment later, a secret door opened at its base. “Come on now.”
Lome considered the new name, figuring it was more likely his than Lome. At least, this man seemed to think so. The man motioned again.
“Thank you,” Aldrin, formerly Lome, said. He entered, slowing as he passed the guard, part of him suspecting a trap. But the guard simply closed the door behind him and smiled. 
“You had us worried,” the guard said. 
“You’re not the only one,” Aldrin replied. 
The man motioned for him to follow, then turned and quickly disappeared into the shadows. Aldrin looked around and followed, ducking his head to avoid the low doorway. He was not short, but he certainly wasn’t tall enough for crouching through a door to be normal. 
When they emerged in an opening with light, the man from the wall turned and gave Aldrin an inquisitive stare. “What are these rags you have on?”
Aldrin looked from his blue rags to the white robe wrapped around the guard. 
“Tandiar,” a woman’s voice said, accompanied by soft footsteps. The woman appeared from the shadows. “What do we have here?” 
“Keep quiet,” Tandiar replied. “We don’t want the other guards hearing this. I found Aldrin here walking outside the city walls, and in this odd clothing.” He turned back to Aldrin. “Her quarters are nearby. We’ll get you properly outfitted again.”
The woman, apparently in her early forties, looked Aldrin over. “What were you doing outside of the gates? You shouldn’t take such needless risks.”
Aldrin stood still, confused. What made it so unsafe out there? But he figured it better not to ask, for they seemed to know him and he wasn’t sure if he wanted to give up the fact that he’d lost his memory. Not yet, at least. 
“It’s a good thing I found you when I did.” Tandiar laughed, slapping him on the back before leading him from the room. “Mirdal’s place will have to do. Don’t forget about your date with Platea tonight.”  
“How could I?” Aldrin said in complete confusion. 
A small mud-brick house appeared before Aldrin, and Mirdal soon had him in one of her husband’s robes. Aldrin looked at the brass shield serving as a mirror on the wall, staring at the cloth hanging loosely around his limbs. 
“Aldrin, let’s go!” Tandiar called out. He stood in the doorway, having changed into a chartreuse toga that fell to the leather-laced boots on his feet. Over his shoulders, he wore an animal skin, although Aldrin wasn’t sure from what animal. It was almost enough to make him laugh, if it weren’t for the fact that the two were now dressed in a very similar fashion. 
“I suppose I’m ready,” Aldrin said. 
“Great, I’ve been looking forward to this! Ah, but you look grand! Platea will be a lucky girl, and whomever her chaperone is for the night, I pity them for the worry you will cause!” 
Tandiar took Aldrin by the arm, and they laughed as they walked through a low hallway, although Aldrin was only laughing along so as not to seem odd. A breeze blew through the toga he now wore, and he became acutely aware of the lack of undergarments beneath it. 
The streets had mostly emptied in the time it had taken to prepare for the date, but oddly, the sunset seemed to have not changed one bit. Groups of men and women sat smoking pipes in front of quiet inns, and a pleasant cherry scent carried with the wind. 
“Don’t worry yourself, friend. Platea is a wonderful girl. I mean, it’s the second week, so you should be at ease by now.”
“Second week?” Aldrin asked. 
Tandiar gave him a sideways glance as he pulled open an iron gate along the way. “You feeling okay?”
Aldrin decided he’d best not act suspiciously, so he simply nodded. 
They passed under a bridge, and the path led them around a bend in the road. Soon they came upon a stream, which they had to step over. 
Windows were barred in the houses along the path, and more than once Aldrin noticed guards watching people suspiciously. 
“What are they watching for?” he asked, with a nod toward two guards passing by not far off. They wore the same blue and purple robes the other guards wore, curved swords tucked into their sashes. 
“Are you mad?” Tandiar asked, making a point to look straight ahead. 
The response was enough of an answer—don’t give the guards a reason. The ensuing awkward silence was soon over, to his relief, when Tandiar stopped at a low doorway framed by white curtains.
“Here’s where I leave you for the evening.” 
“Thanks,” Aldrin replied, feeling utterly lost. “Just look for the girl by herself?”
Tandiar cracked a half smile, but shook his head. “Tonight, I can’t tell if you’re joking or not…. You seem off.”
He walked away, still shaking his head. This left Aldrin with nothing to do but enter through the door and see what sort of woman was awaiting him. 
The door led first to a long hallway, with a cobblestone floor much like outside, and more white cloths draped throughout and hanging from the ceiling. As he went farther along, the sound of people talking met his ears, and then dishes clanging. Was that a lute? 
The hallway came to an end, bringing Aldrin to a room full of people. A fountain stood in its center, presided over by a statue of a dragon. Everyone was dressed just like him, and barely anyone seemed to notice his arrival. Well, anyone except for the beautiful girl with the round, brown eyes. He took a step closer and she smiled, so he continued. 
“You must be Platea?” he asked. 
She smiled wider, “You always know how to make a lady laugh.”
He took the seat across from her and stared, wondering how it was that she so surely knew him. 
“What is it?” she asked.
“Can I confide something in you?” 
She nodded eagerly.
“I don’t seem to have all my memories,” he said. “I think something’s happened to me.”
“Oh, don’t be silly,” she said with a sideways, nervous glance. 
He followed her gaze and saw soldiers along the walls, a few tables of people between them and him. 
“Is that something we’re not supposed to talk about?” he asked, lowering his voice. “Why?”
“Aldrin, stop. This isn’t funny.”
“I’m not trying to be.”
The two stared at each other, and as each second went by, her brow furrowed further. 
“God, you really have no idea,” she said. 
He nodded slowly. 
“Oh, my.” She leaned back, as if suddenly feeling dirty. “And do we even.... I mean, it’s possible then that I’ve just been set up for you. Oh, I feel sick.”
She definitely looked ill, but Aldrin had to keep the conversation going. He had a goal. 
“I need to get up the mountain,” he said. 
This time she gasped, a hand to her mouth. A couple of the people nearby had apparently heard, because they were glancing over as well. 
“What?” Aldrin asked. 
She leaned in, close. “You have to watch what you say, you never know when—”
“You!” a guard called, a man next to him pointing at Aldrin. “Hands on the table!”
“We’re too late,” Platea said. “Run!” 
Chairs fell over as the two stood and headed for the door. More guards charged in from that way, so Platea pulled Aldrin in the other direction and said, “Stay close!” 
She kicked a table over, inciting shouts from the nearby customers, then ran for a table by the wall which she used to jump up and through the window. Aldrin followed close behind, but someone grabbed his foot. He was yanked back and found a soldier’s face inches from his own. 
“I don’t know what’s going on!” he shouted. 
The soldier was about to respond, when a rock hit him on the head and he staggered back, releasing Aldrin. Platea appeared in the window with a second rock, this one for the soldier running at Aldrin’s other side. 
“Hurry!” she shouted, and so he did. 
Before the soldiers had time to realize what was happening, Aldrin and Platea were long gone. Platea led the way down the alley and then motioned for him to leverage an overturned cart so they could jump up onto a roof, and then climb over its edge to hide. He made it behind her as more shouting sounded below. 
“Mind telling me what in the world’s going on?” he asked.
“Your bet’s as good as mine.” She took off at a crouched run, and he followed again.
“Where’re we going?”
“First, we have to get away from there, since they’ll be looking.”
“But why?” 
She stopped at the edge of a roof, eyes searching like a hunted rabbit. “Because you’re an idiot.” She ran and jumped to the next roof over, then waited for him to do the same. 
“I’m not jumping across that!” he said, his voice rising higher than he meant it to. 
“Up there!” a gruff voice yelled.
Platea gave Aldrin an exasperated look and then took off running. Jumping to the next roof, she rolled and then lowered herself over the far side. He had no choice but to follow—it was that or wait and ask the soldiers why they were after him, and something about that seemed like a bad idea. 
Three long strides brought him to the edge of the roof, and he pushed off with all his strength. Surprisingly, he cleared the gap with no problem. He didn’t hesitate as he quickly lowered himself over the edge. He was relieved to see Platea waiting at an open window. 
“I knew you’d make it,” she said when he found his way in. “Over here.”
The two ran down the stairs, to the back door, and then sprinted across a small field to another house. This one had a locked door, but she climbed through the window and led him to a tapestry on the wall. He couldn’t help but pause at the sight of the tapestry—a picture of a boy’s body with a goat’s head. 
“Is that reminding you of something?” she asked as she pulled the tapestry aside to reveal stone steps leading down. 
He was about to say no, when his mind was overcome with a memory. Blood, a slicing sword, and spears everywhere… Then everything went black. 
 
 
 



Chapter 4: City Unrest
 
Equitas and Semreh worked their way between houses, staying out of sight. They couldn’t be sure who was watching, or when another attack would come. 
“We have to get my sword,” Semreh said, his voice heavy with desperation. He wiped blood from his chin and then spat on the dirt beside the stream. “I’ll not return north without it.”
“Any guess as to why they were after you?”
“They must’ve known who I am.”
“So to do what, ransom you?”
“Or to start a war between the North and the South again. They could kill me and use my death as an excuse for such a war.”
“My mother would never allow it.”
Semreh’s eyes took on a kingly glimmer. “Equitas, do you really think there would be a choice? If my people thought any kingdom had me assassinated, you know as well as I that they’d come bearing arms…. Yes, even if it were against your mother.” 
“I thought you had smarter people in command.”
“There’s no man or woman alive who wouldn’t avenge a great king. And as humble as I wish I were, I am more of a great king than I am humble.”
Equitas nodded, knowing it was true. “We can’t just go after your sword. We have to alert the castle guard.”
“And how many of those guards are in on it, I wonder. Have you asked yourself that? If we arrive at the castle, me unarmed and you in your weakened state, how much of a chance would you say we have?” 
“Zero,” Equitas conceded. 
“Exactly.” Semreh dug blood out of his fingernails, still embedded from when he’d struggled against the men who’d bound him. “We have to find a way to sneak in if we hope to find your mother and our true allies. No one close to her would fight against us.”
“You suspect only the outer guards have been bought?” 
“Everyone close to you and your mother knows how noble you are. They’d have no reason to betray you.” 
“Thank you,” Equitas said. “I needed to hear that.”
“What you need is medical attention for that leg, and maybe a Reverie to explain what sort of demonic or godly power took over you back there.”
“That won’t be necessary,” Equitas said, knowing that sort of attention couldn’t be good at a time like this. 
Semreh helped him to stand, and they made their way back toward the castle. 
They stopped at the rear of the bank so Equitas could sit and rest on the edge of one of its pillars while Semreh took a look around to make sure it was safe. 
“Hey, we’ve been through worse,” Semreh said. “At least you aren’t bleeding.” 
Their Mawtu training had certainly prepared them for situations such as this.
“Is the same group of soldiers out front that were there before?”
Semreh checked, then nodded.
“Good, then they can probably be trusted.” 
“Why is it that every time I come down here, some craziness like this happens?” Semreh sighed.
“To be fair, the other time it was the Mawtu….” 
“And this time? We have no idea who it is.” 
Equitas considered that. Who could have it out for them? Who would benefit from a war between the North and South? No answers came to him. Possibly outsiders, who would see them weakened so that they could make a move. Rumors of pirates from the Gold Coast made him wonder, but would they have been able to infiltrate the soldiers? The attackers today had the look of Braziens, so he didn’t suspect them of being in disguise.
Still, who knows. “My best guess… Gold Coast pirates wanting you for the ransom.”
“Simple answer?” came a voice from behind them. “Wrong.”
They spun to see a tall man with a hooked nose, one Equitas had known his entire life, but had believed to be dead for some time now: his uncle, Lokum’s father, Irin. Behind him stood the old man who had attacked them, the soldiers that had helped, and a larger group of men and women, all in black and all with weapons at the ready. There had to be at least two dozen of them.
“GUARDS!” Equitas shouted as he retreated into the bank. 
Soldiers appeared, clashing swords and spears with Irin and his followers. Equitas had his sword drawn. Semreh used the spear he’d taken to fight off a circle of the strangers in black.
“Protect him!” Equitas shouted at the soldiers who were ushering him to safety. “Not me! Protect the King!” 
They looked at him in confusion, then at all the others who were fighting. One said something about the king not being here, that Equitas was delirious, and they had to get him to safety. 
“The man with the spear, fighting them off,” Equitas shouted desperately, his voice cutting through the soldiers’ words. “There! Can’t you see—that’s King Semrehian of the North!”  
Several of the nearby soldiers’ faces went pale, and they motioned for the others to follow, while two stayed with Equitas to keep him safe. At that moment a blow struck Semreh, and he disappeared from sight as the attackers converged on him. The loyal soldiers tried to push their way through the attackers to reach the stricken king, but Irin’s followers had come for only one reason, and right now they were succeeding. Irin and some of his group were making off with the unconscious form of Semreh, while the remainder were fighting a rear guard action to hold the soldiers at bay.
“Semreh!” Equitas shouted, gripping his sword and limping forward. One of the attackers was pushed off by a soldier and stumbled into Equitas’s path, but he cut him down and continued to advance. By the time he was in amongst the fray, several of the attackers and soldiers lay dead—he was too late. They’d escaped with Semreh, Equitas’s friend and King of the North. 
The palace soldiers arrived and looked at Equitas with horror in their eyes, their expressions growing grave when he told them what had happened. At his command, they rushed off in search of Semreh. Equitas hoped they didn’t feel it was as hopeless as he did.  
He turned, debating his next move, when he saw a group of men running at him from the crowd that had gathered. He pointed his sword at them, but only momentarily. Another face he recognized led these men, but this face was much more welcome.
“Haden?” 
Haden welcomed Equitas with a firm handshake, then pointed to the castle gates. “We saw what happened. Let’s get you to safety.” He turned to his men and told them to watch their flank, as he was personally going to escort his old master to safety.
“Old master?” said one of them, a burly man with thick hair on his partially exposed chest. 
“Hey.” Haden put an arm around Equitas to support him. “If it weren’t for this man and his mother, none of us would be free right now.” 
The other man nodded and pulled a short dagger from his belt. “Go on then, get him to safety. Those bastards return, they’ll taste Ellie.”
“Ellie?” Equitas asked as he did his best to run alongside Haden. 
“Yeah, the guy’s a nutcase,” Haden said. “Names all his blades, names his boots, even heard him give a name to his—”
“Okay, I get the picture. Nutcase.”
“Exactly.” 
They reached the gate and found more soldiers approaching. Haden told them the situation, and two broke off to help Equitas while the rest went to join the pursuit for Semreh. 
“Wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again,” Haden said, entering the throne room with Equitas. “Definitely didn’t think I’d have a reason to step foot back in here.”
“Can’t say I blame you.” 
“I have no hard feelings toward any of you.” Haden approached a bust of a council member and frowned. “It’s the people before your time I have qualms about.”
The back door burst open, and Gaila ran in with Arkist at her side. Behind them came a group of men and women dressed in fancy robes and jewelry, as was customary in the royal court. 
“Son, what’s happened?” Gaila said, rushing to his aid. “I heard—”
“Where is he?” one of the women asked, and instantly Equitas knew this was Semreh’s wife, Queen Teah. She wore a fine green robe lined with pearls, an especially valuable accessory up north, where mountains barred their way to the oceans. 
“I’m sorry, my queen.” Equitas tried to bend his good knee to bow, but his mother wouldn’t let him. 
“How did this happen?” Arkist, Gaila’s husband, asked. “Where were the guards? How was King Semrehian out on his own?” 
“All of it … my fault.” 
“Nonsense, don’t go about—”
“It’s true!” Equitas threw his sword to the ground in disgust. “I never should have agreed to go along with him. I should have…. I don’t know.”
Queen Teah stepped forward and put a hand on his shoulder. “If I know my husband at all, then I know you had no choice in the matter. What’s important now is that we find him.”
“Agreed,” Arkist said, handing Equitas back his sword. “And don’t ever drop this again.”
“Thank you,” Equitas said, realizing what he’d done: to toss aside one’s sword was tantamount to resigning one’s post. “But there’s more….”
“Don’t keep us waiting.” 
He turned to his mother and took her hands in his. “It’s Irin. He’s back, and he was the one to take Semreh.”
“And he is?” Queen Teah asked. 
“My brother-in-law,” Gaila said. “A man punished by Gresva for worshiping The Six, and thought to be dead these last few years. If he’s behind this, it’s worse than we thought.” 
“So what, you give up?” 
“Never,” Gaila replied. “Arkist, form a team and take them out to investigate. My son will tell you where it happened. We must recover the king.”
“I’m going too,” Queen Teah said. 
They all turned to look at her in surprise. 
“Surely you understand that we can’t allow that,” Arkist said. 
“And surely you understand that if my people find your kingdom is responsible for the death of our king, there will be nothing I can do to stop the outbreak of war. If I’m kept here while he dies, you don’t want to consider the consequences.”
A long silence followed that statement, and then a curt nod from Gaila. 
“Very well, let’s get moving.” Arkist assessed Equitas’s leg and clicked his tongue. “Will you be able to ride?” 
Equitas nodded, hating the idea of his hurt knee banging into the side of a horse, but knowing it was better than trying to walk all over the city on it. 
“Then we must not hesitate any longer.” 
The others headed out, but Gaila lingered. She motioned for Equitas to sit as she assessed his knee. 
“It could be worse,” she said, looking up at him with questioning eyes.
“Truth be told, that can pretty much always be said.” 
Standing, she went to the window and opened it so that the wind swept through her short gray hair. The years had crept up on them both, and though she held herself well, Equitas was surprised to see how frail she really looked. 
“Do you enjoy it, mother?”
“There’s not a day that goes by without me enjoying this view. The people at peace … Safe.” 
“I meant, do you enjoy ruling?” 
“It’s not about enjoying it or not. It’s about doing what’s best for our people.”
“Well then, by all accounts you should be happy.”
“You would think so, or at least you would before a king is taken by your brother-in-law within your very walls.”
“Of course…. But there’s something you aren’t telling me.” 
She turned to him. Perhaps it was the way the sun highlighted her face, but he saw new, deep wrinkles surrounding eyes that still burned with a passion. 
“Ruling is never easy, son. Irin may not be acting alone. He could be being helped by any number of local rebellious factions we’ve had to put down. There are some that would have this kingdom turned over to the people, others that would see us crumble. A group that wishes war between the North and South? All of this and more…. What is he hoping to get out of this? How has he survived this long without us knowing about it?”
“I see….”
“But what you may not see is the need for you here.”
“Mother?” 
“You may need to consider reaching out to your brother.”
“Mother, I—”
“Not yet, of course. I’m only saying that it’s something we may have to consider in due time. The Mawtu have their own problems, but if we truly face a threat, we must be prepared to stand our ground. There’s surely a reason Irin’s stayed hidden until now, and I fear the worst.” She smiled, her eyes digging into him. “This whole land now is our family, and we must look out for family. Now, can I count on you?” 
“I will do my best, Mother.”
With a curt nod, he hobbled off to the stables. It wasn’t that he didn’t like his brother, it was that he didn’t want to be reminded of his time with the Mawtu, and seeing that his brother was a Mawtu leader, reaching out to him would be tough. For now, Equitas would just have to do his best to rescue Semreh, or hope Semreh had somehow already rescued himself. 
In the amount of time it took to get a horse saddled and have the stable boys help Equitas up onto it, the others had equipped themselves with their armor and weapons and were waiting at the gate on their own horses. They rode behind Equitas, which he was glad of, since he didn’t want them to see the doubt or the pain on his face. 
 



