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Sight & Moira
Finding the Path
A frantic push went through the crowd when the Citadel bells began tolling and the guards moved to close the harbor gate. A scream hushed the clamor, halting the surge for one terrifying frozen second. Shouts rippled through the crowd, and the crush of bodies became a panicked rush to reach the closing gate.
“Plague Bringer!” the man behind me yelled, adding his voice to the horrifying shouts.
Shoves of thick forearms started hitting my back, and the bodies carried me forward while hands clutched at my cloak and cowl to pull me backward. More guards poured from under the archway, and the shouts of fear turned into shouts of dismay as the guards hurried to swing the heavy wooden doors shut on the advancing throng.
The momentum of the crowd was briefly stopped, and the bodies bunched tighter, teetering on the verge of a trampling stampede. I let my cowl be pulled from my head, and I squeezed between the shoulders and elbows in front of me in a desperate effort to reach a guard before their swords were drawn and the gate was closed, praying that one of them would recognize me.
I was tripped when I clawed through the front of the pack, and a guard grabbed my arm, using me to buffer himself against the crowd so he could hold his ground for a few more seconds. His other hand went to his sword, and when he looked over his shoulder at the closing gate, I knew he was preparing to break for the archway. I struggled to keep a grip on his jacket, but when he started throwing me to the ground, I let my fingers scratch into his neck.
“I am Avanian Triumon,” I screamed, as his arm lifted, poised to deliver a backhand across my face. “Please, help me!” I begged.
His blow never fell, and he flung me toward the closing gate. When I stumbled past him, I heard his sword pull free.
“Get her into the city!” he screamed at another guard. “Get those doors closed!”
A protecting ring of guards roughly collapsed on me as they broke for the gate, and I heard the trample of the crowd and the unheeded commands of the guards as I was swallowed by the shadow of the archway. The slamming of the gate killed the din of the hysterical crowd, and the sound of the guards delivering a few feverish blows became a pounding at the gate as they were pinned against thick wood by the doomed mob.
The last gate was now closed; escape via the sea was all that remained to the House of Fayersae.
I shuddered as I was pushed through the short tunnel into the city, knowing that there were many more behind me that had not made it in time. Finishing my errand on foot after I’d ordered my escort to assist the undermanned garrison at the Crossroads had almost been a fatal mistake.
The cluster of guards broke apart when we exited the tunnel, and I stood for a moment and looked out at the harbor crowded with Fayersae longships. An oily black smoke drifted across the water from another quarantine fire that blazed in the lower city, and the setting sun had bloated orange as it dropped to the southern horizon gone red. Reflecting on the wisdom that had seen Fayersae increase their fleet, I knew that if these ships did not sail tonight, by morning my fate would be the same as the crowd outside the city walls. I discarded my cloak and ran to the guardhouse.
“I need a horse,” I commanded, interrupting the confusion of orders as the soldiers were preparing to abandon this gate and move to the harbor.
“Saddle a horse,” a man at the back of the room barked when he saw the Triumon insignia on my jacket.
“Just the horse,” I said.
“Yes, My Lady. Move!” he yelled, pointing to a soldier by the door.
I ran after the man, thankful that a few horses still remained at this post. I leapt atop the animal, and began a hard gallop to the Citadel. The winding streets leading to the hilltop overlooking the harbor were deserted; those that still lived had fled to the wharf and harbor in preparation to evacuate the city. There were no longer any Fayersae soldiers manning the open gate, and the clatter of the horse’s hooves broke the deathly silence as I raced across the bridge.
Laedian was waiting when I rode into the courtyard and jumped from the horse.
“All the messengers left the Crossroads,” I said. “Is your father?” I asked, unable to complete the sentence.
Laedian shook her head, and I followed her as she ran into the Citadel.
We raced across an empty inner courtyard and climbed the twisting stairs to the south tower. The seat of the House of Fayersae was as deserted as the streets surrounding the ancient castle, and the sound of our boots on the cold stone as we ran became an echo of death; the Citadel was now nothing more than an immense mausoleum.
Laedian stopped and stood frozen with indecision when we reached the closed door to her father’s solar. Her hand was trembling when she reached for the latch. She closed it into a tight fist and her shoulders and back straightened as she steeled her nerve. When her hand steadied, she lifted the heavy latch and pushed open the door, its slow swing and creak seemingly mourning the fall of her father, mourning the ruin of a great House. Only the twilight of the setting sun lit the terrace in front of us.
Laedian took a single step into the room, and I brought my hands to my mouth, unable to move across that threshold; the cold decay of the Plague Bringers would consume us if we went any closer. A lone servant, his face white with the sickness, bent over a prone Segan Fayersae, whispering.
“Are you alone, daughter?” Segan’s weak but still proud voice asked.
“Yes, father,” Laedian lied, shaking her head at the servant who spied me standing in the shadow of the doorway. “Your final decree to the Houses has been sent.”
Segan lifted his head slightly.
“Then I name you Laedian Fayersae,” he proclaimed, his voice loud and firm for the last time. “Lead your people to safety, daughter,” he said more weakly.
“I will, father,” Laedian said.
I heard only authority on Laedian’s voice, the power of this simple rite of succession carrying more strength than the emotion of her dying father. The swiftness of our decline and the magnitude of our loss did not diminish her stature as a daughter of Fayersae; I knew that if she failed, we all would fall.
“There are a few more words you must hear before my voice goes silent,” Segan said.
“I am here, father,” Laedian said.
“There is a foretelling, revealed to me by Altan Triumon,” Segan said, struggling to make his voice heard. “Whan the Heye Meynee fallen, sechen constreinen on helen holt laude suthr. When the Houses fall into ruin, seek unity in the hidden land of shadow. By the sunrise, you need to have abandoned these shores.”
I stood a little straighter at the mention of my late uncle Altan Triumon, and I let the words of the old tongue linger in my mind. The translation did not seem accurate to me. I thought Suthr would become South in this usage, but without further context, it was impossible to know. My thoughts were interrupted by Laedian.
“Our newly built longships will have difficulty crossing that distance,” she said.
“Your desperate need will calm the wind and the waves,” Segan said. “We may have long ago abandoned the old God of the Wind, but Altan rekindled one of the ancient fires. It will be enough.”
It was fortunate that I was standing behind Laedian, as I didn’t hide my surprise quickly enough upon hearing that Altan had revealed that secret to Segan. Even though Altan had stood by Segan’s side as counselor for years uncounted, that secret should have been kept with Triumon.
“It is time for you to take a Triumon counselor as well,” Segan said, as if reading my thoughts. “But this advice must be heeded, and heeded well, daughter.”
Laedian glanced over her shoulder at me.
“Go on, father,” she said.
“Triumon’s words serve Triumon,” Segan said. “The truth on their voice will always cover the deceit of the words they choose to keep hidden.”
“I know, father,” she said.
“There is another Triumon secret that you must know,” Segan said.
I held my breath, and waited for him to finish.
“Fysan did not commit the murder so many accused him of; the death, however, was not an accident like I ruled. Also, Fysan is not the illegitimate son of Altan Triumon, and he has no claim to the Triumon throne. Only when Avanian reveals the details of these Triumon lies to you, will you be able to fully trust her counsel.”
I couldn’t see Laedian’s face, and I couldn’t tell if this revelation brought the same shock that I locked away on my face. This was certainly a secret that should have been kept.
“But those affairs will await a brighter day,” Segan said, his voice now barely audible. “It is time for you to lead.”
The room darkened at that pronouncement as the last rays of the setting sun disappeared.
“Goodbye, fair daughter,” Segan whispered. “May the memory of our House’s Ealders guide your steps.”
“Rest forever with the Ealders, father,” Laedian whispered.
She turned away from the dark terrace and rushed past me. With a hard visage of command set upon her brow, she left the Citadel.
The current age of Fayersae rule was ended, and a new one was beginning.
* * *
Fysan stood apart atop a shallow dune at the edge of the forest and the Torn River, watching and listening, his Captain standing beside him. This had been the spot where his longship had come ashore when they had fled the Plague Bringers, and he was surprised the harrowing experience of that crossing invoked so little emotion. Most of the Fayersae longships had landed along this section of the coast, and as he watched Laedian move with a detached authority between the groups assembled on the beach, he knew she was aware of the symbolism of this location.
All the negotiations had been completed, and the final outcome of the peace treaty with the Five Nations of Hauden was foreordained. Laedian let each of the Houses voice their remaining concerns, but Fysan knew that none of their arguments would be persuasive, and he noted how quickly each House reached this same conclusion. As he would have predicted, Westermon continued the debate long after it had become obvious that Laedian would not be swayed.
Fysan looked out to the darkening horizon. All the Fayersae longships were tied and anchored just at the edge of sight, and an overcast sky along with Westermon’s heated words seemed to further darken the water and the mood of many of the white men present. He, however, remained indifferent, choosing to accept Laedian’s decision to burn her fleet as a final precondition to peace imposed by the Five Nations.
If he had been asked, he would have provided different council, and sought a less permanent resolution to the native’s concerns regarding the longships; however, since his opinion had not been solicited, he’d remained silent. He also would have debated the wisdom of the provision that gave the Council Chiefs a dominant voice in the defense of the new Union, but since their red warriors greatly outnumbered Laedian’s white soldiers, he knew that this too had probably been inevitable.
Laedian’s long struggle to unify the red man and the white man had reached fruition. All he hoped was that the preconditions of the new Union wouldn’t just delay the day the Houses finally fell. He would not be part of this Union, he thought, cognizant of the contradiction his decision to leave represented; however, he knew the steps needed to keep the Houses from total ruin required it.
“Are our people ready to leave Ofst?” Fysan asked his Captain, ignoring the last heated words on the beach as Laedian listened, unconvinced.
“The preparations have been quietly made,” the Captain said. “All we await is Laedian’s decree giving the city to the House of Northmon.”
“Avanian will persuade her to do so, tonight, as soon as this treaty with the Five Nations is finalized,” Fysan said. “We will have our pretext to leave the Union. Northmon can die defending that city from the Shotak; Triumon is done dying.”
“Once this treaty is done, our new red allies will turn the tide in our favor,” the Captain said. “Laedian will have the numbers to force a peace on the Shotak.”
“But it will still be a forced peace,” Fysan said. “It doesn’t alter our need to remove ourselves from the discourse of the realm. The death of Altan and the passing of Segan Fayersae were ultimately my undoing. The force of Altan’s will that kept the hatred of the Houses at bay evaporated the day he fell, and all that remains is the Houses’ unending revulsion of me. Laedian has been unable or unwilling to defend my name. You know I can no longer serve the needs of our House openly.”
“And the needs of Fayersae?” the Captain asked.
“There is no distinction between the two,” Fysan said. “Avanian will speak for our House; Fayersae will receive all they require. This arrangement is preferable. Titles mean nothing without trust, and manipulation is impossible without trust.”
The pounding of a lone drum interrupted their conversation.
When the first flicker of flames flared on the horizon, followed by billowing black smoke, Fysan knew the debate on the beach had ended; the entire seafaring fleet of Fayersae started to burn. The final condition imposed by the natives had been met, and the Union of the Houses under Fayersae to the Five Nations of Hauden was done.
They watched Muran Westermon turn and leave the beach in anger, his two cousins falling in beside him, their final pleas having failed to convince Laedian to spare the longships.
“It may be a fragile Union at best,” the Captain said.
“Westermon fails to think beyond their hatred,” Fysan said in a low voice as the three marched past them into the forest. “Does Westermon think dead men can crew those ships? They walk into those trees seeing only burning longships aglow behind them; I look at the same forest and see future longships. Our knowledge to build them anew has not been consumed by those flames, and it will not sink into the cold depths with the ships.”
The sound of Westermon’s haughty retreat from the beach faded, leaving a quiet solemnity as the representatives from the Houses and the Nations watched the bright glow on the horizon.
“I do not presume to understand the native’s subconscious fear of the sea or their need to test our commitment by having us burn our ships,” Fysan said. “However, to continue this war just to keep our ships would have been folly. Too many have died, and our newly built cities now stand virtually empty; there are not enough white men left to survive without the natives. Laedian rightly sought unity from the moment her longship landed here on Hauden, and even though it took many years and many dead to finally form this Union, she has done well. Her father would have been proud.”
“However, I assume many in the Houses are still uncomfortable with Ashaer standing beside her, wearing a Fayersae uniform,” the Captain said.
“Again, blind hatred,” Fysan said. “I might have recommended against his promotion, but I also know that only the Ganien Nation has the strength to bend the other four, and only Ashaer has the strength to lead the Ganien Nation. Laedian’s foresight to have Ashaer standing at her side wearing the Fayersae uniform may save us all.”
* * *
It was a warm spring day when Ashaer and Blonhaft poled their small raft into a narrow fissure that split the bluff along the lower Bon River just south of Kahon. They had been to this part of the river before, but the sharp rocks and the shadows that were cast over the water from the opposite bluff hid the fissure, and they had not seen this opening before. They had expected it to be nothing more than a break in the ragged face of the bluff, but as they disappeared into the dark crevice, they realized that it continued deep into the side of the bluff.
The sliver of light coming in from the river wasn’t enough to dispel the darkness, and as the raft wedged itself into the narrow opening, Blonhaft fumbled to get a lantern lit. After a few missed strikes of his flint, the oil finally took the spark and the wall of darkness was pushed back. Their raft had become stuck between two slabs of rock that blocked the channel, but the water on the other side looked deeper, and the fissure looked to widen at the edge of the lantern’s light.
“How far do you think it goes?” Blonhaft asked.
“Should we swim or lift the raft over these rocks?” Ashaer replied.
Blonhaft sighed. Either one meant getting wet.
“Set the lantern there,” Ashaer said, pointing to a flat spot. “Climb out and help from there. I’ll lift from the bottom.”
He stripped to his loincloth and slid off the back of the raft into the waist deep water.
Blonhaft squeezed onto the narrow ledge and crouched to steady the raft as Ashaer crawled underneath it and pushed it out of the water with his back. Blonhaft ducked before slipping as the dripping bottom of the raft nearly hit him when it banged against the sides of the fissure, and he fell against the slab of rock to keep himself from falling into the water. The raft dropped with a splash, soaking him anyway.
Ashaer swam and pushed the rocking boat back to the ledge as Blonhaft jumped onto it with the lantern. Ashaer climbed up and shook the water off his brown skin before pulling his pants on.
“One of us has to swim again to get back out,” Ashaer said. “I don’t suppose you’ll take your turn in the water now that you’re wet?”
“I’m staying out of the water unless we capsize,” Blonhaft said.
He set the lantern at the front of the raft, and grabbing a pole, he started pushing them farther into the chasm.
They cleared the fissure as the opening to the river disappeared behind them, and the water quickly became so deep that their long poles no longer touched the rocky bottom. They drifted across the inky surface of a hidden lake, but even with the globe of light, they could not see the ceiling or the opposite wall of the chasm. Blonhaft lifted the lantern over his head, but his reach did nothing to illuminate the full size of the cavern.
“I would have gone into the water to discover this,” he whispered, turning a slow circle. “This lake is larger than some harbors I have seen.”
“The white men should never have burned their longships,” Ashaer said, his eyes following the arc of the lantern around the cavern.
Blonhaft lowered the light and looked at the tall Ganien standing next to him. At the insistence of the Five Nations of Hauden, the House of Fayersae had sent their entire fleet to the bottom of the sea to secure the final treaty with the red man. Only after the last charred ship had struck the rocky seafloor, did the Five Nations finally believe the white man’s commitment to make this land their home, and the Union of the Five Nations of Hauden to the House of Fayersae would never endure if seafaring longships were again seen sailing the southern seas.
“None of the natives made that argument before,” Blonhaft said, recalling that Ashaer had stayed silent as well.
“Too many sat at their fires, forgetting the stories of their ancestors,” Ashaer said. “However, not all the old tales have gone unspoken by the Mothers around the Ganien fires. In the old Ganien tongue, there is a prophecy which says: Ronoha Tiwakenonh Tsyowatstakawe; the seagull will be brought home from the sea.”
He took the lantern from Blonhaft’s hand and held it up.
“I would once again see the white man commanding seafaring ships,” he said.
* * *
“You have been living among the white man for so long that you are forgetting your own history, Ashaer. You must try one last time to convince Breanne to stay at Torence,” I said. “She is planning to leave for Kahon tonight, and she will leave to investigate the marsh soon after. We must keep her from traveling to the land between the rivers,” I said, wondering when he was going to make the connection between the disturbances around the marsh and the land between the rivers.
I let him pace away from me to contemplate my plea for a few moments, knowing that one last objection was coming, and I was thankful that he appeared to be reflecting on his history.
The oral traditions of the native tribes on Hauden were rich and varied, and each differed with the needs of the culture; however, when the oldest stories were told to fewer and fewer, they moved from legend to myth, finally slipping into the forgotten past. It was thus that time slowly erased the knowledge of the most important things, as was often the case with oral histories. In fairness, the ancient written history of the white man fared no better when yellow decaying volumes sat gathering dust, unread, in long unused archives, and I knew that in the end, ink and paper succumbed to the same hand of time that silenced oral history.
“But I’ve crossed the land between the rivers, many times,” Ashaer finally said. “There is nothing there. Nobody inhabits that land. It is an empty forsaken place.”
“If a white man walks through the Weltwood, how many Ganien villages might he walk past without seeing them?” I asked.
“That is different,” Ashaer protested.
“How is it different? Can only the Ganien hide in shadow? What stories do the Mothers of the Clans tell of the land between the rivers? Return to your Mothers if you must. Listen to your women,” I implored.
Ashaer grew silent again, and when I saw that he finally began thinking more deeply about the land between the rivers, I nodded my head, satisfied.
I knew bits and pieces of the native myths that referred to the land north of the marsh. The Ganien Mothers honored many of the old ways, and since he was one of only a few who kept the old tongue alive, I hoped that if he were able to recall any of the stories told around the Ganien fires, he would apply a little more pressure on Breanne to prevent her from leaving to investigate the marsh and the surrounding area. I also hoped it might be enough to turn his own attention away from the marsh and back to the Council Chiefs and the war that was coming.
We needed Ashaer to control the Council now more than ever but, sadly, his ability to sway them seemed diminished to the point where his entreaties were no more effective than the rest of ours were. As a native, if Ashaer were unable to convince the Council Chiefs to take the threat from the Shotak seriously, none of the white men were likely to sway them either.
I left him alone in his chamber, and I started climbing the winding stairs to the official Triumon residence, reminded that I too needed to turn my thoughts to matters other than Breanne’s intention to investigate the whispers that were circulating about the marsh and the rivers.