Chapter 5: The Lion Guard
 
Aldrin woke in a dark room, two men standing next to Platea. 
“About time,” the tallest of the men said. “We had to carry you, and you aren’t exactly on the lighter side.”
With a groan, Aldrin pushed himself up. “I don’t understand.” 
“Name’s Guilp,” the tall man said. “And you sir, like it or not, are in the land of the unknowns.”
“The what?” 
“You heard me. People show up all the time, forgetting who they are. Sometimes it’s some of us who forget, other times it’s new people. Every once in a while, it’s someone we’ve all been given memories of, but one thing’s a constant—nobody says nothing.”
“Because of the guards?” 
“Because of the guards.” Guilp looked to Platea, considering. “I’m sorry, sis, but I think this one here’s a Given.” With a shrug back at Aldrin, he said, “That’s what we call the ones who we’re all supposed to know but maybe didn’t always. The ones we’re given memories of… ‘Givens.’”
“How do you all know you knew each other before today?” Aldrin asked, sitting up with a groan from the shooting pain in his head.
“It’s a valid question,” the stocky man next to Guilp said. “Thing is, if we all start throwing questions like that around, we’re likely to lose our sanity, aren’t we?” 
“Don’t want to go there, friend.” Guilp lowered his eyes. 
“There?” Aldrin asked. “It’s an actual place?” 
They all looked at each other, silent. Finally, Platea said, “They call it the mines. Nobody actually does any mining there, just caves in the mountain where the insane ones roam. At night you can hear them shouting, wailing their madness.”
“Well, that sounds pleasant.” Aldrin looked at each of them, wondering if this was all real. “I don’t mean to be harsh, but… why’re you all still here, then?” 
“The soldiers don’t let us leave,” the stocky one said. “Anyone starts talking ‘bout lost memories, they throw ‘em in the mines. You try to leave? Better hope you’re friends with the guards, or you find yourself without a head.”
Aldrin gulped, but said what he knew must be said. “I have to get to the top of the mountain.”
Platea glared. “As if you haven’t caused enough trouble for us.”
“I have to remember.”
“One of them, are you?” the stocky man said. “Got a greater purpose out there, somewhere? A calling?” 
“Whatever it is, I can’t say. I don’t know, but yes, something’s pulling me to get answers.”
“This guy wants to die,” Guilp said, turning to his friends. “I say we let him.”
“They’ll know he was with me,” Platea said. “The memories given, they said he was. The soldiers will assume…. Tell him, Sordil.”
“She has a point,” the stocky one, Sordil, said. “We want to protect her, we protect him.” 
“Sure,” Guilp said. “Or we hand him over.” 
They all stared at Aldrin, curious to see if he’d defend himself. As far as he was concerned, they could come to a conclusion without his help. Still, always better safe than sorry.
“Don’t you wonder what came before? Why they’re keeping us from the truth?” 
The others shared a look that told him they did, indeed, wonder. And there was something else. 
“What is it?”
“The rumors of the dragon,” Guilp said, glancing around to make sure they were alone. “Others have gone after it, but they never return.”
“Because they were successful, or because they died?” 
“Nobody knows.”
Aldrin stood a little taller, his confidence in the situation boosting. “So, isn’t that reason enough to try?” 
“I’d rather stay alive and never know,” Sordil said with a grunt. 
“And you two?” Aldrin asked Platea and Guilp. “If I go tonight, will you help me?” 
They avoided eye contact with him, but finally, Platea looked up and said, “Yes.”
“What do you mean, ‘yes’?” Guilp asked, taking a step toward her, one hand on each of her shoulders. “Think of your family, think of—”
“How do I even know they’re my real family?” She threw his hands off of her. “For all I know, those and every other memory I’ve ever had here were false. And I certainly don’t have any memories from before, so what’s that leave me with?”
“Friends, for one.” 
“He’s right,” Sordil said.
“Well, I’m going up with Aldrin,” she said. “And if you are my true friends, you’d consider going with me.” 
Aldrin smiled, but she glared at him. Not the time to gloat, okay. He got it. 
“There’s no way I’m putting my neck on the line for some fool’s errand,” Sordil said. “Tell her, Guilp.”
A moment of hesitation flashed through Guilp’s eyes, and Aldrin knew he had him. 
“Where do we start?” Aldrin asked. 
“No, you can’t be serious. Guilp?” Sordil stared at them, horrified. “You’ll run through the mines and hope they don’t have the passage guarded? The same passage Illiian died trying to escape through?”
“Of course not!” Guilp shouted back, turning on his friend. “I know a new way… but if you’re not coming, it wouldn’t make much sense for me to be telling you, would it?”
Sordil stared, fuming, then said, “No, I suppose not,” before turning and walking out the door. 
“Will he…?”
“Report us?” Guilp suggested. “No, we can rely on him for that much. But you… you better be sure about this.”
“Sure about what?” Aldrin asked. “I’m not sure of a damn thing.” 
“None of us are,” Platea reminded them. 
“Good point.” Guilp went to the wall and kicked out a loose stone at its base, allowing him to get leverage on a section of the floor and pull it up. “But when the action begins, and it will, you better stand by our sides until the end.”
Aldrin considered the sword and the spear Guilp held up for him, then nodded at the sword. He took it by the handle, weighing the blade. 
“You can count on me.” 
“This way then,” Guilp said, tossing the spear to Platea. 
“What, now?” 
“The guards are already looking for you. You have a better time in mind?”
“Maybe nightfall?” 
Guilp cocked an eyebrow. “Night…?”
“You know, when the sun goes down.” 
This time it was Platea who looked at him with confusion. 
“What? Doesn’t the sun go down here?” Aldrin knew the answer before they spoke. “How does a sun not set?” 
“This is how it always is here,” Platea said. “The sky fluctuates between orange and pink, sometimes bright red, but that’s it. The sun stays in its place, and certainly never ‘sets,’ whatever that means.”
“A latent memory?” Guilp said to Platea. “Has to be.”
She nodded. “I can’t wait to see what other memories lie hidden up there.”
Guilp chose a spear for himself, tested its weight, and then led them out into a narrow street. Tall, white walls rose up on either side of them, interrupted only by the occasional break between buildings and the garden fence with fresh scented jasmine. 
“Stay in the shadows,” Guilp said when they came to a courtyard. 
Trees reached over the closest wall, so they followed that route. The chatter of a dinner party nearby caused Aldrin’s heart to race, but somehow the grip of the sword in his hand brought him comfort. He could tell it wasn’t the first time he’d held a sword, and guessed he’d used one more than once. 
A piece of plaster fell from above, followed by a scurrying of feet. 
“We’ve been spotted,” Guilp said, quickly changing direction by dashing down a side street. “Be ready.”
Aldrin’s questions about himself were confirmed when a soldier charged from his rear. Without a moment’s hesitation, Aldrin spun, knocking the guard’s sword out of his hands and then plunging his own blade into the soldier’s throat. The sickening suction was followed by splattering blood, but Aldrin didn’t even wince. 
“A fighter,” Guilp observed. “Good.”
They sprinted to the end of the street and moved toward the hillside, followed by the clatter of more soldiers. An arch led to a brick road, but they spun sharply away from that path. Instead, they headed for a nearby house. 
“Why not the gate?” Aldrin asked. 
In response, Guilp grabbed him and pointed back. From here he saw it—half a dozen guards posted outside the gate, one of them wearing the mask of a lion. 
“Those ones, with the masks … best to be avoided.”
“Best dead,” Platea said. “If you have a choice.”
The white plaster of the house made slick hand-holds, but all three managed to scale the wall and reach the flat roof. Here they stayed low, making their way to the opposite side, where the roof met a high point of the city wall. 
It made sense. Get to the wall, go off the main path. He watched Guilp make the leap, the way he dropped with a roll on the other side. There was no way he’d be as graceful, but he’d do his best. 
“After you,” he said to Platea. 
She nodded and ran, but on her last step an arrow hit beside her foot, causing her to misstep and fall. She screamed and caught hold of the roof. Aldrin dove for her, reaching down for her other hand to help her up. Another arrow struck the wall nearby, and he could tell they were aiming to kill. The soldier wearing the lion mask appeared around the corner, pointed, and drew a blade. 
“Grab my hand!” Aldrin shouted, but Platea simply looked up at him, frozen in fear. He cursed and swung her so that he was able to wrap his other arm under her shoulder on the upward swing, then spun and brought her up and on top of him. He held her close as two more arrows landed with a thud, one in the wall, one in his shoulder. 
“Aldrin!” Platea shouted, assessing the wound. 
He grunted and, staying low, hacked at the front of the arrow to knock off the arrow head and pull the shaft from his body. The scent of iron from his blood filled his nostrils and he felt dizzy, but he kept his wits about him. 
“We have to get to Guilp.”
“You won’t make it.”
“Trust me, I’ll be fine.” He pushed himself up far enough to see that the soldiers had moved out of firing range, likely working on reaching them for hand-to-hand instead. “I’ve faced worse, I think.”
“Come on,” she said, almost laughing as she helped him to his feet. “We jump together.”
He was skeptical, but when her count hit three, he was with her, running to the edge and then jumping across. He tried to catch the gate with his good arm, but was unsteady and fell over the side, landing on the grass with an oomph as the air left his lungs. 
Platea was at his side a moment later, picking him back up and wrapping his good arm around her shoulders for support. 
“Over here!” Guilp hissed, motioning from an especially tall clump of grass at the base of a steep, rocky incline. 
They made their way to him and, after washing quickly in the stream and wrapping a piece of torn cloth from Guilp’s robes against Aldrin’s wound, they began working their way up the rocks. Soon, shouting sounded from behind as the soldiers crossed the wall, but Aldrin and his companions were past the first clumping of rocks and onto what could almost pass for an upward path before the soldiers even reached the base. 
“Will they pursue?” Aldrin asked. 
“From what rumors say, I doubt it.” Guilp rounded a corner with sword drawn, but saw the path was clear ahead and lowered the sword. 
“And that means?” 
“Those walls aren’t only to keep us from getting out; they’re there to keep the true monsters from getting in.”
Aldrin glanced at him, sure he didn’t mean actual monsters. But Guilp noticed the look and returned it with a sad smile. 
“The cave dwellers who’ve gone missing, some of them return, but they’re not like us. They come back with torched, scaly skin and red, glowing eyes. There’s something out here that does that to a man.”
“And to the women,” Platea added. 
“Right, we both have equal abilities to become monsters.”
They approached a cave with a path that led up and through the rocks. The path took them out to the other side, where it wound around the mountain and then led them to an open area. From here to the clouds was a straight incline of open land and loose rocks. 
Aldrin had to pause at the view—they could see the other side of the mountain, and it was a sight. For as far as the eye could see, there was nothingness. The mountain simply stopped at a drop-off on that side, and from there it was dark, extending into more darkness. 
“There’s the night,” Aldrin said, his mouth dry. 
“Let it stay there,” Platea said, starting the climb up the loose rocks. “And let’s pray we don’t fall into it.”
“Up there doesn’t look much better.” Aldrin turned his gaze up to the clouds that were forming around the trees scattered farther up the mountain. Thick, billowing clouds of gray outlined by wisps of white, bringing with them a sense of mystery, but also a chill that made one wonder what might be concealed there. 
“We’re only going because of you,” Guilp reminded him as Platea climbed up ahead.
“No, you’re only going because of her.” 
Guilp glared at him, but then smiled at the sight of Platea and shrugged. 
“That’s what I thought.” Aldrin placed his feet sideways against the loose rock, so as to keep his balance. “And you’re kind of past the point of no return now, anyway.”
Working their way up the hill was a challenge, and Aldrin slipped more than once. He envied Platea’s choice of weapon, because now she was able to use the spear as a walking stick. Cold gripped his toes and spread up his legs so that they shook, though he wondered if part of that might be the exhaustion. First running from the soldiers, and now this. He watched his two companions, wondering if perhaps he had known them. Was there a time when he’d been content in that mountain village? He’d never know unless the talk of finding your memories at the top of this mountain was true. 
Only one way to find out. 
He pushed on, picking up the pace, soon passing Guilp. 
“What’s the rush?” Platea said, stopping to catch her breath. 
Before he could respond, he noticed the loose rocks shifting on the steep incline near her feet. A split-second later, hands were reaching through and grabbing her ankles. The rocks slid away to reveal a small tunnel, then more rocks were sliding to reveal more tunnels dug into the face of the mountain. 
Platea was pulled down so that her face slammed into a larger stone, splattering blood from a busted lip. As Aldrin ran to her aid, he watched her spin and jab the spear into the hole, resulting in a spurt of blood and a screech that echoed through the mountain. 
“Behind you!” she shouted, recovering.
He spun to see the silhouettes of two shapes moving for him. With no time to think, he charged them with his sword. But the sight of them when he was close enough to strike gave him pause—they were as Guilp and Platea had described, with scaly skin and what looked like horns protruding from their arms and foreheads. 
“What are you?” he said, staring in shock. 
He realized a moment later that he should have struck when he had the chance, because two more creatures appeared at his feet, pulling him into a larger tunnel. He tried to hack at them, but one kicked his sword aside while the other dug its claws into Aldrin’s legs. He screamed, kicking and squirming to break free, but he was far into the tunnel now, in darkness that smelled of mildew and rotten leaves. 
Five of the creatures were on him, pulling him from the tunnel and into a larger room. He maneuvered away from one of them and landed a punch on a second, wishing he had his sword. 
Something sharp dug into Aldrin’s side. He spun to see it was the horns from one of the creature’s forearms. The creature held an obsidian blade in its hand. 
“Enough,” the creature said, its voice scraping like steel on a rock. 
Aldrin smiled, glad to see a blade had made its way into the fight. He didn’t have his memory, but his instincts told him what to do. He grabbed the creature’s arm and turned it over itself, twisting so that the blade came free and dropped into his hand. He spun again, landing a kick in the gut of the creature next to him and brandishing the blade for the next attack. 
A rhythmic beat filled the chamber, like a pounding heartbeat. The creatures backed off, making way for a massive man who wore a lion mask. The rest of his body was covered in gleaming red bronze armor. The others cowered before him, but he barely noticed them. His full attention was on Aldrin. 
“You.”
“Me?” Aldrin took a step back. He hadn’t been expecting that. “What do you know?”
“Only that you will never reach the top of this mountain.” 
The masked man charged, swinging at Aldrin with two bronze swords that clanged against the rock when Aldrin dodged. 
The next strike nearly took off his nose, but Aldrin moved under the massive arm and came up to slash the obsidian blade into the man’s side. The man screamed, dropping an elbow that connected and sent Aldrin stumbling back into the creatures. They tore at him with their horned arms as they threw him back into the fight. 
“What awaits me up there?” Aldrin said as he blocked a kick and sliced across the man’s thigh. “How do you know me?” 
The man roared like a lion and switched his swords so that he could thrust them down at Aldrin, who rolled out of the way. The roll put pressure on the wound where the arrow had taken him, and he cursed, frozen in momentary pain. It was too long—the man connected with a knee to Aldrin’s face. Pain shot from his nose out to his ears like an explosion. The warmth of his blood had a calming effect, and everything seemed to slow down. The next strike came, but Aldrin stood still, caught the attacking arm and dug his blade into the side of the man’s throat. A quick tug sent blood spraying, his wide eyes gaping in disbelief as he fell with a thud, dead. 
For a moment, Aldrin simply stared, only slightly aware of the burning pain in his shoulder and the blood covering his face. 
Then he remembered the rest of them. He looked up, ready for the attack, but they were all kneeling. 
“What’s this?” Platea said, stepping forward from the kneeling creatures. 
Guilp was at her side, smiling. “Mr. Hero’s won their loyalty.”
“It’d appear that way.”
Aldrin frowned in confusion. “Rise…?”
The creatures stood immediately. 
“You knew this would happen?” Aldrin asked Guilp. 
“No, but I knew it when I saw you kill their champion, and them kneel.”
One of the creatures stepped forward, red eyes taking in Aldrin. Its eyes were like translucent shells, staring straight forward with no pupils or irises, just red throughout. 
“Yes?” Aldrin said after an uncomfortable silence.
“We are at your disposal,” the creature said. “I, Haros, await your command.”
“We need to get to the top of the mountain.”
“Best stay where you are, or return below.”
“Nevertheless, we advance. Will you help us?” 
The creature named Haros stared, looking puzzled as if there were no way he could say no. He nodded slowly. 
“Very well then, let’s go.” 
Within minutes, they were emerging from the tunnels to continue their charge up the mountain and into the fog. The creatures moved fast, almost too fast to keep up with, but they slowed as the fog drew close. Haros came alongside Aldrin, eyes darting.
“Afraid of something, Haros?” Aldrin asked. “Is there anything we should be aware of?” 
“Let us take care of that,” Haros said, but his voice was raspy.
 



Chapter 6: Dark Circles
 
The citizens of Nethia scampered out of the way as Equitas charged through the streets, followed by his guards. Arkist and Semreh’s queen, Teah, brought up the rear. 
Equitas knew he should have been focusing on looking for clues, but his mind was pulled in three different directions. He was worried about his friend, missing his wife and son, and confused about the magic that he’d used to escape his attackers. 
Mostly, the issue of magic ate at him. He had never truly believed in the gods, let alone the ability to see ghosts or pull on their energy, if that’s what had happened. He had thought he’d seen spirits before, always at a point near death, but figured they were simply illusions. With the way he’d taken those soldiers down, though, there was no question that something had happened, something extraordinary. 
A shooting pain brought Equitas back to the present, and he motioned to the building where he and Semreh had been attacked. 
“We had our big skirmish with them in there,” he said. 
The others dismounted and entered to see what they could find, but Equitas stayed in his saddle. He had no intention of putting his knee through any more trouble than was necessary. 
He watched as Arkist directed the men to pull out the bodies and pile them up. The old man bent down to one and whistled. 
“How’d they die, exactly?” Arkist asked, raising his voice to address Equitas. 
A cluck of his tongue brought the horse over closer, and then Equitas saw what the old man meant. The bodies weren’t just bloodied; they were scorched, and not in the way a normal fire would bring. Clean, almost white scorch marks made perfect circles around the wounds. 
“I ….” Equitas looked at the old man’s curious frown, then shook his head. “This must have happened after we left.”
Teah knelt down and prodded a wound on the corpse at her feet, scrunching her nose as if she were simply stomping out a spider. 
“Queen Teah, maybe you should stay with your horse, too?” Arkist said. 
She scoffed at him and then rose and went back inside. The old man gave Equitas a look that asked for help, but Equitas just laughed. 
“Anyone that could marry Semreh has to be twice as stubborn as the rest.” 
“Well, if she gets into trouble—”
“If I get in trouble,” she said, poking her head back out, “I’ll take care of myself, thank you very much.”
“Like I said,” Equitas smirked, but felt his face crinkle into a frown when he glanced back down at the bodies. Whatever he’d done to them, it wasn’t natural. Somehow, he’d have to find answers. 
But this wasn’t helping. 
He patted his horse and whispered in her ear that it was time to go. They turned toward the heart of the city, but not before Arkist asked where he was off to. 
“Meet me back at the castle,” Equitas said. “This is bringing back too many sour memories.”
Arkist nodded and disappeared into the house. 
Equitas rode slowly, so as to avoid aggravating his knee. Children skipped past, two girls and a boy, leading a little pig on a leash. It was a funny sight, one that brought back memories of his own youth. Those lazy afternoons spent swimming in the rivers with Sinoda and Lokum, and then the days after Kaire came along, when he’d thought nothing else mattered but her. 
He’d been so naïve then. But now, he wondered, was he any less so? Sure, he’d been through a lot: the Mawtu training, wars, and now raising a family. But if anything, having a son made him feel like he understood the world even less. How could he teach his son to survive in this world when he couldn’t even keep his best friend and king from being taken?
A pair of soldiers argued by the city gates, and Equitas had to order them to break it up. He asked where their supervisor was, and then sent a third to fetch him to deal with the arguing soldiers before he continued his ride. He had been out of Braze and the South for a long time, but the soldiers at least still recognized him as the son of their queen. 
The walls cast long shadows over the nearest houses and the surrounding streets, shadows that were cold. A shiver ran up Equitas’s spine, and he paused to look up at the wall that now encapsulated the entire capital city of Nethia. 
Majestic was the only word he could think of when looking at these walls. A spear shimmered from the top of a parapet, reminding Equitas of the blinding light that had surged through his body. 
He closed his eyes, focusing on the surrounding air that smelled of hibiscus and fresh soil. He took a deep breath and attempted to reinvigorate that energy that had given him so much power, but nothing came. 
The mysterious energy reminded him of growing older, of a time when his body had gone through strange changes that he couldn’t explain. The main difference here was that this change brought death.
But hadn’t he seen something like this with his brother, Adonis? Not exactly, but at the pool in the Valley of the Skull Clans. And when he had caught Equitas one-handed to save him from falling from the castle walls—there was something special about it all. Could Adonis have the same power, and could he perhaps control this power, just like Equitas? 
His mother had already told him to seek out his brother. Now he had his own reason to do so. 
Regardless, right now nothing was happening, and he needed to get back to the castle. He turned his horse around and started for the gate that loomed at the entrance to the castle.
A stream ran through the city and marked the halfway point from the city entrance to the castle gate. Equitas preferred to avoid it because of its stench like rotten eggs and what he had seen an old man doing in it on one occasion. He turned the horse at the alley before the stream and took a route that would lead him to a stone bridge. 
The clickety-clop of the horse hooves echoed in the tight space, enough to give warning to those that would be approaching from the opposite side. As such, three men had stood aside in one of the alcoves, waiting for the horse to go by. 
Equitas nodded politely, then froze. One of the men was staring up at him, thick bushy eyebrows hiding recognition and fright. The man from the performance! 
“Stop!” Equitas shouted as the man darted past his horse and across the bridge. 
Equitas dug his heels into his horse and broke into pursuit. He cursed himself for not having the castle guards with him, only then realizing how stupid he’d been to wander off without them. If this was a trap, he’d be done for, but he couldn’t very well abandon his only clue about Semreh’s whereabouts. 
He pushed the horse hard and nearly rode down the man, but pulled back at the last second—he couldn’t give answers if he was dead. The man scrambled up onto a pile of wood and onto a roof. 
Equitas cursed and threw himself from the horse in pursuit. He landed with a grunt of pain as his knee flared, but he wasn’t giving up that easy—Semreh deserved better. Quickly, he was up and onto the roof, limping after the man, pain be damned. The man glanced back and yelped with surprise to see Equitas gaining, then crested a roof and slid down the other side. 
Without hesitation, Equitas followed. He was greeted with a swinging kick to the face, which connected in a spurt of blood and a crunch of cartilage. 
Equitas recovered from the kick in time to see the man about to leap. He lunged and grabbed hold of the man’s legs, causing him to topple over the side of the building. The weight was too much and the momentum unexpected, and Equitas was pulled over with him. He scrambled for the roof, but his hands found only air, and moments later he landed on top of the man with a thud. 
A quick roll and Equitas had the man in a chokehold, only then realizing that the man wasn’t breathing. 
“DAMN!” Equitas yelled. 
“What was that?” a voice said, followed by shuffling of feet and the sound of something being dragged. 
“I heard it too, come on.” 
Equitas only had seconds to roll out of their line of sight and into the sewage canal that ran along the street. He held his shirt over his nose to cover the stench, keeping low so as not to be spotted. 
“No, not Drikkel,” one of the voices said, close now. “You suppose he just fell?” 
“Always was climbing around when he shouldn’t be. We said so, right?” the other voice said. “With his old age and all, I mean.”
“That old man could’ve taken you any day of the week.”
“Yeah, well, not anymore. You lot, come on then.”
Equitas risked lifting himself up just enough to see what was going on. The two men were followed by several more, dragging two bodies with them. The huskier one motioned for them to follow him into a battered, blue door at the end of the alley. 
It may have just been another fight, or maybe some friends bringing their drunken friends back after a fun time at the bar, Equitas thought. Then he saw that the two people they dragged were unconscious: one a woman, the other his former servant, Haden. 
 



Chapter 7: The Mists
 
The fog surrounded the group, both creatures and humans, as they charged up the mountain. Entering the fog was like jumping into the ocean. Aldrin felt his surroundings spinning, and it took him a moment to realize he was in complete silence. 
Platea was yelling something, but what? He started, realizing he could read her lips as she motioned, “DOWN!” 
Aldrin ducked as a giant lizard leapt over him. Platea spun around it and thrust with her spear, but the spear tip only grazed the lizard’s scales. 
Haros stepped out of the mist, eyes glowing, and brought both spiked arms down on the lizard. Sound returned with a crunch and a loud HISS, and the lizard stopped squirming. 
“What was that?” Aldrin shouted, his heart thumping and his breathing heavy. 
“They bring the fog,” Haros said, then motioned around them. Sure enough, in their general area, the fog was clearing, though it was still thick ahead. 
“I’ll follow your lead.”
“Smart choice,” Haros said. He motioned to his followers, and they charged up the hill. 
Another moment of silence hit soon after. Aldrin found himself and Platea walking side-by-side behind a semicircle wall of Haros and his followers. Guilp took up the rear. 
This time the lizards came in groups of three, and in two separate waves. If it weren’t for Haros, Aldrin was sure he’d be dead. He watched as Haros caught a lizard in the air and rolled with it, grappling with the beast until he was able to flip it over and slam his spikes into its head. 
Aldrin turned, hoping his hearing would come back, but his smile faltered when it didn’t. There must be another one of those lizards out there, he realized, and spun around, looking for it. 
“Where’s Guilp?” he said, forgetting that Platea couldn’t hear him. 
She looked at him, confused, and motioned to where Guilp had been, likely asking the same question. 
A form appeared in the fog, running right at them—it was Guilp, being chased by two lizards that scurried fast, about to overtake him. 
Aldrin opened his mouth to yell for Haros to come to their aid, but no sound came out. He drew his sword and charged. The first blow simply bounced off the scales, but when the lizard turned back to bare its teeth at Aldrin, he plunged his sword into its mouth. The sword went deep, all the way to the handle, before reaching through to the other side of the lizard’s head and dinging off the inside of the scales. 
Platea had wedged her spear between the second lizard’s scales, and Guilp used this moment to copy Aldrin’s move. He drove his blade into the lizard’s mouth, up and into the skull, twisted, and pulled the bloodied steel free. 
“Keep moving!” Platea said as she pulled at her spear, cursing when the shaft broke in two. “Cover me!” 
She ran faster than the rest, but there was apparently no need—the fog was clearing! 
“The others must’ve seen us deal with their comrades,” Haros said, stopping at a point where the ground was all rocks. He looked around at their exposed surroundings. His eyes lit up, and he said, “There! Behind those rocks!” 
Everyone ran, and Aldrin was surprised to see Haros blast the rock away with a shoulder thrust, revealing a passageway. 
“This one of your caves?” Guilp asked as he followed Haros inside. 
“Not one of mine, but a passage into the Land of the Lion. They don’t keep normal gates, you see.”
Haros paused. 
“We’re almost there, right?” Aldrin asked, motioning Haros onward. 
“Yes, but I can go no farther.”
“You said—”
Haros held up a hand to stop him. “It doesn’t matter. The Lions and our people are mortal enemies. If I were to go any farther, it would mean certain death for one side or the other, and my people are few. I fear the pain would mostly be suffered from our side.”
Aldrin nodded. “Thank you.”
Haros bowed his head, then retreated, making sure to roll a rock into the cavern’s entrance so that the lizards couldn’t follow Aldrin and company. 
“Now what?” Guilp said, glaring at the other two in the dimly lit cavern. The only light came from holes far above, and even that was faint. “I certainly hope you have some sort of plan for dealing with the Lioness and her soldiers.”
“I do. It involves sneaking past, so that we don’t have to deal with them at all.”
“Unfortunately,” came a voice that echoed in the dark. “That won’t be possible. Lock them up.” 
A group of guards appeared, each of them wearing the lion masks. They surrounded the trio, spears and swords at the ready. Out from the shadows stepped a slender woman in long, black robes, a lioness mask over her face. 
“I’ll have to thank Haros, next time I see him.” She looked at them with pity. “I do love it when he destroys those pesky lizards for me and brings a gift at the same time.”
“I knew he couldn’t be trusted,” Guilp said, earning him a mean glare from Platea. “Well, he couldn’t be, right?”
She ignored the question. 
“What’ll you do with us?” Aldrin asked the lioness. 
“As with all lower dwellers that wander up where they don’t belong, these two will be put to work as slaves.” She looked over Aldrin with ravenous eyes. “But you, how did you escape?” 
“Escape?” he asked. “From where?”
“Don’t play coy with me.” She stepped forward and caressed his cheek, then slapped him, playfully but slightly too hard to be fun. “From my chambers, of course.” 
“Get them in chains,” she commanded her guards. She took a torch from one of them and led the way back along the tunnel.
While they chained the three of them, Guilp glared at Aldrin. “You were hers? You ran away, only to lead us back to your captor?” 
Platea also had the hurt look of betrayal in her eyes. 
“I … I don’t know,” was all Aldrin could say. He didn’t remember a thing, so as far as he knew, this could be exactly what had happened. Had his subconscious betrayed him? 
They were taken along a path that passed small huts and cages built into the walls, men and women looking out at them with desperation in their eyes. At one of these cages, the lioness motioned, and Aldrin had to watch as Platea and Guilp were pulled by overwhelming numbers and thrown in with the others. The captives already inside moved away from them, eyes full of terror, and the lioness motioned for Aldrin and the guards to follow her as she moved along.
He considered turning to run, but as exhausted as he was, he was sure he wouldn’t make it far. Breaking the captives free was unlikely, and they certainly didn’t appear to be keen on fighting, nor were they in any shape to fight. 
So he shuffled on, several guards on either side of him just in case he gained enough courage to attempt an escape. They rounded a bend, and he saw that, like the cells, a fortress had been built into the rocks. It must have taken centuries to carve it, with its intricately patterned columns and reliefs. 
Inside was even more impressive. Oil lamps burned, carrying with them the scent of olives and casting a calming glow across arched doorways and carved stone guardians. 
Their footsteps echoed through the halls, and when they turned into a particularly bright chamber, the guards all stopped as one with a massive thud of their feet on the stone. 
The lioness turned to Aldrin with a tempting smile. She sauntered through the nearby door, leaving it open behind her. Aldrin looked at the guards to see what he was supposed to do. They simply stared forward, unwavering. 
“Don’t make me wait long,” the lioness said. 
He waited to see who among the guards she was talking to, but none responded. Finally, the one closest gave him a shove, and he stumbled through the doorway. The same guard stepped forward and closed the door behind Aldrin, leaving him alone in the room with the lioness. 
She looked up from her half open robe, piercing blue eyes taking him in from behind the mask. The way the light from the oil lamps made the shadows jump across her was sensual, like fingers caressing her curves. Sensing his thoughts, she approached and ran a hand across his cheek.
“You thought you could abandon me so easily?” 
He gulped, wondering if this was some sort of test.
“Don’t be shy, not in here. Not with me.” 
She undid the cloth ties holding her mask to her face and let it fall to the floor with a clatter. Her eyes were even more beautiful without the mask hiding the eyeliner that turned the corners of her eyes into a permanent, alluring challenge. Her lips pouted in a way that seemed to directly contradict the strong woman he’d seen throwing around commands, and when she let her hair down, he couldn’t help but imagine his fingers running through that hair as his lips pressed against hers. 
Her hands reached up to the edge of her robes and, with a smooth flick of her fingers, the clasps were off. The robes fell to the floor.
Aldrin let out a deep sigh of admiration and desire. She stood before him, nude, waiting. Her eyebrows arched in anticipation, and he felt a surge of adrenaline through his limbs and a flood of blood toward his groin. 
She took him in her arms. Her warm lips tasted sweet, and her tongue pressed gently against his. He closed his eyes as she tore his clothes off, but the image he saw in that instant was not of her, but of another woman. Olive skin, hazel eyes, an innocent yet playful smile. He was with her under a tree, the sun casting scattered rays of light through its leaves. She giggled as he kissed her neck, he moaned as she pulled him close …. And a name came to him—Kaire. 
“No,” he said, pulling away. “You don’t understand, I can’t.”
“You seem perfectly capable,” she said seductively. 
“It’s not that.” He turned away from her, searching for his clothes. 
“Shut your mouth and get over here.”
“I’m done here.”
“You’d reject me? ME!” 
He cringed, remembering the nature of his arrival here. It turned out he was right to worry, for a second later she had the door open, guards storming in to grab him and pull him from the room, still nude. 
“Throw him in with the hounds,” she commanded. 
“Wait, you can’t!” he said. “This isn’t right!” 
“We’ll see what you think’s right after the hounds have made you one of their own.”
The guards glared at him with disdain when they threw him into the kennel, another cell carved into the stone walls of the mountain. They even lingered a while to watch the hounds barking and snarling at Aldrin, but eventually grew bored, just like the dogs.
He had no clue why the dogs didn’t attack, but they simply kept their eyes on him, waiting.
Aldrin wanted to sit, maybe to sleep, but the stone was cold to the touch. He crouched, holding himself tight to keep his mind off the frigid wind. At one point he even considered snuggling up to one of the dogs for warmth, but just a glance earned him teeth bared up to the gums accompanied by a nasty snarl. 
He needed answers. Who was the woman that had invaded his thoughts and made him reject the lovely queen? Though she had slaves and was a horrible person, lying with her would certainly have been preferable to this. 
His eyes closed and he felt his head nodding as he fought to stay awake. The cold, stone floor was starting to look appealing when he heard someone whispering from the bars. Forcing his eyes open, he saw Platea and Guilp trying to get his attention. 
“Quick,” Platea said. “We’re getting you out of here.”
“And I’ll find you some clothes,” Guilp said when he noticed Platea staring. “Before this one loses control.”
“I wasn’t—”
“Save it,” Guilp said, then disappeared from view. 
“This is worse than we had it,” Platea said, averting her eyes as Aldrin approached. She worked the keys to open the door, and soon was helping him into a pair of guard’s britches. 
“How’d you escape?” Aldrin asked. 
“Simply used my charm,” Guilp said with a smile. “That and a rock to the back of a guard’s head as he did his rounds. You’d be surprised how easy it is to find large rocks when your prison cell is carved into stone.”
A light darted across the path, and they dove into the shadows of a hut as a patrol walked by. They waited, quietly, then finally Aldrin said, “This is probably a good time to tell you, I’m continuing up.” 
“Not us,” Platea said. “This … it was the last straw.”
“I understand.” 
“Good luck,” Guilp said. “You’ll need it.”
They clasped arms, and then Aldrin was up and running by himself toward the peak, which looked extremely close at this point. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 8: The Ceremony
 
Equitas couldn’t just walk away from this, but he was far outnumbered. They had Haden and a woman who was likely equally in trouble. And for all he knew, Semreh could be in there. If only he could control the magic that had come from the dead people back in the shack. 
The thought hit him like a gust of fresh air—the dead! There had been fresh dead bodies when he’d pulled on his powers, so maybe that was the key.
He closed his eyes, focusing on the dead body of the man with the bushy eyebrows. Nothing happened. He dug deep, focusing on Haden, the man that he’d grown up with, on how Haden had come to Nethia’s rescue by leading the servants to fight Lokum’s army, and on his love for his friend Semreh. He couldn’t let them be hurt, he—
Suddenly, a burst of energy shot through him like a cold blast of water. Silver light flowed from his fingertips in wisps. He glimpsed the spirit of the old man, turning to him with horror before exploding into a burst of energy that Equitas was able to absorb. 
Before the blue door had fully closed, Equitas was kicking it open with the force of a battering ram. It flew from its hinges, knocking one of the men to the floor. Unfortunately, that happened to be the man supporting Haden, so Haden collapsed to the floor nearby. 
Equitas didn’t have time to react, as the two men he’d seen talking had already drawn knives and were moving in for the kill. 
“Where’s King Semrehian?” Equitas shouted, amazed at the way his voice boomed. Apparently, even that was magnified by his power.
“Find him in Hell,” one man said, and slashed. 
Before he finished the lunge, Equitas had broken the man’s arm and turned the knife so that it went up under the man’s jaw, killing him instantly. The other man saw this and stepped back, eyes wide, and then threw his knife. 
Equitas batted it aside and lifted the man into the air, pulling energy from the spirit of the first man so that he seemed to float for a moment. 
“WHERE?” he demanded, and was disgusted to hear a trickle of the man’s piss hitting the stone floor. 
The others, the ones that had been carrying Haden and the woman, ran, retreating farther into the building. 
“Th-there!” the man said. “In there!” 
Equitas’s muscles were shaking with the urge to throw the man against the wall and watch him explode, but a gentle voice in the back of his head told him that this wasn’t right, this wasn’t him. He breathed deep, only then realizing that his teeth were bared in a snarl. 
Slowly, and with great effort, he lowered the man to his own two feet. Instantly, the man ran back out through the opening where there had once been a blue door. 
Equitas didn’t care. Let him escape, he had a friend to save. Haden was safe for now, he told himself as he stepped in after the others. He would come back for him.
The doors led to a wide, empty room, but at the far side, he noticed a bit of tapestry folded rather oddly. Pulling it aside revealed a hidden staircase, and Equitas knew this was the way. It didn’t matter if the scent coming up from below was a sickening one, somewhere between burned hair and sulfur. Semreh had never given up on him, so he would never give up on Semreh. 
The glow of his skin was enough to light the stairway, but as he descended, a light became visible at the sides of a doorway below. He paused at this point, considering what might be waiting on the other side, but then told himself it didn’t matter. His powers were working, so he’d deal with whatever they could throw at him. 
With a grunt from the pain in his knee, he burst through the door, a battle cry on his lips. It was only after knocking the first man to the floor that Equitas realized the pain in his knee meant his power was fading. He didn’t want to take another life, but it was that or let himself and his friends be killed.
“I’m sorry,” he said to the man on the ground, then knelt over him and slit his throat with the man’s own blade. 
Standing, he held the bloodied knife out as two more men ran at him. The first strike was normal, no powers behind it, but then the gasps of air from the man at his feet stopped, and he pulled silver light into himself. The second attacker’s head came off of his body when Equitas clotheslined him, spurting blood across the room. 
That was almost too much to stomach. A memory pulled at Equitas of a time when, even as a Mawtu, he had refused to kill. Even if it meant saving a friend. But the light in his muscles fueled a new level of adrenaline, pushing him forward. None of that mattered now, and that man, the so-called passive warrior of his past, was gone for the moment. 
“SEMREH!” he shouted, charging through this basement. “I’m coming!” 
“Equitas?” Semreh’s voice called just past the next set of doors, followed by a thud and a grunt from Semreh. “Stop, it’s a tra—”
But it was too late—Equitas had already charged through the doors and right into a giant of a man with a shield. He reached with both hands to yank the shield free, as he was sure his powers would allow it, but contact with the shield sent him to the floor, howling in pain. His skin burned, the silver light escaping in what looked like a burst of steam. It was gone, and he was normal again. 
“Ah, so the legends are true,” Irin said, stepping forward. The only light in the room was from several candles in a circle on the floor behind him. His silhouette stared down at Equitas, the faint lines of a smirk visible in the flickering candlelight. 
“What… legends?” 
“They came to me, saying you fought like a god,” Irin explained. “Haven’t you read the old stories? About a new metal they had discovered that they called ‘iron,’ and how it seemed to have adverse effects on the gods? I thought it was common knowledge.”
Equitas cringed in pain from his throbbing knee, though his skin had stopped burning. “I’m no god.” 
“We both agree there. And yet, you are something … and the iron did work.”
The giant man dropped the shield and it clanged on the ground, immensely heavy. Equitas doubted he’d even be able to lift such a shield without powers. 
“Take him,” Irin ordered. 
The giant man rolled Equitas onto his stomach and soon had iron shackles around his wrists. “In case you get any more fancy ideas,” Irin explained. Next, they were dragging him by the hair to a far wall where, to Equitas’s mixture of horror and relief, Semreh was chained to the wall. 
“Damnit, Equitas,” Semreh said. “I take it there’s no army following close behind?” 
Equitas shook his head. 
“Well then, we’re done for.”
“Not yet,” Irin said with an evil smile. He motioned, and six men and women in robes stepped out of the shadows. “Bring them in.” 
Two left as the others stood staring at Equitas. When the two returned, holding bright torches, they were dragging Haden and the woman behind them, still unconscious. The torchlight was too much, and Equitas had to look away until his eyes had time to adjust. When he did look back, he wished he hadn’t. 
The robed figures stood in a circle, the woman and Haden in their midst. In unison, the robed figures stepped forward and ripped the clothes from the woman and Haden until they were nude. 
“Equitas!” Haden shouted. “Help!” 
Equitas struggled against his bonds, but it was no use. He tried pulling at his powers, but there were no dead to draw from. There was nothing he could do. 
“I’m sorry, Haden,” he whispered, giving in and hanging his head with shame. He shut his eyes tight, refusing to watch even when he heard thuds and grunts of pain. The worst part was when the faint smell of burnt hair began to grow strong, mixed with a thick smoke similar to that of flame-cooked cow. Then the smell became overwhelming, and the woman and Haden were screaming at the top of their lungs. 
“Stop this, you monster!” Semreh cried in despair, but even then Equitas couldn’t open his eyes. He knew the images he’d see would haunt him forever. 
It was only when the screaming had ceased and the sound of a blade slicing into charred flesh cut through the silence that Equitas looked up through tear soaked eyes. 
Irin turned to Equitas with eyes full of hatred, a sneer on his lips as he bit into the flesh of what had once been Haden. 
Equitas felt suddenly dizzy, then the bile rose in his throat as his insides emptied onto the floor before him. He strained at his bonds, but it was hopeless. As he began to lose consciousness, he heard Irin chanting, saw a surge in the fire, and then darkness descended over the room. 
 



Chapter 9: The Dragon
 
Aldrin had run for what felt like hours. His legs ached, his feet were blistered. While he continued to push on, his pace soon became more of a panting stagger. Without warning, his left leg muscle clenched up and he collapsed. He only remained conscious because he managed to roll on the way down and move his head to the side of a large rock. 
This all seemed so ridiculous, this quest for the truth. Had he really been a slave to that woman back there? If so, he could see why he would have escaped in the first place, but he doubted it was true. In fact, he didn’t think anything about this situation was true—it felt like a dream that he should have woken from long ago. But no, he knew it wasn’t a dream. Everything was too real for that to be the case, especially the pain. 
He struggled to his knees and leaned back to look at the peak. A thin line of clouds hovered near its edge, the outlines of the tower just visible from this angle. A glance back down showed no sign of any of the villages, though he imagined that was because he had snaked around the mountain even more in his ascent. 
There was no point in looking back, though, only forward. If the top of this mountain didn’t have answers for him, it at least would have a ledge of some sort from which he could throw himself. He’d rather face nothingness than this eternal state of unknowing. 
A gust of wind nearly blew him over, but he rose, holding his leg steady as he took a step up. At least he didn’t fall. Another step, and soon he found his stride—slow and steady, making progress. 
He smiled at the thought of putting all this behind him. Guilp and Platea would be fine, or they would follow him eventually and get answers of their own. Either way, they weren’t his problem anymore. All he had to focus on right now was reaching that peak. 
The rocks became steep, and the exhaustion caused him to wobble. He passed a series of large, jagged rocks, and then found himself before carved statues of dragons, small statues that grew larger as they wound their way to the base of a black tower. He realized that at last he had made it. 
Staggering forward, he felt drops of rain sprinkle him, then become a torrential downpour. The ground beneath him was slick, and with each step he had to make sure he was stable before taking another. Reaching the peak, he saw a river lead through the tower and then cascade in a waterfall over the cliffs. There didn’t seem to be a source of the river, just the intense rain. 
The tower would hold the answers. It had to, as it was the only option.  
Aldrin found no doors on the tower, but followed the river to a low entry point where he could duck and walk through. The tower was empty but for a winding staircase of stone that led to a lookout point above. He knew instinctively that the stories Guilp had heard about a dragon must be true, and that this must be its lair. Luckily, it seemed there was no dragon here at the moment. The dragon could be out flying, maybe even resting somewhere else to return when it felt like it. Somehow, Aldrin knew that he had to confront the dragon, but he thought that he could be here by himself for days, or weeks even before it showed up. Since he hadn’t eaten in some time and had no food with him, that was a horrible prospect. 
Water sprayed from where the wind caught the river going over the side of the cliff. Aldrin approached the point, daring to lean out and look down. An eerie dizziness took over, and he almost wanted to jump…. But then he saw the statue of the woman, far below, and she seemed to be staring up at him. Had she been looking in this direction originally? He couldn’t recall. The images of the woman from before flashed into his mind, and he had the thought that the statue had the same face. But that was ridiculous; he couldn’t see the statue’s face from this far away. 
“You have arrived,” a deep, blaring voice said from outside. Aldrin spun to see a form pass by one of the windows, large wings spread. And then it was gone. The dragon? Again he saw something briefly, and this time heard the flapping of wings, like leather being snapped, and a wind blew in as the dragon landed. 
Aldrin took a step toward it, hoping to catch a glimpse, ready to fight if needed. But when he knelt beside the entrance, he saw a man standing there. The man was large, with long, brown hair. Aldrin watched him approach, and as the light hit the man’s face, Aldrin took in a breath of air, confused. The man looked just like him!
“Welcome,” the man said, calling out over the roar of the waterfall. “I’ve missed you.”
“Where am I?” Aldrin backed up, looking over his shoulder to see the river behind him. One step more and he’d be swept away, to where it dropped off into the waterfall. “What is this, are you my brother? A twin?” 
“Not at all,” the man said. “I’m simply a version of you, a better version of you. One that, as time will show, will conquer you.” 
“My memories….” Aldrin glanced back over the waterfall, to the statue below. “I was told that if I came up here, I’d remember everything.”
“If you live, you shall.” 
“Stop with the threats,” Aldrin stepped forward, drawing his sword. “And stop with the games. Tell me who I am! How do I recover my memories?” 
“Hmm, no, I don’t think I like it that way. Instead ….” 
And with that, the man sprouted massive wings from his back and began the transformation to a dragon as Aldrin watched, amazed. The tower split in two and then fell apart, toppling over the edge of the cliff so that only the floor where Aldrin stood remained. 
The dragon flapped into the air and took in Aldrin with its massive, yellow eyes. Black scales covered the beast, and horns like Haros and the creatures below protruded from its entire body like twisted swords. Getting close to that creature would be a monstrous mistake. 
“You see,” the dragon said. “What chance have you got against me?” 
“Lokum,” a voice called. “Lokum ….”
“Lokum?” Aldrin said, confused.
Terror showed in the dragon’s eyes, and it almost forgot to flap its wings. “Where did you hear that name?” 
Again the voice said “Lokum,” and Aldrin understood. He was not Aldrin, he was Lokum …. And he remembered! The woman, she was Kaire, the love of his life. They had spent such great days together before his bastard of a cousin stole her from him. And when he had finally found her again, his cousin had killed him. 
He needed to be with her again, to exact his revenge on his cousin, Narcel… No, wait, that name… he had stopped using it. Yes, Equitas was the man Lokum vowed vengeance upon. 
In order to make everything right, he first had to understand what was going on. Was this hell? Some sort of afterlife? Purgatory? And this dragon…. It clicked. 
“You’re me, but a version of me I must conquer,” Lokum said to the dragon. “And this….” He looked at the waterfall, the jump, and the statue far below. “A test of faith.” 
The dragon screamed, hurling fire after Lokum, but Lokum was too fast. He was sprinting to the edge of the cliff, and with all his power he leapt into the air. Soon he was falling, the wind whipping at his hair and his clothes so that they stuck to his body, the heat of the dragon’s fire on his back. 
And then he was the dragon. He could feel his wings flapping, the heat of fire in his gut like passion burning. It was passion, he knew that suddenly, because the statue had turned to look at him, tears streaking down its stone face. As it cried, the stone chipped away. Out of the stone came a fiery bird. The phoenix circled him, and together they soared into the sky, having conquered death. 
They were on their way back to the land of the living. Together. 
 



Chapter 10: Awakened
 
Equitas awoke to find the darkness still heavy but for a small, pulsing light in the center of the room. The light intensified, soon blazing like an all-consuming bonfire. With a crack like lightning, the light seemed to implode upon itself, twisting until it formed a snake-like flame around two nude forms. 
Not the charred, defiled bodies of the servant girl and Haden, though the bodies had certainly been theirs moments before. No, the flames were distorting them, burning the flesh and then healing it until, as the flames died away, two distinct forms were left standing. Equitas let out a gasp of shock when the male of the two turned to him with a look of recognition. 
“Ah, cousin, reunited at last.”
“Lokum….” 
Equally as shocking was the woman that had collapsed to her knees beside Lokum. She stared up at Equitas and then at Lokum with confusion. Kaire. Equitas waited for the flood of emotions that would destroy him at seeing her like this: memories of a youth’s obsession, what he had once thought love, and then the final moments of their conflict at the top of the Nethian castle. The memories were there, but no emotions came. 
Lokum knelt beside her, helping her to her feet. He looked down at their nudity and then turned on Irin. 
“Bring us clothes!” 
Irin stared in wonder, then snapped out of it. “Yes, of course.”
Others were murmuring, whispering in surprise that it had actually worked. Could they have truly gone through with this thinking it would lead to nothing? The question made Equitas wonder how many times before they had murdered for the pointless sake of their religion. Now it had worked, however, and the worship of The Six was, in some sense, legitimized. 
Lokum leered at Equitas as he held out his arms and allowed the worshipers to dress him in maroon robes and a gold sash. 
“You have no idea how strange this is,” Lokum said. “Moments ago, I was wandering a world that meant nothing to me, searching for answers. Now look at me. Alive again, with the woman I love, and the man I mean to kill on the floor before me.”
Equitas pushed himself to his knees, then used the rock wall to stand. This couldn’t really be happening. Then again, until recently he wouldn’t have believed he was capable of his own strange magic. 
“This world, it was the afterlife?” Equitas did his best to stand tall, trying not to show his rattled nerves. 
“Perhaps a level of it,” Lokum replied. “But all that matters now is that you will suffer, and then you will die.”
“You killed Haden….” He almost couldn’t believe the words, still hoping this was a dream.
Lokum turned to his father, who nodded. “Unfortunate. I always liked that little slave.”
“He was a free man.”
“And now he’s a slave again, a slave in death as in life. We cannot escape our destiny.”
Equitas struggled to pull his shackles free from the wall, but they wouldn’t budge. 
“Son?” Irin said, stepping close to Lokum. He bowed slightly. “It’s really you, returned?”
“Yes, and so much more than just me.”
“The ritual, it worked. Show me.”
“In due time, Father.” 
“Show me!” 
Lokum spun on his father, eyes gleaming with slits of red. Sparks flicked around him as he shouted, “When it is time!” 
Irin stepped back, his hungry smile widening. 
But in that moment of distraction, Semreh had acted. With a click of a key, Equitas found he was no longer shackled to the wall. He turned with surprise to see Semreh was free as well, already moving for the door. 
“RUN!” Semreh shouted. 
Equitas didn’t need to be told twice. He bounded up the stairs behind his friend, reaching the halfway point before Lokum had a chance to react. A burst of flame shot up after them, but they dove over the top of the stairs just in time to avoid being burnt to a crisp. 
“What is he?” Semreh asked, eyes full of confusion and terror. “Like you?” 
“Worse, I’d think.” 
The two ran out through the empty doorframe and into the streets, then darted into the crowd at the far end of a row of houses. At the center of the mob, two men were fighting, but it was clearly entertainment as audience members jingled purses of coins and the two fighters circled, playing to the crowd. Technically Gaila had outlawed such sport, but at the moment, Equitas didn’t care. 
“You smell like dung,” Semreh whispered. “Did you take a bath in it?” 
“Had to lay low, just like we do now.” 
“Well count me out if that involves hiding in sewage drains, southerner.”
“The high and mighty,” Equitas said, meaning it as a joke but feeling too nervous to really care. 
“That’s what happens when you become king, I suppose. You get a big head and start not wanting to roll around in feces.” 
“There,” Equitas said, pointing to one of the stone bridges that passed the canal. 
“I told you, none of that for me,” Semreh said.
“No, I was thinking more along the lines of where I left my horse.”
They ran, Equitas hobbling with his injured knee, and found his horse just around the corner, tied to a small tree.
“Lucky no one stole it,” Semreh pointed out. 
“How about we wait to talk about luck until we see if we’ve escaped.”
Semreh helped Equitas mount the horse, then jumped up behind him. They were just starting back toward the gate when a row of guards ran into their path, spears held ready. 
“These ones don’t appear to be with us,” Semreh said. 
Equitas pulled the horse to the side, trying a different path. A low tree branch nearly took Semreh off the horse, but Equitas nudged him to duck at just the right moment. They had just turned onto the open road, the courtyard gate not far ahead, when a fresh group of guards appeared, one of their spears digging into the horse’s flank as another thrust at Equitas. 
A shot of pain, and Equitas knew he’d been hit. He looked down to see one of the spears stuck in his thigh, and he pulled it free as he swung from the horse to tackle the guard. He cringed in pain, but spun and sank the tip of the spear into another attacker who was moving in on Semreh as he dismounted. 
“Over here!” a voice shouted, and a moment later Arkist and Teah were in the fight, pushing the guard back. Their own guard clattered into the square and soon had the enemy surrounded, the two surviving men that were left. 
Equitas stepped forward, nearly collapsing, to question the closest one, but Teah beat him to it and cracked her heel on the man’s nose, sending blood gushing. 
“How dare…” She kicked him again, this time in the ribs. “You attack…” Another one, to the kidneys. “The northern King!” She paused, breathing heavy, to see Semreh, Equitas, and Arkist staring at her in amazement. With a shrug, she knelt and knife-handed the man in the throat. Then she turned on the other man, who backed up, eyes wide. 
“I’d advise you to start talking,” Arkist said with a chuckle. 
“You can’t hurt me. I follow The Six, I….” 
Teah took a step toward him. “Ask your friend there whether I can hurt you or not.”
The man’s eyes flittered over to his companion, who was still gasping for air, blood from his busted nose drenching the cobblestones at his feet. 
“What’s the plan?” Semreh asked, steeling his voice from the pain. “They brought back Lokum! What should we do now?” 
“They did what?” Arkist said, looking between Semreh and Equitas.
“Lokum and Kaire are back, but we’d better explain inside,” Equitas replied. He glanced at the onlookers that had begun to gather. “Best bring these two with us.”
“Send for the castle guard,” Arkist commanded one of his men, and within moments, the thud of boots and the clatter of armor filled the square. 
Semreh held up a hand, kneeling before the guard who was still conscious. “Once you’re inside those walls, there’s no telling what will happen to you. I can ask them to be kind, or,” he glanced at his wife, “I can let her at you right here, and maybe you never make it to the castle.”
The guard gulped. 
“King Semrehian,” Equitas said, addressing his friend formally in front of the castle guard. “Let’s not linger out in the open.”
Semreh nodded, but leaned in close enough that Equitas guessed the man on the ground could smell his breath. 
“Appontia,” the man said, voice shaking. “They’ve gone to find Appontia.”
Equitas’s heart sank with those words. The land of gods and love. The land he had gone in search of after rescuing Kaire from their home, Valhia, as it was destroyed by flames. 
Arkist, however, laughed. “It’s a place of legends, they’ll never find it.”
“On the contrary,” Equitas said, eyes on the mountains and the sun that slowly crept toward them. “Kaire’s been there before, so we won’t have much time.”
 
 



Chapter 11: The Charge
 
Lokum cursed Irin, frustrated that they had let Equitas escape. They’d followed Irin and his cult through another hidden passage, then along several dark tunnels before pausing in this chamber. The only light came from the dim glow of Lokum and Kaire. 
“You’re incompetent,” Lokum said to his father. “You always have been!” 
“We don’t have time for this!” Irin said, teeth clenched. “They’ll be returning soon, with more men than we have access to here. If they find these passages—”
“Let them come!” Lokum tested his fury, allowing the sparks to return. His anger felt like a ball inside of him, keeping an explosion of flames at bay. But as he took a step toward his father, he stumbled, staring in horror as his hands seemed to fade and flicker slightly like a candle about to be snuffed. 
“Control yourself, my love,” Kaire said. She had stepped between him and Irin, but she too was translucent. “It isn’t the time.”
“She’s right,” Irin said.  
Lokum’s gut dropped as if he’d been riding incredibly fast and suddenly reined in his horse to a halt. Kaire, as beautiful as she ever was, had a sickly look to her. It wasn’t just the fact that she wasn’t all there, it was something in her eyes, a distant look… a dying look. He stepped toward her to hold her in his arms, but the meeting of their bodies was like thick liquid touching—icy cold, and passing through each other with slight resistance. 
“Don’t worry,” Kaire said, doing her best to take his hand in hers. “Your father, as much as I detest him, has a plan. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t have brought us here.”
Irin nodded grimly, then motioned for them to follow him up a staircase built into the wall. At the top, he slowly lifted a trapdoor, peered about, and then gave a short whistle. A moment later a response sounded—two birdcalls—and then the door opened and men were helping to lift them up. When it came time for Lokum and Kaire, the men stepped back, eyes wide with fright. 
“They didn’t expect it to work?” Kaire asked. 
Irin waited until she and Lokum had joined him, then said, “Everyone doubted me, but I wouldn’t give up. I never did.”
The alley they found themselves in was covered with drooping cloths of orange and yellow, empty aside from the stray cat that hissed at them and then darted into one of the arched windows. 
“This wasn’t the first time you tried?” Lokum asked, cognizant of the smell of burnt flesh he’d caught a whiff of when he’d returned to this world. How many men and women had to die for this to come about?
“All the other times, nothing.” Irin approached the corner leading to the main street, glanced around it, then motioned for the others. “There must have been something different on your side.”
Kaire looked at Lokum, and for a moment he saw the loving adoration he’d once fought so hard for, only to be separated from her by death. That would never happen again. 
“It’s like the stories,” she said, and rested her head on his shoulder in spite of the chill and the odd sensation. 
“It wasn’t exactly the seven levels of Karissus and Ordius’s heaven,” Lokum said. “But even if it had been a thousand levels of Hell, I would have found my way back to you.” 
“And I you.”
Irin cleared his throat. “If we could move along?”
He disappeared around the corner, and Lokum took Kaire’s icy hand in his and followed. The wind whipped the cloths above, and for a moment the sunlight caught them. The cold of her hand exploded in piercing heat, and then it wasn’t just her hand anymore, but the air itself. Lokum held his arms up, trying to block out the sun, his breaths coming in stabbing gasps. He dared open his eyes long enough to see Kaire beside him, kneeling with her eyes closed, silver smoke rising from her body. 
And only then did he realize she was screaming, and so was he. 
The wind subsided, and the cloth fell back into place above, blocking the sunlight. The pain was instantly gone, but not the memory of it. 
Lokum collapsed to his knees beside Kaire and took her face in his hands, relieved to feel the icy chill again. He kissed her, then pressed his cheek to hers and whispered that he loved her, that he couldn’t bear to see her in so much pain. 
“Have we made a mistake in coming here?” he asked. 
She took his hands, holding one to her mouth to kiss it before whispering, “All the pain imaginable would be worth this kiss.” 
He breathed deep, then turned to see Irin and the others watching them with wide eyes. 
“What does this change?” Lokum asked. 
Irin looked between them and the cloths above, then motioned to a gnarled, older man at his side. “Galdin, we’ll need them covered head to toe. We’ll need—”
“And if someone pulls the cloths away?” Lokum demanded. “If we’re confronted by the castle guards and left exposed to the sun?” He shook his head, clutching Kaire at his side. 
“We have to keep moving,” Irin said. “The sooner we reach our destination, the sooner that problem’s solved. Do you have a better plan?” 
Kaire had turned her face to the sky, but now she looked at Lokum. “Night isn’t far off.”
Lokum nodded. “You heard her, we wait until sundown.”
“But—”
“I’ll not allow the risk of such pain to fall on the woman I love. Ever. Again.”
Irin glared, his hard eyes revealing the side of him that Lokum had known too many times growing up. It was the look of betrayal, of his father’s intent to get whatever he wanted. But it passed, and instead, Irin nodded. 
“Night isn’t far off. Kaire can lead us to Appontia then.”
Lokum felt her hand clench at that, but when he looked her way, she gave him a slight shake of her head. 
Irin turned back to the man named Galdin and issued orders to alert their followers. “Set up a perimeter around our position, and be ready to move if we must.”
“Father—” Lokum started, but Irin held up a hand, and for the first time Lokum noticed it was entirely scarred over from burns. 
“Only as a last resort.”
Galdin nodded and offered up the salute of The Six with his five fingers spread across his heart. Irin followed the salute, then motioned Lokum and Kaire back the way they came, to take up position in the dark room. He gave the inside a look around, said he was going to check their surroundings, and walked out. 
For the first time since Lokum could remember, he and Kaire were alone. She fell into his arms, and he held her as tight as their fleeting forms would allow. 
“If we don’t go to Appontia,” she said, her voice wavering. “What then? What happens to us?” 
“My best guess is we either stay like this, or fade away entirely.”
“I see….” She pressed her cheek against his chest and sighed. “No heartbeat.”
The words frightened him, but he couldn’t show it. “Everything will change, once we reach Appontia.”
After a long silence, she said, “I never meant to return there, but I did…. I thought I had killed Narcel, and in a way, I had.”
“We would have been better off.”
“Maybe now I see it that way, but I didn’t then. I almost threw myself into the waters that I thought had taken his life, but the idea of being lost in purgatory without you to hold me … it was unbearable. I tried to leave, but couldn’t find my way out of there. Every direction seemed to take me back to where I had started, until finally….” She closed her eyes and breathed deep. 
“That’s how it happened?”
“My death? Yes.”
“I don’t want to hear anything about you in the same sentence as that word. Death. We’ve beaten it, and when we return to Appontia and to ourselves, we’ll walk out of that land hand in hand, two people wildly in love and truly ready to conquer all that stands in our way.”
Her breath was warm against his neck, and her hair smelled of honey. He closed his eyes, longing for her in the way one does when unsure about the future. If life had do-overs, he’d give up any hope of power or glory for a simple life with Kaire. 
But that was no longer an option. Right now they were the equivalent of walking wraiths, destined to exist in half-lives unless his father’s magic worked.
They couldn’t be sure how long they stood, holding each other, but when the sound of footsteps pulled them back to the present, they heard snoring and could taste a staleness in the air that hadn’t been there before. 
Lokum strained his eyes and was glad to see Galdin return. The man whispered in Irin’s ear across the room, and then motioned for everyone to follow. 
“We can’t linger here,” Irin said. “The castle guards draw near.”
Lokum bit his lip to hold back a curse. He nodded and Irin led the way, motioning for two of his men to take up the rear. Lokum accepted two thick robes from a woman twice as wide as Galdin and looking twice as mean. He put one around Kaire’s shoulders first, then donned his own. They had no option but to wear the hood, but it made him feel vulnerable, unable to see his peripherals or see behind him without turning his whole body. He hoped sacrificing awareness of his surroundings in hopes of avoiding the pain of the sun would be worth it.
He pulled Kaire close again, but the thick robes between them might as well have been full armor. The warmth was gone, along with any comfort he’d held in the idea of keeping her close. His thoughts grew murky, overrun with images of the fog from his adventures in the afterlife. It didn’t help that he remembered this was Irin they were putting their trust in: his father—a man who had certainly never shown trustworthiness or reliability. 
None of that mattered, though, Lokum told himself. Irin had brought them back, after all. Or done his part, anyway. Lokum had beaten the afterlife, defeated death…. 
Listening to the men and women speak in their hushed way, he could tell years had passed since that fateful day atop the castle walls of Nethia. Was it possible he had slept by that river or explored the mountain of the afterlife for years? He shook his head, pushing down the flutter in his gut at the thought of having escaped the afterlife only to be stuck in a place between that world and this, waiting for his father or someone else to bring him back. What if the ritual had never succeeded? He could have been stuck in purgatory for eternity. 
“Stay strong,” Kaire said, pausing to peer at him from under her hood. The silver glow in her eyes shone with a frightening brilliance. 
“I’m always strong,” he replied, and continued to follow the group. 
“Hold,” Irin said, pressing against a wall and motioning the others to get low behind him. He peeked out past the wall, one hand still held behind him for caution. With a chop of his hand he hissed, “Now!” and then ran through a courtyard. A small temple to Karissus stood on the far side. 
Remembering how Kaire had once worshiped Karissus, Lokum looked back to see if her expression gave anything away. But she was staring straight forward, almost pointedly avoiding the sight of the temple. 
“Bastards!” Irin said as two guards rounded the corner of the temple. 
One of the guards gave a shout, while the other drew his sword. With two quick steps, Irin was parrying the sword and had the man on the ground, dead eyes staring up at Lokum. The other guard just smiled, and suddenly Lokum understood why. Whatever he’d shouted must have been a warning, because a dozen more guards came running up behind them. 
“Back, back!” Irin shouted, stepping away from the temple and searching for an escape route. 
The large woman who had brought them the robes earlier took down the first guard that charged, but soon two more were on her, pushing her up against a wall until she was cornered. 
“I said to fall back!” Irin shouted, cursing the situation as he motioned for one of his followers. The woman nodded, then pulled a crossbow from under a cloak and released a bolt into one of the guards, hitting him square in his upper thigh. The man cursed and tried to turn on her, but his leg gave out and he fell to the ground. Before he could stand, Galdin was on him, and the large women had taken out the other one on her way back to the group. 
“Last warning, Unirda,” Irin said to the large woman, turning to see the other guards had moved in a semicircle around them. With a nervous glance at Lokum, he said, “We’re going to have to use some of your energy here.”
“How so?” Lokum asked. 
“Focus on your world, where you just came from. Now pull from it.”
For a moment, Lokum had no idea what his father was talking about. Then, a strange force swept over him like instinct, the images of the fog pouring back. He gasped and stumbled, caught off guard by the sight of that same dense, dark gray fog coursing through the surrounding streets, moving over buildings and blocking off the view of the soldiers. 
Irin was saying something, but no noise came. Then a scream filled Lokum’s ears as a bit of the fog cleared to reveal three guards hacking at the twitching form of one of the massive lizards he’d encountered in the afterlife. Two of their companions lay torn to shreds at their feet, and when the remaining men looked up from the now-dead beast, their eyes were full of a mixed emotion of terror and hatred. 
A hand was pulling at Lokum’s shoulder, and he turned to see Kaire shouting, “Run!” 
He took her hand and ran, only bothering to look back when he sensed a shifting motion. A glance revealed a second lizard leaping through the fog to take down two more guards. 
“Halt!” a voice shouted, and from ahead there came a clatter of spears on stone. Through the fog, they could just make out the forms of over one hundred armed men standing before them.
 