Despite my final plea to Ashaer to keep Breanne from going to Kahon, I knew that he was unlikely to convince her to stay away. I should have been more direct with Ashaer earlier, and my reticence to fully bring him into my confidence had been too subtle, a mistake that there was no longer enough time to undo, especially from Torence.
Reflecting on this, I knew my isolation at Torence was just a personal version of the real problem that bedeviled the Union: we were too few and too dispersed. After our first battles with the natives had ended, each House had tried to reclaim the glory of our abandoned cities on Hamlond; however, all we had really achieved was the building of large empty cities, none of which we were able to defend without aid from the others. I sometimes feared we were nothing more than a paper Union, an illusion to be swept away on the first march to war.
After reaching my quarters, I went to my balcony overlooking the South Sea, and standing in the cool evening air, I watched the bloated sun slip slowly into the fiery water to end the autumnal equinox. Autumn was the beginning of the wet season in Torence, and heavy gray clouds were rolling in from the east bringing more rain, and the short cry of gulls greeted the dusk.
As expected, I watched Breanne leave Torence via the harbor gate and ride down the beach. She would ride to the Torn River before angling into the forest, and after crossing the Bess, she would finish her ride to Kahon. My hope that Ashaer would have been able to keep her from returning to Kahon was gone as it appeared that he had no more influence over her than I did.
Blonhaft awaited her arrival at Kahon, and even though Ashaer had asked him to assist us in keeping Breanne out of the marsh, I knew Blonhaft had even less influence over her than I did. Like the sun that had just slipped into the sea, I knew she would slip through my fingers once she forded the Bess.
Blonhaft stood on another balcony many miles away, his fingers wrapped tightly around the iron railing that supported most of his weight. Below him, a dark overgrown lawn spread toward a wooden gate, and the low brick wall holding back the large oaks was barely visible through the wet fog that had descended upon the forest a week ago, a fog that wouldn’t completely break until the rains turned to sleet around midwinter. He listened to the echo of dripping water as it rolled off the leaves and trickled downward to soak the lush undergrowth. It had been here, during a similar autumn fog, that he and Ashaer had built their secret refuge of Kahon deep in the shadows of the Weltwood.
The gray evening faded into a darker twilight, and the darkening fog erased the vague outline of the gate before slowly consuming the lawn, only stopping when it reached the rail. He peered into the black wall in front of him, and the dripping in the dark became a dull patter as cold rain cut into his exposed hands. He stiffened at the dull thump of hooves leaving the stables, and he listened to the last of the night watch ride out through the gate. Their muffled progress was quickly swallowed by the heavy air of the forest and he was now completely alone at Kahon as the sound of the watch faded into the gloom. He heaved a sigh to relax his tense shoulders, and he pulled his wet cloak around his shivering frame and continued his vigil.
The rain had stopped when he heard the slow gait of a single horse shake him from his numbing wait, the squish of the soft grass marking its progress across the lawn. He listened to the creaking of a damp saddle and the scrape of flint on metal, and two quick sparks became the diffused glow of a lantern as the gray curtain of fog came alive. Below him, a hooded figure urged a steaming horse forward, and he watched as they rounded the corner of the small keep.
This autumn, like those preceding it, Breanne had left the sandy beaches at Torence and ridden to Kahon. She had been the only person to ever pierce the girdle of shadow surrounding Kahon to find the one true path that led to its unfortified wooden gate. He heaved another sigh to relax his knotted shoulders and went inside.
He waited in the hall outside the small kitchen for Breanne to enter through the back door. After he heard the scraping of the door closing, he stepped into the room.
She was standing with her back to him, leaning on a small table, and the lantern threw her thin shadow across the room. A black cloak clung to her rounded shoulders, and her brown hair, matted and soaked from the wet hood that had been pulled back, hung as limp as the cloak. Both dripped, and a puddle had formed on the damp stone floor around her black boots. It had been foolish to doubt that she would return to Kahon this fall, and he now wished he had prepared a warm fire in the Great Room as he had always done in anticipation of her annual arrival.
“You were supposed to have stayed at Torence,” Blonhaft rasped on a dry throat.
Startled, she whirled to face him, and before the sound of his voice had left the damp walls, a slender white dagger was pointed like a cold finger toward his chest. She picked up the lantern and the long shadow between them vanished. The slight flush on her high cheekbones faded and her gray eyes widened to assume their usual glare.
“And you’re supposed to be at the harbor,” Breanne said. “What are you doing here?”
“May the Ealders help us both when Ashaer finds out that you know about the harbor,” Blonhaft whispered to himself, not really surprised that she had uncovered that secret.
“Put that dagger away unless you intend to use it,” he said louder, crossing the room and taking the lantern from her hand. “I live here, remember?”
“Why aren’t you at the harbor?” she repeated.
“I’m here to find out if you were stubborn enough to come back,” he said.
She folded her arms.
Blonhaft shook his head. Ashaer had asked him to keep her from crossing the Bess, and Gerefen, the captain of the forest guard, had been given the same order; however, since neither of them had any idea how to actually keep Breanne from riding to Kahon, they both had done nothing, simply hoping that she would listen to Ashaer and stay at Torence.
“Ashaer asked you to stay in Torence this winter,” he said, sounding more resolute than he felt.
She just stood there, silent and firm.
He lowered his head. He couldn’t pretend to care that she’d returned to Kahon, especially when he was elated that she’d dared to come back. He sighed and shook his head.
“Ashaer will have expected me to have kept you away,” he said.
“I know that it was Avanian who insisted that I not return to Kahon this fall,” she said, finally sheathing the dagger within the folds of her cloak. “And you can show me this secret harbor you are building in the morning,” she said, grabbing the lantern. “We’ll be leaving to investigate the area around the marsh from there.”
She left him standing alone in the dark kitchen.
He wasn’t surprised that she was still planning to go toward the marsh, especially with the new rumors that the Onayotek had fled the area. However, he was surprised to learn that it was Avanian who had wanted to keep her from returning to Kahon, although he refused to waste time thinking about Avanian’s machinations. He assumed it also meant that Avanian knew about the harbor, and he shook his head again, wondering how secret the hidden lake still was.
He heaved another sigh and walked the dark familiar corridors to his waiting bed, hoping that Ashaer had fully understood the risks to the Union when he’d brought the shipwrights and stonemasons into the forest to begin construction on the harbor.
The next morning saw no change in the weather or Breanne’s demeanor as Blonhaft caught a wet branch that snapped off her shoulder, blinking as the tiny droplets of water flew into his eyes. He wiped the water from his face with a wet sleeve in time to catch another branch. He heard her say something, but the slap of wet leaves against his head cut her off.
“Why hasn’t this path been cleared?” she asked again, ducking under a wet branch.
He watched her elude another branch. She was soaked and green leaves just starting to color were stuck to her cloak and hair, but despite the thick trees and undergrowth that choked the trail, she moved effortlessly while he had been scrambling to keep up ever since they’d left Kahon.
“How much farther to the horses?” she asked, not waiting for an answer to her previous question.
“About five furlongs,” he said, now wishing that he’d had the forest guard clear this trail. “Stop a minute.”
She straightened and turned to lean on a limb she’d been preparing to pass under. Her eyes glared. A small scratch under her right eye was the only sign that she’d been fighting with the forest, and although she was as soaked as he was, she didn’t appear to be tired. He bent his head to catch his breath. Mud and leaves were stuck to his tan trousers, but they looked natural next to the faded blotches of old stains. After a few minutes spent scrutinizing his muddy boots, he looked up.
She was still glaring at him. He just waved with the back of his hand for her to continue, and lowering his head, he pushed through the tangled undergrowth with renewed determination. Three quarters of an hour later, he raised his head, and looking over Breanne’s shoulder, he saw the forest beginning to thin. He fought less with the wet branches, and within minutes, he followed her into a clearing.
Most of the fog had lifted, and patches of blue sky were piercing through the thinning clouds as sun and shadows danced across the clearing. Two small barns, obviously hastily built, sat at the edge of the forest, and a small corral wrapped itself around both of the buildings. Blonhaft was glad to see several horses grazing in the early morning sun.
Two men and a woman, each dressed in the dark green of Ashaer’s forest guard, sat around a fire, and their conversation stopped when they saw Breanne. They stood, two of them glancing questionably at the taller man as each of them moved their hands to their short swords. The taller man shook his head and stepped forward.
“I assume you’re going to the harbor,” he said, glancing at Breanne as they exchanged a silent greeting
“Yes,” Blonhaft said. “We’re going to take two of the horses.”
“Saddle up two of the horses,” he barked as the other two made a short bow and a quick exit, never taking their eyes off Breanne.
“Ashaer ordered them to keep you from crossing the Bess,” he said to Breanne with a slight twinkle in his eye. “Luckily for you, I was passing through here this morning or they would have been forced to apprehend you.”
“Yes, Gerefen, it is lucky that you were here, but only for their sake,” she said.
They all knew that regardless of their orders, the two guards would never have laid a hand on the daughter of Laedian Fayersae, even if they’d had the ability or the courage to try.
“Have you decided how to explain all this to Ashaer?” Blonhaft asked.
“I have to assume Ashaer always knew she would not stay in Torence,” Gerefen said. “I’m sure he already knows she’s here.”
“Besides,” he said looking at Breanne, “staying in Torence would have only aroused more suspicion. Fayersae and the other Houses would have pried deeper into Ashaer’s business had they known you were asked to stay away. I turn away dozens of their agents every year as they try to penetrate the forest, although the shadow thwarts all of their efforts and I just keep them from getting hopelessly lost so they can find their way back out. No, I’ll deal with Ashaer when the time comes.”
“But remember, my dear friend,” Breanne said, “I am House Fayersae. One of their agents has penetrated your wood.”
She walked to the corral and left Blonhaft and Gerefen standing alone by the fire.
“That you are,” Gerefen said in a low voice, watching her walk away. “That you are. But as long as Laedian Fayersae has complete faith in Ashaer, I’m left with no choice but to follow her lead. What about you Blonhaft Northmon? Does the House of Northmon completely trust Ashaer of the Ganien Nation?” he said, smiling.
Blonhaft just raised his eyebrows and nodded his head, frowning.
“That, of course, would be the decision of my dear elder brother, but I’m sure he’d consult me on such a question,” he said.
“Provided you cared,” Gerefen said.
The smile had left his face.
“Yes, if I really cared,” Blonhaft said, following Breanne to the corral and the two horses that were being saddled. “If I really cared,” he said again to himself as he walked away; he knew, however, that no matter how hard he tried to pretend otherwise, events were beginning to unfold around him that were out of his control.
They left the corral with Blonhaft taking the lead over a path that was just wide enough for the horses, and they started angling away from Kahon toward the river. At times, they rode no faster than they would have walked as the horses forced their way between the thick trees, and twice they had to dismount to coax the animals through the undergrowth. After an hour spent fighting the horses and the forest, the trees ended, leaving a wide strip of green between the denser forest and the bluff that cut across their path forty yards in front of them. Fog still hung heavily on the forest, and it was draped over the treetops like a wet blanket; however, the morning was starting to warm as the sun continued to rise behind thinning clouds, making the strip between the bluff and choking forest brighter and less stuffy. A light breeze also removed some of the wet gloom that hung in the air.
They moved to the edge of the bluff, and a narrow canyon opened in front of them. The sun had burned off just enough fog to pull the horizon beyond the edge of the far bluff. The river that had carved the canyon was still hidden below their line of sight, and the face of the cliff along the southern bank of the Bess remained a dark gray wall against the lighter gray of the fog. Beyond that, the forest again turned into fog.
Breanne dismounted and wrapped the horse’s reins around a post that had been driven into the ground. He watched her brush the leaves and mud off her clothes. She pulled the leaves from her light brown hair, running her hand through the wet strands to dislodge a long twig that had become entwined there.
“That trail also needs to be cleared and widened,” she said as she pulled her hair back, retying the black leather cord that had been loosened by the many fingers of the forest.
Even after riding through the wet muddy forest, she still looked as if she had just finished an early morning horseback ride along the beach at Torence. Her shoulder length hair was pulled back, and it was so ordinary as to merit little notice, although all eyes went first to her hair for what it didn’t do, which was to hide a long slender neck and small perfect ears. Such a fragile neck along with her slim arms and legs would normally have projected frailty, but she carried herself with such poise that she exuded strength and certainty instead of weakness; however, it was her face that all eyes finally settled upon, that was until her cold stare forced those with lesser courage to look away.
She had a wide mouth that somehow fit perfectly on her narrow face. The straight line of her lips hid straight white teeth that few were ever privileged to see when a rare smile lit up her face. Her small upturned nose fit nicely between her eyes, and it was the eyes that many felt made her the most alluring woman in the Confederacy. They were wide and gray, an unnatural gray that tended to neither black nor a lighter hue of blue. Since she seldom smiled or frowned, everything she wished to reveal was transferred to those eyes as they squinted, widened, glared or softened depending upon her immediate mood.
She was dressed in weathered shades of black. Faded black pants were tucked neatly into the tops of muddy boots that were tight-fitting and came halfway up her skinny calves. A leather jacket, also black, was pulled tight at her waist, a waist that moved directly into legs, betraying her lack of discernible hips. A faded and worn cloak blew slightly in the calm breeze revealing a small leather pack hanging over a slender shoulder. The black of her entire wardrobe highlighted the white skin of her neck and face, skin that marked her as a daughter of Fayersae.
“Lead,” she said after she’d removed the forest from her clothes, trying to hold the fire in her eye as she glanced over the side of the bluff.
After hearing the uneasiness in her voice betray the determination on her face, Blonhaft remembered her hatred for heights. He walked to the two iron stakes that were anchored into the bluff, and looked down at the jagged rocks along the riverbank and the smooth waiting surface of the water.
“Just keep your eyes off the river,” he said uselessly, knowing it would not comfort her.
He quickly dropped over the edge, and with the assistance of the ropes tied to the stakes, he had little difficulty climbing down the rough face of the bluff since there were both holes and protruding rock for the hands and feet.
When he reached the bottom, he looked up, and for a second, he feared that she hadn’t the nerve to climb the distance; however, she carefully climbed off the bluff and meticulously found her way down. She was breathing heavily when he steadied her at the waist as she descended the last few feet. She relaxed after a few short breaths, and her sidelong glance at his hands still at her waist forced him to retract them.
“Stairs will eventually be carved into the rock here, and a lift will be added,” Blonhaft said, shaking the ropes while ignoring her look. “The heavier supplies arrive via raft from the main base farther upriver. Come on, we’re almost there,” he said, pushing one of two canoes that had been pulled onto the narrow strip of sand between the bluff and the river into the water.
Breanne jumped into the front of the canoe, and they paddled downstream for a quarter of an hour before Blonhaft steered them into the fissure that was still too narrow and shallow for anything other than a medium sized raft to navigate.
The mouth of the chasm opened up, and they glided onto the hidden lake. Lanterns lined the walls at regular intervals, casting the cavern in half shadow; smoke had partially filled the chamber and the ceiling was obscured. Breanne pulled her oar out of the water and sat a little straighter before she turned and looked at him.
Only now did her face betray any interest; knowing about the hidden lake had been one thing, but he knew that actually seeing it was another thing altogether. He was glad to see the thoughtful look finally start to break through the stern visage she always brought back from Torence. This was the beginning of the Breanne he waited for each fall at Kahon. He directed the canoe toward the two long piers that jutted from a broad landing into the water-filled cavern as she turned to survey the scene before them.
Men scurried back and forth between the landing and the unfinished docks, but of course her gaze was fixed on the two skeletal structures, unmistakably the frames of sea-faring longships, that sat hoisted above the water on makeshift dry docks. A medium sized carrack that was a little further along in the construction process sat between them. Thick rope wrapped each frame, holding and bending the slender beams, and with all the rope hanging from scaffolding and unfinished dock work, the ships currently appeared to be made more of rope than wood. Arms and legs dangled from the ends of the rope as new beams were raised, and arms on platforms reached out to move or steady the rising wood.
He knew she was thinking about the Burning of Torn when the House of Fayersae had sent their entire fleet to the bottom of the sea. Her mother’s entire authority to rule was derived from that one act, and the skeletal ships represented a blatant act of betrayal. He wondered when her interest would turn to anger once she fully realized this.
The canoe bumped against the broad landing, and he held it steady and tied it as she climbed onto the dark stone. Breanne remained quiet as he led her to the brightly lit cave at the back of the landing. The wide entrance had been arched and set with new stone, and the floor had been smoothed and leveled, as had the walls that were lined with ornate lanterns, and with all the long tables amass with papers and charts set in an orderly arrangement around the room, it was impossible to tell that the chamber had once been a large cave.
Men wandered around the room while others sat at the tables, and they shuffled through the papers as they talked or argued quietly. Most of the large scrolls were charts and maps of the southern seas and beyond, and all of the old maps that were supposed to be hidden and locked in vaults at Torence appeared to be present. Blonhaft still didn’t know how Ashaer had managed to spirit them away without notice; taking them was a clear act of defiance, and it violated the intent, if not the letter, of the Articles of Confederation that bound them to the Five Nations of Hauden.
No one seemed to notice the two newest arrivals as they started to cross the room, which Blonhaft thought odd given the magnitude of the crime spread out before them. He pointed to the back of the room where a man sat alone at a long table, his head bowed over a large drawing that had unrolled itself onto the floor. They crossed the room without anyone even looking up and stood in front of the table.
“Has Ashaer left?” Blonhaft asked.
“Few days ago,” the worn and weathered-looking man said without looking up, unable to hide the tone in his voice that said he was glad that Ashaer had indeed left.
Even after the long years of being land bound, there was no mistaking the features of a seaman, especially of Scipan, the First Shipwright of Fayersae. The tan sun-cured skin around his mouth and eyes barely moved when he rubbed his face. He raised his head and ran a hand through his thinning hair.
“I have to return to work,” he said, standing and glancing at Breanne.
He didn’t hide the scowl on his face fast enough and they watched him walk out of the chamber, shaking his head as he went.
“Don’t,” Blonhaft said to Breanne as her eyes flashed at Scipan’s back. “His disrespect is legendary. Ignore him.”
“One day, he will go too far,” Breanne said.
“Your grandfather tolerated him because he is the finest shipwright in the realm. Ashaer has chosen to tolerate him for the same reason,” Blonhaft said.
“As I said, one day he may find himself working for someone who isn’t as tolerant,” she said.