 



Chapter 12: Reunited
 
Equitas tried not to squirm as his wound was being tended to, but the linen thread stung as it was pulled through his skin. Arkist knew the way of medicine, so who was Equitas to argue about the need for stitches. 
The old man tied off the string and cut it with his knife, then pressed the wound with leaves soaked in vinegar. The scent stung the nostrils, but was better than the stench of rotting flesh that would come otherwise. 
“You’ll have to stay off your feet as long as possible,” Arkist said, preparing a mixture from the whites of eggs to seal the wound. At the look from Equitas, he repeated, “As much as possible.”
“No reports back from the men you sent out?”
“None.”
Equitas adjusted himself in the bed so he could better see Arkist. “We’ll have to go after them, to Appontia.”
“All this talk of bringing people back from the dead, of finding a land of myth….” Arkist applied the mixture to Equitas’s leg, leaving the leaves off this time to let the mixture dry. “I’m not fully convinced this wound hasn’t made you delusional.”
“And Semreh?”
“King Semrehian,” Arkist corrected, “Only backs up your story, as a loyal friend would. He owes his kingdom to you, in large part.”
“Don’t remind him of that.” 
“I wouldn’t dare.” Arkist allowed a smile. They both knew that Semreh was a loyal friend, but prone to letting his confidence grow to the extreme. “But the fact remains, we can’t send out our entire army in pursuit of a ghost. It just wouldn’t sit right.”
“Meaning... you’re scared of what people will say.”
“Watch yourself.”
Equitas breathed deep in through the nostrils, out through the mouth. There was no point in annoying his mother’s husband.
“Besides,” Arkist said, leaning in to see how the mixture on the wound was settling, “it’s leaving Nethia unguarded with that madman Irin wandering about that frightens me. Talk about ghosts….”
“To be fair, he was never actually dead. He survived the fires of Valhia, it would seem.” He turned to the door as it opened, revealing Gaila on the other side. 
“Is it true?” she said, rushing in with two of her handmaids in tow. “The Council has just been briefed, and I’ve instructed them to hold off on any further discussion until we can hear it from you or King Semrehian.”
Equitas shook his head, somberly. “And where is the King?” 
Arkist cleared his throat, narrowed eyes digging into Equitas. Technically here in Braze, in the South, Arkist was King since Gaila was Queen, though she was the ruler everyone looked to. 
“The King of the North,” Gaila said with a firm look at her son, “has been in the training hall dulling our swords ever since the two of you returned. It seems he’s a bit—”
“Eager,” Arkist finished for her. 
“Of course he’s eager!” Equitas sat up, wincing as the stitches pulled against his skin. “We’re talking while Irin escapes our city with the spirits of Lokum and Kaire.”
Gaila winced at the tone in her son’s voice, but not at what he said. She didn’t believe him either, he realized when her eyes drifted to the sky, a hesitant look there that said she wanted to tell him she doubted but was too motherly to do so. 
“We’ll just need a small team,” he said. “Small enough to ride fast and catch up with them.”
“You’re not going to want to leave.”
“Of course I am. We’re running out of time.” 
“I wanted to tell you earlier, but with the wound open and all….”
She went back to the door and motioned for someone to enter. It was his wife, Amaris, and son, Joras. Equitas stood at once, wound be damned.
“What’re you doing here?” he asked, both relieved to see them and horrified that they’d be so close to whatever danger Lokum’s presence meant. He cast a glance at his mother. 
“They’re aware of the situation, or at least the version you seem to believe.”
He let that go, too exhausted at the moment to worry about convincing anyone of what he’d seen, of the horrible ritual he’d been forced to watch. 
“We thought we’d surprise you,” Amaris said, her voice shaky. “The mists nearly had us though, just outside the palace.”
Joras stood tall, but his eyes were wide at the sight of blood. He was only ten, and Equitas couldn’t blame him for being squeamish, considering the relaxed life he led in Karack. They had taught him to use a sword and spear since he could walk, but with peace on the land under Semreh’s rule, real violence had never presented itself to the boy. 
“Are you well?” Joras asked, but instead of waiting for an answer, he approached Equitas and knelt to better see the wound. He was tall for his age, and would be as tall as Equitas soon. “It won’t fester, at least.”
Equitas turned to Amaris with a raised eyebrow, and in spite of the worry evident in her scrunched brow, the touch of a smile found her lips. 
“He’s been studying under my mother,” she said. 
“Weapons in the morning, medicine at night,” Joras added. He stood, satisfied with Arkist’s treatment of the wound. 
“You said something about mists?” Equitas asked. 
After the others glanced at each other nervously, he hobbled to the window and paused there with a gasp at the sight below. Out past the castle gates and to the square with the temple and bank where the fighting had stopped, everything was normal and the setting sun cast an orange glow across the marble pillars and cobblestone streets. But past the square, it was as if someone put a wall up to block out all light—a thick blanket of gray mist covered a good portion of the city. It was like looking down from atop a mountain at clouds that had rotted. 
“We’re used to fog,” Amaris said, a hand on his shoulder for comfort. “But this….”
“You shouldn’t have come.”
“That may be true, but it doesn’t help us now.”
A scream sounded in the distance, then another. 
“What is it?” Gaila asked, stepping up to the window to have a look. “Arkist, are our soldiers out there?” 
“They are.”
“Have them pull back.”
Arkist nodded, then glanced at Equitas’s wound.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Equitas said. “But I’m going after him.”
“Father….” Joras said, eyes taking on a defiant look that Equitas recognized from his youth when his brother had been about to make an argument. “I’m going with you.”
“This is Lokum we’re talking about.” Equitas held his son by the shoulders. “Look at me. You’ve heard the stories of your uncle, of the monster he was in life. Well, imagine him in death.”
“And imagine me sitting here in this castle while my injured father rides in pursuit of this incredibly dangerous uncle of mine.”
“While the lad has a solid point,” Arkist said, “we’re going to have to move fast. We won’t have time for a boy—”
“But you’d have time for an old man?” 
“Joras!” Amaris took her son by the shoulder and held him firm. “You will be staying here, that’s a given. And you will apologize to the King of the South.”
“My apologies,” Joras said with a tilt of his head, then stormed out of the room. 
“He’s just a boy,” Gaila said, as if anyone doubted the idea of keeping him behind. 
“He’ll be a man soon enough,” Equitas said. “But he has a good point, about me being injured.” At a look from Gaila he added, “Oh, I’m still going. I’m the only one here who’s ever been to Appontia. But I can’t see us bringing a king into this sort of danger.”
“Understood,” Arkist said with a grunt of annoyance. “My son, Skilden will accompany you, seeing as you’ll need some of our best men.”
“And women,” Queen Teah added.
“You too?”
“Hardly. Semreh and I will ride north to alert our armies. My point is simply that you’d do well to bring women fighters along.”
Equitas glanced at his wife, who was staring back, waiting to see how he would answer. 
“The only problem,” he said, hesitantly, “is that women in Braze are not trained. My wife can hold her own, that’s certain, but to leave our son alone would be cruel.”
Queen Teah looked to Gaila with surprise. “No women fighters?”
“It’s simply the way it’s been,” Gaila replied, but then her frown broke out into a smile, the kind a child wears when she has a secret. “Or it was, before I took over.” 
“Am I missing something here?” 
“Mother?” Equitas said, surprised as well. 
“I’ve had a special unit training. My special guard, as I call them.” Gaila motioned to one of her handmaids in the corner, then gave a nod. 
The handmaid bowed and then whipped back her purple cloak to reveal two short swords. With one foot forward and the other swept behind her, she ducked, pulling the swords from their sheaths. She stabbed the air with one, blocking with the other, and swung both in a crisscross pattern before leaping as if over a strike, and then landing with a final stab into the air. 
Done, the first handmaid stepped back, and the second one stepped forward. She nodded, her eyes flitting across Equitas in a way he wasn’t entirely comfortable with, and then began a similar fighting pattern, only she used her hands like blades. In the last movement, as if pulling them from thin air, she spun and released two throwing knives 
“Allow me to introduce Hera and Uraal,” Gaila said. “Your riding companions.” 
A flash of annoyance passed over Amaris’s face, too fast for the others to notice, but not Equitas. 
“I’d rather—”
“We’ve no idea what Irin’s plan is here, but what we’re seeing out there, and the stories you’re telling…. There’s no question. This could put my kingdom at risk, so this is my call. They’re going.”
He didn’t like it, but nodded in agreement. 
“I’ll check on Joras,” Amaris said, and quickly departed. 
When she had gone, Equitas shook his head at his mother. “Thanks for that…. Exactly what I need.”
“The security of our kingdom is bigger than a wife’s jealousy.”
“It’s not that.”
“Then what?” She motioned to her handmaids. “You don’t recognize their beauty? Say so and I call you a liar. Your wife sees it too, and knows you’ll be on the road with them for who knows how long. I can’t say I wouldn’t be annoyed too, in her shoes.”
“Yes, well….” He cast a glance over Hera and Uraal. They were easy on the eye, especially in their boiled leather armor that hugged their bodies tightly. He couldn’t blame Amaris if she didn’t like it. “I better have a talk with her before we set off.”
He stepped into the hallway and saw Amaris standing with more of Gaila’s handmaids, surrounding someone. Groans of a man in pain echoed off of the stone walls. Pushing his way past a cupbearer that had just joined the circle, Equitas saw two soldiers, one kneeling over the other who lay on the floor with a distant look in his eyes and breathing short, raspy breaths. 
“What happened here?” Equitas asked. 
The kneeling soldier didn’t even look up, but just gripped the other’s hand tightly and said, “The mist, we were in it…. Some sort of creature attacked, and we didn’t stand a chance.”
“Can you describe it?” 
“I didn’t see anything…. Well, to be fair, I saw shadows, something moving fast like it was on all fours. But there was no sound at all. It was like my ears weren’t working, temporarily.”
More screams sounded in the distance, then one closer. 
“Don’t make me go back out there,” the soldier said, almost a whimper. “Let me stay… let me stay.”
“Get these men to the infirmary!” Equitas commanded. He spun to find Amaris. “We have to do this. I’m sorry if—”
“Just go,” she said, waving him to move on. “We’ll defend the city, somehow. You find your uncle and stop this.”
She gave him a kiss and then helped a plump woman lift up the soldier that had been kneeling, while three others lifted the other. As always, she was right. There was no time to worry about offending or jealousy—this was bigger than that. All he should be focusing on right now was putting everything right again.
He just wished his wife and son had stayed in the safety of The North. 
 
 
 



Chapter 13: Return to Appontia
 
Men had fallen all around them, but Lokum and Kaire stuck close to Irin. About two-thirds of the guards who’d stood in their way had been taken down by the fog and the beasts that thrived in it, but more than two dozen armed men still remained. 
“Left!” Irin shouted, slashing at a soldier that appeared mere feet in front of them.
“Curse this fog,” Lokum said after nearly tripping over a horse’s trough. 
“It’s the only thing keeping us alive,” Irin said, “and you from the sun’s exposure.”
He had a point—through the fog the sunset was faint, but Lokum could almost feel its rays burning through. They turned a corner and came to an almost open spot—they could barely see the palace through the haze in the distance. The fog was thickening, more rolling in like a wave upon the city. 
“Is this…?”
“Normal?” Irin finished the sentence. “None of this is.”
Irin moved on, but Kaire stood close to Lokum. She stared out over the city and bit her lip. 
“What?” Lokum asked. 
“This. It doesn’t feel right.”
“It will, when we reach Appontia.”
She shot him a glare. “I’ve thought that way once before.”
“Never mention that time, nor my cousin.” Lokum breathed deep, forcing himself to stay calm. “This time it’s about us, and bringing us back to life. It’s about making sure he can never hurt us again.”
“You mean to have your revenge.”
“Yes. And rightly so.”
She fidgeted at the sound of screams in the distance, one not far off. She started off after Irin, but slowly, with deliberate steps. When he followed, she spun on him.
“I want no part of this!” 
“He will die, don’t worry.”
“You’re not hearing me.” She continued on, and he only knew where she was by the glow of her eyes in the fog when she glanced back from time to time. 
“Death? Isn’t that what you want?” 
She didn’t respond, pausing only at the clatter of more spears, the thudding of boots. 
“I’ve tasted death,” she said. “It wouldn’t be so bad with you at my side. But this thirst for revenge? It’s not likely to lead anywhere good.”
“You couldn’t possibly understand,” he said, and this time he was the one to walk ahead. 
“HALT!” a voice called, and then again men with spears appeared, this time close, spears held at the ready. 
Lokum was at Kaire’s side in an instant, assessing the situation, preparing his move. The men stared, eyes wide with fright—they hadn’t likely seen spirits before. 
“Boo,” Lokum said, and lunged for the closest one. 
“Lokum!” a voice said, and Lokum froze, confused, having thought he would never hear that voice again. 
“Melonto?” 
The large man he’d once called his friend was among the soldiers, but he wasn’t the mountain of a man he once was. The years had thinned him out, and it showed in his stress-lined face. 
Melonto stepped forward and looked about to take Lokum in an embrace when he paused, staring in confusion. A flash of terror crossed his face, but he steeled it. 
“The ritual worked?” 
“So you know?”
Melonto nodded. “We’re on your side. We were looking for Irin. I suppose it’s safe to say you’ve seen him?”
“I’ve been watching in case you’ve changed your mind,” Irin said, appearing from the fog. “The ritual worked, but it’s not complete.”
“Where are we going?”
“Appontia,” Kaire said, glaring. She’d never much liked Melonto. 
He didn’t pay her tone any attention, but looked at Lokum in bewilderment. 
“The Land of Gods,” Lokum said. “What better place to revive two spirits?”
“We must be moving,” Irin said, waving them on to follow him. 
Melonto nodded and, as simple as that, Lokum’s side had another small army of armed soldiers escorting them through the streets. The way Kaire pulled back didn’t go unnoticed, but Lokum didn’t know what she expected him to do—not accept the help of Melonto and his soldiers, simply because she didn’t like the man? 
Not wanting to deal with the drama, Lokum increased his pace until he was alongside his old friend. 
“After we were defeated, where’d you go?”
“I would’ve fought to the death,” Melonto replied, his weary eyes searching the fog as they entered a temple square near the south gate. “But the sheer numbers they had at that point… and then there was Adonis.”
“The Mawtu must’ve taught my cousin to fight quite well to move up the ranks as fast as he did.”
“It wasn’t just that. The way he moved, and….”
“Go on.”
“At the time I didn’t believe it. I blamed my exhaustion and thought I was seeing things. But when he attacked, he seemed to be glowing. Now that I’ve seen you like this, I’m sure of it.”
 “You’re saying he’s some sort of spirit?”
“I don’t know about all that, but what I saw, it wasn’t natural. Maybe there’s something to all this god talk?”
Lokum laughed. “You think I’m a god?”
Melonto looked at him, eyes full of wonder. He didn’t deny it. 
“You do…. You think I could possibly be some reborn god, not just a ghost? That’s totally….” 
“How do you know you’re not?” Melonto asked, then trudged on ahead as Lokum slowed to nearly a stop. 
How indeed? The idea seemed preposterous, but… Maybe? He had almost believed himself to be one long ago, when he was alive. So why not now, when he’d escaped death’s grasp. A glance to his left revealed Kaire looking at him, eyebrow raised. She shook her head and walked ahead. 
“No.”
“Just like that?” He caught up to her and wrapped an arm around her. “Is it so unbelievable?” 
“I’m not saying people can’t become gods, just not us.”
“How can you, of all people, say that?”
She spun on him, eyes glowing fiercely. “After everything we’ve been through, isn’t it obvious? We’re doomed to an eternity of failure, Lokum!”
He stared, finding it hard to disagree with that, but now they were together. It was different. 
“Keep it down,” Irin said, motioning to Melonto and the others to slow. The soldiers prepared their spears in a protective circle, others drawing swords in the fog behind them.
“What is it?” Kaire asked, stepping up beside Irin. 
Irin gave her a look of surprise, then said in a low voice, “The gate.”
Sure enough, the fog was clearing up ahead just enough to make out the rough-cut stones, staggered on the inner gate for climbing, leading up to a high arch above. Moonlight glinted from two objects moving in the fog, what Lokum could only assume were guards’ helmets.
“There’s no way they’ll have our numbers,” Lokum said. 
Melonto nodded in agreement, but Irin shook his head. “We don’t want the castle to know which direction we went, not yet anyway, so we can’t risk the alarm being sounded. Even in this fog, the other gates would see the fires lit, and soon we’d have the whole of Nethia’s army nipping at our heels.”
“What then?”
Irin looked to the mountains, motioning at the point where the sky glowed orange but the sun had vanished. “Night will be our friend, and now that the sun’s down, it’s time to see what you’re capable of.”
“I doubt I’m capable of much, in this state.”
“Yet, you summoned this….” He motioned to the fog around them. 
Lokum stared at his father, hating the man as he always had, but too curious to argue. It wasn’t like he had anything to lose, anyway. He was already mostly dead. “Fine,” he said, and spun on his heels. He ran for the wall, almost floating, his feet seeming to barely touch the ground. 
The steps in the wall were unnecessary, he soon discovered, because when he pushed off from the first one he found he was practically running up the side of the wall. A low growl emanated from somewhere deep within that he didn’t recognize, and when he’d crested the wall, his vision flashed red, highlighting the guard before him in a moment of intense clarity. Two beats of a heart later he was moving around the guard, dodging a sword strike, and then stepping back to pull the guard over his leg and snapping his neck. 
Another guard let out a yelp. Lokum hadn’t noticed him before, and the man was running to set the alarm fires. 
Lokum couldn’t let that happen. 
He charged forward, surging like a gust of wind, amazed at the power coursing through his body. The man was in his hands, whimpering, eyes darting frantically, and that’s when Lokum noticed that the fog was being pulled into him, as if his body was absorbing it. 
The man mumbled a plea, but Lokum only gave him a confused glance, then turned and dropped the guard. He stared at his hands, watching the strands of fog enter him, glowing faintly as it traveled up his limbs. 
He was vaguely aware of the guard scooting back away from him, but was pulled back to the moment when a spear landed in the guard’s gut. 
Seconds later, Melonto was over the wall and pulling his spear from the man, huffing and puffing. 
“I’ll need a bit of getting used to that,” Melonto said, looking at Lokum’s glow.
“You and me both.”
Together they gave the signal to move out, and soon the small army had left Nethia and the fog behind, stumbling up mountain paths and on their way to Appontia. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 14: The Hunt
 
Equitas reached behind him to once again make sure his sword and spear were properly set in his saddle. The mare beneath him shifted, uneasy in the now faint fog, anxious to get moving. 
“Why can’t I come with you?” Joras asked, his mother’s arm around his shoulders. 
“For the last time, it simply isn’t going to happen.”
“You were fighting at my age!” 
Equitas clenched his jaw, pushing back the images from his youth—men falling overboard, others impaled with arrows and spears. The man clad in white who’d come that day to bring news of Equitas’s father’s death. 
“When I was your age,” Equitas said, careful with his words as he did his best to remain calm, “Braze was in constant war. I had no choice.”
“Did you have mystic fog and lizards the size of men?” Joras pulled himself free from his mother and gestured to the pile of dead lizards on the far end of the square, where reveries had gathered to inspect them. “You tell me our lands are in less danger now, and I’ll listen.”
His son had a point, though with Equitas’s own strange powers, he found the situation much less unnerving. Still….
“You’re staying here, to protect your mother.” 
Amaris smiled at that, but Equitas was glad she let it slide. It was time to ride 
“I love you both,” he said.
“And we, you.” Amaris reached up to hold his hand, and they shared a loving look in which he wanted to never leave. 
“We’ll take good care of him, especially with those two helping,” Semreh said, with a glance toward Hera and Uraal as he pulled his horse up on the other side of Equitas. “It’s his cousin you should be worried about.”
“I’m still not sure I believe Lokum’s alive,” Amaris said. She noticed Equitas’s hurt expression and shrugged. “People don’t rise from the dead.”
“Apparently they do in the south.”
Semreh nodded to Joras, who, in spite of his frustration, bowed his head and gave him the proper northern salute—a fist to his heart. Semreh returned to Teah, who would ride out beside him. 
Gaila’s ladies, Hera and Uraal, led their horses to the edge of the square, anxious and making sure the path was clear of anything or anyone suspicious. 
With a heavy heart, Equitas turned to Skilden and motioned him forward. Skilden was larger than his father, with leather armor dyed dark blue and a helmet polished to a shine and with an arc of plumage along the top. The image of him, mounted and addressing the riders, was inspiring, if not intimidating. When he was done passing down orders, the riders, twenty in all, rode out into the darkness. Equitas followed with a hesitant turn to look back, and smiled at Amaris still there looking after him. His son, however, had stormed off, and Equitas just caught a glimpse of him as he disappeared behind the city gates. 
The boy had always been a good son, but restless. Farm work and hunting in the mountains surrounding Karack had kept him busy enough, but Equitas had never let him go far. Ever since the fire started by Lokum all those years ago that had claimed half the city, the idea of being apart from a loved one was too much. 
Yet here he was, bumping along on his horse as he left his wife and son behind. Part of him argued that he should go back and ask them both to come. But he knew better than that.   
“We’re sure we don’t want to ride north for my troops?” Semreh asked, and Equitas looked up to see him and Teah riding on each side of him. 
“Having your troops here would mean the world, possibly quite literally. But we don’t have time for that. Not now.”
“What exactly do we suppose is going to happen?” Skilden asked from farther back. “If we don’t make it in time, I mean.”
“I wish I knew.” Equitas thought about this, listening to the clippity-clop of the horses’ steps as they echoed from the surrounding hills. “You saw what happened in Nethia…. If there’s real magic in Appontia, which we have to assume after seeing Lokum and Kaire return from the afterlife, then I presume they’ll be nearly undefeatable if they make it there and are able to accomplish whatever it is Irin has planned.” 
Semreh glanced at Equitas. There was something unsettling behind that look. “Did you tell her?” 
“Tell who what?”
“Amaris, your wife.” Semreh leaned in closer. “Did you tell her the full story, or only that Lokum had returned?”
“If you mean, did I tell her Kaire was with him….” Equitas shifted uncomfortably, wondering if he had mentioned that fact or not. “I—I don’t see how it’s relevant.”
“As long as there’re no lingering feelings there.”
“That’s absurd.”
“So… no?”
“None.”
Semreh gave him a concerned look, then allowed his horse to pull back. 
“What was that about?” Teah asked when Semreh was alongside her again, and Equitas heard him say that it was nothing. 
But it wasn’t nothing. The thought that somehow he hadn’t recounted every detail to his wife, and that this could bother her, was ridiculous. He hoped. Yet, it ate away at him for the better part of the next several hours’ ride. 
It wasn’t until the moon was at its peak in the sky that Skilden broke the silence. 
“We follow you blindly, trusting you know the way. I hope you know where you’re going.”
“You and me both.” Equitas rubbed his eyes, the stress of the long day getting to him. “But since I’m the best chance we have at this, I suggest we press on.”
“What’s to say he’d even return to Nethia? If we just went back now, maybe—”
“Have you not been paying attention? This is Lokum we’re talking about here. Maybe even worse, his father, my uncle. Irin.”
“Sure, maybe it’s Lokum, but—”
“I. Saw. Him.” 
“As did I,” Semreh added, calling out from behind, and only then did Equitas realize he’d raised his voice. 
“Is there always this much bickering among you?” Hera said with a glance over her shoulder at them. “In Gaila’s circle, this wouldn’t be accepted.”
Skilden scoffed, but kept his mouth shut when Hera and Uraal both turned their gaze on him. The party rode in silence, and for that, Equitas was glad. 
“If the horses don’t get rest,” Semreh said, in a low voice as if to not disturb the night, “and us some food in our bellies, we won’t be much use even if we do find Lokum.”
“When we find them,” Equitas corrected, looking out over the vast darkness that was fields and woods ahead. They’d left the line of mountains behind them, but more waited in the dark. He turned back to assess the riders, and saw the weariness in their eyes. “Food and drink, then we ride. I mean to find Appontia this night.”
The fire was welcome, as was the sight of Teah hitching her horse alongside Semreh. The two joined Equitas where he sat with Skilden. The other riders sharpened their swords at several other small fires, set up in a perimeter to ward off any nefarious groups that might be in the vicinity. 
Teah nudged the fire with a stick, then squatted next to it. The fire’s glow danced across the shadows of her face as she stared into its embers. 
“Your ways here in the South,” she turned just enough to show she was addressing Equitas, “I don’t much like them.” 
He stood in response. “Is there something I can get you to make this more, er, comfortable?” 
“I’m referring to the way you people apparently come back from the dead. It’s unsettling.” 
Semreh chuckled. He found a mug among his belongings and filled it with honey wine from a pouch at his waist. 
“Would you like some?” he said to Skilden, offering the pouch. 
“I never drink when there’s work to be done,” the large man replied. 
“Ah, but as a king I’m required to always be drinking.”
“He made that up,” Teah said. She stood and paced around the fire, eyes on the dark hills in the distance. “At most, I’d say my husband drinks once a fortnight.” 
“My darling, you’ll ruin my reputation with words like that.”
“Your reputation as a drunk? We’ll just have to take the risk.”
Semreh shrugged with a wink at Skilden, whose response was an awkward stare and then a nod of his head. 
“You need to loosen up.”
Skilden’s eyebrows furrowed. “I’ve been quite loosened up for some time now. I was having a joyous time, until monstrous lizard-beasts appeared and that strange fog of deafness swept over Nethia. Now I’m a bit distracted by the idea of fighting people whose dead bodies I saw years ago.”
“Only one of them,” Equitas corrected. “Kaire went missing, remember?”
“Fine, I only saw one of their bodies years ago. Doesn’t change anything.” 
 “And that’s why I’m drinking.” Semreh took a swig of his honey wine and grimaced. 
“You had a history with this woman?” Teah asked. Hera and Uraal were paying attention now, too. 
Equitas looked up at Teah, standing above him and silhouetted against the moon. “Is that something I have to answer?” 
“I told her all about your history with Kaire,” Semreh said. 
“Ah, well then. What else is there to tell?”
“Honestly, nothing,” she said. “I was just using it as a segue into my husband’s past with women.” 
“Don’t you dare,” Semreh said, then groaned at the look his wife gave him. 
“Come, let’s walk,” she said, and held a hand out to help Equitas up. “I want to hear your side of all these stories Semrehian’s been telling me.”
Skilden laughed as the two walked off. Semreh yelled after them something about Equitas owing him and to watch himself, but Equitas was too busy talking to hear. 
 



Chapter 15: Fallen Kingdom
 
Lokum watched the fires behind them, like a small grouping of fireflies on the horizon. 
“They’re foolish to light fires in the open,” Melonto said with a scoff. 
“They must have known we’d know they’d come,” Irin said. “Perhaps they mean to intimidate us.”
Melonto stared at him in confusion. “Or let us know they’re close enough that they’d see our fires if we had any. They mean for us to freeze to death.”
Lokum pulled his cloak around himself, more of an instinct than anything else. His eyes moved to Kaire, kneeling, staring out into the darkness. He sensed a change in her. The way she looked at him, even her posture when he was around. Could she still have feelings for his cousin, somehow, somewhere deep down? Or maybe not so deep…. No, Lokum had come back from the dead for her, and she for him. Together forever, that was their destiny now. That is, unless Equitas stopped them from reaching Appontia.
“We must march on.”
“My men need rest,” Melonto said, but his voice broke at a fierce stare from Lokum. “There can’t be more than a couple dozen of them down there. We could turn back and water the grass with their blood.” 
“I like the sound of that, but we are without mounts,” Lokum said with a glare at his father. “They could easily ride off before we get there, maybe even come back around and flank us.”
“What would you propose?”
“As I said, we march on.” He turned to the mountains that led north, up along the coast and then farther on. “Before those mountains reach the North, Kaire tells me they open up into a clearing, where we will find Appontia.”
Melonto’s expression took on skepticism, but Irin’s eyes flared with excitement. 
“And we’ve waited long enough, my love,” Kaire said, taking her place beside Lokum. “I don’t feel the night air, but lingering here gives me the chills.”
Without waiting for the others or bothering to convince Melonto, Lokum took Kaire’s arm in his and marched north. Long grass shifted in the wind, whistling in the night, but soon the peaceful sounds were drowned out by the warriors rushing to catch up. The moon crested in the sky overhead, and Lokum was reminded of the unchanging sky of the afterlife, how glad he was to be gone from there and with the love of his life again.
“When we were….” Lokum glanced at Kaire walking along beside him, debating how best to ask this. “When we were not here, how did you feel? Where were you?”
“It’s all fuzzy,” she said after a moment’s thought. “But I remember being in the water, thinking I would drown. Then I was struggling to reach the surface, fighting off some form of underwater creatures that were more like women with hair of seaweed….” She shook as if cold, closing her eyes momentarily. “It was horrible, but the thought of you kept me going, and I thought that if this was some sort of afterlife, then maybe there was hope for us, so I refused to surrender. And then I was free, and I was rising out of the river, and turned to see you. You were jumping, then….”
“Then we were here, together, as it was meant to be.”
She nuzzled her cheek against his shoulder, and they walked like this for some time. 
“I’ve been thinking,” she said as she stepped forward, increasing the pace with a look back that told him he’d best do the same. “If I was in some form of death, or the afterlife or whatever it was, and then I came to the one you were in… is it possible there are multiple levels, as the stories say?” 
“The stories speak of the old gods, The Six, and how they could bring people back from the dead. Well, here we are.”
She looked like she was going to be sick. 
“What?” he asked. 
“You should know how I feel about The Six and their ways.” She glanced back at Irin, who was in discussion with Melonto and two of his men. Her face scrunched up in hatred. “And him.”
“My love, we are together. What else matters?”
She shook her head, frustrated. “Can’t you see? Are we us, I mean really us? And how will these people treat us, if we’re special as your father claims?” 
“As I said, none of that matters.” He took her by the elbow and spun her around so that she had to stop walking. Some of the soldiers passed them with confused glances. “We are together. Does that mean nothing to you?” 
“I don’t know what matters anymore,” she said. With a wave of her hand, she took in the mountains, the sky, and the moonlight glistening off the ocean in the distance. “How much of this is real? Are we real?”
“You’ve lost me.”
“The levels. If there are levels of the afterlife, such as the one I struggled from to find you, how do we know this isn’t just one more level?”
“Kaire, we were born and raised in this world.”
“So we think. Maybe it’s as simple as a false memory?” 
He breathed deep, bit his lip to avoid exploding in frustration, and then said, “Does it change our current situation one way or another?” 
“I suppose not.”
“Then can we please move on?” 
She stared at him with eyes moving from side to side as if reading his face, then nodded. “Yes, of course, my love.”
They continued their march, focused once more simply on their love for each other, even if the conversation did appear forced from her side. At a resting point after Irin finally gave in to Melonto’s demands, Lokum watched with curiosity as the others drank and ate. How strange, to crave neither food nor drink. Kaire was massaging her temples, a deep frown on her face. 
“We’ll be there soon enough,” he said.
She looked up at him with tired eyes. “It’s not that…. I feel, different, like I’m fading away.”
“All the more reason not to stop for rest.”
“Let them be.” She stood and walked to a point where the ground gave way to a valley. 
Stepping up behind her, Lokum couldn’t help but appreciate the way her silver glow reflected off the surrounding trees to form a frame to the picture that was her and the moon beyond. 
A bird chirped at them for disturbing its sleep, and the simplicity of this song of nature almost distracted Lokum long enough to miss the sound of shifting garments and the hissing noise of steel being drawn.
“Lokum, run!” Kaire shouted, turning to him with wide eyes full of fright. 
Before he could figure out what was happening, hands reached up out of the valley and were pulling her away from him! He lunged, landing in dead leaves and twigs, scrambling forward to take her hand as she screamed. Then she was gone. 
He leapt to his feet and jumped over the drop-off without caution. He heard an oomph as he connected with something hard—a body, he figured. And then he was scrambling to his feet among a small army of men, all with weapons turned on him. His silver glow reflected off of their blades and in their eyes, and he heard more than one of them whisper “demon” before they fled. 
The few that stayed cursed their deserters and moved in for the attack. 
“Hold!” A man appeared from the bushes, sheathing a sword as he stepped forward, Kaire at his side. He held up his free hand to show he was now unarmed, and took in Lokum with a glare.
Now out in the open, the man’s face was visible—Kaire’s father, Charos. With a flash of blades, Irin leapt from overhead, landing with a pained thud next to Lokum. He stood and coughed before motioning to the ledge above, where ten men stood ready with arrows nocked. 
“What’s the meaning of th….” He paused with his mouth open, staring at Charos, then stepped forward, blade still raised. 
“Don’t touch my father,” Kaire said, and the few men that remained tensed, looking to Charos for their orders. 
“You look different,” Irin said with a scoff. The figure before them used to be a strong man, one who would stand tall against all odds, even though he’d once been a slave. Now he wore brown rags and his skin clung tight to his bones. 
“What’s happened to you, Father?” Kaire asked. 
“To me?” Charos asked, holding her out to look her over. It was impossible to miss the silver glow coming from her skin, radiant in her eyes. “What have they done to you?” His eyes met Lokum’s and then Irin’s, and the hatred was unmistakable. 
“Saved her life,” Lokum said. “Which is more than you can say.”
That hit a chord, a deep one. Charos turned back to his daughter, a hand over his mouth and eyes full of sorrow. “I tried, I really did. All these years….”
“You never stopped looking?” she asked. 
“Never.”
“We don’t have time for this,” Irin said, motioning his soldiers on. “Happy reunion, congrats. Now if you don’t mind.”
“He’s coming with us,” Kaire said. 
“We don’t know if we can trust him. For all we know, he could’ve been sent by Gaila. They always were close.”
“Given a choice between you and Queen Gaila,” Charos said, stepping forward in a way that harked back to his old power, “I pick her every time.”
“There you have it. He’d betray us first chance he gets.”
“Know this,” Kaire said, standing tall before Irin so that even Lokum understood why the men had referred to his glow as demonic. “You harm my father, you will answer to me.” 
A tense moment followed, and Lokum was sure Irin was debating how much he really needed Kaire. 
Charos must have sensed it too, for he stepped forward and said, “My daughter is with you, and so, therefore, am I.” 
Lokum didn’t doubt the old man would try to convince Kaire to leave, but he saw that there was no separating them at this point. He motioned to Irin to stand down. 
“Charos,” Lokum said. “It’d be an honor to have my old teacher at our side.”
The rest of Irin’s men arrived behind the archers, and now had Charos and his men surrounded. A couple more arrived and tossed bloody heads into the circle—the heads of those that had fled. 
Two of Charos’s remaining men stared in horror for a moment, their faces turning a dark purple, before the first one lunged for Irin. It was over before the rest could react, and Lokum saw that his father had been practicing with the sword—a swift step to avoid the attacker’s blade, then Irin was pulling his jagged sword out of the man’s throat before turning to slice at the second attacker. Only three remained, aside from Charos, and Irin held his blade out at them, waiting to see what they’d do. 
“Stand down,” Charos ordered his men, but his eyes were full of hatred as he turned to Irin. “That wasn’t necessary.”
“Maybe not, but this is.” Irin snapped his fingers and his men kicked out the legs of the three remaining, disarmed them, and commenced tying their arms behind their backs. 
“Enough!” Charos said, stepping forward with fists balled. 
“That’s not for you to decide.” Irin turned to his men and said, “If this one tries anything, kill them all. I think we’ve rested enough for one night.” 
Lokum took a step to follow, but an odd sensation came over him as he passed the dead. A gasp came from nearby, and when he turned he saw tendrils of silver mist flowing from the bodies to Kaire. He looked down and saw the same was happening to him, and as the glow left the bodies, his own intensified, along with his other sensations, including hunger. 
But it wasn’t a hunger for food, but rather for more of this silver mist. More dead. An intense yearning spread through his body, making his mouth water and his limbs shake. He imagined his heart would be beating intensely, if it still had a beat. 
Everything blurred. The cravings were too much.
“No!” Kaire was shouting, over and over, and Lokum realized he was on a man, hands at his throat, Kaire struggling to pull him off. 
He couldn’t resist. The man was losing his life, and Lokum was pulling it into himself. Silver tendrils snaked up his arm from the man, whose face suddenly became clear to Lokum.
 It was his friend, Melonto. 
Stop, he told himself. STOP! 
A kick took Lokum and sent him sprawling. He looked up to see Charos, hands bound but ready to kick again. 
“You’re a monster!” he shouted, but before the second kick could connect, Irin’s soldiers tackled him to the ground. 
“No, leave him,” Lokum said, his voice barely more than a whisper. No one heard, and one of them had pulled out a sword, pressing it to Charos’s neck. His men were shouting, struggling, and Kaire was screaming. 
“LEAVE HIM!” Lokum tried to shout, but again, no one seemed to hear. 
And then a flash of fire filled the woods, lighting the surrounding trees so that all of their terrified faces shone red in the night. 
But the brightest fire didn’t shine from the tree, it shone from its source—Kaire. The men backed off as she approached Charos. She lifted a hand and said, “Father,” and then collapsed. 
Lokum darted forward and caught her as the flames vanished from her body. A spark floated down from above, and then a burning tree branch fell with a crack. 
“Move out!” Irin commanded. 
Melonto was still recovering, though he looked drained. He stared with terror at Lokum, unmoving. Charos was almost frothing at the mouth in his terror and anger, and the men were frozen in place. 
Lokum stood, Kaire in his arms, and started walking toward Appontia. If going to this land meant any chance of Kaire and him returning to their normal selves, to their normal lives, he had to get there immediately.
The marching seemed endless, not knowing when, or if, Kaire would awake. The others were following, but from a cautious distance. He didn’t care one way or another at this point. In fact, they’d serve him better staying back to fight off Equitas and the others. 
He paused, hearing the slightest sound in the night 
A dim glow filled the forest, and for a moment Lokum thought it was Kaire’s fire returning. But no, it was openings in the trees above, letting in the dark blue of pre-sunrise. Patches of clouds turned pink, others orange. 
Lokum pushed on. No rest. No looking back. 
Until finally, in spite of the extra energy he’d seemed to gain from pulling at Melonto’s life, his legs collapsed. He rolled his body to absorb the impact, holding Kaire close, and the jolt sent a shot of pain up his spine. 
Kaire groaned softly. 
“My love?” Lokum said, rotating on the ground so that he could caress her face. “Are you with me?”
Again she moaned, and this time her eyelids fluttered. 
“Come back to me.”
“I… have.” She opened her eyes, offering a gentle smile. A tear trickled down her cheek. “My father, is he…?” 
“You saved him.”
She closed her eyes at that and stifled a sob of relief. Then she opened her eyes, sat up, and helped Lokum to do the same. 
“We did it,” she said, clutching his hand tightly. 
“Did what?”
“We’ve arrived,” Kaire said, her voice barely a whisper. “Appontia.”
Lokum looked out at the rolling green hills, the streams snaking through the grass, and the waterfalls in the distance. It was beautiful, yes, but the land of gods? The land of love? 
“You’re certain of this?”
She simply nodded and stepped ahead of him, kneeling beside a nearby stream to dangle one of her fingers in the water. Lokum watched her, unable to tell whether she was glad they’d finally made it or not. 
“She’s right, though,” Irin said, assessing the landscape. “And it’s time.”
“How exactly is this supposed to work?” Lokum asked. 
“Leave that part to me.”
Irin chose three soldiers among Melonto’s men and told them to follow him closely. At a point between six mounds of earth, he stopped—farther upstream from where Kaire still knelt, now watching him. 
“The gods of old watch over us,” Irin said, raising his hands to the sky. The morning sunrise shone bright orange, rays of gold highlighting the spot where he stood. “They bless us with their presence, in the form of my son and this woman he loves so dearly. But today is not about us. Today is about the return of The Six.”
Kaire looked to Lokum, but he was just as confused as she. Wasn’t this supposed to be about restoring the two of them? The sky was starting to brighten, and he was becoming keenly aware of the intense pain he and Kaire would feel if those rays of sunlight were to hit them. 
Before he could say anything to his father, Irin had bowed his head, whispered something, and then stabbed his knife into the first soldier’s neck. He lowered him to the grass, so that the man’s blood flowed into the stream. The other two looked about wildly, hands on their swords, but at a gesture from Irin a group of guards rushed forward and held them down. 
“What’s this?” Melonto bellowed, rushing forward as well. 
But by the time he reached Irin, a second guard had joined the first, body twitching as Irin spun and plunged his blade into the third. 
“You will not stop this,” Irin said, lowering the body as his men stood before Melonto. 
“Those were my men!” Melonto said, and Lokum watched the two sides square off, Melonto’s other soldiers surrounding Irin and his men. 
“Who are you to stand in the way of the gods?” Irin smiled at the surrounding soldiers, then gestured to the stream. “Behold.”
Lokum stepped forward to better see what his father had motioned at. The blood in the water was swirling in an unnatural way, indeed even glowing. He looked to the sky to see if this was a trick of the light, but no, the sun was still behind the morning clouds at the edge of the mountains. 
“One more,” Irin said, and a guard shoved Charos forward. 
“No!” Kaire shouted, her voice so full of pain that Lokum didn’t hesitate to charge his father, brushing aside the soldiers in his path. 
“Not like this!” he shouted, grabbing his father by the robe that fell over his shoulders. Lokum saw his own glowing eyes reflecting in those of his father. 
“It must be only his blood!” Irin said. “I don’t require his life.”
Lokum released his grip, uncertain.  
“Allow me to demonstrate.” Irin turned to the water now and, hand outstretched, brought his blade across his hand, so that his own blood trickled into the water. “The same of him, that’s all I ask.”
Kaire had her hands to her mouth, wide eyes staring at them, but Lokum nodded. 
“If her father hadn’t been here?” Lokum asked. “What would’ve happened to Kaire?”
“That wasn’t my concern.”
Lokum shook his head. He shouldn’t have been surprised at his father’s lack of compassion, but he always was. 
“The same as you’ve taken from yourself,” he said. “No more.”
They brought Charos forward and cut his hand in the same way. He didn’t even struggle, just stared at his daughter with a look of love and pity. 
When the blood hit the water, it shot through the stream to meet the swirling blood of the others, and with a brilliant burst of light it dispersed, moving out toward the mounds of earth. The light disappeared into the dirt, but a moment later the mounds had a red glow and were rumbling. 
“What’s happening?” Lokum shouted.
“The return of Appontia.”
All of the ground shook now, the trees swaying as if about to fall, roots and all. Soldiers were cowering, and a few of Melonto’s men ran in fear. The mounds of earth shook hardest, and soon began to break apart. In their place, each mound left marble pillars with crystal in different forms at their top—an eagle on the first, a serpent on the second, and more shapes that Lokum couldn’t distinguish from this distance. 
Each form glowed red at first, and then took on other colors that shot out to connect with one another. The air seemed filled with a massive rainbow, and then the faces appeared, swirling above the rainbow as if descending from the clouds. Scary faces with wild eyes; some had horns, others seemed noble—six in all. 
“They have returned,” Irin said, bending to one knee. 
And with a flash of light so bright that none of the soldiers could look, the shapes of The Six swarmed down like a mighty wind, coursing through the soldiers so that they screamed in pain.  Lokum and Kaire were lifted into the air, absorbing each of the gods as they flew into them. 
“Not my little girl!” Charos shouted, breaking free from the soldiers in their moment of terror and running for Kaire. “Stay away from her!” 
He reached her and tackled her from the air, but he was too late. The last of the forms had vanished into her at the same moment, and then it was done. 
A silence filled the air, the only sound coming from Charos as he shouted over and over, “Kaire, no, no. Kaire….”
With strength uncharacteristic of her, Kaire flung her father aside. She stood and laughed, and as she did her eyes flared with fire. 
Charos stood with a groan. Lokum almost felt bad for him. 
“Kaire, come back to me,” Charos said, his voice hoarse.
“I know you not,” she said, her voice oddly flat. Then she let out a burst of flame that sent him flying into a tree. Charos collapsed to the ground with a grunt and was still. 
Lokum moved to help, but something held him back, something boiling within him. He was walking over to Kaire’s side, unsure why, but knowing it was right. When he stood beside her, he didn’t take her hand or make any affectionate move whatsoever, but gave her a curt nod and then turned to address the cowering soldiers. 
“Men, our time has come. These lands now belong to us.” 
With those words, he and Kaire marched from Appontia with one goal in their shared consciousness—the destruction of this world, so that they could conquer it. Somewhere in there, Lokum was struggling to comprehend it all, to grasp the tiniest sliver of what was happening, but he was lost, swirling within the darkness of his own mind.
 He sensed Kaire was dealing with the same struggle. 
 