“Perhaps,” he said after Scipan had left the room. “For now, ignore him. Let’s go back to the landing. I can’t stand the feeling of all this rock around me,” he said, looking up at the ceiling. “It’s suffocating.”
They walked back to the edge of the lake. Piles of timber were stacked next to the water, and an empty narrow barge, waiting to be poled up river, bounced against the hard rock, the ropes that secured it creaking from the pull of the current. All the work on the ships had stopped, and they heard Scipan’s voice above the gentle lap of the clear water against the black stone. They continued along the bank of the lake, walking past the barge toward the river and the entrance to the cavern. When they were finally out of earshot from Scipan and could feel the cooler air drifting in from the river, Blonhaft went to the edge of the rocky shore and sat on the damp stone, letting his feet hang free just inches above the water. Breanne sat beside him.
Blonhaft looked at her reflection in the smooth water before looking across the lake at the shadow of the far wall, remembering when he and Ashaer had poled their small raft up the narrow channel and discovered the hidden lake. He thought about the three ships Scipan was building. They wouldn’t float for months, although if Scipan didn’t ventilate the cavern soon, the group that worked day and night for him would die before they were ever completed. Even if he managed to keep them alive, they still had to widen the chasm at the river entrance before the ships could pass through and float down the river to the sea.
He knew the risk to the Union that the ships represented, but it was only now, with Breanne sitting beside him, that he fully realized the magnitude of what he and Ashaer had started here.
“How could Ashaer do this to my mother?” Breanne said after a long silence.
“I am as much to blame as Ashaer in this,” he said, trying to diffuse some of the anger and resentment toward Ashaer that he knew was boiling below the surface of her words.
She lifted her head and gave him a look that told him she knew he wasn’t capable of a project like this. She was right, he wasn’t, but Ashaer did have his full support; thus, he was guilty of the same crime.
“You know Ashaer’s commitment to your mother and the House of Fayersae is absolute,” he said.
Finally, anger darkened her reflection in the water.
“This is an odd way to show it,” she snapped as her eyes became needle sharp. “Ever since my mother arrived on Hauden, all her energy has been directed toward unifying the white man and the red man. Ashaer has gone too far here,” she said, jumping to her feet. “Just who is he serving? It isn’t my mother or the Confederacy, and I doubt the sincerity he pledges to the service of us all. This is treason! As he sits here building ships that will surely destroy the Union, the Council becomes brasher while the threat in the north becomes greater. On the eve of war, when he should be at Torence trying to control the Council and keep the Union from unraveling, he’s building a harbor that will only end in his execution.”
Blonhaft also jumped to his feet.
“Still, you are no different than he is,” he interrupted, cutting her off before she could continue. “On the eve of war, are you in Torence trying to control the Council Chiefs?” he asked with a rare rise of his voice.
Why could she not see that she and Ashaer played the same game? She also should have been at Torence openly trying to heal the wounds between a partisan Council and the House of Fayersae.
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath to calm himself. He would say no more on the subject. He had said enough.
She started to snap back, but instead she spun and turned her back on him. He walked over to her.
“If you are still planning to leave for the marsh today, we should go,” he said, resting his hand on her shoulder.
“How long does Ashaer think he can keep this secret?” she said after a few minutes, and the bite and fury had left her voice. “How many know about this?”
“The forest guard, most of whom have become apprentice carpenters and masons,” he said. “Scipan brought twelve shipwrights from Torence, and twenty masons from Raumuth have also been hired. As you know, the mason’s vow of silence has never been broken; besides, when war eventually breaks out, your mother will disband the Confederate Council and convene the War Council. Once she does that, Ashaer doesn’t think it will matter if the Houses and the War Chiefs eventually find out about this harbor and the ships. The Union will hold until the war with the Shotak is won.”
“And after that?” she asked.
“If Ashaer has given it any thought, we haven’t spoken about it.”
The last of the anger dropped from her eyes, and it was replaced with a thoughtful look as she started to accept what she had seen. She was wise enough to know the importance of the ships even though the risks were high. She would remain silent and protect the knowledge of the harbor; thus, she would become guilty of the same treasonous act. The fragile Union would be torn apart should word of the harbor leak out before the War Council was called, and on the eve of war, she could not let that happen.
“Then let’s go down river and gather the supplies for the journey into the marsh,” she said.
Fysan tilted his head, sniffing audibly. The faint scent of pine drifted into the lower chamber of the lighthouse that had been his home for the past two weeks. The wind had finally turned.
He wiped his quill clean and secured the stopper in the brass inkwell, taking care that no stray droplets of ink had spilled onto the large wooden table, and he blotted and tied his leather-bound notebook closed before sliding it to the edge of the table beside a maritime lantern that brightly lit the room. Standing, he carefully began rolling the two cracked scrolls between the soft leather that protected what remained of the ancient parchments he had been transcribing. He gently placed each crumbling scroll into a tube of rigid leather, and after tying each of them shut, he returned them to the small trunk that lay open beside his wooden stool. He stuffed the notebook, ink and quill into his worn satchel and dimmed the lantern.
The embers in the firebox had fallen into a glowing pile of ash, and he closed the vents on the iron stove, stopping the draft of air. Taking the lantern, he climbed the rickety spiral stairs, and after unlatching the trap door, he pushed it open with his shoulder, letting the heavy wood flip over with a bang. He hooked the lantern to the chains hanging from the ceiling, and adjusted the wick to brighten the room before opening the shutters to the south.
A dark evening sky spanned the horizon that the setting sun did little to brighten. The tide was still rising, but the waves had stopped crashing against the jagged rocks of the island coast, confirming that the autumn wind had indeed temporarily turned to the south; the narrow channel between the mainland and this small string of islands would now be calm enough for him to return to Wingeard in a small dinghy.
He opened the shutters to the east and west before opening the row facing north, and as expected, he could see the smoke rising from the tar kilns at his shipyard that was nestled into the small cove on the other side of the narrow island. His entire fleet of thirty-eight galliots lay anchored and tightly packed into the inlet, and two sat stripped of masts and side planks on dry docks. The lumber yard had gone quiet, but now that the crash of the sea had subsided, he could hear the chopping of wood next to the stacks of roots and tree limbs that were piled along the west side of the compound, and he knew the arduous task of cutting the pine into long slivers to feed the ever burning kilns would continue late into the evening. The exterior wall of the cooperage was stacked high with new casks to collect the pine tar that always seemed to be in short supply.
He hadn’t waited more than a few minutes when he saw the Captain of his guard coming around the broken rocks to the east, leading a draft horse and cart that was much smaller than the horse was accustomed to pulling. He closed the flue on the chimney, leaving the lantern that would consume the remaining oil long before morning; he knew no ships would be safely making the turn around the southern tip of Hauden during the autumn months, and the lighthouse would be closed and shuttered until mid-winter in another week anyway. He backed down the stairs and pulled the trap closed behind him before shuffling to kick open the door to light the windowless lower chamber. He slung his satchel over his shoulder and draped a heavy canvas jacket over his shoulders, buttoning it closed at the neck, and he stepped into the cool twilight as the clop of the horse and the creak of the small cart echoed across the gray rocks before they crested the small outcropping of rock that the lighthouse sat upon.
“Just the one larger trunk,” he said to his Captain as the horse was pushed to a stop.
He stepped back into the lighthouse, and taking the small trunk containing the scrolls, he carried them to the cart and carefully laid the trunk among a pile of heavy blankets before covering it with the same heavy wool. The Captain emerged with a large iron-bound trunk containing his personal belongings which he dropped roughly into the cart as Fysan closed and bolted the lighthouse door behind him.
“The last ship docked only an hour ago,” the Captain said. He continued when Fysan gave him a questioning look. “Baran held it up at Falchner. He’s logged an official protest.”
“To whom?” Fysan said, almost laughing. “He forgets we’ve left the Union. He’s been compensated justly for the grain we have moved to Wingeard.”
“His harvest was exceptional,” the Captain said as he awkwardly began turning the horse and cart in the narrow space. “Baran’s granaries are still overfull. He assumed you would transport the bulk of it to Hithlyn and Nocrest as our previous arrangements dictated. Westermon’s needs are large.”
“Our old arrangement is no longer valid. Change is coming,” Fysan said. “Baran’s harvest is stockpiled where it needs to be; here and at Falchner. He can complain all he wants, but until he builds his own fleet to move his harvest, he remains subject to my whims.”
“Regarding the ships,” the Captain said after the horse and cart were turned to return to the cove. “The shipwrights are waiting for your final decision.”
Fysan pulled his hands through his thick red hair as he walked beside his Captain. Even though he answered to no one, he’d decided that he could not order the hulls lengthened and the masts made taller. Too many natives manned his ships, and he would keep the alterations from exceeding the dimensions specified in the treaty between Fayersae and the Five Nations.
“No, we will strengthen the hulls and add an extra set of oars,” Fysan said. “Rigging the sails for more speed will be as far as we go. Even I cannot go so far as to convert them into sea-crossing ships.”
“How long will we keep them hidden here?”
“As long as required,” Fysan answered.
“There is one more bit of news from Wingeard, although it is certainly not unexpected. She has taken control of the rest of the garrison and changed your colors.”
“All the more reason the ships are here and out of her reach. We are no longer in any danger, however,” Fysan said, patting the side of his satchel that bulged with his heavy notebook. “I now have what I need to safely return. You and the soldiers here can follow, but I will need you to wait another week, maybe two. The next time the wind shifts, you can cross the channel.”
When his Captain gave him a look that suggested concern over his safety as well as displeasure at remaining on the island longer than he already had, Fysan added, “I am in no danger. And I know you are as eager to get off this rock as I am. I need some time, however, if I am to keep you from falling under her spell.”
“Trading the thin mountain air of our ancestral home for salt and sea often weighs heavily on my heart, but I understand the need to remain here,” the Captain said.
“We still have the wind,” Fysan said as a heavier gust blew into their faces.
It was the first clear day since leaving the harbor three weeks ago, and the sun had risen above the golden tops of the trees and burned off the last of the morning fog. Blonhaft checked the loose bundles lying in the bottom of the dugout for the fourth time. He watched the slow waters of the Bess leave the Lower Ord to pursue its own eastward course. Breanne still hadn’t returned. She had left two days ago to gather news, and she was supposed to have angled through the wood to meet him at the junction of the rivers by sunset last night.
He began to pace along the narrow bank of the river, trudging through the thick weeds and wondering why she was late. He returned to the dugout, more impatient than worried, and he leaned against the rope that held it against the steady pull of the river, tugging at the knot around the young oak now become anchor. The sun had climbed directly overhead to warm the cool fall air when he finally saw a small canoe approaching. His first instinct was to hide himself, but as he realized the fifteen-foot dugout could not likewise be hidden, he recognized Breanne’s slender shoulders directing the canoe toward him.
He stood at the edge of the bank, and after trying to plant his feet on the uneven ground, he reached out and caught the canoe with one hand while steadying Breanne with the other as she lightly jumped ashore. He managed not to slip, and together they pulled the canoe out of the water. He leaned against the rope that held the dugout to catch his breath as she sat on top of the wet overturned canoe.
“I didn’t expect you to return via the river,” he said. “At least not from the Lower Ord.”
“I didn’t either,” she said. “I went to Kanag.”
“Kanag?” he asked, standing up.
Kanag had originally been a small Ganien village, but it had grown into a large trading post since much of the river traffic going to Torence passed through there. He was concerned that there might have been some at Kanag that would have recognized her, and they were trying to leave the Weltwood quietly.
“Brancynn has sent a courier to Ashaer. I caught up with her at Kanag,” she said.
Blonhaft stiffened and waited for her to continue.
“A Shotak war party has been seen on the southern slopes of the South Arm,” she said.
Blonhaft shook his head and paced a few yards away from the dugout.
“Is this news true?” he asked. “My brother isn’t as trusted as he once was now that he is seen to be so closely aligned with Ashaer. Could he have fabricated this news to pressure the Council Chiefs into preparing for war?”
“The courier believed the information she carried was true,” she said. “The report wasn’t intended for the Council, however. It was a private message from Brancynn to Ashaer. Besides, there are too few at Torence who would believe this anyway. Brancynn and Ashaer have tried everything in their power to convince the Council Chiefs to send more warriors to Ofst. The truth isn’t going to make any difference now. Onyare will actually have to break the treaty and attack before their warnings are taken seriously; of course, it may be too late for everyone at Ofst by then.”
She paused before continuing.
“The memory of the last brutal war with the Shotak Nation is still too fresh, even in the north. I think Onyare will wait a while longer before moving south.”
Blonhaft turned away from her and walked along the river bank. He gazed across the water to the vibrant treetops along the opposite shore and thought about Ofst. He hadn’t been there in years, mainly because he knew he would find Brancynn there. It wasn’t that he disliked his brother; it was just that he seldom felt the need for all the advice he seemed to get from him. As the seat of House Northmon, however, Ofst was technically his home, and he knew that city would be the first to face the aggression of the Shotak Nation should they break the treaty and move south. Breanne was probably right, however. The bitter memories of the last war with the Shotak were still too fresh. They would likely stay north of the South Arm until spring.
“And Laedian can do nothing?” he asked in frustration, turning back to Breanne.
“She must obey the Articles of Confederation,” she said jumping off the canoe to face him. “The Council Chiefs provide for the common defense. As long as they are unanimous in their decisions, you know she cannot overrule them.”
She paused and took a deep breath. He knew how hard it was for her mother to sit idle as the Council Chiefs refused to take the threat in the north seriously.
“My mother can only arbitrate and set aside decisions when the Council Chiefs do not present a unified front,” she said. “Since they cannot decide what the balance of the fighting force should be for each of the five Nations, they do nothing; however, they are unified in that decision to simply do nothing.”
“Then a War Council is your mother’s only option,” he said.
“That or civil war,” she said.
“There may not be a difference,” he replied.
He received no answer to his statement. He knew the Nations did not have a strong tradition of unity. Their alliances were temporary and usually served narrow interests. The natives just didn’t have the same deep bonds like the Houses, and the Houses had sworn fealty to Fayersae so long ago that no one even remembered a time when they had stood apart.
He walked back to the canoe. They pulled it into the woods, and after hiding it in the thick undergrowth, they untied the dugout. Breanne jumped aboard as he pushed it off the bank, swinging over the side without splashing into the cold water. They took turns paddling, content with the slower but steady progress. The afternoon grew unseasonably warm, and Blonhaft was still thinking of Breanne’s news concerning the Shotak when he remembered the original reason she had left.
“What of the disappearance of the Onayotek around the marsh?” he asked, breaking the long silence.
“Nothing conclusive,” she sighed, as she slowed her paddling. “The abandoned villages are no longer isolated east of the marsh, however. They are spreading to the south and west. The stories are spreading as well.”
“They are still the same?” he asked, shaking his head in disbelief.
“Variations of the same,” she said. “It’s hard to know for sure since the Onayotek have withdrawn and so few have spoken to them directly. It’s impossible to tell what gets lost in translation from red to white in the telling, but yes, there is still talk of a witch or sorceress wandering the misty bogs at the eastern edge of the marsh. Some have claimed to have seen her.”
“And you believe these folk tales,” he burst out, unable to contain his contempt for what he considered native superstitions.
She lifted her paddle out of the water and turned to face him, and raising her eyebrows and shaking her head at him, she let a slight smile cross her face.
“Few things seem to animate you like native superstitions,” she said. “It’s odd that your closest friend is a native. You have such a hard time accepting any of their customs and beliefs.”
“This is different,” he said, more irritated at her look than her accusation. “Ashaer doesn’t go around spreading ridiculous tales of witches in a marsh.”
“No, he doesn’t,” she said as the seriousness returned to her face. “The stories he would tell would be his oral history. They wouldn’t be folk tales to him, and he wouldn’t consider them ridiculous. Remember, we are new to Hauden. There is still much that we do not know, and there are many things about this land that we haven’t discovered yet. The Onayotek have lived next to the marsh for many generations. They would not abandon their villages and ancestral lands without a reason.”
Blonhaft didn’t respond to her. The incongruity between the smooth river and Breanne’s earnest words lingered for a moment on the quiet autumn air before she squared her shoulders and plunged the oar into the water with a splash. He picked up a second oar as she began vigorously propelling the dugout upstream, and with the deep silence only broken by their rhythmic strokes, they moved the dugout upriver through the outskirts of the Ganien Nation.
As the hours turned into days, they saw no sign of the scattered Ganien villages that existed west of the Lower Ord. Each day brought them closer to the edge of the forest, and as they neared the plains of the Onayotek Nation, they began to sense a deep anxiety in the air, almost as if a nervous fear was being deposited into the soil with each morning’s heavy fog.
The disquietude of the forest had been their only companion for days as they moved through the deserted wood, and they were surprised when they came around a bend and saw a small barge bearing down on them. There wasn’t enough time to steer toward the riverbank to let them pass by without engaging them, so Breanne quickly pulled her hood over her head to hide her face. Blonhaft had no such means to disguise himself. He knew many of the river traders that worked the waterways of the Weltwood and, for a second, he feared he might be recognized; however, when the two boats came together, he was relieved to see that he did not know this particular craft or its crew.
Two men strained on their poles and a third grabbed hold of the dugout to keep the boats from being pulled apart by the current. The deck of the barge was still crowded with crates from Torence, and Blonhaft knew they normally would have been returning with autumn produce on their return trip down river through the Ganien Nation.
After the rocking of the boats settled, Blonhaft stood up.
“How far out have you traveled?” he asked, realizing that this smaller barge would have been able to navigate the shallow waterways on the east side of the marsh that connected the Ord to the Lower Celon.
“Too far,” the man holding onto the dugout answered. He eyed the canvas covering their provisions in the bottom of the dugout. “Better turn around now and save yourselves the trouble. You’ll find no customers out there.”
“Why not?” Breanne asked, keeping her head down and her face hidden.
The man paused upon hearing a woman’s voice before answering.
“All the Onayotek villages along the river are deserted,” he said. “The white man has moved south as well. You don’t want to be going no farther.”
“The water ain’t safe out there,” the man at the front of the barge said as he strained against the pull of the current to keep the boats together.
“Enough of that, Geomor,” the man holding the dugout said.
“It ain’t safe,” the man shot back at him. “I can feel it.” His lean face jutted toward Blonhaft. “Been a river man my whole life,” he whispered. “The water ain’t safe, I tell ye. And it’s angry.”
“You’ve traveled through the marsh, then?” Breanne asked the first man who shot a disapproving look at his companion.