Chapter 16: The Journey Home
 
Equitas was the first to arrive at the lookout point. There was no question—this was Appontia, and they were too late. 
The earth was divided by chasms. Rocks protruded from the ground like spears. Trees lay toppled on the ground, roots and all. And that horrible scent of sulfur lingered in spite of the heavy wind that pulled against Equitas’s blue robes. 
“What happened here?” Skilden asked. 
“They’ve succeeded,” Equitas replied, then kicked his horse onward. “Which means we’ve failed.”
He rode into the midst of the chaos, though the uneven footing meant he’d have to dismount if he wanted to go farther. 
“There!” Equitas said, pointing to one of the rock pillars. The others gasped, some mumbling in discomfort. A steady stream of smoke rose from the rocks, but instead of going into the air, it circled back on itself, forming the shape of a snake. A glance at the surrounding landscape revealed five more smoke patterns like this one. 
Semreh pulled his horse up next to Equitas and lowered his voice. “They’ll be on their way back to conquer Nethia, if I have the right idea about your uncle.”
“You don’t believe in all this,” Equitas said. It wasn’t a question. 
“As if you did,” he replied. “But the moment of doubt is behind us. Whether this is sorcery or the actual return of the old gods the people of Braze once worshiped, I cannot say. But after seeing what you were capable of, and what we saw with your cousin….” 
Semreh lowered his head, and instead of finishing the thought, sighed long and heavy. 
“Even if it means death, you know I have to ride back and try to save them.” Equitas gripped his horse’s reins tightly, preparing to ride. “The city, my mother… my Amaris and Joras. I’d rather die fighting than turn my back on them now, even if it is the gods that we fight.”
“Even if you tried to stay away,” Uraal said, eyes looking anxiously back toward Nethia. “I’d never allow it.”
“Your mother needs us,” Hera said. “We never should have left.”
“Be prepared to show me this grand training,” Equitas said, glancing at Hera’s blades strapped to her back. “You’ll have a chance to use it soon enough.”
“You have us at your side,” Semreh said. “We will save your mother, and her people.” He circled his horse around and held up a hand to signal the move, but a coughing interrupted him. 
Again it sounded, nearby, behind some rocks. 
Equitas tried to dismount, but it was too painful. After the first fire, they’d ridden nonstop, and his leg had taken a beating. 
“Allow me,” Skilden said, dismounting nearby. He went behind the rocks and pulled up a man by his tattered brown robes. “Kill him or torture him for answers?”
“Skilden….” The man was semi-conscious, his half-open eyes taking them all in.
“Charos?” Equitas said, ignoring the pain and dismounting, then hobbling over to his old military instructor. “What… How…?”
Charos tried to smile at the sight of Equitas, but his eyes were too unfocused, the pain in his expression too heavy. 
“Must… hurry,” he said before fainting. 
Limping, Equitas helped Skilden carry Charos to his horse, where Skilden would hold the man as they rode. 
“Move out!” Semreh said, and the party maneuvered over the uneven ground on their way back toward Nethia. 
They were halfway back before Charos began to stir. Skilden shouted over to Equitas, who slowed his horse enough to greet his old trainer. Charos told them what had happened, about how he’d never given up the search for Kaire, and how he’d nearly wept for joy at finding her there in the woods. But then everything had changed, and she wasn’t the same….
“Something’s inside her,” he said. “A demon, something.”
“A god?” Equitas asked. 
“No. If gods exist, what I saw in her was not one of them.”
“And Lokum?” 
“Him too, possessed, worse than he ever was. More dangerous, too.” 
“Do you have any men?” Semreh asked, his wife riding beside him with an expression of worry. 
Charos shook his head. 
“We could ride north, alert our troops,” Queen Teah said. 
“But would we make it back in time?” Semreh asked. “It’s unlikely.”
“A messenger when we reach Nethia, then?” 
Semreh nodded in agreement. 
“There is an army, now that I think of it,” Charos said, the clarity in his eyes slowly returning. “Yes, in fact, your brother’s army.”
“Excuse me?” Equitas considered this. He’d wanted to ask his brother a few questions anyway about his powers, and how they worked. “Where?”
Charos gestured behind them. “Last I heard, he was camped out near the Valley of the Skulls. He’s joined forces with the Skull Clans to keep the other side of the Mawtu, what many have taken to calling the Betrayers, at bay.”
“Are the Betrayers led by another warlord?”
“Hardly,” Charos said. “You may recall from my lessons that the Mawtu had two kings? Adonis was one of the kings when the Reveries of Gresva proclaimed him a god, and King Vysender was the other. Well, King Vysender has split from the agreement, declared Adonis an enemy of Kordom, and waged war on him and his followers.”
“We don’t have time to go search for them,” Equitas said, hating the words as they left his mouth. 
“True, we don’t,” Skilden said. “But I do.” 
“We’ll need you in the fight.”
“These numbers, and you think one body will make a difference?”
“He’s right,” Queen Teah said. “You send him, and we may get the numbers we need.” 
Equitas had to admit she had a point. “Go.” 
Skilden saluted, pulled his horse around, and kicked off. But no sooner had he departed when he shouted back, “Equitas!” 
The group turned to where he was pointing, and out of the trees emerged two forms, running, followed by a small group of men. 
“What’s this?” Equitas said, pulling his sword from its sheath. At first he was almost annoyed by the distraction from their goal, and then he saw who it was. “Amaris? Joras!” 
He pushed his horse forward, trying to calculate the time it would take him to reach his wife and son. What were they doing here? He cursed himself for ever having left them behind. Now they were in more danger than they ever would have been had they come in the first place.
“Father!” Joras screamed as the first of their pursuers caught him by the hair. 
But Amaris proved to be the woman Equitas had fallen for—she didn’t miss a stride, but tripped the man, side-stepped his reach as he fell, and kneed him in the back of the head before grabbing Joras’s hand and pulling him along. 
Another almost had them, the steel of his sword glinting in the light. Equitas wasn’t going to make it in time. The sword came down, hard, about to connect with Amaris, when Joras stopped in his tracks, leapt into the air, and brought one foot back in a kick to the man’s gut that sent Joras sprawling on the grass in front of him. 
Amaris knelt beside him, pulled something from her boots, and threw. Two men went down. 
Equitas smiled, proud of his family, and then rode past them, swiping down the third man as Semreh and Queen Teah teamed up to take down a fourth. Uraal’s throwing knives caught the last in the throat and chest, and he collapsed to the ground, twitched, and was dead. A glance revealed what Equitas suspected—men he’d seen at the fight with Irin.
“What are you doing here?” Equitas asked as he wiped his blade clean on a cloth he had saddled for that very purpose. He was too proud of them to allow any hint of annoyance into his voice, though he knew it was down in there somewhere.
“Your son followed you,” Amaris said, catching her breath with a hand to her ribs. “I didn’t realize until it was too late, so I came too. Caught him just as they did.”
“That was foolish,” he told Joras. 
“It would seem so now, yes.” The boy shrugged. “But if you’d been about to die and I’d saved your life, you’d think otherwise.”
“You could have died.”
“And you think we could have hid in some castle while you could’ve died?” 
“He has a good point,” Amaris said. 
“After we just saved you?” Equitas laughed. This was too much. 
“Good to see you again, Amaris,” Semreh said. “Have you met—”
Amaris fell to one knee. “My Queen and King, it’s an honor.”
“Tell me that when we aren’t cutting down men,” Teah said, then dismounted. 
“What are you doing?” Semreh asked.
“They can take my horse. I’ll ride with you.”
Semreh flushed, but nodded, offering a hand to help her up. Skilden said his farewells, and made for the hills in the other direction. When everyone was mounted, Equitas filled his wife and son in with what had been happening as they made their way back to the road to Nethia. 
When he was done, Joras stared over at him, perplexed. 
“What?” Equitas asked. “Doesn’t it sound believable?” 
“I’ll turn into a bird before I believe a word of that.” 
“Best start flapping.”
The boy didn’t seem sure whether to laugh or be annoyed, so he just rested his head against his mother’s shoulder as they rode. 
“You saw what happened back there, in Nethia,” Equitas said to Amaris. “You have to be prepared for what’s coming.”
She nodded and bit her lip as she lost herself in thought. The horses turned onto the road, and she said, “I’ve never doubted you, and never will. What I’m starting to doubt is everything else. We’ve lived so long with the tales of days like these, but to see that they can actually happen? It makes you wonder how many of the stories are true.”
“Or how much of this is true.”
“What, like we’re part of a dream?” 
“Of course not,” he said with a laugh. “That would be ridiculous.”
“As ridiculous as people coming back from the dead? Large lizards that cause your hearing to stop working when they’re near?”
He adjusted himself in his saddle, focusing on not falling over. She was right, this was all too much. It was enough to make him dizzy, to make his head spin so badly he worried he’d fall and crack his skull open on the rocky path. 
“My love,” Amaris said. 
He closed his eyes, focused on the horse and staying upright. “I’ll survive, don’t worry.”
“It’s not that.”
He opened his eyes to look at her, and saw she was staring ahead, wide-eyed. When he followed her gaze, his gut clenched, the fear taking over. 
The capital city of Nethia had just come into view, and it was in flames. The fog was heavy to the north. An army was bombarding the south wall, and as they watched, it gave. Men in red charged and distant screams sounded, echoing off the mountains. 
“Gaila will push them back,” Hera said, pulling one of her swords from its sheath. “We can do the rest.”
“Maybe,” Amaris said, holding her son tight. “But what about that?” 
A dark shape rose out of the fog, and at first it wasn’t clear. But when fire shot from its mouth and wings spread to shadow the city, there was no doubting it.
“A dragon….?” Equitas rode to his wife’s side and took her hand in his. For the first time in his life, he saw true fright in her eyes, and knew it showed in his own. 
“Our only hope is the arrival of my brother’s army,” Equitas said. “Let’s hope Skilden makes it in time.”
 



Chapter 17: Voices
 
Lokum soared over the city, watching the little people flee in terror as his vast shadow swooped down upon them and his flames left their homes in ashes. 
He roared, at first with the thrill of destruction, but then it was something else—a roar of rage, frustration, and a yearning to be free. 
They had control over his body. They had turned him into this monster. And it was them that he could hear talking and arguing, all within his head, though he couldn’t understand a word they said. 
More screams from below, more death, and with each breath the dragon absorbed the spirits of the dead and was fueled by them, and by rage. A rage that pushed Lokum aside and made him want to cry, to scream in sorrow and agony, but he couldn’t. His will was no longer his own. 
He rolled, folding his wings in, and crashed through a wall of the castle. His claws tore at the blue and yellow sigils that fell from the walls, ripping them free and flying directly toward men with spears aimed at him. But these men quivered with fear. 
Lokum let out a mighty roar and half of them fled. The rest charged, a few falling to his flames and one smashed by his tail. The final one landed his strike—but it merely glanced off of Lokum’s black scales. 
With a snap of his teeth, the man’s head was gone. His body crunched as Lokum stalked to the room where he knew he’d find Gaila. 
Each step to the door was quieter than the last, until finally he heard the footsteps of a man. He paused to look down at himself, no longer a dragon. The voices had subsided and he was able to think clearly, but he couldn’t forget all the terror he had just caused. All of the lives he had taken. 
“Shut up,” he told himself, or maybe one of the voices told him. “It’s not like you cared about taking lives before.”
“At least it was my decision to make,” he replied. 
Silence. Was he talking to himself? He glanced out one of the arched windows of the stone castle walls. Men in red cloaks approached the castle walls, their fighting in the city over. It was his. 
There was no going back now. 
He kicked open Gaila’s door and entered. She stood ready, a short sword in each of her hands. Guards on either side of her held spears at the ready. 
Her head cocked sideways as she looked past him to see how many fighters had come to take her. 
“Just you?” she said, her voice full of doubt.
“If you say so.” He stepped forward, dodged a spear strike and smashed the man’s head against the marble pillar in the corner before spinning and leaping fifteen feet across the room to break the other man’s neck. 
He thought he was going to be sick, and when he turned to Gaila to do worse, far worse, he shouted, “ENOUGH!”
She looked at him with confusion and he stumbled back, catching himself on her jewel-encrusted chair. 
He gripped the armrests, refusing to let go, but his fingers were slippery with blood and his arms fought him. 
“What’s happening here?” Gaila asked, stepping forward to where the sunlight shone into the room. She assessed him, then caught her breath with a hand over her mouth. “You did it, you were successful?” 
“That’s correct,” a deep voice said from within Lokum. “And now, Nethia is ours.”
 
 



Chapter 18: A New Rule
 
Equitas and the majority of the fighters rode down from the mountain, connecting with the Mawtu army with a flash of swords that left many dead. The others were nearby, and Equitas was glad he’d left a soldier behind to guard Amaris, Joras, and Charos. Maybe they wouldn’t need protection, but it helped him feel at ease. And with all the bloodshed visible in the streets of Nethia, feeling at ease was a lofty goal.
They pushed through, Semreh fighting at his side like the old Mawtu days, only now the red robes were replaced by blue on Equitas and gold on Semreh, and the king had his queen. Hera and Uraal were proving to be everything Gaila had said they would be, tearing through Mawtu soldiers like straw training dummies. 
They cleared the gate before the enemy knew what was happening, but then the Mawtu started forming ranks. It’s not wise to be in front of their spears when they form ranks. 
Equitas cursed and pointed to the castle. “We don’t have to take them all. We just have to get to my mother.”
“Consider it done,” Teah said as she cut down a Mawtu warrior who had broken ranks. She pulled tight on the horse’s reins to lead him in the right direction, then dug her heels into its flanks and took off. 
“We’ll hold them off,” Uraal said. “Just get to Queen Gaila!” 
Hera’s confirmation came in the form of her blades taking down two more Mawtu. Some of the Mawtu slipped through, but the majority were falling to the maelstrom that was the blades of the two women. 
The Mawtu who escaped the blades gave chase, and now a small group of them appeared from a side alley, cornering Semreh. He leapt from his horse, diving over the tip of a spear and landing with his blade digging into the man’s back. The spear fell into Semreh’s free hand, and he took out another two before Equitas was able to reach him and strike down two more from his mount. 
“Done with your games?” Equitas said, reverting to his old ways in his attempt to calm his nerves. 
“Do we have to go so soon?” Semreh heaved the spear so that it impaled two more men.  “I’m just starting to enjoy myself.”
“Like the good old—OOMPH!”
A soldier had leapt from a stairwell and tackled Equitas from the horse. The two landed in a tumble, and with a flick of silver a knife was at Equitas’s throat. He pushed against the man’s arms, but felt the sharp edge of the blade slicing into his skin. 
“Some help here?” Equitas said between gritted teeth. But as he said it, two soldiers plowed into Semreh and Teah.
They tried to recover, but a man with a long spear entered the fray. He swung the spear over their heads as they tried to stand, and caught Semreh with a kick to the side of his face. 
“Not today,” Equitas said, and he pulled energy from the nearby dead. 
The sensation was overwhelming, like a breath of fresh air that filled every inch of his body until he was about to burst. He almost forgot about the blade at his throat, until the soldier stabbed hard and the blade deflected off of his skin, clattering across the cobblestone. The soldier stared, wide-eyed, and mumbled something about demons before fleeing. 
The man with the long spear stood still, dumbstruck. The other two also froze, one on the ground mid-grapple with Semreh, the other with a hand pulled back about to strike Teah. 
“Told you,” Semreh said to his wife, who, still staring at Equitas with amazement, took advantage of the moment and knife-handed her opponent’s throat. 
The action recommenced with that, but was over in a matter of seconds as Equitas darted through their opponents, cracking the first one’s neck and impaling the next two on the long spear. 
“Couldn’t even save one for me?” Semreh said, sword held ready with no one to strike. 
Equitas barely heard him—with the last life taken, he’d felt a new surge of energy. The white strands like silver mist were floating toward him, moving into his body, filling him with a longing to kill. A rage. And voices like far off hisses, saying, “More, more….”
He had to fight it. He willed them out of his head, willing the energy gone. 
“Equitas?” Teah said, placing a hand on his shoulder. 
Her touch was like an instant snap back to the present. The voices flew out of him with a shock wave of energy that sent Teah and Semreh back onto the ground. Equitas collapsed to his knees, feeling drained. 
“Let’s not do that again,” Semreh said, rubbing his head and looking at Equitas with a newfound interest. “Maybe just leave the killing to me?” 
“Like the good old days.” Equitas felt his head falling, his eyelids growing heavy. 
“Whoa, whoa.” Semreh was at his side, an arm under his, helping him to his feet and then onto the horse. “Stay with us.”
Teah found a water skin in the horse’s pack and handed it to Equitas. He took it with difficulty, his muscles nearly unresponsive, and drank. As soon as the lukewarm water hit his lips, he felt like his old self again. 
He perked up at the sound of screaming and dying in the city, the clash of steel on bronze, and from somewhere a great roar. 
“The dragon,” he said, looking up to a hole in the side of the castle. “We have to hurry.”
 
 



Chapter 19: The Old Gods
 
The clash of war continued outside, while in the throne room Lokum paced before his father, who now sat on the ancient stone chair that gave men and women such power.
“It is ours,” Irin said, leaning back casually as if he’d always sat in the throne. “The kingdom, the world, all of it.”
“But at what cost?” 
“You speak to me of this? Do you have the faintest idea of what I’ve been through to see this day?”
Lokum turned and sighed. He was alive. He was back with Kaire. Did the rest of it really matter? Did this gnawing sensation in the back of his mind really matter, now that they were together? 
“There’ll be nothing left to rule,” Gaila said from the corner. 
Lokum had almost forgotten she was there, tied to a marble column, beaten, her guards dead at her feet. 
“Quiet,” Irin said, hand on the handle of his knife. “You live only because my son sees value in your life. For now.”
She glared, fierce eyes looking out from under her gray hair that now hung around her face like witch-hazel. 
A scream sounded and the remaining tapestries blew around them. Fire burned hot in a flash, and then was gone, replaced by Kaire at Lokum’s side. 
For a moment her eyes were fierce, embers still burning within, and then she crumbled. Lokum knelt to help her up, and when he had she pushed him away. 
“Which Lokum am I speaking to?” she demanded, eyes wide, voice trembling. 
Irin and Lokum shared a confused look, then Lokum said, “It is me, only me.”
She threw her arms around him and whispered into his ear, “This is wrong…. It’s all wrong.”
“Why are we whispering?” Lokum whispered back, clutching her to him so no one would see their conversation.
“Your father, he’s with them. We must put a stop to this.”
Lokum pulled back, confused. “A stop to this? We’ve won, isn’t this what you’ve always wanted?” 
“Always…?” Her eyes were confused, and she looked as if she wasn’t sure who he was. “When have I ever led you to believe that was the case? When have I ever wanted death and destruction?” The fire flamed within her, and she screamed as smoke rose from her skin, but she pushed it back. “This must stop now!” 
“ENOUGH!” Irin stood up from the throne, finger pointed at Kaire. “By all that is old and new, return to us and banish this foolish girl.” 
Kaire turned on him, teeth bared, and charged. But she had only taken a few steps before she burst into flames and sprouted wings. Instead of attacking, she rose into the air, gave them both a look of disgust, and flew out through the window. 
More screams sounded from below, along with a burst of flame that glowed red on the throne room walls.
“What’d you do?” Lokum asked his father, staring after her in horror. 
He felt his rage boiling up, a desire to tear his father to pieces coursing through his limbs. But when he turned to attack, his father had a finger at him now too, and said something in a low chant. 
“Stop it!” Lokum shrieked as he felt the voices returning, repeating the chant of his father. “Let me be!” 
“Not until it is truly ours,” his father said. “All of it.”
Lokum felt himself pulled back, as if he were watching his body through someone else’s eyes. He watched with horror as the wings sprouted from his shoulders, the black scales taking over. 
“NO!” he shouted, for the first time truly realizing that he was now a slave in his own body. “Release me!” 
But no one could hear him.
He sensed something, a presence. No, more than one. 
A bang and the door flew open, followed by two men and a woman with swords. Equitas, Semreh, and a woman, who he figured must be the new Queen of the North, charged into the room. 
“Remove yourself from my mother’s throne!” Equitas demanded, sword pointed at Irin. 
The other two moved toward Lokum, weapons at the ready but eyes taking him in with terror. 
“What is he?” Semreh asked. 
“A monster,” Teah replied. 
The rage fueled the fire, and when Lokum opened his mouth it spewed forth. Even he cringed at the heat of its blast. Semreh was shouting, rolling on the floor—he had dived sideways, but had not fully escaped the fire. His queen had grabbed a tapestry and was working to smother the fire, while Equitas…. Where was Equitas? 
A clang of steel on dragonscale, and Lokum turned to look through the eyes of the dragon at the small form of Equitas, pulling back for another strike. It would do him no good, but he wouldn’t have his shot regardless. Lokum whacked him aside with his tail, then prepared the fire again. 
Darkness overtook him, and shouting. He breathed the fire, and then it was all around him, almost blinding. He shook himself, casting aside the smoldering remains of what had been a tapestry. The other two must’ve recovered and gotten it over his head, and he was furious. Irin was fending off an attack from the queen as the three of them backed out of a doorway. 
“Don’t let them escape!” Lokum shouted, clawing his way toward them with thunderous steps. He considered letting the fire take his father too, but enough of Lokum remained to put a stop to that.
“They have her!” Kaire had returned and stood by the throne, shouting, and then Lokum saw the cut ropes and the flash of gray hair through the doorway. However they’d managed this didn’t matter now—his rage was too much. He released the flames, and part of him didn’t even care that Irin had barely managed to leap out of the way. But the door closed, and they were gone. 
He threw himself at it and the stone walls trembled, but did not give. With all the will he could summon, he focused on becoming Lokum again so he could give chase, but the rage was too much, too powerful. Instead he spun, throwing himself against walls until stones gave way, and then he was charging through chambers, burning everything in sight. He came to the balcony and set off into the sky, eyes searching for any sign of his cousin and aunt. 
“Leave them!” Kaire shouted from behind. He turned, and saw she was still in her human form, looking out from the balcony of the castle. “This is about us, together!” 
He gave another roar, eyes scanning the streets and all exits from the castle. His rage was like a storm, barely contained, but the flames were dampened when she said his name, softly.
“Lokum, I love you.” 
He loved her too, the true him did, not this rage-obsessed monster he’d become. He fought back the burning in his chest, the throbbing in his arms, and commanded himself to return to her. The voices in his head shouted in their hissing way, but he took a deep breath and pushed them aside. He forced his wings out, so that he could glide back to the balcony. 
Kaire stumbled backwards, but there was no need, because by the time he landed, he was back in his normal human form. 
Still trembling, he took her in his arms, never wanting to let go. 
“I don’t know what came over me,” he said. 
“You do, and so do I. I feel it too, boiling up inside me, but I fight it. For as long as I can, I fight it.”
“Must we?”
She held his face gingerly, eyes staring up into his. Apparently she thought this was answer enough, because then she took him by the hand and led him back into the throne room. When there, she stared at Irin, who was at the window watching the troops take the city. 
“Take your seat, Lokum,” she said, motioning to the throne. 
Irin turned at that, eyes furious. Lokum hesitated, but then he knew.
He was the one with the power, after all, so he took the throne. It felt natural, like he’d always belonged in that seat of power. Like he was home. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 20: Siege on Nethia
 
 
Equitas ran as fast as his lame leg would allow, hobbling through the lower passages of the castle. They had been lucky the Mawtu army had been occupied in the streets instead of defending the castle, or saving Gaila never would have been possible. 
“We can’t go on, not like this,” Gaila said, leaning on Semreh for support and eyeing her son as he did his best to keep up. 
“As long as we make it to the stables, we’ll survive.”
They came to the cook’s door and Teah paused, sword at the ready, until everyone had caught up. She gave them a nod, and then burst forth. Sure enough, the fight had made it to the castle, but they were beyond the courtyard, and most of the Mawtu had their backs to them. It seemed the fight had changed, with Lokum having taken over the castle, and now the Mawtu were simply slaying the surviving guards that were attempting to rally to Gaila’s defense. 
Teah was swift and merciless in their advance on the stables. She plunged her sword into the back of the first Mawtu she saw, then deflected a spear thrust aimed for her husband before separating the man’s head from his body. 
“You’re so sweet,” Semreh said, wiping a trail of the man’s blood from his cheek as they made for the line of horses. 
“Shut up and kill these bastards!” Gaila called as she leapt on a horse and galloped into the fray.
Equitas watched this as he pulled himself up onto his mount, and now he too was riding into the battle. He rode down two Mawtu, sword swinging at another and spraying the streets red. 
“There!” shouted a familiar voice, and Gaila allowed a brief moment to smile.
“Hera, Uraal!” Gaila held out her sword toward the nearby street as the two women came to her. “Stick with me. It’s going to be an intense ride.”
Hera deflected a spear from a nearby Mawtu, then spun and brought one of her blades up and behind her, into his gut. She used the other to slice his neck open on the way down, just in case. 
“Fall back!” Gaila said when they’d cleared enough of the Mawtu. “On us!” 
The remaining soldiers cheered at seeing their queen, and formed a wall around her. They charged through the streets behind Equitas on his horse. The Mawtu didn’t follow—they were focused on securing the castle. 
Equitas turned out of the city and was glad to see the wall opening unguarded. He pointed out the direction they were to take and set off, but as soon as he’d cleared the wall his breath caught in his throat at the sight ahead. A heavy fog was moving over the mountains. That wouldn’t normally be worrisome, except that he’d seen the fog in Nethia and what beasts came with it, and now his wife and child waited in those mountains. 
“Waste no time!” he shouted, and then was off, not caring who was with him and who wasn’t. They’d catch up eventually. 
A scream sounded ahead, but as Equitas rode into the fog, he couldn’t tell where ahead was. 
“Amaris!” he shouted, pulling his horse around to look for her. 
He tried to shout again, but the sound stopped. He cursed, searching the fog for any sign of the silent lizards. 
The path was uneven here, or he’d lost the path, he couldn’t be sure. But he had to push on, he had to find them. 
He tried shouting again, but nothing. He wanted to scream, but no sound was coming from him—or his ears couldn’t tell if there was, at any rate.
Dark silhouettes appeared, six of them barely visible in the heavy fog. They charged, and he caught a glimpse of them—strange looking men, with gray skin and spikes protruding from their forearms. They wore dark robes that flapped behind them, giving them the impression of a stormy wind. 
They swept over him, pulling him from his horse and slamming him to the ground. He barely dodged the hooves of the terrified horse as it reared and darted into the fog. One of the creatures lifted its spiked forearm to strike, and Equitas squirmed to escape. As he did, he caught a glimpse of the lizards circling them. 
One way or another, it seemed he was doomed to die here today. 
A splatter of blood… and he could hear shouting. He looked up to see a knife stab the creature repeatedly. The soldiers, had they found him? He couldn’t see far in the fog, but then he recognized the dagger, just before Amaris came into view. She helped him up and gave him a hopeful but worried smile. 
The remaining creatures surrounded them, but Amaris held up a hand for Equitas to wait. He stood there, breathing heavily but unable to hear his own panting, fingers gripping his sword hilt tightly. 
A glance at his wife. What were they waiting for?
Then it happened—a sword cut through one of the creatures from behind, and Amaris leapt. She kicked back the one closest and threw her dagger so that it sunk into another’s eye. Equitas saw a flash of blades and movement to his right. That had to be his son, fighting the creatures. He couldn’t let those things harm him. 
Equitas found a horse rearing up on its hind legs in terror, but he leapt onto its back and calmed it with a gentle pat and whisper in its ear, then urged it toward his son. 
“Joras!” he shouted, even though his son couldn’t hear him. Joras could see Equitas though, and Equitas reached down to clasp forearms with his son and pull him up onto the horse. 
Shouting sounded, a welcome sound after the deep silence. The nearest creature paused, looking around in confusion, and then the fog was clearing out and Semreh, Teah, and the soldiers appeared, running in to help. 
They cut through the remaining creatures, leaving a trail of slain lizards behind as they galloped down the mountain path. Equitas rode with his son behind him on his horse, his wife on her own. Soon they found Charos where he was kneeling over a pile of dead human-sized lizards. 
“What’s happening here?” Charos asked. 
Joras looked up to his father for answers. 
“Demons,” Equitas said. The other soldiers shared frightened glances, but were not surprised, not after what they’d seen. “As some of you know, times are strange. My cousin Lokum and his lover, Kaire, have returned from the dead. The Six walk among us, and it seems they have the power to call forth these vile creatures to fight for them.”
“How can we fight that?” a soldier asked. “What we saw back there… I swear it was a… a dr—”
“A dragon, yes.” Equitas eyed the fading fog behind them. The outline of Nethia’s castle was barely visible, shrouded by the smoke from the dragon’s fire. 
“That’s impossible,” Charos said. He stood and walked to the edge of the group, staring at the rising smoke. 
“Yet, it is the truth. I witnessed my cousin transform. He was no farther from me than you are right now.” 
“And my daughter?” 
Equitas shook his head, not sure how to answer that. 
“She is with him,” Teah said, putting a hand on Charos’s shoulder. “That’s all we know.”
Charos absorbed the news, then turned to Equitas with determination. “The plan?”
Everyone looked to him now, waiting for an answer. But what answer did he have? He was just as overwhelmed as the rest of them. 
“We can’t take them on directly,” Gaila offered. “Even if we had King Semrehian’s forces.”
“And mine, if what you say is true,” came a voice Equitas hadn’t heard in years. Adonis stepped forward from a rock ledge above them, Skilden at his side. Adonis wore his spiked helm and the mask of the white tiger, pulled up so his face could be seen. His Mawtu King’s robes hung around him heavily, despite the gusts of wind blowing around them. He had the appearance that he was not quite from this world.
“Son,” Gaila smiled warmly. “You never should have left.”
“If I had not, I wouldn’t be bringing these forces to you that I’ve brought today. Come.”
They moved around the path to the upper ledge, and Equitas almost wanted to smile. Would having Adonis with them be enough to fight the demons, the Mawtu below, and a dragon? Maybe not, but at least he didn’t feel as helpless as he had moments before. 
Before them, spread out over the flat rock, stood a small army of Mawtu, those who had chosen to follow Adonis instead of King Vysender. Slightly to the side of them stood men with helms made of skulls, armor made of bone. The Skull Clans. 
“You’ve brought us an army,” Gaila said, nodding. “But will it be enough?” 
“Not to take them on directly,” Equitas said, clasping forearms with his brother, and noting to himself that they had some issues to discuss. “But if we can get a small group in to take down Lokum when he least suspects it, before he has time to transform, then maybe….”
“It’s not a bad plan,” Semreh said. He turned to his wife, waiting to see what she would say.
Teah thought about it, a finger to the side of her chin. “We get word to the north, have your army and ours at the ready, and when the signal is given to show that Lokum has been dealt with, we move in.”
“But my daughter goes unharmed,” Charos said. 
“She stands with him,” Gaila said. “We do what we must.”
“She goes unharmed,” Charos repeated. 
Gaila opened her mouth to argue, but Equitas held up a hand. 
“Charos, you have always been loyal to our house. You know the history I share with Kaire,” he said, ignoring the look from his wife, “and I would never mean her any harm. We will do everything in our power to ensure she is safe.”
“That’s all I needed to hear,” Charos said. “Now let’s go kill that bastard.”
“There’s a village not far from here,” Equitas said, remembering the place where Kaire had been taken from him long ago. “We can set up there, arrange a plan.”
“Even better,” Adonis said. “I have a cave not far off, and there’s someone there I think you should meet. Someone who may have a way to smuggle a small group into Nethia.” 
Equitas waited for more, but his brother just smiled and said, “Trust me.”
 