When he hesitated to answer, Blonhaft knew he shared some of his companion’s fears, even if he refused to acknowledge them. It was also clear by the look on the third man’s face that he shared the sentiments of his nervous companion regarding the water.
“We turned back at the edge of the marsh,” the man finally answered.
“You didn’t travel the Lower Celon, then?” Blonhaft asked.
“No,” was the man’s short reply.
“Well, I see no harm in at least continuing to the edge of the forest before turning back,” Blonhaft said, picking up his oar.
“No, no harm in that I guess,” the man answered. “I wouldn’t go no farther,” he added, glancing at his companions. He let go of the dugout as they pulled the poles up.
“Stay out of the marsh,” the man at the front of the barge said over his shoulder as his boat began drifting downstream. It was taken quickly around the bend and Blonhaft and Breanne were alone on the river again.
A few hours later, they left the Weltwood. During the ten days they spent crossing the plains between the forest and the marsh, the three men on the barge were the last persons they had seen, and they had been right; the Onayotek that lived along the river had disappeared and the scattered trading posts of the white man were deserted. The sunken fields and bogs at the edge of the marsh slowly gave way to trees and mists as they rowed under the black overhanging boughs of the ancient forest that lay in the center of the marsh. Silently, they paddled into the denser trees as a thick mist floated and collected around their dugout, the white wisps slowly beginning to darken the sky.
The eastern side of the marsh they had just entered was somewhat bearable. The trees sullenly prevailed over mist and water before succumbing to drown farther in where the marsh became a nightmare. There, the trees were dead, but stood slowly rotting, and land ceased to exist as insects replaced it. Then, there was the permanent fog. It wavered and shifted in the stagnant air, allowing one to see just enough to get lost; nighttime was the worst, however. The darkness was complete and the insects created a din until one’s ears seemed to burst. Then the mind imagined what the eyes could not see and the ears loathed hearing, creating horrible nightmares.
The western side of the marsh again became more habitable if one could stand the insects. There, the trees thinned as did the fog, and there were patches of dry land, islands in a watery world. They had never crossed the marsh from the east, and to their knowledge, no one had ever traveled through the heart of the marsh from east to west; no one had ever even tried. Darkness fell as they paddled the dugout toward the center of the marsh.
Haldan returned to Torence six weeks late. The night was cloudless and cool, and a third quarter moon cast an eerie glow off the deserted cobblestones and empty stalls lining the market row. He made his way through the twisting streets toward the keep, and as he left the narrow confines of the lower city, the large black bricks of the inner wall rose up, glistening in the moonlight. The wall ringed the citadel that sat on a hill, and the twin towers of the castle loomed high overhead, piercing the sky like two ominous shadows.
Two guards at the postern gate recognized him, and the wooden doors of the main gate swung open as he led his tired horse into the short tunnel without breaking stride. The inner portcullis was raised, and the chains banging off the iron made a racket that likely woke half the city. The booming echo of the gate closing behind him told him he was home at last, and he climbed a short hill to the right and angled down a narrow street to the stables where a stable hand was already waiting for him.
“Will you need him tomorrow, My Lord?” the young man asked, grabbing the reins and steadying the horse as Haldan dismounted.
“No, lad, I hope not. He needs as much rest as I do,” Haldan said, giving his tired horse an affectionate pat before pulling off his saddlebags and slinging them over his shoulder.
He walked the short distance from the stables, crossing the small courtyard surrounding the right tower before he entered the large rotunda. A few lanterns had been kept burning by the night watch, but the large fire that usually burned at the opposite side of the room had gone out, and he almost imagined that he could feel a cold breeze blowing through the empty cavernous room. He shivered involuntarily as he made his way to the open staircase, and he started the short climb to Ashaer’s quarters that were just high enough up the tower to clear the inner wall of the keep and provide a view of the southern seas.
He knocked and entered without waiting for an answer. Ashaer was standing next to the fire with his back to the door, his arms folded behind him. His long black hair hanging just above his clasped hands was braided, and the red and gold cords of Fayersae that were still wrapped into the braid meant that the Council had met late into the night.
“Where have you been for the last six weeks?” Ashaer asked in a strong voice tinted with the accent of a native.
He turned around and folded his arms across his chest.
“It’s good to see you again,” Haldan said, dropping his saddlebags at the door.
Ashaer nodded his head in a silent apology and unfolded his arms. He began to pace the small area between the fireplace and the door.
“What took you so long?” he asked, and the voice he reserved for the Council Chiefs was gone.
“The shadows have grown deep around the marsh,” Haldan said, taking a small chair opposite the fire.
“Your sight is keen,” Ashaer said. “You’ve walked the Weltwood freely for many years, and I’ve never known you to lose your way before.”
Having just been to the edge of the marsh, Haldan knew better than to compare the shadows there to those of the Weltwood.
“I’m back, and for now, that’s all that matters,” he said.
“Did you discover anything that would explain why all the Onayotek villages south of the marsh have been deserted?” Ashaer asked, finally getting to the point.
“Unless you count the fear that is in the air, I found nothing,” Haldan said. “I met no one and saw no one; the whispers are still the same, however.”
He didn’t expect this answer to satisfy him, but Ashaer just nodded as if expecting this assessment, which Haldan found surprising since Ashaer had insisted that the reason for the deserted villages be discovered when he’d asked him to explore the area around the marsh.
Ashaer stopped pacing and turned to face the fire again. After a few minutes he turned around.
“The fear is real,” he said, clasping his hands behind his back again. “The deepening shadow is real,” he added before becoming silent again.
Haldan waited for him to explain as Ashaer stood stiffly in front of the fire. Clearly, Haldan thought, Ashaer wasn’t able to relax while still dressed for the Council Chiefs.
His black jacket and pants were tight fitting, and his tall lean body seemed to struggle inside the hard rigid leather. Three braided cords, like the ones in his hair, hung at his right shoulder, signifying his rank as Minister of War. His uniform was trimmed in dark red, and the double dragonhead prow of a longship embroidered across his breast indicated that he belonged to the House of Fayersae and not to the Ganien Nation; however, with his dark skin and jet-black hair, nobody would ever mistake him for a Fayersae by blood.
He was tall, like most warriors of his tribe, and his beak-like nose jutted outward, splitting his narrow face. His eyes were two black dots, and they stared unblinkingly, missing nothing. Thin lips and a pointed chin completed the sharp countenance. It was an intense face, a determined face, a face that fastened upon you and made you a friend or an enemy at once, but it was not a handsome face. Still, it was a face that few ever forgot once they saw it.
“I have remembered an old story my Clan Mothers once told around the sacred fire,” Ashaer began at last. “Tradition would normally prevent me from relating it to a pale skin, but since you walk our forest with open eyes and are therefore a brother, I will tell you their tale. This is the story, in part, of Oseronni Ni Kahyonda, or in the common tongue, the White Lady between the Rivers. Forgive my awkward use of the white man’s tongue, but I’m translating as I remember the details.”
He momentarily bowed his head to collect his thoughts and then raising it, he began the narration.
“Each year as the days grow longer following the May Day, our seven Brothers will start to warm the air, and when the warm winds have returned to the land, the forbearance of men turns prideful. When warriors become animals, forgetting duty, and the women all speak at once from the same fire, the land will fill with yearning, lust, and all things that dishonor men. If the Clans then become consumed with appetite, letting the warmth of our Brothers cloud their reason, all will feel the weight of hubris and a life without purpose, and they will become ashamed; however, if a few are strong and have remembered temperance, they will slowly turn away from our Brothers and beg our Sisters to free them from their overindulgence.
“Now our Grandmother, the moon, who guards the door between the worlds, will always fight the pride that grows in the hearts of men as the air warms, and she fights the lust that turns warriors into animals, and she fights the confusion that turn women from their understanding of truth; however, if many men care only for their weapons and many women sit at the same fire, our grandmother will grow tired and our Brothers will let loose a Bat to chase and to envelop her in its leathery wings. From this annual affliction our grandmother must flee and our Brother’s heat will eventually consume all the land; for if the Clans are disunited and have become prideful and arrogant, and our grandmother has had no help tempering lust and ignorance, she will be too weary to escape, and the Bat will catch her and cover her eyes with its brown wings.
“But upon seeing our Grandmother’s peril at being so consumed, our Sisters will rise up and cast a great waking spell upon Oseronni who sleeps in the land between the rivers. So great will be the power of their call to wake Oseronni, that our Brothers will be diminished and Kahonsti will once again sleep for a time. From that point on, the valiant warriors who can walk alive between the rivers will be given strength to temper the passions our Brothers bring, and our seven Sisters will give wise council to the women who still keep the sacred fires so that they may speak with one voice.”
Ashaer paused for a moment, letting his words summon a distant memory of a much older story.
“There is another half to the tale,” he said. “It is older, and I have only heard it whispered a few times in the old tongue.”
He was silent for a few minutes before he continued the narration.
“Each year, as the days grow shorter following the Festival of the Three Clans, our seven Sisters will start to chill the air with their cold breath, and when the warm winds have been banished to the edge of the world, beasts and monsters will awaken. When warriors become women, forgetting courage, and women become silent, letting the sacred fire dim, the land will fill with cowardice, fear, and all things that terrify men. If the Clans then become consumed with despair, letting the chill of the Sisters touch their hearts, all will feel the burden of decay and death, and they will become afraid; however, if a few are strong and their fires have not died, they will slowly turn away from our Sisters and beg our seven Brothers to free them from this malady.
“Now our Grandfather, the sun, who fills the land with eternal fire, will always fight the doubt that grows in the breasts of men as the air chills, and he fights the beasts that try to turn warriors into women, and he fights the monsters that turn women from their duty to the sacred fires; however, if many men have laid down their weapons, and many women have put out their fires, our Grandfather will grow tired and our sisters will let loose a Vulture to chase and to consume him in its vast wings. From this annual affliction our Grandfather must flee and our Sister’s breath will eventually stop the water and the rain, and the land will turn from green to brown to white; for if the Clans are disunited and have become craven and weak, and our Grandfather has had no help driving the beasts and monsters back into the dark places, he will be too weary to escape, and the Vulture will catch him and cover his eyes with its black wings.
“But upon seeing our Grandfather’s peril at being so consumed, our Brothers will rise up and cast a great waking spell upon Kahonsti who sleeps in the forever-green land. So great will be the power of their call to wake Kahonsti, that our Sisters will be diminished and Oseronni will once again sleep for a time. From that point on, the valiant warriors who can find his hidden sanctuary will be given strength to accept the chill our Sisters bring, and our seven Brothers will give wise council to the women who still keep the sacred fires so that they may comfort and bring peace to those who feel the cold breath coming.”
Haldan said nothing after Ashaer finished the tale of Oseronni and Kahonsti. The man he had come to know over the years was still able to surprise him. For months, Ashaer had been obsessed with the marsh and the disappearance of the Onayotek villagers, and now, after all the prying and inquiries had come up empty, it appeared that a Ganien tale told by the Mothers around the sacred fire had satisfied his thirst for the answers to the mystery.
He wondered if the white men had ever told a story such as this one. If they had, he’d never heard it, and it was not found in any of the books he had ever read. For as long as anyone could remember, the white man had used the hiding of the moon and sun to demarcate the ages, and when a person lived to witness seven cycles of the Darkening, the title of Ealder was bestowed. It was a rare honor, and he had not reached the age of witnessing his first Darkening, and very few Ealders had survived the assault of the Plague Bringers when the Houses had fled Hamlond in the Fayersae longships. The fire had dimmed, and he let Ashaer pace for a few minutes before he broke the spell of the story.
“The foundations for many of the oldest stories often contain literal truths,” he said as Ashaer stopped again in front of the fire. “Uncovering the lessons our ancestors have hidden in myth is never an easy task. We should ask ourselves how this story relates to our time,” he said. “What wisdom can we draw from this tale?”
“I don’t know yet,” Ashaer said, finally unbuttoning the collar of his heavy jacket.
He opened the heavy chain grate to the fireplace and added another log to brighten and re-warm the room. When he had finished, he grabbed the wooden chair from the desk and moved it to the fire, finally allowing himself to sit.
“I don’t know yet,” he repeated. “Oseronni and Kahonsti are ancient names that have passed into the collective mythos of all the tribes; time has caused many of the interpretations to drift apart, however. The Onayotek no longer distinguish between the two, and for them, Oseronni and Kahonsti are one and the same. I believe pieces of the Onayotek stories concerning the land between the rivers have also merged with their destruction mythology.”
“Perhaps explaining the desertion of all the Onayotek villages around the marsh,” Haldan said, now understanding the connection Ashaer had made between the story and the disappearance of the Onayotek.
“Yes,” Ashaer said. “It is more than that, though. As you implied, the literal truths may be more apparent than I’d imagined. Avanian knows more than she willingly reveals, and she often speaks like a Mother. Too often, I fail to find the hidden truths in her words.”
The seriousness of the conversation kept Haldan from smiling at Ashaer’s assessment of Avanian.
“You forget, my native friend, that while Avanian may at times speak like a Mother, she also speaks with the obfuscation of Triumon,” he said. “Never forget who she is. She will never reveal more than she thinks we need to know.”
Haldan paused after his last statement, almost smiling at himself now. Was that manipulation any different than the nuanced words of a Mother?
“Obviously, something’s moving the Onayotek to this odd behavior,” Haldan said. “Whether myths are rising to walk the land, I cannot tell; however, we can’t ignore the fact that all the villages within two days’ ride of the marsh have been abandoned. Are the Onayotek Council Chiefs still silent?”
“They have not responded to any of my inquiries,” Ashaer said. “If they are concerned at all, they hide it well. The trust between them and the Ganien Nation has never been strong, however. Historically, our alliances have been made out of necessity rather than any bond between our peoples. I do not know what they discuss in private, and I doubt they have revealed any of their thoughts to the other members of Council.”
Haldan was quiet a moment before he said, “What we do know is that a deep fear seems to have taken root in the dark soil, and it is growing as the green fields have turned brown. Daily, dissension between the Houses and the Five Nations grows, and the Council Chiefs are laying down their weapons while the drums of war are growing louder from within the Union and from the Shotak in the north.”
Haldan was wise enough to respect the signs, however ominous, pointing to the danger that lurked, even if it could only be imparted via the myths of a strange culture.
“Yes, our warriors have become women,” Ashaer said as he stood and started to pace again. “Once more, the Council refused all pleas to have the Nations prepare for war. The Houses are unified in principle, but with the exception of Bruchmon, they have done nothing to aid Northmon and fortify Ofst. Westermon is silent, Triumon is divided and Fayersae’s numbers are not large enough to matter.”
“And my brother will fortify the Hills of Raumuth, but nothing more,” Haldan said.
“It fulfills the minimum commitment of House Haelanhon,” Ashaer said, folding his arms behind his back again. “Unless the Council Chiefs order the red warriors to sharpen their weapons and string their bows, the white man will fight alone. But the time nears when their voices will go unheard. They are no longer even women, but snakes that crawl in the dust. They will soon be returning to their Clan Mothers to stain their families forever with the cowardice that chokes them.”
“Then Laedian will be forced to call a War Council,” Haldan said, choosing to ignore the issue with the Council Chiefs.
They had wrestled with their growing hostility toward the Houses until there was no point in discussing it any further. Either the Union held or it didn’t. Either way, war was coming, and the short peace seemed certain to end by midsummer, if not sooner.
“Are you riding north?” he asked.
“Yes, I’ll be leaving for the Hills at daybreak,” Ashaer said, stopping to stand at the door.
This was Haldan’s cue to leave, and he stood to retrieve his saddlebags.
“Nothing has really changed,” Ashaer said. “We plan for war despite the Council Chiefs, and wait for the War Council to be called. If the Clan Mothers send their War Chiefs, then the Union holds. If they don’t, then the Houses will fight the enemy in the north without allies.”
“But will we also fight with enemies at our back?” Haldan asked. “And our problem with the marsh hasn’t gone away. We still have no facts, and now we wait for further signs to portend which myths may reveal the truth.”
He picked up his saddlebags and opened the door.
“And you are still the Minister of War for the House of Fayersae, and still, we are not certain who our friends are and when our enemies will strike,” he added before closing it behind him.
He walked the empty corridor and went down the stairs, exiting the tower to finally find food and rest. As he made his way across the deserted garden toward his quarters at the edge of the outer wall facing the sea, he thought it remarkable that in the short time that they had been on Hauden, the Houses now found themselves embroiled in an alliance and pending war that usually took generations to become this entangled. That the Houses were groping their way through this new alliance was without question, yet he somehow drew comfort from the strange natives and their odd ways, natives he now called friend and brother. He felt a kinship with them, and he knew that it was this feeling of kinship that would trump all their petty differences.
Night came quickly in the marsh, and already the gray dusk had started to darken. Within minutes the curtain of blackness would fall, and Blonhaft and Breanne paddled the dugout toward a large oak with a small patch of weeds surrounding its wet trunk. The base of the tree was just wide enough for them to stand on, and as they climbed out of the dugout, their boots sunk three or four inches into the rotting weeds and mud; the soggy earth held their weight, however. Neither spoke as they secured the dugout to the rotting wood of the tree. They hastily ate a meal of dried fruit as they crouched at the base of the tree amidst the long rank weeds and then, with their backs against the tree, they waited for the gray light of dawn that seemed so far away. There would be no real sleep or escape from the nightmare that was about to descend upon them.
They didn’t have long to wait before the twilight turned black, and they sat in silence, trying to prepare their minds for the long night as the darkness dropped down on them and the buzz of unimaginable insects rose up to greet the night. Within minutes, hundreds of bugs had swarmed around their heads, many biting unmercifully, and there was no defense against those that crawled and slithered under their clothing to bite and burrow into more tender flesh. Their thick leather jackets did little to stop the constant needle-like stings of the giant flies. Slowly, their slaps and squirms diminished as they became fatigued from the effort and their minds became numb to the pain.
Soon, they lost all sense of time as they huddled together, shoulder to shoulder, and the touch of their bodies was all that stood between them and insanity. Still, their bewildered minds teetered on the edge of madness, and the water offered the only escape as they felt its dank wisps beckoning them down into the black depths. Together, they kept each other from jumping into the stagnant liquid as they fought the urge to embrace the black water that promised to drown them and end their nightmare.
Blonhaft’s body jerked, jolting him out of the madness inside his head. The buzzing of the flies had stopped. He nudged Breanne. She didn’t move, and as he sat up to roughly shake her from her own hallucination, he felt his foot being pulled out from underneath him. Something had wrapped itself around his ankle and was dragging him into the water. He yelled, hoping to wake Breanne, but as he clawed at the weeds, he couldn’t stop his slide into the water. The marsh that had earlier seemed to offer such a blissful release from the insects sent his skin crawling when the thick warm water soaked him.
He was pulled under, and his lungs started to burn as he struggled vainly for the rank air of the marsh. Panicking, he remembered the dagger at his waist. He frantically drew it out, and after a few desperate strokes aimed at the tight grip around his ankle, he freed his leg and began flailing for the surface. He was just starting to feel himself succumbing to the weight of his boots and wet clothes when his arms finally splashed out of the water. He pulled himself back up to the tree, clinging to the coarse weeds, gulping the rotten air.
He yelled for Breanne, crawling around the tree trying to find her. She wasn’t there. All he heard was his own splashing in the muck and he opened his mouth to yell again, but the wind was knocked out of him as something wrapped around his stomach. It slid down his body to his knees after a manic slash from his dagger, but he was still being pulled back into the water. He took a mouthful of heavy air, hoping it wouldn’t be his last.
He slashed violently to cut the grip from around his knees, and after freeing himself, he pulled himself back to the tree and moved to the dugout. While holding the dagger against the darkness before him, he wrapped his arm tightly around the rope that anchored it to the tree.
He yelled for Breanne again. Still no answer came. He yelled again, but his scream was cut off as he was slapped across the face and crushed against the tree. Staggering in the mud, he turned to face the blackness. The ground was breaking up around the base of the tree and he slipped, only to be pulled back into the water. He freed himself, surfaced, and was pulled back into the water once more.
He lost count of the number of times he pulled himself to the tree only to be pulled back into the water. He was delirious with fatigue, the battle never ending in victory or death, and as he pulled himself back to the base of the tree, he knew he didn’t have the strength to continue the fight. Turning and putting his back to the tree, he slumped to the muddied ground, sitting in a foot of sticky muddy water. Dawn had arrived; he had survived and the darkness lifted as the insects continued to drone on.
When he finally regained consciousness, it was midmorning. The dugout was still tied to the tree but Breanne was not there. Her white dagger lay beside the tree. At least she had been conscious enough to fight, he thought. He shuddered, thinking it would have been better for her to drown in her sleep. He picked up the ancient dagger of Fayersae, washed it, and reverently slid it into his belt.
Pulling himself into the dugout wasn’t easy. Most of the ground around the tree had fallen away, and he was wet, covered with rotting weeds, and exhausted. He flopped into the dugout and cut the rope that held it to the tree since he hadn’t the energy to loosen the knot and untie it properly.
With aching muscles, he began paddling, knowing that he needed to pilot a straight course; if he strayed north or south, he knew he would not escape the marsh by the end of the day. As he concentrated on finding the true path, the dugout made a wide arc to the north, and just as he realized he had been turning, he felt a faint perception of Breanne; she was not dead.
He pushed the dugout into a tighter clump of trees, and at the base of the fifth one, he found her. She was unconscious, and was lying face down in the mud. She had wrapped her arms around as much of the trunk as she could, and he could see that her nails were broken and bloodied from clawing into the soft wet bark. With the dugout rocking awkwardly, he pried her stiff arms from around the tree, and using nearly all his remaining strength, he pulled her into the wet bottom of the dugout. She was breathing, but she lay still in the two-inch quagmire in the bottom of the dugout. A moment of anguish coursed over him and his eyes watered when he looked at her ashen face; the buzzing and stinging of the flies quickly reminded him of the task at hand, however, and all his energy was turned to pushing the dugout toward the west.
He cleared the inner marsh late in the day, and the patches of weeds around the trees grew larger until they began to merge and form small islands. The insects diminished and he heard the welcoming cries of not too distant birds. The sun had burned off most of the thin wisps of fog, and for the first time in two days he saw the sky. He made a silent thank you to the Ealders, and he beached the dugout at the first sign of solid ground. After dragging himself ashore, he fell facedown on the coarse but dry weeds. Exhaustion took him and he slept.
It was dark when he woke, and a small fire cracked and popped in front of him. He rolled over to see Breanne huddled next to the flames, embracing their warmth. Although the night was unseasonably warm and humid, she had pulled a blanket over her head, shielding herself from the leathery black moths that flew into the fire, feeding the orange flames. Crawling to the fire, he found water and food, neither of which he’d had the entire day. His ears still rang from the faded drone of the flies, and his skin burned from the hundreds of bites and stings. He tried to speak, wiping the dried mud from his lips with the back of his dirty hand.
“I thought you had drowned,” he croaked.
He took a swallow from the skin beside her, gulping the warm water that relieved the pain in his swollen tongue.
“I should have,” Breanne whispered, trying to find her own voice. She shivered and moved closer to him. “I was slowly sinking before blackness came. I have no other memory of the water.”
“I don’t know what came out of the water,” he said after a few minutes.
His mind was still unsure which parts had been real and which had been nightmares, although in the end both merged and the distinction didn’t matter. The ache in his body told him the fight in the water had been real, and the bites from all the insects itched, reminding him that they were also real.
He shuddered, thinking again of the struggle in the water. He pulled part of her blanket around his shoulders, and they both huddled closer to the fire.
“I found your dagger black with blood,” he said, almost to himself.
“I don’t remember fighting,” she said, shivering again, her shoulders quivering uncontrollably.
He put his arm around her and held her tight. She finally stopped shaking and rested her head on the stiff leather of his jacket. Black water and burning lungs were the only memories that lingered for her, and even those vague impressions were starting to fade.
“I only remember sinking,” she whispered again. “I woke to find myself in the bottom of the dugout. You were lying asleep on the grass.”
The memory of the inner marsh was already starting to fade from Blonhaft’s mind too, and he felt better knowing she was beside him; however, feeling better meant the exhaustion in his beaten and scratched body quickly overtook him. They both fell asleep, huddled together.
Breanne woke first, and after washing the mud from her face and arms, she lit another fire, gathering what little dry grass and branches remained on the small island.
Blonhaft woke to the pop of crackling wood, and he rolled into a sitting position and let out a short cry of pain, coughing as the black smoke drifted into his face, stinging his eyes. His face and neck were covered with bruises and raw abrasions, and he couldn’t remember ever being so beaten and battered; he was, however, glad to be alive, and he helped Breanne eat the last of their provisions.
“I should not have traded this marsh for a quiet winter at Kahon,” he whispered, wincing as he stretched his legs, thinking of the warm fire in the Great Room.
“We’re out of food,” she said, reminding him of their immediate needs. “And that was the last of the drinkable water. This muddy oily water here would keep us alive, but I’d prefer not to drink it. We need to get out of this section of the marsh.”
“We’ve foraged before,” he said, dropping his head and stretching his stiff neck.
“But you don’t want to eat raw fish,” she said. “There’s no dry grass or wood left on this island. We need to find a better place to camp before nightfall. Besides, we still haven’t discovered why the Onayotek villages have been deserted, and I don’t think the inner marsh is what has driven them away.”
“Alright,” he gave in, crawling to the edge of the water to wash his face. “We can leave, but you’ll have to paddle alone. I haven’t the strength.”
She kicked out the dying fire and watched him climb over the side of the dugout, his face grimacing with the effort. He dropped to the bottom of the dugout with a gasp and managed to pull himself upright. She grabbed the blanket and shoved the dugout into the water, pulling herself aboard.
Blonhaft slept as she slowly pushed the dugout to the northwest. She knew she’d find a larger island with enough trees for a proper fire sooner or later, but her luck held, and by noon she’d beached the dugout. She woke Blonhaft and helped him ashore, and she just managed to get him away from the water’s edge before he collapsed. He curled up on the ground, and placing a hand on his forehead, she felt the fever that was coursing through his body. He needed water, but he had already slipped out of consciousness.
After gathering enough wood for another fire, she thoroughly cleaned her own hands and arms before returning to Blonhaft. She stripped off his heavy leather jacket. His arms were covered with dark black bruises and red scrapes. She pulled off his shirt, and his chest was covered with the same purple bruises streaked with raw red abrasions. She cleaned the wounds the best she could, fighting him as he drifted in and out of feverish dreams. She wrapped him in a dry blanket and after shaking him awake, she forced him to drink some water before she let him slump back into a fitful sleep. When she was sure he was resting as comfortably as his fever would allow, she spent the rest of the afternoon gathering wood and washing their clothes, spreading them to dry on the coarse grass.
When the sun had sunk behind a bank of clouds and evening started fading into night, she went to the edge of the water to wash. She peeled off her stained undershirt and mud-covered pants, hanging them on the side of the dugout. She waded a few feet into the warm water until it reached her waist. The mud and sweat of the past two days started to dissolve and wash away.
Blonhaft woke, and rolling over he saw her standing in the water beside the dugout. Her naked white body was silhouetted against the black water, outlining her slender figure. Her muscles rippled as she pulled and untangled her knotted hair, her ribs glistening in the fading light. Welts and bug bites dotted her back, although he could not see the deep purple bruise and slight abrasion that ran from her left side across her abdomen to her opposite hip. It was her own small reminder of how fortunate she’d been in the center of the marsh.
He pushed himself into a sitting position and turned his back on her. His head had stopped pounding but his body still ached. He took a long drink from the full water skin she had left next to him, and he stretched his back as the blanket slipped off his shoulders, giving him his first good look at his own injuries. The bruises and scrapes were not life threatening and he knew he was going to be okay, but he could also use a proper bath to wash away the memories of the inner marsh. Besides, he stunk. There were dried weeds stuck in his hair and mud still covered his pants and boots. He got himself to his feet and stumbled toward the water to wash away the last reminder of the inner marsh.
He finished bathing, and he wrapped himself in two clean blankets that Breanne had left next to the water before walking back to the fire where she sat wrapped in her own rough wool blankets. Huddling next to the fire, they drank some water and fell quickly to sleep, hungry but content just to be alive.
They spent the next five days resting and regaining their strength. Their black bruises healed, leaving traces of yellow to show where they had been, and the red welts and bites faded into pink blemishes. They had plenty to eat since the fish were easy to spear in the clear water along the banks of their island camp, and now that they were re-provisioned, they knew it was time to move out of the marsh.
“Doesn’t the Celon split, forming a large island farther north?” Blonhaft asked as they sat before the evening fire. “There were rumors of a native village at the junction of the three rivers. Perhaps we could find something there that may explain things.”
“I’m not sure if we’ll be able to get to the junction of the rivers while we’re in the marsh,” she answered. “We should still be west and south of the Celon right now.”
She pulled a charred fish from the fire and started pulling the steaming meat from the slivers of bone.
“Then let’s move out to the plain west of the marsh,” Blonhaft said. “We can cut back to the Celon once we’ve cleared the marsh. I think there used to be some Nundawai villages along the river. We can see if those villages have been deserted as well. That island should then be directly to the east. We’ll have to go on foot, though.”
“Alright, we can get clear of this water and proceed on foot,” she said, handing him a piece of the fish. “We can leave the dugout until we’ll need it to return to Kahon.”
He nodded, reminded that their eventual return to Kahon would bring them across the center of the marsh again. They would have the current of the Ord assisting them on the return trip; however, he knew it wouldn’t speed them much through the stagnant water of the marsh. They finished their meal in silence, realizing that while they had endured much, they still had many miles to travel.
They spent two weeks wandering the deserted Onayotek villages around the northwestern side of the marsh before they moved out into the plains. When they cut back to the river after traveling north, they found that all the Nundawai villages there had also been deserted, although few Nundawai actually lived this far south since they preferred the open drier plains to the north. Still they met no one, and they saw no signs that would indicate why the Onayotek and Nundawai had fled the area.
When they finally reached the river, the Celon was wide and shallow, although they were still close to the marsh and could see the hazy mists on the southern horizon. They forded the river, going south toward the marsh, and the banks of the river gradually became steeper and the land to the east became hilly, slowly rising above the flat plains to the west and south. After a few hours, they left the riverbank and moved into the hills and dunes on the island. They continued moving to the south, and the rolling hills became steeper. Eventually they climbed onto a narrow plateau, and they made camp at the tip of the island just above the rapids of the two arms of the Celon.
Below them the marsh spread to the east, south and west, expanding all the way to the horizon. The sun had slipped below the blanket of fog covering the marsh, and the southern sky had turned a deep red and purple along the entire horizon. Blonhaft felt an odd sense of wonder looking down across the wide expanse of the marsh, realizing that they had both almost perished in that mist. They planned to search the plateau above the three rivers more thoroughly in the morning, but they had seen no signs of the rumored village when they had made their way to the southern tip of the island. They turned away from the marsh as darkness settled on the barren landscape, leaving the glow of the sky and the spray of the rapids behind them.
They had found her.
A tall slender woman dressed in green hunting garb stood in front of their fire, and a long cloak that hung nearly to her heels shimmered in the flickering firelight. She didn’t move.Dark shadows weaved around her, and for a few moments she seemed to waver and disappear before becoming solid again. They both tried to take a step toward this strange woman, but with a slight flip of her hand, they found that their feet had become rooted to the hard rock. An eerie but real shadow reached into their chests and seemed to still their hearts. Theycould not move and the paralysis only strengthened the fear that had suddenly numbed their bones.
The witch before them stood perfectly still, and her only movement was her piercing eyes that scanned each of them, seemingly pulling all that she wanted to know from their thoughts. They stood there helpless, waiting for her to move or to speak. She walked toward them, and with a forced smile, the shadow that had stilled their hearts vanished; the power that held their feet firmly rooted remained, however.
“I release the chill in your blood,” Blonhaft heard a hard voice say before he realized the woman had spoken.
The voice continued.
“It is perilous to have come here.”
It grew darker as he listened to her words, but something deep inside his muddled thoughts urged him to throw off the blanket of shadow that seemed to cloud both his vision and thinking when she spoke. With an effort, percipience returned.
“Release us!” Breanne demanded.
Her voice grated in Blonhaft’s ears.
The witch just walked casually around Breanne, still surveying her intently with eyes that Blonhaft now noticed glowed with an almost inhuman green light.
“Yes,” she said to Breanne. “You can hear me, but will you listen.”
To Blonhaft, the words seemed foreign and strange, and he could no longer understand what the woman was saying.
“ Breanne Fayersae, Laedian’s daughter,” the woman said. “You are indeed as strong as I had heard rumor of, but are you also as wise? Do you come here to fight or to submit? Choose wisely. Fate depends upon it.”
Breanne and the woman locked eyes, and the intensity on their faces hardened into a silent struggle.
In the glow of the firelight, Blonhaft could see that the woman did not belong to either the Nundawai or the Onayotek Nations; her complexion, though not pale, was not dark enough. Her hair was straight, and the copper sheen seemed to change and shimmer in the flickering light of the fire. Her face was attractive, but it appeared to change in the firelight, and he felt that it could become beautiful or hideous depending on what she wanted one to see. With the exception of the long cape, her clothing was normal woodsman garb, but it was not like any of the native styles he was familiar with. Her moccasins were wrapped over her pants, and they came all the way to her knees. Her jacket was plain and a single green stone hung from a simple leather cord at her neck; she was otherwise unadorned.
Hewatched the witch release Breanne from her gaze, or had it been the other way around, he wondered? The woman moved back to the fire, and she flipped her hand again. This time, Blonhaft felt his feet against the ground and he knew he would be able to move if he chose.
“I am a servant,” the woman said, and the hard edge on her voice was gone.
The shadows had stopped swirling around her and her eyes dimmed slightly.
“I am just one of Seven,” she continued. “I have come here to keep you from passing farther onto this island. I’ve been monitoring your progress since you entered the marsh, and I am surprised with your courage and cunning. No one has ever found a path through the shadows I weave, and no one has ever survived an attack from the ancient beast that slumbers there,” she said to Blonhaft. “Yet you survived.”
When their eyes met, he momentarily felt the urge to oppose her, but she dropped her gaze before those thoughts could overwhelm him.
“I have also come,” she said, her green eyes flashing again when she looked at Breanne, “to confirm my suspicion that your partner was none other than Breanne Fayersae, the beautiful princess of the House of Fayersae.
“Blonhaft, son of Bran Northmon, and Breanne, Laedian’s daughter, two interlopers from Torence,” she said loudly.
“We are not spies,” Breanne retorted, returning the cold stare.
“You are both where you cannot be,” the witch said, again stopping the blood in their veins. “But for now, fear not,” she said more softly. “You have found what you were seeking, although an explanation you will not get directly. I have hidden all true paths to this place in preparation. Another has covered the land around us with a blanket of fear. Go away, satisfied that the fear is real and that the villages have been cleared.”
Blonhaft still could not put voice to any of the questions that raced around in his head. Why had she called them interlopers? Prepare for what? Shadow seemed to be all that he sensed when this woman spoke. He could not think clearly, and as he fought to understand what she was saying, his thoughts were further confused by Breanne’s voice that seemed to screech inside his head, jarring his bones.
“We choose to walk freely in our own land,” Breanne said. “We choose the path.”
“It is a precarious thing to lay claim to the land itself. Mere words will not suffice to make what we wish come true,” the witch said.
They were again followed by words that Blonhaft could not understand as the woman addressed Breanne.
“ You have not even begun to comprehend the power of this land. Until you do, do not let your willfulness and pride lead to your destruction. I cannot protect you should you return to the land between the rivers; likewise, I cannot keep you away should your path bring you back. Again, you must choose wisely. But take this immediate council. Leave this place. Return to Kahon and wait for your true path. Learn to master your compulsions.”
Blonhaft watched the two as their eyes locked again. Neither of them blinked for nearly a minute. Finally, the strange woman lowered her eyes, nodding slightly to Breanne.
“Often, it is easy to become blind when one’s path seems so clear,” she said, turning to Blonhaft. “Your vision is keen, and little can be hidden from you once you choose to seek it; however, seeing many paths will not avail if the road you take leads to ruin. Here,” she said as she pulled the green stone from around her neck. “I am this stone’s keeper.”
She handed the stone to Blonhaft, and when he took it, it seemed like the green light flickered momentarily from her eyes before it returned.
“One may someday be found who wishes to return,” she said. “Bearing this stone will be power enough to pass farther onto this island. Take care and guard it well. Remember, without this stone, only a man escorted can walk here and not meet his doom. Leave this place now. You have received what you did not know you sought,” she finished, closing his hand around the stone.
The woman wrapped herself completely in the green cape and walked away from them. The shadow returned to his mind, and her cloak shimmered and wavered as she left the ring of the firelight to disappear into the darkness. He knew he could not have followed her even if he’d wanted to. He would return to Kahon with more questions than the woman had answered; for now, however, he was satisfied.