Chapter 21: The Trials of Nethia
 
 
While sanity had returned to the streets of Nethia, the same could not be said for Lokum’s mind. Sleep was a thing of the past. He would lie in bed listening to the voices argue in their old tongue that he couldn’t understand, and didn’t even want to. Once he left the castle in almost a trance, with no memories of rising from bed or leaving the castle gate. When he’d wakened the next morning, he had blood on his hands. 
He couldn’t give in to the voices. Never again, he told himself.
But he had no choice, and each night was the same. Nighttime prowls and dirt and blood. So when he sat in the stone chair and presided over the trials of the people of Gresva, he wasn’t at his best. And now he was forced to gaze upon the fresh streaks of blood covering the courtroom floor. Blood from the Reveries and Knowers who had been executed or dragged away screaming. 
The old tapestries were gone, replaced with ones of black with red symbols of the old gods—interwoven patterns, circles that took on the forms of the serpent and unspeakable things. At the far end of the room, one of King Vysender’s men held a red Mawtu standard to symbolize their alliance. The room smelled of death, and the throne was cold and hard. 
Another Reverie was brought in, this one wearing three layers of purple robes. The silver threads in her hair signified a high ranking religious leader of Gresva. 
“You cannot remove me from my temple!” the Reverie shouted, standing tall, outraged. 
“The days of your gods are over,” Irin said. He stood at Lokum’s right hand, wearing the same black robes he had worn during the ceremony that brought Lokum back from the dead. “We are starting over, and this is a new day for the followers of The Six. The old gods are now going to be the only gods.” 
“How dare you?” The Reverie thrust the guards from her and stepped forward, a slender finger pointed at Lokum. “You will not sit in that chair and allow this. That chair has always served the true gods of Gresva.”
“And yet,” Irin said before Lokum could speak, “when a god sits in the chair itself, that cannot be.”
“A god?” The Reverie laughed. “Oh, I’ve heard what you’ve become, Lokum. I’ve heard what you did to the people of Nethia, and I will never forget the slaughter of my people in Gresva that day you stole Kaire from our doorstep. To even consider you a god for one moment is partly laughable, mostly disgraceful.”
Lokum lunged from his throne, charging forward and lifting her off the ground by her purple robes. 
“You know nothing of the gods!” the deep voice that was not his said. “The power we wield is beyond death, beyond anything you can ever know.”
She glared down at him, gray eyes solid as stone. 
“This one disgusts me,” Lokum said, dropping her to the floor. “I’m done here.”
“Judgment?” Irin said, leering at the woman. 
“Death.” 
Kaire burst through the doors, causing the group to turn.
“What do you think you’re doing?” she shouted. 
Irin ignored her and gave his guards a curt nod. One put his knife to the Reverie’s throat. 
Kaire was too fast. In a flash, she was at the guard’s side, her skin smoking with glowing cracks as she threw him against the far wall. The other soldier backed away with a nervous look. 
“I will not have this!” Kaire said, collapsing to the floor. For a moment she shook as a spasm took over, and then she rose, all sign of fire gone. “You killed these people before, and promised me it was done. Well, Lokum? Are you in there? Are you in that corpse we pretend is now you?”
The sparks flew from Lokum’s mouth and his vision went yellow with rage. He stepped toward her, fist raised. 
“No,” he said, pulling back, his vision clearing. “I—I would never hurt you.” 
She stared at him, strong for one moment, then ran from the room. He thought he heard a sob in the hallway, and it melted any remaining rage he may have felt. 
“Halt the trials until further notice,” he commanded, and then ran after her. 
He caught up with her in her chambers, a room that had once belonged to his aunt, Gaila. 
“I’m so sorry,” he said. “You know I would never hurt you.”
She sat on her bed, face in her hands. When she looked up, it was clear she wasn’t crying—she was furious. 
“Do you know what I felt back there?” she said. “When you raised your hand, I heard the voices. I felt the surge of the fire, and it was screaming out at me to take your life, to breathe death into your soul. Do you even hear what I’m saying right now? You hurt me? I wanted to destroy you!” 
He took this in. A distant whisper asked who would win, but he dismissed the voices, refusing to allow them into this moment. 
“It’s getting worse,” he admitted. 
“We have to fight it. This… these monsters are not who we are.”
He sat next to her, cautiously, then relaxed when she threw her arms around him. He wrapped an arm around her, resting his lips against the top of her head. She smelled of fire, burnt logs and charred meat, but somehow it called to him. 
In a flash she had him pinned to the bed and was licking his neck, biting his ear. He wanted to scream for her to stop, but more parts of him were pulling her to him, pressing her hips firmly against his own. 
“We cannot let them win over us,” she whispered in his ear, her voice trembling. “We have to fight it, to be ourselves.”
“Yes,” he said, and then she was pulling his robes off of him in a fury, and he was saying, “yes, yes,” again and again, only it wasn’t his voice now. And when she looked up at him, her lips at his naval, her hand caressing his inner thigh, her eyes were full of a flame he dreaded, but at the moment craved. 
He wanted to fight it, but not now. Not yet. But he felt himself slipping away, falling into the land of the fog, where the lone mountain stood and where he had leapt to be reunited with Kaire. They were there, together, nude on the hard rock surface, and then they were rolling, moaning, and laughing, as they fell into the river and the water took him over the side of the waterfall. 
With a jolt, he awoke. A heavy sweat covered his forehead and back, but he was freezing. Kaire lay beside him, nude but for the wool blanket covering her backside. Just a dream, he told himself. All of it was just a dream. But as he closed his eyes, he heard the voices laughing. 
No, don’t sleep, he told himself. But it was too late. 
 
 
 



Chapter 22: The Gold Coast Pirates
 
The journey with Adonis took longer than Equitas had hoped, and the whole way Gaila lamented her people being left in the hands of the Mawtu.
“What choice do we have?” Equitas had replied. “We need the forces of the North, and that will take time. We need a way into the city, now that King Vysender’s portion of the Mawtu army stands guard at its gates. So what would you have me do?” 
She had conceded, but her eyes were distant. He knew it was eating her up. She loved the people of Nethia, of all Braze, and couldn’t stand any harm coming to them. 
Semreh had suggested Equitas use his powers to storm the city and take down the dragon. But Equitas told him that wasn’t how it worked, he wasn’t strong enough for that, and that it took its toll. 
Adonis overheard this conversation, and came alongside Equitas as they rode along. 
“You shouldn’t use your powers in front of others.” 
Equitas assessed his brother, then asked, “How much do you know?” 
“Enough,” Adonis said, then leaned in and lowered his voice. “I know that, if your powers are like mine, you can pull energy from the dead. The boost in speed and strength is unlike anything you’ve ever experienced, and at times you wonder if you may actually be a god.”
“Everything, except the last part.”
“Then you are a better man than I.” Adonis smiled. “Which is ironic, considering….”
“Considering what?”
“The fact that I gave you those powers.”
Equitas had suspected as much, but hearing it said out loud caused his anger to rise. “You had no right. I never asked for this.”
“Has it not come in useful?”
“That’s beside the point.” He remembered how his powers had saved his and Semreh’s lives, but he pushed that to the back of his mind.
“If nothing else,” Adonis said, stiffening slightly and looking away from Equitas, “my powers saved your life that day I caught you as you fell from the castle of Nethia. Be grateful.”
“I’ll be more grateful if you can get us out of this mess.”
“I’m your big brother, aren’t I?” His playful smile returned, a smile Equitas had seen seldom since their youth. “You leave King Vysender to me, when the time comes. I owe him a few punches to the gut and a sword through the throat.”
“I’ll let you have him. But when it comes to Lokum, he’s mine. I’ll make sure he’s dead.”
“Understood.”
“What’s all this talk of death?” Amaris said, riding up alongside them with Joras. “Can we not escape it for one hour?” 
Adonis glared at her. “You must be the wife. Only a wife would worry about talk when real men and women are dying all around us.”
“And you must be the brother who abandoned his family for glory.”
The two shared a moment, glaring at each other, until finally Equitas rode back between them. 
Adonis gave Amaris a nod. “I must get back to my men….” He slowed his horse to join with his men.
“He means well,” Equitas said. “It’s just… the Mawtu culture doesn’t have the most respect for women.”
“Little or none, from what I’ve seen,” she said, glancing back at the Mawtu, marching separate from the Skull Clans. “As long as you keep the bone wearers away from me, I’m content.”
“Are they so bad?” Joras asked. 
“Yes.” Amaris put an arm around her son and squeezed. “Keep close, if you want to keep your skull in your head.”
“I do.” 
“Before,” Equitas asked, referring to the time Adonis had taken her to the Valley of the Skulls, “they didn’t hurt you, did they?”
“No, but they give me the creeps.”
“Then, my love, perhaps it’s not worth scaring the boy over?” Equitas said with a playful nudge of his son’s shoulder. 
“Father,” Joras protested, then got serious. “After what I saw in the fog back there, there’s not much more that can scare me.” 
Equitas paused at that, then nodded to his son. “My little boy’s growing up fast.”
“There!” Adonis shouted, directing them down a rocky path that led to the shore.
They left the horses at the top of the hill with a small guard while the rest proceeded down toward the waters. They rounded a spot where the turquoise blue waters lapped up against the palms that hung as if weeping, and then they saw the cave. The ground sloped up with the trees, leaving room for the procession to go forward only in single file, though the opening to the cave could easily fit one hundred of them abreast. 
“How did you find this place?” Equitas asked.
“It wasn’t me who found it. It was him.” Adonis motioned past the cave to where, in a well-hidden lagoon, a large ship was docked. It bore a black flag with a golden sword pointed down, five gold stars surrounding it. 
“The pirates of the Gold Coast,” Gaila said, her voice low with something between honor and terror. “What’s the meaning of this, son?”
Adonis looked at her with eyes that laughed with a hidden secret, but instead of answering, he entered the cave. 
“We’re not seeking help from pirates,” Gaila said, her voice losing its confidence as she took the step into the cave after him. 
Equitas followed next. He was surprised how the cold of the cave was instant. The darkness was only overcome by a flickering torch farther back in the cave. As they walked along the slick, rock floor, it became clear that someone was holding the torch. The man’s face was darkly shadowed. He wore the black clothes standard for the Gold Coast pirates, with a gold robe over his shoulders. A black mask covered his face, but his eyes danced in the firelight. 
A movement came from beside him, and for the first time, Equitas noticed someone else there too. She wore the pearl-white, almost silver mask of the Pirate Queen. The mask was etched with patterns said to hold magic qualities, and though Equitas had always doubted those rumors, recent events made him wonder. 
“Who are these people?” the Pirate Queen asked, her eyes narrowed behind her mask. “We did not agree to this.” 
“No,” the masked man said, a hand held up for her to back down. “Their presence was requested, though I couldn’t have expected them to come so soon.”
Equitas was surprised to see she stopped. He’d thought this man simply her guard, but she seemed to be listening to him. He also noticed the man’s gaze never left his own, but for a brief moment when he glanced over to Gaila. 
“Now might be a good time to explain,” Gaila said to Adonis. 
Adonis started to speak, but instead the man in the mask stepped forward and said, “Allow me.” 
The man reached up to the back of his mask and pulled it over his head. At first, Equitas was surprised how similar to Adonis he looked. His mother gasped and held a hand to her mouth, eyes moist and sparkling in the torchlight, and Equitas took a step closer for a better view. 
“Father?” He felt dizzy, confused. “But… how?” 
Gaila didn’t wait for a response, but threw herself into his arms. He hesitated, then took her in an embrace. 
“I thought your father was dead?” Semreh said. 
“We all did….” Equitas stared, unable to comprehend. His father had sailed off on a fishing trip when Equitas was a youth. He’d died, his ship destroyed. And somehow, Adonis had led them to him. He turned on Adonis. “How long did you know?” 
“Years,” Adonis said, turning into the darkness. “It was only after I was welcomed as a god and ventured into the Valley of the Skulls that I learned the truth. Until then, I too thought him dead.”
Equitas closed his eyes. So many secrets, so many lies. 
“Sergon,” Gaila said, stepping back and looking into the face of the man that had once been her husband. “What is this? Did you lie to me all those years ago?” 
He licked his lips, nervously, and glanced at the Pirate Queen. She nodded and took her mask off too. She had to be half the age of Sergon, barely older than Adonis. 
“The Reverie?” Gaila asked in bewilderment. “I remember you, the night my husband disappeared….”
“Carmea,” the Reverie replied. “We had to sacrifice our former lives in order to save the land of Braze. We took control of the pirate fleet and the thousands of men and women that would have invaded these lands, and kept them at bay all these years.”
“The pirates are loyal to us,” Sergon said. “They would sail within the day if we were to get word to them.”
“And they would fight on our side?” Gaila asked, skeptically. 
Sergon nodded.
“How soon can you send word?” 
“We already have.” 
“Good.” She sighed. “But it won’t be fast enough. To sail from the Gold Coast, and then around Braze to reach Nethia, would take as long as waiting for King Semrehian’s forces.”
“That’s where my plan comes in,” Adonis said. Everyone turned to him, waiting. He nodded to Sergon. “Father can smuggle a small force into the city to take out Lokum, as discussed.” 
There was a murmur of skepticism, but Equitas spoke above the discord. “We approach by way of the sea, but in a small boat.”
“Exactly.”
Equitas thought a moment longer, then nodded. “It seems a fortuitous day. My father is returned to me and we have a plan for ridding Nethia of her dragon. Now, if only I could get a guarantee that death won’t come for me, I could sit back happy.”
Joras stepped forward, cautiously. He looked up at Sergon, then smiled. “You are my father’s father?” 
“That’s right,” Sergon replied. “And I’m sorry I’ve had to miss your life up to now, but that will all change. Come,” he said to the boy, and held out his hand for Gaila. “Let me tell you my story.” 
“I will gladly listen,” Gaila replied, not taking his hand. “But you should know, I have re-wed.”
Sergon looked hurt, but he nodded. “I would have expected no less.” 
As they formed their plan, Sergon told them his story. He had left thinking he was to stop an attempt at reviving The Six, but Carmea had instead been working on a plan with the King of Nethia to stop a pirate sacking of all of the land of Braze. Together, they had disguised themselves and taken command of the fleet, and now they ruled them, to prevent them from going to war.
“And all these years, you couldn’t come back once?” Equitas asked, not trying to hide the bitterness in his voice.
“Do you think I didn’t want to return every single day?” Sergon replied. “You boys and your mother were my everything. But there was one reason you were kept alive, and that was our mission in the Gold Coast. If you saw half of what I’ve seen, you would understand.”
Equitas glared, then looked away.
“I know I can never make this up to you,” Sergon said. “But I came back because I believe we’ve reached a point where the Gold Coast and Braze can unite. But that means nothing if we don’t have Nethia.”
“Unite, how?” Gaila asked, her voice thick with suspicion.
“A king of yours, a queen of theirs,” he said, and motioned toward Adonis.
“You’ve been busy, brother,” Equitas said. In spite of everything, the war, their loss, and now the revelation of his father’s lies, he smiled. “Congratulations.”
“No offense to my son,” Gaila said, “but he’s one of two kings in a land that won’t have him, a land that is enemies with us.”
“From what I understand,” Adonis replied smugly, “you find yourself in the same predicament.”
“I….” She turned to Equitas with a frown, but he nodded. Adonis had a point.
“But all that can change,” Sergon said. “We take back Nethia, defeat this other King of the Mawtu, and unite with the Gold Coast. For the first time in the history of our lands, there could be true, lasting peace.”
“When can the pirates be here to help us take down Lokum?” 
“They’ve been notified, and should arrive in three days’ time.”
 
***
 
After much debate over the best approach to winning back Nethia, it was agreed that the Mawtu warriors and the Skull Clans would lead a siege against the city from the same walls Lokum’s forces had penetrated. Not to win the war, but to cause a distraction for Equitas, Hera, Uraal, Skilden, Adonis, and Carmea to sneak into the castle and assassinate Lokum. 
“If this doesn’t work,” Gaila said, looking over her sons, “we’re done for.”
“There’s always life in the Gold Coast,” Sergon said, a hopeful look to his former wife. 
She gave him a sorrow-filled smile, but shook her head. “These are our people. This is our home. I will never truly give up on saving her.” 
And so the small ship departed to work its way along the coast, Adonis and Equitas at the oars. They had to stay far enough away from shore so as to not be pulled in with the waves, but close enough so as to not be noticed as they approached Nethia. They also needed to give time for Adonis’s armies to march around South of Nethia. 
When they reached shore, they pulled the boat up into the rocks, secured it, and stayed low to look at the city walls of Nethia. The sun had set and risen again during their journey, and now it cast a pink hue upon the white walls of the castle. A farmer was outside of the city walls, tending to his sheep and letting them graze. 
“That’s our shot,” Equitas said. “When the other farmers come out, we move in.”
“With everything that’s happened, they’re still going about their business?” Carmea asked, kneeling between Equitas and Adonis. 
“If they don’t continue farming and raising livestock, they’ll soon be defeated from within.”
Carmea turned back and, in spite of the moon mask she wore, Equitas thought he saw a glimmer of a tear in her eyes. 
“What is it?” he asked, feeling his anger boiling over. How dare she show pity, this woman who had stolen his father. “You aren’t even one of us.”
Adonis put a hand on his forearm to stop him, but the damage had been done. 
“Not one of you?” she said, her voice rising. “Have you heard what they’re doing to the Reveries in there? The atrocities? I was a Reverie of Gresva, until I gave it up to serve the King of Nethia before your mother even cared to visit our great capital’s walls. How dare you?”
“He didn’t know,” Adonis said, a reproachful eye on Equitas. 
“But perhaps you’d best fill me in later,” Equitas said, “because it looks like that yelling has drawn some attention.”
He drew his sword and stood, motioning at a farmer who was shouting and pointing toward them. 
“Move swiftly,” Equitas said, and then charged. 
The tide had been high that day, and the city walls weren’t far from their hiding spot. They reached the wall in mere moments, just as three Mawtu exited, spears at the ready. 
The first Mawtu shouted and spun to give the alarm, his red cloak billowing in the wind. But Uraal’s daggers took him down and Equitas finished the job. A kick knocked him sideways and into the open gate, but he recovered in time to move out of the spear’s path. 
Hera and Carmea each drew blood from the remaining Mawtu, but not enough to put them down. Adonis was next, and he was a blur of red—the men hesitated at the sight of him with his Mawtu robes and legendary white-tiger helmet, the back of which was covered with spikes to show his rank. The first, Adonis killed with a thrust to the chest, the second a strike across the neck and then a knee to the face for good measure. He spun around again and brought the spear into each of them as they fell, to be sure they never breathed again. 
“That was…” Hera searched for the word.
“Impressive?” Equitas offered, looking at his brother in a new light. 
“I was going for excessive,” Hera said. 
“But effective,” Carmea said. She placed a kiss on him, her moon mask to his tiger mask. 
“I appreciate this tender moment,” Equitas said as he moved one of the bodies out of the way. “But I’d rather focus on getting us inside.”
“Seconded,” Adonis said, with a slight cough. 
Ahead, stalls lined the incline up through the city and toward the back of the castle, leading to a residential area to the north. Another Mawtu had stopped by the castle gate where the other three Mawtu had just come from, and was looking around. 
“Back,” Equitas said, moving out of view just as the Mawtu’s eyes reached the gate. 
He held up a hand, waiting until he heard the crunch of sandals on gravel, then moved in with a swift killing stroke. Carmea was the one this time to ensure he was totally dead. 
Hera raised an eyebrow at her.
“These are the same people that tried to kill your queen,” Carmea said. “They are the same that have been killing Reveries, my people from long ago, and the same that will torture and kill us if we’re caught. You have something to say, or are we done here?”
Uraal stepped in front of Hera, who looked about to explode, and said, “Done.”
“Good. Equitas?” 
With a nod, Equitas gestured to the area the Mawtu had just come from. “There, it’s our best bet.”
They ran forward. Equitas was the first to reach the outpost, and he tried the door that led into the castle. As he suspected, no luck. But when he turned, he noticed that Adonis wasn’t with them. When they looked back outside, they saw he was jogging over from the outpost, something shiny dangling from his hands. 
“Probably wouldn’t hurt to have the key,” Adonis said. He inserted it into the door and they entered into a dark stairwell, lit by a flickering torch at the top. “Lucky for us, that guard had it dangling around his neck.”
“Make every strike count,” Equitas said. “This is our one chance.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 23: The Moment
 
Lokum rolled over in bed, thinking for sure he’d heard the clash of swords. He went to the window, but the sun was rising over a peaceful city, highlighting the buildings in a dull mixture of orange and yellow. Long shadows filled the streets and squares, and barely anyone moved around. 
Memories of the night came to him, memories he knew he shouldn’t have had. Clouds floating past, soaring, flames roaring. He would swoop down and take a sheep, roast it and swallow it whole, then fly back to the castle. 
But it couldn’t be real, right? Just dreams… he hoped. 
“Come back to bed,” Kaire said with a moan. She rolled over so that the sheets fell from her nude form, exposing a perfect breast. 
Nothing else mattered as his carnal yearning took over. He pounced and she giggled, pushing him off of her and then tackling him and pulling him in close for a long, passionate kiss. 
He smiled and caressed her cheek, but she threw him back to the bed and straddled him, pressing her hips against his. Her fierceness was unusual, and it caught him off guard. 
Then he saw her eyes, smoking, a golden glow to them, and he knew she wasn’t with him. Her hands were clawing at his chest, and she was telling him she wanted him, but this was wrong, it was all wrong. 
“Enough!” he shouted, and tried to push her from him, but she was too strong, and thrust his arms to the bed. 
She was biting his neck now, nibbling at his ears, and then pressing her lips against his. He yelped in pain as her body began to smoke all over, little bits of flame coming out of her skin and coursing across her curves in a way that was both sensual and terrifying. 
Part of him said he wanted her now more than ever—the part where the voices came from. And then he was the dragon, and The Six were merging between them, spirits shooting across the room like bursts of flame and explosions of silver light. 
And then it was done, and they lay in each other’s arms, sweating, panting, and… was she crying? He wiped his own eyes and realized that they both were. He held her head to his chest, caressing her hair, but she pushed him away and curled up on the other side of the bed, sobbing now. 
What had just happened? He stared at the scorched ceiling in silence. The room smelled of dark smoke. Embers from the burned bed curtains drifted down, and one took to the wind from the open window and flew out. 
“They’re taking over,” she said. “More and more, I feel it. I want them out of me, I want them gone.” 
“Me too, my love.” 
She turned to him, wide, hazel eyes taking him in, then put her hand on his chest and let her eyelids close. Soon, he too felt his eyelids growing heavy, and he drifted off to a place where he and Kaire could be together, just the two of them, forever. 
The door burst open, and before he could defend himself a woman with a silver mask like the moon was leaping for him, two swords out and gleaming silver, dripping with some sort of liquid. 
He looked at her in confusion, and then the first blade bit into him—a stinging, penetrating blow. Part of him seemed to pull away, separating, struggling to be free. He looked down at the wound, where black blood boiled to the surface, and then realized it was time to act. 
He kicked out the woman’s legs before the second blow could make contact, and pushed Kaire behind him. She woke, groggy at first, but was soon staggering backward to grab his weapons. 
More people had entered, and Lokum saw his cousins among them, Adonis with his Mawtu robe and tiger mask, Equitas in his green robes of Karack. 
“You’re done,” Equitas said, and they all charged. 
“Lokum!” Kaire yelled, tossing him his sword. He caught it mid-air and spun to block another blow from the woman with the mask. Next Adonis was striking with his spear, and Equitas with his blade. 
A throwing knife took Lokum in the bare leg, another in his lower abdomen. He looked up in a panic. She had another blade at the ready, but in the moment of distraction someone else had struck, and Lokum felt the piercing sharpness of a sword across his back. More black blood splattered across the floor from his wound, hissing, and then he was back in the fight, side by side with Kaire, protecting her as best he could. 
“The rage!” she said. “Push aside the fear, embrace the rage!” 
Yes, of course. He spun on his attackers, ferocity taking over as smoke began to rise from the edges of his mouth and the transformation began. They wouldn’t leave this room alive. They were his.
A spear sank deep, and the wet blade that had first struck him found its mark again, this time in his heart. The woman pulled back on her sword and it snapped in two, half still in him. He stumbled back, crashing into Kaire, who did her best to support him. She stood screaming, both of them still nude, one arm around him and another holding a blade out to their attackers. 
And then another woman, one Lokum hadn’t noticed, brought her sword down across Kaire, chopping off her sword arm and leaving an open gash across her chest. Black blood spurted out, and the last thing Lokum saw was Equitas with his blade coming down, hard, aimed straight for Lokum’s neck. 
A thump sounded. Lokum looked back at his body, lying headless on the floor. Then all was dark. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 24: Victory
 