Blonhaft opened his hand and looked down at the green stone that had dimmed to black. His palm warmed to near discomfort as he held it, and he fought a slight nausea that took hold in the pit of his stomach. His thoughts clouded as the air around his hand appeared to darken and swirl. He saw, yet inwardly he felt blind until an urgent overwhelming rejection of the stone itself focused his mind like a thunderclap. With a snap, the nausea and pain was gone, and he clearly saw just a plain stone resting on his open palm.
He finally moved, free from the spell. He hung the stone around his neck and tucked it under his shirt to lay lifeless against his chest. He wasn’t completely sure what had just happened, but he knew that discussing it with Breanne right now would be pointless. She was silent, almost pensive, and she was clearly absorbed in her own thoughts after her encounter with the woman. They sat by the fire and said nothing, and they watched the moon slowly rise between bands of clouds above the low hill in front of them, directly over the spot where the witch had disappeared.
The evening that had been warm started to cool, and it grew even colder as the sky cleared. They sat in silence while the hours passed. The air had become extremely still and quiet when Breanne nudged him and pointed to the moon directly overhead. The air began to fill again with fear, and he felt his breath slowly being pulled from his lungs.
Horrified, he saw a dark shadow start to move across the face of the moon. Scarcely breathing, they watched the shadow slowly eat the moon. When the moon was nearly consumed, they lowered their heads and huddled in the cold air, fighting the fear that stopped their blood.
After what seemed like hours, he felt Breanne stiffen before she abruptly jumped to her feet.
“It has begun,” she said with a determination that startled him.
The dying firelight flickered deep in her eyes and the look on her face frightened him with its hardness.
“We must leave this place; now!” she said.
“I would insist that you stay at Torence through the winter,” Tellan said, resting a warm hand on my shoulder. “I sense now that you are planning to leave much sooner.”
“You know the portents of this Darkening cannot be understood from our old perspective on Hamlond,” I said, looking at the full moon that once again lit my balcony. “The Nations on Hauden will have a much different interpretation. After tonight, Laedian will call the War Council. This is not an announcement that should be left to normal messengers. I will ride to Falchner and then continue west.”
“No,” he said. “I will not permit it. The journey through the southern mountains is not safe.”
“My dear husband,” I said turning to face him. “We have argued this already. I need to see Fysan with haste, more so after tonight. Already it may be too late. Since I must go to Wingeard, it only makes sense to take the news of the War Council to Baran at Falchner. From Wingeard, the coastal road will quickly take me to Hithlyn, Nocrest and Polm with the same news.”
“That bastard Fysan has left the Union. We will not waste time with him,” he said. “I will go to Falchner, and then take the High Pass to Westermon. Laedian will require you here.”
“I would need to speak with Fysan whether he left the Union or not,” I said.
I raised a finger to Tellan’s lips as he opened his mouth to protest.
“Please, do not oppose me in this,” I said, shaking my head. “I cannot explain my need to see Fysan, and if I did, it would unlikely convince you anyway. You must trust my judgment in this,” I said, dropping my hand. “And you are the one that is needed here in Torence. Fayersae’s soldiers are few, but they require your command. You cannot make the long journey to Westermon.”
“Have I ever won an argument with you?” he asked.
“No,” I said. “You are always wise enough to accept my point of view or indulge my desires.”
I saw in his eyes that this time he did both. He knew he did not have time to take the news of the War Council to Westermon; he also knew that I would travel to Wingeard despite his objections.
“Come to bed,” I said, brushing my hand against his cheek to remove the frown from his face.
Haldan left the clearing surrounding the outer wall of Torence behind him, and entering the forest, he turned his thoughts toward the Hills of Raumuth. He followed the Bon River, taking the only trail leaving the city by land. An hour outside of Torence, the pelting sleet finally stopped, and the full moon slowly climbed above the barren treetops to light his way. He was wet, and his heavy black riding cape was starting to freeze, and he pulled it tightly around his shoulders to ward off the cold night air, feeling no warmer with the effort. After a few hours the sky completely cleared, and the moon hanging over the forest set the ice covered oaks alight in a sparkling glow as he raced through the first of many small villages in the dead of night, passing swiftly like a crisp gust of wind.
His mind became focused on the hard ride as the hours passed, but near midnight his horse broke stride and slowed to a walk, shaking him out of his numbing concentration. He brought the horse to a stop in a small clearing as his senses reawakened to the forest around him. The wind had died down and the forest had gone completely quiet. He felt his horse stiffen beneath him, and he pulled his hood back and turned his face upward to the moon that was now directly overhead. He watched as a dark shadow began to move across the white orb, dimming the glittering trees and slowly enswathing the forest in an eerie tomb of black ice.
He was immediately reminded of the tale Ashaer had told of Oseronni, but as he watched the orb darken, his mind was touched with the nuance of a much different story, the echoes of which left faint impressions skirting around the edges of conscious thought. There was fear, but it was tempered with a peaceful certitude. There was doubt, but it was accompanied by a hidden wisdom of truth. Maleficent portents were juxtaposed beside feelings of comfort and solace. Only when the moon had become completely hidden was he able to raise one thought to the forefront of consciousness. Absent was any of the white man’s simple optimism he had expected to feel while witnessing his first Darkening. He was staring at the hand of death.
Foreboding swelled in his heart, blocking out more reasoned and subtle emotions, and he spurred his skittish horse into a mad gallop, feeling the urgency to clear the forest and get to the Hills of Raumuth as quickly as possible. He left the main road and angled deeper into the thick trees, taking one of the many hidden trails that led into the heart of the forest, into the heart of the Ganien Nation. The baleful memory of the moon slowly faded, and he was consumed with the desire to reach the Hills and find Ashaer, but as the night wore on, he knew his tiring horse would not carry him the distance uninterrupted.
He reined in his sweating horse an hour before dawn on the outskirts of a large Ganien village, and dismounting, he led the tired beast off the path and down an embankment into a small hollow. He watched three sentries who had hidden themselves in the thick undergrowth become more alert as he passed, never suspecting that he had spotted each of them prior to leaving the path. They moved dark hands to the long knives hanging from buckskin cords tied at their lean waists, but they let him pass unhindered as he pulled back his cape revealing the jeweled hilt of a long sword. It wasn’t meant as a show of force, but merely a gesture telling the sentries that he was a warrior unafraid to walk among them; simply finding the village was enough to ensure his passage, although the official House of Haelanhon cords sown into the shoulders of his cloak undoubtedly influenced their decision to let him pass as well. He moved across the clearing to the fire ring at the edge of the trees.
Two figures sat on opposite sides of the ring, and heavy brown blankets were pulled around their bodies and up over their heads. He tied his horse and sat between them with his back to the forest as a sign of trust and waited. The woman on his left peeled the blanket off her head and rose to rekindle the fire that had nearly died out. The oak bark necklace around her skinny wrinkled neck indicated that she was a Mother of the Raven Clan. If she was tending the fire, then her partner to his right must be a Mother of the Bear Clan; he was, however, not surprised to find both of them minding the fire, especially on a night such as this, a night that had sent such an omen.
The fire sprang to life, and within a few moments the flames jumped skyward, reaching the height of a four-year-old sapling. The heat was nearly unbearable sitting this close to the fire ring, but he knew better than to move or to even flinch from the life giving heat of the sacred fire. Ceremoniously, the Mother of the Bear Clan removed the blanket that covered her face and shoulders, and the jade necklace of her Clan glowed with a dull black-green shine in the bright light of the fire.
“You are traveling with great haste,” she said after many minutes of silence.
Her heavy Ganien voice was soft but firm with confidence and strength, and she was younger than he had expected her to be. Her skin was hard but smooth, and her narrow set eyes were not hidden behind years of wrinkles and creases. Only the two furrows across her forehead betrayed any hint of age, clearly indicating the wisdom that was written on her commanding brow.
He waited for her to continue, knowing that a stranger must only speak to answer a direct question while seated before the sacred fire.
“How will your speed help in the journey that lies before you?” she asked after a few more minutes of silence.
He paused. It wouldn’t, he realized. He wasn’t riding to get to the Hills of Raumuth more quickly, but to leave Torence behind more quickly. His anger at the Council Chiefs had been driving him from Torence rather than any need to be at the Hills. Even after the dreadful omen, his anger was still all that drove him forward, and he felt the folly of his hard ride. He bowed to the wisdom of the Mother and let the anger seep from his body.
“It is as I thought,” the Clan Mother continued. “Ashaer will have left before you arrive, no matter how hard you drive the beast that carried you here. Ashaer has seen the same moon that you have witnessed tonight. He is choosing another path. You will face a different set of choices before your path again crosses his.”
He waited for her to continue, hoping she had more to reveal to him. The gift of council from the Clan Mothers was rare enough; it was especially rare when given to a white man, however. A quarter of an hour passed as he absorbed the heat of the fire.
“I have sent runners to gather five hundred of our fiercest warriors,” she said at last. “The Ganien Nation will not abandon our white brothers. Not all of our men have become weak and cower like women. Wait here for them. Take them north. This small token will not completely atone for the actions of the cowards on the Council who sit at the white man’s table at Torence, but you will bring hope to those who might despair in the face of the travails that lay before them. Will you take this gift of friendship from us?”
Haldan was startled. This was an unforeseen offer. It was five times as many warriors as he’d attempted to get from the Ganien Council Chiefs the previous day. It was also a rare display of the power the Clan Mothers actually held over the Ganien Nation. Despite the objections of the Ganien Council Chiefs, it appeared that Fayersae could count on the support of the Ganien Nation. He no longer doubted that when the time came, the Ganien Clan Mothers would send a War Chief to Torence. This was the best news he had had in quite some time. If the Ganien Nation stayed true, the other four would likely follow.
“In the name of the House of Haelanhon and the House of Fayersae whom I serve,” he answered, “I accept your wise and generous assistance.”
She nodded her head in approval, and he sat motionless while she surveyed him intently with her dark eyes. He did not know how deep into his soul her gaze could pierce; he had nothing to hide, however, and his entire mind was open to her if she wished to probe. He had trusted her completely even before she had spoken, and even before she had offered the Ganien warriors.
“You carry rare talent,” she said after many more minutes of silence. “You have brought the power of mending into these woods.”
He was not surprised by her blunt yet accurate statement. Until tonight, he might have disavowed the truth of this revelation, even to her; it was a hushed topic that he had never discussed with anyone except Avanian. He reflected upon the occultation under the ice covered trees again. He knew the significance of that event had exposed his own weak power to anyone with the temperance to see it, and the Clan Mother’s vision while sitting before her sacred fire was keen.
“It has been countless generations among our people since someone has come along with the power to wrestle those dark secrets from the land,” she said. “To command this power from the earth is a rare strength that few ever use wisely. Take care, white man. The land will always retract what has been taken from it. Remember the cost before you act.”
He said nothing in response to her wise advice. It was a warning that Avanian had uttered to him many times. He was under no illusion regarding the perils his fledgling ability might unleash if used unwisely, and he respected the power of the earth. It was a respect passed down to his House from Haelanhon Ealder, and although many white men often strayed from the wisdom of their own past, he did not; however, he knew this sagacity so often attributed to his House was often accompanied by an overly rigid consuetude.
Ruminating on this, he thought of his brother Byldan and the fastidiousness of their House under his rule, a fastidiousness that had simply flowed from their father to his older brother. He knew, however, that the faults he chose to lay at his brother’s feet were often the same conditions that had taught him this deep respect for the land, and he looked at the Clan Mother as this realization struck him.
For a moment, she seemed as if she might have something to add as he’d thought of his brother, but she said nothing. As was often the case around the sacred fire, her silence was more instructive than any words she could have spoken. He knew, in part, that it was his own selfishness that kept him estranged from his brother, regardless of Byldan’s foibles. The Clan Mother simply nodded in approval again at this thought.
Both of the Clan Mothers pulled the heavy blankets back over their shoulders, covering their heads and faces as the fire suddenly died down. It signaled the end of the meeting, and Haldan rose, shaking the thoughts of his brother from his head; reconciliation would have to wait for another day since there was nothing he could immediately do so deep in the Weltwood anyway. He moved into the trees toward the village, leading his tired horse along the narrow path.
Three young women with the markings of the Bear Clan were waiting for him at the edge of another clearing, and they led him to an empty hut beside the longhouse that dominated the center of the village. One gingerly took his horse and the other two left him alone after placing food and water on a low table in the center of the warm hut. He ate and drank, and the long night’s ride began to fill his tired bones with a need for sleep. The sky had started to lighten in the north, and the first signs of a waking community filled his drowsy head as he lay down. He drifted into peaceful dreams remembering the gift of the warriors, content for the first time in many weeks.
A dozen forts were scattered along the Hills of Raumuth, providing an unbroken chain of defenses from the east branch of the Celon to the Sea. Most were small outposts hidden among the wooded northern slopes of the Hills, but the main fort southeast of Hollum Hill was a large structure with stone walls and two short towers flanking a fortified gate. The walls were thick enough to allow two armed men to walk abreast along their tops, and from their height, the flat plains to the north could be seen stretching to the horizon.
A pass formed between two of the highest hills just to the east of the fort, and the trees, thinned from fires, did not hinder or hide a horse or caravan that moved between the plains to the north and the plains to the south. It was through this pass that war parties found the quickest route between the northern and southern portions of Hauden. It was the doorway into the heart of the Confederacy, and while Ofst was technically the northernmost city that stood against Onyare’s warriors in the north, the forts lining the Hills of Raumuth guarded the fertile southern plains that extended all the way to Falchner and the South Sea, and many considered it the best and last defensible point in the Confederacy.
Ashaer paced from atop the wall, and the orange skyline to the north slowly faded to a lighter blue as the first signs of dawn began to brighten the golden grassland spread out before him. The full moon had just set below the hills at his back, and the grim memory of the shadow that had consumed it lingered. He was wise enough not to diminish the relevance of such a foretelling, but he knew better than to take the tales told by the Clan Mothers literally; however, he was also wise enough to know that change was coming to the land even though the omen might be ambiguously interpreted. Some of the Five Nations would look on the event as a sign of doom while others would take a less dire outlook. The Ganien Nation would be one of those that viewed the event as a demarcation signifying change rather than as a sign of pending disaster.
He stopped walking, and leaned on the parapet lining the outer edge of the wall and watched the sun rise. A soft breeze blew from the west, and the air filled with the chirping and screeching of birds that had awakened to greet the sun. He saw a blue-gray column of smoke rise from an Onantaer encampment on the horizon, and he was surprised to see an Onantaer fire this far south. The nomadic Onantaer did move southward throughout the winter, sometimes moving within sight of the Hills as snow blanketed the plains southeast of Ofst, but the start of winter in the north had been warmer and drier this season. Remembering the abandonment of the Onayotek and Nundawai villages around the marsh throughout the fall, he noted this odd Onantaer movement as yet another sign of the changes that were blanketing the land.
He heard the heavy wooden gate heaving open below him, and five horses galloped into view from beneath the wall as the morning’s patrol left the fort and angled to the east, following the edge of the Hills. They would ride to the sea before veering north and arcing to Ofst, after which they would turn south, passing by the ruins at Hollum Hill on their return trip to the fort. It would take a fortnight to complete the circuit, and the fourteen teams that looped through the plains made a constant cycle through the wide dry grassland.
This morning’s exiting patrol faded from sight when they moved into the sparse woods at the base of the hills, and he continued to pace between the gate tower and the eastern corner of the wall as he waited for today’s returning patrol. The sun had climbed well above the northern horizon by the time he saw the single file line of five horses carrying that party homeward, and he went down to the gate to meet them.
The party looked as if they had ridden their weary horses throughout the night, even though they were a few hours later than they should have been. Their leader dismounted and went immediately to his saddlebag when he saw Ashaer. A folded piece of parchment with a smudged House of Northmon seal on it was handed to Ashaer without a word.
Ashaer was expecting the daily courier packet from Ofst, not a letter with Brancynn’s personal seal on it. He broke the wax and opened the letter, tensing as he read the short missive.
I’m riding to Raumuth. It is imperative that you meet me there with all due haste.
“Did you speak with Brancynn before he left Ofst?” he asked as he refolded and stuffed the parchment into an inner pocket of his coat.
“No, Sir. It was delivered to me the morning we left. He was already gone before we arrived at Ofst.”
“When did he leave?”
“We left Ofst six mornings ago, and he was already three days gone, Sir.”
Ashaer shook his head in disbelief. If Brancynn had really wanted him to get to Raumuth as quickly as possible, why hadn’t he sent word via direct courier? How urgent could this be? This didn’t make any sense, especially since Brancynn was rarely this vague; nor did he let urgent communiqué linger for six days in the saddlebag of a patrol on a circuitous route. If he hadn’t recognized Brancynn’s scratchy handwriting, he would have disregarded the missive.
He dismissed the party with an order to make their formal report to Captain Medstren, no longer caring what the contents of the morning’s courier packet contained, and he turned on his heel toward the main building dominating the center of the fort. He walked through the open front door, passing between twin guards who had come stiffly to attention when they saw him approaching.
“Have my horse saddled with seven days’ worth of provisions,” he said to an aide. “I need him in ten minutes.”
He continued past the aide to the back of the room where Medstren was reading the morning’s reports that had started to trickle in from the many forts along the Hills.
“I’ll be leaving for Raumuth immediately,” Ashaer said. Medstren stood as he continued. “Brancynn left Ofst nine days ago, and I just received this message to meet him there,” he said, pulling the crumpled parchment from his pocket.
Medstren read the brief note before turning it over and running a finger across the cracked seal. He handed it back to Ashaer after reading it one more time.
“This is uncharacteristic,” he said, shaking his head warily.
He knew Brancynn better than most, his family having served the House of Northmon for generations.
“That seal was hastily applied, although it does appear to be real. Still, after last night,” he said without finishing his thought.
Ashaer knew what was on the man’s mind since Medstren, along with almost everyone else at the fort, had been up all night just as he had.
“It’s Brancynn’s handwriting, so I see no reason to doubt its authenticity,” Ashaer said, choosing not to discuss last night with Medstren since he had no idea if any mutual interpretation even existed between red and white to explain the event.
“Are you sure you should travel to Raumuth without first confirming it?” Medstren asked.
“It’s Brancynn not being at Ofst that should concern us right now,” Ashaer said, returning the letter to his jacket pocket. He may have taken that advice to confirm the request from Brancynn had nine days not already passed. “Keep the regular patrol rotations in effect while I’m gone. Augment them as you see fit. And double the frequency of the couriers between here and Ofst. I don’t want any surprises while Brancynn is away.”
“Yes, Sir,” he heard Medstren say to his back as he turned to leave.
His horse was already saddled, and it didn’t surprise him that it had been prepared so quickly. He mounted and galloped through the open gate, angling into the pass toward the southern plains for the long ride to Raumuth. He was wise enough to know that his departure would likely boost morale among the soldiers weary of waiting for the war that all could sense was coming, especially since the training regimen would likely be relaxed now that he was gone. He also knew that a few of them still resented being led by a red man; however, most of these white men were no different from the Ganien warriors of his tribe, and he knew that once the fighting started, they would focus on their duty, and fully commit to protecting their homes and their red neighbors.
By the evening of the sixth day, a subtle change on the light breeze told him he was nearing Raumuth and the sea, and within a quarter hour, he angled toward the outline of the road that appeared on the horizon along with circling gulls. The road was paved for twenty miles outside the front gate of Raumuth, and beyond that, it was level and wide all the way to the edge of the forest some eighty miles away. Two large wagons could pass unhindered on it, and six-foot stone pillars marked the furlongs all the way to the gate. He was only a few miles from the city, and the high outer wall that had come into view spanned the countryside; however, even this close to Raumuth, the road was deserted. With the exception of a few scattered farmsteads that tried to scratch out a meager subsistence in the dry soil, he was completely alone.
As he neared the outer wall, the high gray stone curved off to form a huge arc that completely encircled the city, trapping it against the high cliffs rising above the dark blue sea. The bend of the road straightened, and four-foot stone walls ran in a perfect parallel course for the last mile on either side of the wide thoroughfare. Light pedestrian traffic and a few small wagons appeared from the two or three small villages that were spread out in front of the walled city, but even as he neared the immense arch of the gate, the normal bustle and movement usually associated with a wide thoroughfare was missing. He was reminded that unlike Torence, Raumuth was not a large city, although it was easy to forget that fact when riding up the road to the gate and wall.
It was only when the gate was finally reached that the true size of the wall became apparent. The outer face was completely smooth and rose forty feet into the dimming evening sky, dwarfing all the traffic below on the road. The arch of the gate towered nearly twenty feet above him, and Ashaer felt momentarily small and insignificant perched atop his tall horse as both horse and stone were so far removed from his simple Ganien past. The two thick stone doors of the outer gate had been swung open and pushed flush against the stone of the wall, fitting perfectly into the decorated recessed arches that were carved into the outer wall. It was said that the walls could not be climbed or breached, and that the outer gate could not be broken with any art of war known; standing under the arch, few could be found that would doubt such a claim.
Of course, Ashaer knew nothing could ever be gained by assaulting the wall and gate of Raumuth. The city could not support itself without regular supplies of food and water, and a simple siege would quickly starve the city into submission. Once trapped within the impenetrable walls, there was no escape as the cliffs rose up from the eastern sea behind the city. Truly, there was little point in Raumuth’s fine walls and solid gate unless Byldan and his people could eat stone.
He passed under the arch, and the clean orderly city spread out before him as a gentle slope carried the eye to the edge of the chalk cliffs nearly a mile away. He made straight for Byldan’s small keep that sat at the back of the city against the edge of the cliff. The road narrowed, and the few quiet shops disappeared as he approached the dwelling. A low marble wall ringed the compound, a small miniature of the great sweeping outer wall, right down to the detail of the gates. The wall was strictly decorative, however, since a larger warhorse could easily jump the low expanse, and it could be scaled without difficulty. The gate was open, and Ashaer dismounted and led his horse down the narrow walkway through the open courtyard in the center of the compound. He was met at the front entrance by the Chamberlain who motioned for one of the guards that flanked the doorway to take his horse to the stables.
“Good evening, Sir,” came the Chamberlain’s courteous and stiff greeting, and Ashaer had a pang of anxiety as he was reminded of Byldan’s formal and overly rigid household.
He just nodded, and let himself be led into the foyer before being shown into the inner courtyard. As usual, the detail and beauty of the stone mosaic covering the courtyard tiles took his breath away, and the fountain that had been added since his last visit sent water cascading down an intricate waterfall into the garden and pools that opened up at the far end of the yard. Tiled walls and ornate archways adorned each of the three entryways that came into the courtyard, all in a different color and pattern; however, the artistry was so complete that each meshed with the other to produce one magnificent work of art.
Just as on each of his previous walks through the grounds, he found it hard to imagine living in such splendor, especially when compared with the functional wooden structures of his tribe. It was true that the craftsmanship in Raumuth simply cataloged the abilities of Haelanhon; however, the scope of Byldan’s personal grounds was beyond anything ever built outside of Raumuth, and Ashaer had been told that Raumuth didn’t come close to matching the grandeur of Troth, the ancient home of Haelanhon.
He was led down a short corridor that turned back toward the gardens, and the last rays of sunlight streamed into the open hallway as the sound of the fountain echoed off the stone walls and tile floors, accompanied by a soft salt-scented breeze. Two guards in ceremonial dress stepped aside after opening the ornate wooden door that led into a large guest chamber. Two valets appeared and followed him into the room along with the Chamberlain. He hid a grimace at the realization that he was now completely immersed in the formality of Byldan’s household.
“Will you be dining with Lord Byldan tonight?” the Chamberlain asked.
Ashaer stopped. He had ridden to Raumuth to meet Brancynn, and he hadn’t even considered that Byldan would be present since he was so often away working in other cities. He was in no mood to suffer any delay in meeting with Brancynn, but unfortunately, Byldan’s odd temperament would brook no offense.
He sighed to himself, knowing that he must put on a diplomatic face and endure the household as long as Byldan was present. He watched the valets pull out a formal dress uniform, and he knew he would be forced to play the role of Ministry of War, especially since a Ganien would hardly have been made to feel welcome in Raumuth without the official trappings of Fayersae. The dinner also meant that a private meeting with Brancynn would have to wait since he could not allow it to become apparent that he had ridden to Raumuth to see Brancynn instead of Byldan, the head of the House of Haelanhon. Byldan of course would know the truth, but it would earn him no favor to let the rest of the household know it as well.
“Yes, I’d be delighted to dine with Lord Byldan,” he answered in his most courteous voice.
“Excellent,” the Chamberlain said. “I will send an escort for you in one hour. Will that be enough time?”
“Yes, thank you,” he answered as the two valets continued to bustle about the room.
One moved to start adding hot water from a steaming kettle over the fire to a large bath basin; the other spread soaps, oils, combs and brushes on a long wide table. He was unable to hide the displeasure on his face as he shook his head, longing for the simple humility of a Ganien longhouse.
When the group finished ordering his toilet and he’d dismissed them after convincing them he would bathe and dress himself, he was left alone, standing in an overly decorated room with a dress uniform spread out before him. He swore to himself, even more dismayed at Brancynn now than he had been before. He knew Brancynn disliked Byldan and his household even more than he did, and yet they were both here.
It was four hours after sunset when Ashaer finally managed to leave the formal dinner, and he walked to the back of the garden that overlooked the sea, the sound of waves breaking along the rocks below reminding him once again that Raumuth was encircled between the high outer wall and the sea. He unbuttoned the stiff collar of his uniform, longing for the loose well worn riding clothes that lay abandoned in his room along with his sword and long knife, both of which were unacceptable ornaments while a guest of Byldan’s. When Brancynn’s immense frame finally stormed into view, the aggravation on his face was no longer hidden behind the good manners of the dining hall.
“You’re late,” the large man’s voice boomed into the night. “I’ve been waiting eight days for you to arrive. What could possibly have been so urgent to order me to leave Ofst, only to have you show up a week late?”
“What do you mean, waiting for me to arrive,” Ashaer barked back, happy to dispense with the courtesy of the dining hall as well. “I rode here immediately after receiving your message. You need to explain yourself.”
“I sent you no such message,” burst the heated response from Brancynn. “It was you who sent for me.”
He pulled a crumpled piece of parchment from his inner pocket and handed it to Ashaer.
After glancing at the letter, which mimicked his handwriting, Ashaer pulled the similar note from his pocket and handed it to Brancynn. Neither of them looked surprised, and the explanation that neither had written the messages made more sense than if they had.
Anger started to cloud Brancynn’s face again, and he was on the verge of exploding when a voice from the darkness rang into the night air.
“I’m glad to see that you’ve both finally arrived.”
They turned, hands moving instinctively to their hips that were void of the swords that usually hung there. A woman moved out from the shadows and stepped into the dim light of a lantern hanging from one of the ornate lampposts that lined the garden paths.
“Yes, I am the author of your deception, although it was a task I am not well practiced in. Still, the ability was there when the need arose,” she said smiling.
Both Ashaer and Brancynn relaxed as the sweet song of the voice drifted over them, although both seemed to struggle slightly with the effort. They locked eyes in turn, and she held them both momentarily before releasing them from her gaze.
She was dressed in plain riding clothes, and her long blue riding cape was cut such that no member of Byldan’s household would have worn it. When she moved directly under the lamp, her mulatto skin further separated her from the House of Haelanhon. Her bright blue eyes were wide and did not mark her as a member of any of the Five Nations either. She was shorter than her broad shoulders seemed to indicate, and yet she moved with the fluidity of a dancer. Her surety of motion along with her singsong voice filled the air with a sense of calm that was as wide and full as her smile.
“Yes,” she continued as easily and confidently as before. “I have brought you both here. Forgive my crude deception, but I hadn’t the time to travel to meet each of you separately. Since I also had words that Byldan needed to hear, it made sense for all of us to meet here; however, I have overstayed. I need to leave immediately once we are finished.”
Brancynn shook his head, clearing it of the fresh air that had seemed to settle over him, dulling his anger. His large neck bulged as he fought to keep the anger alive that burned in his heart.
“I hardly care about your needs,” he managed to spit out. “Why have you brought us here? And be quick about it. I have already spent too much time here. I will return to Ofst within the hour since it is obvious that I was brought here on a fool’s errand.”
The woman’s eyes flared as she once again locked gazes with the large man whose anger seemed to roil the air. Ashaer felt the tension between the two fill the garden. Brancynn was fixated on the conviction of his anger, and the woman’s blue eyes became hard as winter ice for an instant before she broke eye contact with Brancynn. She smiled again, and both men felt a light breeze blow through the garden, whisking away Brancynn’s anger. It was then that Ashaer noticed a blue stone hanging from a leather cord around her neck.
“Patience will always trump temper,” she said in a soothing voice to Brancynn. “You are lucky to still have time to learn this lesson. But for now, your suspicion, and hence your anger, is unfounded. I am not your enemy.”
Brancynn remained silent. Ashaer could see the effort on the big man’s face as he tried to hold on to his rage.
“And yes, you should leave for Ofst immediately,” the woman continued. “There will be one of Byldan’s stonemasons waiting for you at the stables. Take him with you. When you get back to Ofst, seek out the lower chamber sealed by Fysan when he left that city to you. Have the mason open that chamber. Inside, you may find an answer to the defense of Ofst that you seek.”
“You speak in riddles, woman,” Brancynn said raising his voice, but his anger was an empty shell of what it had been. “Be clearer.”
“You assume knowing the details of what you will find will change what must be done,” she replied. “It will not. I have just given you what you need, though riddle it may seem to you. Take it, for it is more than you had yesterday.”
“And how have you come by this secret between white men?” Brancynn asked.
“It is my task to know such things,” the woman said.
The two remained facing each other, again locked in a struggle of wills that neither seemed able to control. Ashaer broke the stalemate.
“Let it go,” he said to Brancynn, resting a hand on his chest and pushing him back.
Brancynn took a breath and lowered his eyes momentarily, the muscles in his neck and face losing their iron edge.
“Finish with what you have to say and be done with us,” Ashaer said to the woman who had shifted her gaze to him.
“Very well,” she said. “I have brought you here to answer more of your questions regarding the land between the rivers. Old tales told by your Mothers before the white man arrived will only partially explain the mystery.”
Ashaer took another look at this strange woman. The blue stone hanging from her neck glowed briefly, and he felt a nuance of awareness touch him as previous conversations with Avanian danced in his head. The woman’s eyes widened slightly as if acknowledging this thought.
“My Sisters once again know each other,” she said. “The white man’s coming has started to reconnect the ancient bonds that were severed. Take care Ganien son!” She waited for Ashaer to absorb what she had said before continuing. “There is a power that would keep each of my Sisters from again knowing of the others. You, and others like you, are now enmeshed into this fabric of conflict as well. Again, you must take care!”
Ashaer looked at Brancynn and realized that the tall man had not heard the woman’s last comment.
“To take care is hardly a warning I need to be reminded of,” he said guardedly, not wishing to engage in a test of wills with this strange woman as he tried to comprehend what she had just said. “Where do your allegiances lie?”
The woman flashed a sophic smile as the stone on her neck again brightened, and Ashaer immediately knew the folly of his question.
“No, I don’t suppose you need my warnings, cautious Ashaer,” the woman said, the glint in her eye from the fatuity of his last comment softening when she saw his own eyes admit that error. “As for me,” she said more softly, “I am just a servant in the land between the rivers. As I have already said to your tall companion here, I am not your enemy.”
“Is there anything else you wish to tell me?” he asked.
“ Do not forget the harbor,” she replied. “Breanne will be waiting for you at Torence. You must return there immediately. Find a way to keep her at Kahon. She needs to finish what you and Blonhaft have started.”
“I was asked to keep her away from Kahon,” Ashaer said, trying to cover the surprise on his face upon discovering that she knew about the harbor. Had Byldan told her? He checked his anger at that thought, focusing on the woman.
“Simply a matter of timing,” the woman said. “The request was perhaps misinterpreted. The objective was to keep her there once she arrived.” The stone at her neck brightened again. “I sense that you need to speak with Byldan before you leave. It is a long overdue conversation.”
He nodded his head. He did have unresolved issues to settle with Byldan regarding the harbor, more so if Byldan had betrayed knowledge of its existence to this woman. Obviously his riding to Raumuth served this purpose. While Brancynn might chafe at being so manipulated, he knew fate often moved thusly.
“Then we must each attend to our own business,” he said, knowing that the interview had come to an end.
“Yes,” she said. “Our paths now diverge. Perhaps we will meet again. Few are powerful enough to see the future clearly, and I will not try, at least not today. Again, do take care, both of you.”
She turned and walked back into the shadows and disappeared.
When she was gone, Brancynn’s irritation reawakened.
“Does any of this make sense to you?” he asked as he walked over to the edge of the wall, looking out to the sea.
“We should take her counsel,” Ashaer said. “You should return to Ofst. Your absence is the biggest danger right now. War is coming, and unfortunately, my friend, your people will face the aggression first. Take the mason and open the sealed chamber as she has requested.”
“Are you aware of the oath I swore to Fysan when he left Ofst to the House of Northmon regarding that chamber?”
“Fysan has hidden himself at Wingeard and none have heard from him or that faction of the House of Triumon since the forming of the Union. Avanian now speaks for that divided House from Torence. Fysan has deserted us. Oaths sworn to him no longer have meaning.”
“And what do you know of Oaths sworn between the Houses, red man?”
“Enough to know that you will open the chamber,” Ashaer said, ignoring the insult. “Fysan built Ofst, and if he has left any secrets behind, you will use them to help us save your city. Besides,” he continued, “as Minister of War, I would simply order you to open the chamber if you refused.”
“Yes,” Brancynn sighed. “Times have indeed changed when the mighty House of Northmon takes its orders from a red man.”
The bite in his voice was gone, however.
“Indeed they have,” Ashaer said. “And times have changed when a Ganien warrior will humble himself before a white man. I must speak to Byldan, alone, before I leave. Pride is an emotion that neither one of us can let cloud our path right now.”
“In that, I don’t envy you, my friend,” Brancynn said, turning away from the sea. All the previous anger on his face was gone. “Byldan can be anything but kind to a native, especially in private. Let us part then, and attend to our duty.”
Brancynn strode out of the garden, leaving Ashaer standing alone at the one place on Hauden that he’d rather not be at the moment. It was at times such as this that he longed for the simplicity of the woods and the directness of his people. He missed his Clan and the wide low fires inside the longhouse. He also missed the simple unencumbered conversation with Blonhaft around the fire at Kahon. The trappings of the white man’s authority came with so much more than the simple honor and integrity of a Ganien; however, as a Ganien warrior, he also knew of duty. He turned and left the garden to find Byldan.
He spent nearly a quarter hour trying to convince the Chamberlain that he needed to see Byldan, tonight, since like Brancynn, he would be leaving Raumuth immediately. He was on the verge of pushing himself past the man to remove the supercilious smile from his face, but his persistence yielded the desired result in the end. He redid the button of his collar and pulled his jacket straight, preparing himself for the encounter. Each of his previous private meetings with Byldan had severely tested his patience, and he expected this meeting to go no differently, especially since he knew that what he had to say was going to provoke a confrontation.
Byldan was alone in the common athenaeum, and the room hadn’t changed since the last time Ashaer had been at Raumuth. Dark wood panels lined the walls from floor to ceiling, and they were intricately carved with scenes Ashaer could only guess itemized the history of House Haelanhon; however, Byldan had never offered to describe any of the beautiful images to him so he had never asked about them. Instead, he chose to appreciate the generic beauty of the artwork without context.
Byldan’s drafting table had been set up in the center of the room, but he was sitting in a large leather chair by the fire, flipping through a worn manuscript; however, two large candles were still lit on the drafting table, and it looked as if Byldan had been working even at this late hour, even after the large formal dinner he had just hosted. Of course this wasn’t surprising since Byldan seldom stopped working.
Ashaer paused momentarily at the drafting table since Byldan hadn’t looked up from his reading when he’d entered the room. Schematics and detailed prints of weapons were neatly arranged on the table, and two trolleys stacked with scrolls and parchments had been pulled up beside Byldan’s high drafting-chair. Many of the scrolls had yellowed and cracked, and even Ashaer’s untrained eye could see the great age on many of them. Intrigued that Byldan appeared to be reviewing old designs of long swords, Ashaer left the table and crossed the room to the fire.
“My Lord, it is good of you to have made yourself available on such short notice,” he said, unable to quite bring himself to apologize for the lateness of the hour as Byldan surely expected him to do. “As you know, Onyare is preparing to attack Ofst, and he may do so before the snows melt in the mountain passes in the north, so I will be leaving tonight.”
Byldan slowly shut the book he was reading and set it on the table beside him, setting his reading spectacles carefully on top of it. He finished the clear liquid that was in his glass. He didn’t offer the other chair so Ashaer remained standing, which he actually preferred anyway.