Equitas stood still, staring at Lokum’s lifeless head on the floor as the nude body collapsed nearby. The blood wasn’t red as it should have been, but black and steaming. Instead of spurting out of his neck, it crept slowly like tar. 
A piercing scream filled the room, and only when a knife tore into his side did Equitas realize it was Kaire. He pushed her away and Carmea grabbed her around the neck, one blade raised high to end it.
“Wait!” Equitas said, hand clutching his fresh wound. “There’s no need to—”
Carmea let out a shout as her forearm began to burn.
“End it!” Adonis shouted, but Carmea was one step ahead of him, and her blessed sword cut through the side of Kaire’s neck and into her heart, then ripped it out, still intact. 
Kaire’s screams choked off as her body collapsed next to Lokum’s. Like his, her blood flowed thick and black. 
“Before we celebrate,” Equitas said, looking around to make sure the others were unharmed. “Can someone explain this?” 
He motioned to the black blood. 
“The Six,” Carmea said, removing her mask so that they could see her face. “It is the effect they have, when reviving followers.” She smiled at Adonis and took his hands. “But it is done.”
Uraal looked sick, but Hera took her into her arms and spun her away from the mess on the floor. She stroked her hair and whispered something in her ear, which seemed to soothe her. 
“It’s time to rebuild Nethia,” Adonis said, taking Carmea’s hand in his. “And we start by giving the signal so that my army can liberate Nethia and our mother can return to her throne. 
Equitas felt the pressure on his chest release, but the wound on his arm still throbbed. He’d be sure to get that looked at, but for the moment, they had a whole city to save.
“The hard part’s over,” he said. He closed his eyes, absorbing that statement. His wife and child, mother, everyone would be safe. 
And then he heard the rumbling, like a thousand thundering horses about to charge through the room. 
He opened his eyes. The black blood had begun to boil and form together, then swirl into the air like a river flowing around them. Equitas turned to run, but there was nowhere for him to go, and the flowing blackness was everywhere. All sound stopped. And then….
A laugh, distant, growing louder. Lokum’s laugh, accompanied by Kaire, and then the light was back, blinding, a flame circling around the darkness. The flame and the darkness surged into the bodies on the ground as an explosion threw the others to the floor. Ringing filled Equitas’s ears, and his body stung from the blast, but he pushed himself up to see Kaire and Lokum, clinging to each other, still nude but no longer hurt by any means. 
A fire burned around them, but slowly died out so that it left them to look like two normal people, naked and holding each other. The laughter continued to sound, but now instead of coming from just them, it seemed to come from all over the room, and from different voices. 
“No,” Carmea said, looking up from where the blast had thrown her against a wall. She staggered to her feet, mouth agape. “Impossible.” 
The laughter died as Lokum turned to look at his would-be attackers. When he spoke, all the voices seemed to echo from his. 
“You have no idea of the power you’re dealing with.” 
Kaire lifted a hand and flicked her wrist to send a flash of fire at them. Adonis moved into its path, absorbing the flames with his cloak and then tossing the cloak to the floor. 
“Retreat!” Adonis said, then turned back to Lokum and Kaire. “I’ll hold them off as long as I can.” 
“The hell you will,” Carmea said as she tugged her mask back over her face and pulled him with her in the retreat. 
Equitas scrambled to his feet, about to argue, when he saw the whites of Lokum’s eyes cloud over with black, a wicked smile on the man’s face. They were right, there was no fighting this. They had already lost.  
Battle cries filled the castle halls as Mawtu came charging in, meeting the retreat with spears at the ready. But spears weren’t the best weapons within narrow hallways, and so the group managed to evade them in the passageways. They had to get out soon—the entire crew was winded and terrified, and Equitas’s injuries were taking their toll. 
“Through the cellar!” Adonis shouted, and they pushed their way through two Mawtu to turn left into a descending stairwell. 
More Mawtu appeared at the bottom of the stairs, spears keeping Equitas’s crew back as clamoring sounded from above, followed by the dragon’s roar. 
“We’ll be roasted in here,” Carmea said. She turned to Hera and Uraal. “Toss me,” Carmea said as she deflected a spear thrust. 
“That’s not happening,” Adonis replied. 
“Toss me, and make sure you distract them long enough so that their spears don’t point up.” 
Reluctantly, they agreed. They stood staggered, with Hera and Uraal in front and behind, keeping the Mawtu off of them. The two brothers readied themselves for Carmea to step into their hands and be tossed into the air. 
The Mawtu noticed their plan and started to readjust, and for a moment Equitas thought he was about to be skewered. But Adonis didn’t hesitate. As soon as the Mawtu spears changed trajectory, he charged them and took out the first one while Carmea kicked off a wall and brought her sword down hard into another. They pushed through a third and found themselves in a wider opening than they intended, and now the spears were a real threat. A team of Mawtu moved for them. 
“Now might be a good time to show off our skills,” Adonis said. 
“What do you think I’ve been doing?” Equitas said with a glare at his brother. He noticed the corpses behind them and smiled. 
He pulled in on the spirits, and wasn’t surprised to see Adonis doing the same. Both of them began to glow silver.
“You’re just like them!” Carmea shouted, turning her blade on the brothers, unsure who to strike first. 
“We’re nothing like them,” Adonis said, his voice firm. “I’ll explain later, but for now, we have a war to win.” He gestured toward the approaching Mawtu and, after a slight hesitation, she spun and charged the Mawtu with a battle cry. 
She caught two of them off guard before the others started fighting. By then, Adonis and Equitas had sped forward like flashes of light, zipping between the Mawtu and tearing them down as Hera and Uraal fought off the pursuers from the rear. 
“WHERE ARE THEY?” A deep, echoing voice filled the castle, and a moment later the walls shook. Somewhere above, men screamed as fire roared. 
Adonis struck down the last of the Mawtu as Uraal and Hera caught up to them.
“This way,” Uraal said, gesturing toward a wall. 
“I’d prefer to use a door,” Equitas said, wondering what they were up to. The sound of more men approaching echoed on the stone walls. 
Hera stopped at the stones, hands searching, then turned and smiled. “Will this door do?” 
She pressed her palm against one of the stones. The wall made a grinding noise, and then pushed back on a hinge. 
“How…?” 
Uraal brushed past, checked inside, and motioned for the others to follow. They quickly did, and then the door closed behind them. Some barrels and a couple of swords were leaning against the wall in the corner of the narrow passage. 
“We were trained to be your mother’s personal guard,” Hera said in a hushed voice. “That meant being ready to bring her into hiding if the need ever arose.”
“The need arose, and you weren’t there for her,” Equitas said. 
“Because we were with you,” Uraal said, standing next to Hera. Both women stared at Equitas, waiting for him to say something else. He didn’t.
“If you are done,” Carmea said, eyeing Adonis and Equitas with caution, “please, tell me that was some sort of trickery back there. Explain this….” She motioned to them with her sword, and Equitas realized the room was bright because the two of them still glowed silver. 
“I’m not sure I can,” Equitas said. “Brother?”
Adonis stood stiffly, staring at them with hostility. Finally he let out a breath, and along with it a stream of silver as his glow lessened. 
“There was a reason the Reveries proclaimed me a god years ago,” he said. “It’s the same reason Equitas and I have powers such as this.” 
“You worship The Six?” 
“Of course not. The Reveries wouldn’t have named me Adonis if that were the case.” He went to the spot in the wall where the door had closed, putting his ear against it to listen. “We’re safe in here?”
“Unless they find that stone,” Hera said. 
Adonis nodded, and turned back to Carmea and Equitas. “This was why I left home, the promise of such power. A man named Themis came to me and told me what I could become, showed me. More than a Mawtu, a man of great power. A power he didn’t want, but could share with me. When I asked why me, he introduced me to someone I thought long gone….”
“Father…?” Equitas said. 
“Exactly. He had returned, and was with his allies in the Skull Clans. It turns out, they were descendants of the Gold Coast pirates, and never broke off ties. This was a small group that wasn’t afraid of the mists, or what came with them. They believe in the multi-leveled afterlife, and that we’re already in one. They strive to reach what they call enlightenment so that they may advance to the next level, through valiant self-sacrifice. They even knew a way to bring you close to death, or close to moving back to the previous level of the afterlife, depending on how you want to look at it, and then bring you back. Sometimes it gives you power, sometimes not. The ones among them who gain power are able to rule.”
“Which is why they follow you,” Equitas said in amazement. “And why you….” He flashed back to the moment in the cave of the Skull Clans, when his brother had challenged him, drowned him, and had Amaris bring him back. “You did this to me.”
“I gave you the power, though I wasn’t sure it had taken in you at first.”
Carmea still looked at Adonis with doubt. “How do you know it’s not of The Six?” 
“No blood sacrifice is made for our power,” he said. “If you consider the fact that we are not bringing back any spirits but our own, and give up our own lives to do so, it’s quite noble.” 
She took a moment, then nodded. “Say I buy it. Then what? Can you defeat the dragon with these powers?” 
Adonis shared a look of curiosity with Equitas, but Equitas shook his head. 
“Why do you say no, brother?” 
“It doesn’t last,” Equitas said. “I’ve noticed the powers come from the dead, so the only way to even hope to challenge Lokum and Kaire would be to slaughter thousands…. It’s unthinkable.” 
Adonis seemed unsure, but then said, “Yes, of course.” 
Equitas went to the slits of windows, then to the small passage. “But what then? Have we failed?”
Another echo like thunder sounded from just outside the wall, and then more screams. Equitas noticed Hera shudder. Uraal grew pale, and Carmea clutched the hilt of her sword. 
“We have to regroup,” Adonis said. “Come up with a new plan.” 
Equitas cursed, but agreed. He’d hoped his older brother would have some special fallback plan ready. 
“Lead the way,” he told his mother’s guard. 
First Hera went into the passageway, kneeling to fit. Uraal followed, then Adonis. 
“You next,” Carmea said, motioning for Equitas to enter. 
“I’ll take up the rear,” he said. “I’m slower now anyway.”
She nodded, and then started into the passage just as the pounding began, hard enough to shake the room and knock Equitas off his feet. He recovered, but it thudded again and the walls shook, then stones began to fall. One blocked the passage, and he could hear the others calling for him. 
He hobbled over and did his best to move the stones, but they were heavy. He wrestled the first out of the way, and was reaching for the second when another thud came. Then something hit him and he was down, moaning, the room spinning. He turned to see that the wall where they’d entered was gone, and in its place, a line of Mawtu in a semicircle stood behind the dragon and phoenix, Lokum and Kaire. 
It was over. 
 
 
 



Chapter 25: Assassination
 
Lokum had a robe draped over his shoulders now, a maroon sash around his waist to cover his nudity. He pulled Equitas by the hair down the hallway, furious. This was the second time his younger cousin had taken his life. There wouldn’t be a third. 
A groan of pain came from Equitas, and Lokum paused to pick him up and slap him awake. 
“What was the plan, cousin? Come in here and kill me, then hope your life could return to normal?” Lokum laughed and then slammed his fist into Equitas’s jaw. He collapsed again, spitting up blood. “We’ve moved on from such simple days.”
Equitas rolled to his side and looked up at Lokum. “We defeated you,” he said weakly.
Lokum leaned in. “And yet, it wasn’t enough.”
The next moments flew by in a blur. Lokum could tell it wasn’t entirely him in control, but for the first time, he didn’t care. He was tying up Equitas in the throne room as Irin jeered and cursed the man. There was more blood, more cursing, and a steady stream of smoke from Lokum’s nostrils as he beat Equitas. 
 “Where have you taken Gaila?” Lokum demanded between strikes, his voice echoing and distant. “How did the others escape?”
He didn’t care about the answers, and he didn’t even wait to see if Equitas would respond. 
“Just end it, son,” Irin said at one point, standing over Equitas with a sword held out for Lokum to take. 
Lokum snarled and backhanded his father, sending him sprawling across the room. 
“In my own time!” he said. 
His father looked at him sharply, and then nodded to one of his guards. Suddenly, the Mawtu surrounded Lokum, spears held ready and pointing straight at him. 
“You’re unstable,” Irin said, raising his hand for the Mawtu to attack. 
Lokum hissed, then charged through the warriors, snatching out the throat of one and tearing through another’s abdomen with the claws that were coming out of his fingers as his rage grew. Two warriors leapt into his path and tried to strike, but he moved within them and grabbed one of their spears. He knocked one warrior to the ground, stabbed the other warrior through the chest, and then turned back to thrust the spear through the head of the one on the floor before he could climb to his feet. In two steps he was at his father and lifting him
into the air. With a snarl, he tossed him across the room. 
“Stand against me, Father, and you will fall!” he shouted.
Roaring with fury, Lokum dragged his father to the hole in the wall where he’d broken his way through as a dragon. He held Irin out over the opening, pleased to see the man squirming. 
“Don’t think for a minute that I’m not in complete control here,” Lokum said. 
“Yes, you… but who are you?” Irin held tight to Lokum’s arm, eyes full of furious terror.  “Which of The Six is it today?” 
The blur mixed Lokum’s vision, and he became conscious of his hand letting go of Irin. With a surge of will, he pushed—and reached out with his other hand to pull his father back into the castle. 
Irin lay on the floor, breathing heavily. “Are you in there, son? Do you even exist anymore?”
“You’re right,” Lokum said, turning to the broken form of Equitas. “It’s time to end this.” 
He stepped toward Equitas, having every intention of killing him. But then his eyes fell on Kaire, standing in the doorway. At that moment, the fog in his mind was swept away, and all he cared about was her. 
“So this is what we’ve become,” she said, tearful eyes looking at Equitas. 
Chest heaving, he glanced at Equitas then back to her. His anger began to return.
Gently, she put a finger to his lips. “I never truly loved him, and I realized that a long time ago. It was always you….”
The fog dissipated again, and Lokum took her in his arms, lips to her forehead as he tried to fight the powers inside him, to keep them at bay.
“But not like this,” she said. “This isn’t you, and it isn’t us.”
“What would you have us do?” he asked. 
“There’s only one way to end it…. We return to Appontia. Reverse this.”
Lokum closed his eyes, feeling the presence within trying to take over, but with Kaire at his side, he refused to be conquered. 
“And him?” Lokum asked, with a glance toward Equitas. 
“We must ask him to help us get out of here,” she said. “I know you won’t like it, but his forces can escort us to Appontia…. You know your father’s forces will not.”
It was the only way to defeat the inner voices, the only way for him and Kaire to truly be together, in peace. 
“Yes, it must be done.”
Each step toward his cousin was a struggle, like his muscles were fighting against him. He steadied his will, though, and soon was kneeling next to Equitas, untying his ropes.
Equitas’s eyes flittered open and he flinched at the sight of Lokum. 
“It’s fine,” Lokum said, pulling his cousin to his feet. “We need you now. We need your powers to get us out of here.”
Equitas’s defeated eyes took in Lokum, then moved to Kaire. Slowly, he nodded, then closed his eyes. For a moment it seemed he had gone to sleep, but then Lokum saw that he was pulling energy from the Mawtu that Lokum had killed in his fit of rage. Silver strands flowed through the air and into Equitas’s body. 
With a jolt, he opened his eyes and stood tall. 
Not a hint of weakness remained as he asked, “Are you sure about this?” 
Lokum took Kaire’s hand in his, and together they said, “Yes.”
“Then let’s end this.”
They turned to leave, but Irin stood in the way, twenty Mawtu in their path. 
“Stay close,” Equitas said, and he charged the Mawtu. 
 



Chapter 26: Return to Appontia
 
The power coursing through Equitas was unlike anything he’d ever felt, like a river crashing against rocks in an unstoppable force. Men dropped before him, providing more energy until Equitas was a swirling ball of glowing mist, tearing through his enemies.
“Old gods, I embrace you!” Irin shouted. “Accept me as you have accepted my son!” 
He held out his hands, and for a moment a flash of darkness surged from Lokum toward his father, but then Lokum let out a shout of frustration and kicked his father down. His sword flashed and was at Irin’s throat, but he couldn’t do it.
“Even now, you’re too much of a coward to act,” his father smirked. 
“A coward?” He pressed the blade deep, the skin of his father’s neck giving beneath the force, but his father was right. Something was holding Lokum back. 
“DO IT!” Irin shouted. “Embrace the rage, become the god you always wanted to be!” 
Lokum stared at his father, and a change came over Lokum’s face. He felt pity overshadow his rage. He pulled the sword away in shame, and held it out for Equitas. 
“Cousin,” Lokum said, eyes on the ground. “Please….”
Equitas regretted the task, but he knew this was all Irin’s doing. The man couldn’t go on hurting people. Equitas took the sword and plunged it through Irin’s heart. This time, there was no doubting his uncle’s death. 
They pushed on, and soon were free of the throne room and charging through the castle. Equitas was aware that Lokum and Kaire could lose themselves to The Six at any moment. But as long as there was a chance he could get them to Appontia and bring an end to this madness, he’d do everything possible to make it happen. 
They exited into the courtyard, where he was surprised to see fighting. Adonis and the others were pushing toward the castle with a large army behind them. They’d come for him! When Adonis saw him charging toward them, Lokum and Kaire in tow, he slew the last Mawtu in his path and embraced his brother. 
“What’s happened?” Adonis asked, looking between the three of them.
“New plan,” Lokum said, his eyes pained as he fought his internal battle to maintain his sanity. “We’re going to Appontia. This isn’t us. This is no existence at all.”
Adonis looked to Equitas with uncertainty.
“We’ll need mounts,” Equitas said. “You push on to the castle. The Mawtu still control it.”
“Leave Vysender to me,” Adonis said, and he motioned to one of his men. “Three of our fastest horses, now.”
He embraced his brother and wished him luck, then charged the castle with his Mawtu and Skull Clan warriors following close behind. 
Soon the horses arrived and Equitas led Lokum and Kaire from the capital. At its outskirts, he came across another small group—his mother reunited with her husband, and his father there too, with Amaris and Joras. He quickly explained the situation, and they mounted up and joined him. 
“If you think I’m letting you out of my sight ever again,” Amaris said, tearful with joy to see him still alive in spite of his wounds, “then you’re the biggest idiot alive.”
“Well, this simpleton loves you,” he smiled, then pulled his horse around to take her hand and kiss it. “Come, we have no time to waste.”
The clatter of war echoed off the hills, but was soon eclipsed by the charge of horses as the small party departed for Appontia. 
 
***
 
There wasn’t a minute along the ride that Lokum didn’t want to turn back and let the dragon take over. He could sense Kaire’s own internal struggle beside him, as well. But each time he felt himself giving in to the dragon, he would look over and see her encouraging smile, and the boiling within would subside. 
When the now-chaotic hills of Appontia came into view, a force pulled within him, as if his soul itself were trying to flee. The other riders circled the two of them, escorting them to the farthest point they could ride. They all dismounted and Equitas hurried to help support his cousin, who had dismounted shakily. Lokum’s legs trembled, one arm around Kaire and the other around Equitas. 
“Help us!” Equitas shouted, and Joras stepped up quickly, helping Kaire forward too. “Lokum, meet your nephew,” Equitas said. 
The fatigue was setting in, his eyelids growing heavy, but Lokum took in this boy that was apparently his nephew, and smiled. He’d never considered a moment like this, and his emotions threatened to take over. 
“And your uncle,” another voice said. Lokum looked up to see another man had taken over for Equitas, helping him forward. 
“Uncle Sergon?” Lokum asked in amazement. 
Sergon nodded, and the group trudged on, all of them struggling with each step as if a strong wind were pushing against them. Lokum glanced around and saw the others shielding their faces, and only then did he realize a bright light was coming from him, Kaire, and Equitas. It was swirling around them in a multitude of colors, blue and red seeming to fight each other, green weaving in and out, black and other colors clashing and exploding in brightness.
Finally they reached the center, where the ritual had been performed previously. The light surged and then exploded into the sky, opening a massive portal of swimming colors before them. 
“This is it,” Equitas said. “Return The Six and end it!” 
Kaire took Lokum’s hands in hers, eyes pleased, almost at peace. But suddenly, a surge of light broke from the swirling cloud and struck Lokum. He fell to the ground, and his will broke. 
“We can’t be defeated like this!” he shouted to Kaire. “Don’t you see this?” 
“Lokum, no!” she shouted.
But it was too late. He had already spun and slipped Sergon’s sword from his waist. He pulled his nephew close, blade held up and ready to strike. The rest of the group froze, watching him and Kaire intently and poised to attack.
Lokum turned and stared into Kaire’s pleading eyes. He felt the resistance of his sword against Joras’s throat. One quick movement and it’d be done. Kill him, kill them all… that’s all it would take for Lokum and Kaire to be at peace in the land of the living. 
But no, he knew that wasn’t true. Not now, not with the way she was looking at him. There’d be no forgiving this, no living with himself, having succumbed to the thirst for revenge. He closed his eyes, then dropped the sword. 
When he opened his eyes again, Kaire was smiling, a look of love in her tear-filled eyes. 
“Come, my love,” she said, hand held out. 
He took her hand, but then pulled her into an embrace, feeling her cool forehead against his cheek and smelling her damp hair as he pressed himself against her. 
“Farewell, cousin,” he said with a glance at Equitas. A nod from his nephew pulled at a part of him he’d not felt in years. Guilt? Not quite—more like regret. A different life, and things could have worked out in a way where Lokum and Kaire could live together and he would have gotten to know his nephew. Maybe even made up with his cousins, somehow. 
But not now. Now it was time to move on. He and Kaire looked up at the portal, spiraling flames that licked the night sky as if it would absorb it, stars and all. 
“Are you sure about this?” he asked. 
“We don’t belong here,” Kaire replied. 
And with that, the two stepped forward. The heat of the flames didn’t burn as he walked into them. Instead, he felt cleansed, removed of any part of him that didn’t belong. All impurities burned away—the flesh of a world he no longer belonged to, and flesh that hadn’t even been his when he was alive. 
Kaire never left his side, and together they walked, floating almost, as the white of the flames surrounded them and became everything there was to see. And then, with a blinding blast, Lokum felt himself falling, Kaire’s heartbeat loud in his ears, reverberating, all encompassing. Then there was nothing. 
 
 
 



Chapter 27: Aftermath
 
Equitas still couldn’t believe it was over. This time, truly over. In the past, Lokum had been gone, but not by his own choice. Equitas knew that was the difference. 
“He won’t come back?” Joras asked, clinging to his father. 
“No son, he was ready to move on.”
His son, nodded, clearly as confused about what all of this meant as everyone else there. But it was over. That was all that mattered. 
The group made their way back to Nethia, and to the remnants of the war. When they arrived, King Vysender was in chains in the square just outside the castle, a host of Reveries surrounding him and yelling accusations. 
“Queen Gaila,” a head Reverie said when she saw Gaila returning. “What would you have us do with this one?” 
Gaila looked to Adonis, who said, “Don’t make a martyr out of him. Better to show him defeated, so his followers know what that path leads to. I’d allow them the choice to swear allegiance to me, should they wish to go that route, and rebuild the Mawtu society to the greatness it is meant to be.”
“In partnership with Nethia, I presume?” Gaila said. 
“Of course, mother.” 
“Then a new dawn is upon us,” Sergon said, appearing from around a corner. Two dozen men and women followed him, all wearing similar black clothes with gold cloaks. They dragged a procession of bound Mawtu behind them. “The fleet of my people has arrived, and stands outside of the city, in case any more fighting is needed. They ensured no one fled. All acts will be answered for.”
Equitas nodded to his father. 
“What will you do?” Adonis asked, turning to his brother with an inquisitive eye. 
“Return to Karack,” Equitas said, putting an arm around his wife on one side, his son on the other. In part he meant to show his love, but he also appreciated the support. His powers were wearing off, and the beating he had taken was causing his body to throb with pain. 
“After we see your wounds tended to,” Amaris said.
“And after you see us wed,” Adonis said, with a smile to Carmea as she removed her mask and returned the smile. “If my bride to be would still have me, that is.”
“With delight,” she replied, and threw her arms around his neck. “My days among the Gold Coast pirates should have ended long ago.” 
 
***
 
The rebuilding of Nethia started within the week, after families were given time to mourn their dead. The war had not been won without casualties. Soon the castle was back to its former glory, and the day of the wedding was at hand. Equitas was able to attend, though he was one of the few to stay seated—his wounds were healing, but slowly, and he hoped to never have to use his powers again. 
But when his brother kissed his new wife, and the Mawtu and the Gold Coast pirates stood to cheer along with the people of Nethia, Equitas couldn’t help himself. He stood along with the rest, letting out a shout of joy that ended in a yelp of pain. 
“Take care of yourselves,” he told his brother as Adonis and Carmea stopped to give him a hug before retreating to their ships. They would sail south to Kordom and the land of the Mawtu.
“And you take care of that son of yours,” Adonis said with a wink to Joras. “I hope to have him visit us, before long.” 
“As long as you don’t try to make him into a Mawtu, you have yourself a deal.”
Their father approached, smiling, a tear running down his cheek as he embraced his boys. 
“Remember,” he said, taking each of them by the shoulder and making firm eye contact, one at a time. “Family is all we have. If I could have saved the lives I have without having left you all, I would do it a thousand times over. Never forget that.”
They stood silently, and for the first time in years, Equitas found himself thinking fondly of Lokum. How at the end he had even seemed like the cousin Equitas always wanted him to be. He sacrificed himself, for them, and they would never forget that. 
Equitas leaned over and held his son to whisper in his ear, “I love you.” 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 28: Epilogue
 
A man lay on the grass beside a river. His eyes flicked open. How had he gotten here, and where was here? 
From somewhere deep within, a voice told him to look to the river, search out a statue. But all he saw was the glimmer of sun reflecting off the water. 
He sat up, realizing for the first time that he was nude, and then he saw more flesh nearby—a woman, also nude.
Another glance revealed only a grassy meadow, a few trees upstream, and low foothills blued out from the distance. 
Cautious, he approached the nude woman. She turned toward him. Her eyes fluttered open, deep hazel-green eyes, staring at him, knowing him, loving him. 
It all came back—Kaire. Everything they’d been through, all the love and confusion they’d shared, and their sacrifice to walk through the portal together and leave Braze. And he, Lokum, had made the choice with her. The choice to walk away from hatred and revenge, to be with her forever. 
“Where are we?” she said, taking his hand in hers and observing their surroundings. 
“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “We are together.”
 
 
THE END
 
 
Please leave a review!
 
Let me know and I’ll send you the Falls of Redemption prequel short, BLADES OF GRESVA. If you’re curious what happened to Narcel’s father, you’ll wan to read this.

 
 



ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 


Justin Sloan is a novelist (Allie Strom and the Ring of Solomon; Falls of Redemption), video game writer (Game of Thrones; Walking Dead; Michonne), podcaster, and screenwriter. He has written on taking writing from hobby to career in his book Creative Writing Career and its sequel, and how veterans can pursue their passions in Military Veterans in Creative Careers. Justin studied writing at the Johns Hopkins University and works as an editor for Military.com.
 
 
www.JustinSloanAuthor.com
Check out Justin’s YouTube Author Channel: The Sloan Zone
 



AUTHOR NOTE
 
 
This story has been a long time in the making. Falls of Redemption started in 2010 as a very different story than the one you see before you. As a beginning author, I knew very little of what I was doing and therefore these pages have seen more revision than probably anything I have written since.
 
In order to improve my craft and make this a better story, I wrote other novels and short stories for the practice of writing, and enrolled in the Johns Hopkins University Masters in writing program. To become a better writer, there is no better substitute to more writing. However, obtaining an MA in writing put my work in front of wonderful professors and surrounded me with amazing writers, and my craft would still be stuck if not for them. 
 
The story for Falls of Redemption actually started with a class on the Peloponnesian War that I took when attending the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies (often referred to as SAIS), in my other life and for my first MA degree. I loved studying Alcibiades and the intricacies of this war, and how it was the foundation for much of the existing theory of international relations. I have since taken creative license and made this my own story, even creating a whole new world and characters, to the extent that my story likely no longer relates to the Peloponnesian War, at least not on an obvious level. That is the nature of ideas for fiction stories – they can come from anywhere, and often morph into different creatures by the time we finish with them. 
 
I hope you enjoyed reading Falls of Redemption, and will consider leaving a review. 
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