“So war is imminent,” Byldan said. “Is our Minister ill prepared and unable to properly defend us from the savages in the north?”
Ashaer chose to ignore the bait and avoid the immediate degeneration of their conversation into argument. Byldan would needle and goad him, but he had long ago found the inner control to let many of Byldan’s words go unheard.
“I need you to send twenty more stone cutters to the harbor as soon as you can arrange it,” Ashaer said. “We need to expedite the widening of the chasm to the river.”
“That is not why you are here,” Byldan said. “You cannot hide the anger that boils beneath your dark skin, red man. Level your accusation and be done with it.”
“Very well,” Ashaer said, happy to dispense with the civility and formality that always seemed to stick in his throat when he spoke with Byldan. He actually did the unthinkable and found himself unbuttoning his collar again. “Have you ordered the work at the harbor to be slowed? Have you betrayed the secret?”
“Are you asking me as an emissary of Fayersae or as a red man?” Byldan asked.
Ashaer would have liked nothing better than to speak as a Ganien warrior and face Byldan man to man. Also, since Fayersae officially knew nothing of the harbor, he could not speak on their behalf either; however, Byldan’s crude attempt to corner him would not catch him that easily.
“I ask you in the name of the oath that you have sworn to me as a master craftsman,” he said.
Byldan smiled, clearly enjoying his little game.
“No, she approached me. I assumed you had told that squaw of the harbor.”
“Squaw?” Ashaer asked, before he could catch himself and hide the disgust that came across his face.
“Yes,” Byldan answered. “That short irritating red bitch dressed in that hideous blue cape.”
Ashaer could see in Byldan’s eye that the only thing he’d really found irritating was the power the woman in the garden had exercised over him. Ashaer could only guess at the discomfort she must have caused Byldan, and he now wondered how she had even secured an audience with him, also wondering how she’d been allowed to walk the gardens unescorted.
“So you didn’t reveal it to her either,” Byldan said, smiling again. “I sure hope you trust her. Although I must admit, if Laedian hung you from a tree and disemboweled you for treason, I wouldn’t object.”
“No, I’m sure you wouldn’t,” Ashaer said. “However, as a leading officer of Fayersae, I would be executed by the Royal Headsman, just as you would, my white friend.”
Byldan’s eyes momentarily flashed with anger before he too regained his composure and avoided Ashaer’s own goading. He knew his craftsman’s oath would not protect him should he be caught engaging in works of treason.
“We should never have capitulated to you ignorant savages and burned our fleet,” Byldan burst out before regaining control of his emotions.
“And on that point, I agree with you,” Ashaer said.
They stared at each other, both reminded of what had made them uneasy allies in the first place. If Byldan had not told the woman in the garden about the harbor, Ashaer knew he was unlikely to discover how she had known about it; however, now that he and Byldan had exchanged their meaningless insults, they could finish with their business.
“As I said before, I need you to send twenty more stone cutters to the harbor as soon as you can arrange it,” he said. “Also, Scipan could use more shipwrights. He cannot bring more of his people to Kahon.”
He paused, knowing his next comment would surely ignite Byldan’s anger.
“I will need my ships sooner than I had previously feared,” he finished.
“I hardly think they will ever be your ships,” Byldan said with some irritation. “You know Scipan and those that will crew the ships are completely loyal to me.”
“No,” Ashaer said. “Breanne will become the mistress of the harbor; she will command the ships. Blonhaft is also at Kahon. Together, they will control the fate of the three ships.”
“Don’t be more of a simpleton than your red skin reveals,” Byldan said raising his voice, unable to hide his contempt. “Breanne is a child in the eyes of Scipan and his men, regardless of her birthright, and that ignorant fool Blonhaft couldn’t command his own manservant much less Scipan and his men. I have played your silly game long enough, Ashaer. They will no more control the harbor than you will, red man. Scipan’s loyalty will never submit to Breanne or to the second son of Northmon, and he would no more follow a savage like you than I would.”
Ashaer smiled back, keeping his anger in check, which he knew would upset Byldan more than an outburst. Besides, he knew he was on the verge of seeing the uncontrollable wrath of Byldan beginning to cloud out all reason and sense from the conversation.
“As Minister of War, I speak with Laedian’s authority, Byldan Haelanhon,” he said still keeping his voice calm. “In this you will do my bidding or your House will answer to Fayersae. I know you too well to suspect that you will ever break that oath of fealty sworn by the Ealders of your house.”
He knew that Haelanhon was the first House to swear the oath to Fayersae so many generations ago. Haelanhon wore that fact as a badge of honor. Byldan was arrogant, cruel and often full of hate, but he would never compromise that oath.
“Are you threatening me?” Byldan spit out.
“I am just making the facts of this arrangement clear to you. If I find that you are working against me and slowing the work at the harbor, Laedian will be made aware of the entire situation. I will take the chance that she may choose to keep the secret rather than execute both of us for treason. In this you cannot win.”
Byldan rose from his chair and walked over to the fire, the glare of the flames reflecting off his cheeks that had flushed. He was slipping into a rage. He turned his back on Ashaer, who stood silently waiting for the explosion that was brewing. When Byldan finally turned around, his face was consumed with fury and his eyes had narrowed with hate.
“You are the biggest mistake the Houses have ever made, savage,” he yelled. “You and your kind are an abomination, unfit to even walk as slaves among us. We should never have made a treaty with any of the savage Nations, and instead, just slain the whole lot of you. And you come in here pompously wearing that uniform that you have no right to wear, presuming to dictate to me in its name. You defile the memory of Gelan Fayersae by wearing it. You have no right, savage!” he screamed, turning back to the fire as he sputtered into incoherence.
Ashaer said nothing and Byldan grew silent after a minute. He knew the rage that Byldan had worked himself into would pass. He also knew that Byldan had meant all of those words, but he had heard them all before; he also knew that those words would not keep Byldan from his duty. Byldan would acquiesce; his rage was his concession. Byldan’s honor would allow nothing less. It was an honor that would trump all personal feelings in the end, even the hate.
“Will you be able to send the additional resources to the harbor?” Ashaer asked after a minute of silence, sensing that their conversation was coming to an end.
Besides, he had said all that he needed to say, and he was growing tired of Byldan. Soon, he would be unable to hide the loathing he felt toward the man behind a false face of diplomacy.
Byldan sighed, all the rage seemingly to have dissipated as quickly as it had arrived.
“I can have them sent out within a week, two at the most,” he said.
Ashaer nodded, satisfied, before glancing back at the drafting table and the door.
“Are you working on forging new steel?” Ashaer found himself asking, realizing that it may actually clear the air between them since Byldan could not help engaging when discussing his own work.
“Yes, I have been reviewing some of the ancient texts on the subject,” Byldan said. “I have found the metals here on Hauden to be uniquely suited for the forge and hammer. There is strength in them that I have yet to fully explain. I actually don’t wish to discuss it further right now, if you don’t mind.”
This answer surprised Ashaer, both the brevity of the response and the fact that all the meanness had left Byldan’s voice.
“There may come a time when I can offer some insight,” Ashaer said. “Haldan might be able to as well.”
“Haldan?” Byldan said as the contempt reentered his voice.
“Yes, your father’s second son, your younger brother.”
Byldan just shook his head as a hint of anger flashed across his brow.
Ashaer knew that the conversation should end there, but instead, he walked over to a large engraving to the left of the fireplace that he had been unable to take his eye off. It depicted a tall man sitting on a large warhorse. The horse straddled a stricken warrior, and the unlucky combatant had raised a shattered arm to ward off the arched blow from a great spiked mace. The bare chest along with the savage look on the stricken warrior’s face was not lost on Ashaer.
“Is this your father?” he asked.
“Second Battle of Jent,” Byldan said, glancing at the wooden relief. “No, it is not my father. Cettan Haelanhon, my father’s younger brother.”
Ashaer nodded.
“It is good to see that younger brothers can be valiant and victorious in battle,” he said. “We will need all of the younger brothers to show such courage in the months to come.”
Byldan dropped his eyes. When he looked up, the anger and hate in them had completely vanished, leaving only his normal stern visage.
“Yes,” he said, “I suppose we will.”
Blonhaft looked over his shoulder at the arch of skeletal trees entwined at the edge of the forest. He and Breanne had finally paddled the dugout far enough into the naked trees of the Weltwood to escape the strong wind that had turned their hands and faces raw as it blew across the open water. They were also free from the breaking whitecaps that had soaked them with a fine mist. His muscles relaxed, finally relieved of the constant strain of the crosswind that had continually tried to drive them into the north bank of the river. Both banks were still too steep to land and secure the dugout, but they both kept an eye out for any narrow channel or low bank that would allow them to stop and make camp for the night. Already, the afternoon was slipping into evening.
After another hour of paddling, a channel opened up on the north side of the riverbank, and they steered the dugout into the shallow water. Blonhaft heaved with the oar, pushing the dugout onto a wide strip of weeds, and Breanne jumped into the marshy grass, the water splashing up to her calves as she steadied and pulled the front of the dugout into the muck. Blonhaft plunged the oar into the mud to get one more push, trying to propel the dugout farther up onto the weeds as he felt the bottom scrape the muddy bottom of the river. He dropped his paddle into the dugout and scrambled out of the wobbly craft while Breanne tried to steady it as her boots began to sink into the mud.
“Could be drier,” Blonhaft said, splashing into the cold water. “Toss me the rope, I’ll tie her off.”
Breanne flipped him the rope, and he wrapped it around the crumbling remains of a fallen birch tree, knotting it firmly. Nearly slipping, he pulled Breanne’s pack out of the bottom of the boat and threw it to her. He shouldered his own pack and grabbed their provisions, and followed her inland to find drier ground and some dry wood for a fire.
Within half an hour, they had a reasonable fire going, although the damp wood smoked and was driven into their eyes by the fickle wind that swirled around them. He dropped onto a log he had rolled close to the fire, just satisfied to be out of the boat.
“I’ll be glad to be free of that dugout and get back to Kahon,” he said, stretching his legs. “I never thought I’d miss those damp walls as much as I do right now.”
“With all the rain, the current is running swift,” Breanne said, kicking another stump closer to the fire before sitting. “We’ll be back in a few days.”
“Are you still planning to go straight to Torence to see your mother?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said. “She needs to know what we have discovered in the marsh. It’s also the quickest way to find out what’s happened while we’ve been gone. I should be able to return to Kahon after a day or two in Torence.”
“I’ve been thinking about riding to Ofst,” Blonhaft said.
Breanne tilted her head in surprise, and said nothing for a moment.
“You’re not going to Ofst,” she finally said, shaking her head. “You need to stay at Kahon and the harbor.”
Blonhaft frowned.
As the time had passed since their encounter in the marsh, he had sensed the dread of war drawing closer. He felt that he should return to Ofst and stand with the House of Northmon. He had decided that he owed it to his father to be there; he owed it to his brother to be there as well.
He knew that brothers should not let personal differences separate them in the face of a common enemy. Brancynn, whatever Blonhaft thought of his failings, had worked hard at turning Ofst and the surrounding countryside into the new home of Northmon. It did not yet equal their ancient home at Ponchon, but then he and Brancynn did not yet equal the stature of their Ealders either.
“I think I owe it to my father’s memory to be at Ofst when Onyare attacks,” he said, sounding more confident than he felt.
He was torn between two conflicting duties; one, the need to be at Kahon and watch the harbor in Ashaer’s absence as he had promised to do; and the other, to stand beside Brancynn as a son of Northmon during their time of need, regardless of how he felt about his brother.
“Tell me about your father,” Breanne said after a short silence.
Blonhaft looked up, slightly shocked; so few ever spoke of the generation that was lost, and he hadn’t expected such a request, especially from Breanne. He missed his father and those who hadn’t lived to make the journey to Hauden; what he missed most, however, was the time spent with his mother’s family, and his cousins Baran and Eessan at Torbod, the ancient home of the House of Bruchmon. It was the pain of losing his mother that had kept him estranged from his oldest friend Eessan since coming to Hauden.
“My father was much as Brancynn would have you believe he is,” Blonhaft began after a long silence. “But Brancynn is not my father no matter how hard he tries to fill those large shoes. My father was courageous, valiant and loyal almost to a fault. When he gave you his word, nothing could be said or done that would sway him from that promise. He was generous with his friends and fierce with his enemies, neither of which he made hastily. But most of all, my father was a fair man. He was thoughtful and purposeful, and he took care to understand the consequences of his words and actions. Unlike Brancynn, my father did not have a temper. Brancynn can no more be or replace my father than I can.”
“Perhaps the younger son is more like the father,” Breanne said.
This time she did shock him. His father had been a great man, loved by his friends and feared by his enemies. He was neither of those things.
“During the second Battle of Jent,” he said, choosing to let Breanne’s comment pass, “Segan Fayersae ordered my father to hold the pass against the black Dasyu that had landed in their blood soaked longships to defile our coasts. Pollancynn Bruchmon had led a counter attack out of the mountains south of the pass, but he had failed to break through the horde lines, and he had become trapped on the plains below my father. Pollancynn’s entire army was in peril, and they were on the verge of being swept from the battlefield. My father was the only person close enough to attempt a flanking maneuver that might relieve Pollancynn and let those who still lived retreat back through the pass. Even though Pollancynn was kin, my father did as his liege had asked and stayed put, holding the pass while the rest of Segan’s forces regrouped and prepared for the final offensive that finally drove the barbarians back into the sea. Pollancynn and only a handful of his men were able to fight their way back to the mountains and save themselves as my father watched the slaughter from the high hills above the pass.
“Brancynn would never have been able to obey such a request from his liege. He would have tried to rescue the beleaguered men and hold the pass at the same time. He would have put in jeopardy all those that depended upon him to hold the pass.”
“But what would you have done?” Breanne asked.
“I would never have been leading an army and been asked to hold the pass,” he said, but the implications of her question were clear.
Breanne said nothing, and the sky was dimly illuminated by lightning from the storm clouds still many miles to the south, and after the flickering silence of the lightning, the low rumble of thunder broke the stillness of the forest. The wind kicked up, shaking the bare trees and swirling the smoke of their fire before dying down again. They both glanced upward, knowing that another cold rain would likely soak them before the sun rose.
“I knew your father,” Blonhaft said after another low rumble of thunder. “I did not know him very well, though. My brother knew him much better since he spent many years at Anslo among the House of Fayersae; your father was my brother’s closest friend.”
Breanne managed a rare smile despite the subject.
“I am told he had a legendary temper, much like your brother’s,” she said.
“They were an inseparable pair,” Blonhaft said, remembering his years as a young boy, not all of them fondly. “They were especially tough on younger brothers.”
He thought again of the occultation in the marsh, realizing that event would have been celebrated as his first Darkening had they still been on Hamlond; he would no longer be a Youngling in the eyes of his brother, he realized.
“I’ve been told their never ending contests and boasts to find favor with your mother were legendary as well,” he said, actually smiling as he recalled a time that seemed so distant and unimportant that he surprised himself with the memory, much less being able to put words to it. “Of course, Brancynn never really had a chance since everyone knew Segan Fayersae’s second daughter would marry her cousin, the second son of Daran, as was the Fayersae custom. Still, my brother’s ego may have been large enough that he actually thought he might somehow circumvent that most certain of arrangements.”
“Your brother and my mother,” Breanne said shaking her head, reflecting upon the possibility. “It’s so hard to imagine either of them that young. They both have so many years of cares heaped upon their shoulders right now.”
“Then, they weren’t much older than you are right now,” he said, looking at Breanne and seeing a young Laedian briefly in her face. “They’ve had immense responsibilities laid at their feet since the passing of the Ealders, but it is actually your generation that evokes the most sorrow. You have had both the spring and the summer of your youth torn from you. Yours is the generation that has grown old before its time. You were never allowed the carefree years of a Youngling.”
Breanne sat silent. She knew this was partially true; however, her generation did not know the loss of the Ealders. They did not have the leadership of their families thrust upon them, stripping away the last vestiges of youth and irresponsibility. They had not known the ease and comfort of the old world; they had had no innocence to lose. No, she thought, her generation had it easier knowing only the hardship of Hauden. One look at her mother’s eyes lined from many years of pain and trials told her that it was her mother’s generation that needed their sympathy.
“What I envy most, is the companionship you all shared,” she said at last. “I have no peers, no Cousins in any of the Houses. Starting new families has not been a priority for any of you.”
“Give us time,” he said softly. “Most of us still feel like children ourselves. Besides, we weren’t prepared to make those choices on our own. The Ealders would have made all of those arrangements, and our grandparents have taken all of those plans into the dark earth with them.”
Recognizing the sadness in his voice, Breanne didn’t say anything further; he had already said more regarding the past than she had hoped for.
Thunder, much closer than it had been earlier in the evening, echoed throughout the forest as they sat quietly, and the smell of rain drifted in on a cold gust. It was now dark as the light of the fire had dimmed, and the flash of lightning set the forest briefly alight again. Blonhaft leaned over and stirred the fire, pulling out a longer branch, the charred end glowing faintly.
“Why don’t you see if you can build this fire up,” he said. “I’ll walk down to the dugout and find the tarp so we can erect a small lean-to. It won’t keep us warm, but perhaps it will help keep the chill of the rain off.”
They struggled by the light of the fire that Breanne had managed to get burning again, but they finally got the heavy canvas anchored against the wind. They huddled underneath it, preparing for a long night, not really feeling any warmer. The fire did its job, though, and it kept them from freezing as a light drizzle began to fall. The echo of the thunder continued, but the worst of the weather was staying south, and it appeared that they would escape the heaviest rain and sleet. A lone owl screeched in the distance, adding its voice to the eerie flashes of lightning, and the pop of the wet wood in the fire further added its voice to the elements. Each squirmed as the patter of sleet bounced off the taut canvas, and the fire hissed and tried to stay alight, seemingly knowing that any small comfort they felt was dependent upon its meager flames.
“I will return to Kahon and not go to Ofst,” Blonhaft said at last. “We should send a courier to Ashaer and ask him to meet us there before he leaves for Ofst, if he hasn’t already left. I miss his company.”
“I know,” she said. “His will be the most difficult task in the coming months. My mother has put him in an impossible position. He must lead us against Onyare with too few troops and too little support from both the Houses and the Five Nations. At times, I fear that he may not be strong enough to overcome such long odds.”
“If he is not strong enough, then none of us are,” Blonhaft said. “He has the support of all those that matter right now, however. Your mother and my brother trust him completely. The Ganien Nation will follow him until the end, and where the Ganien Nation goes, the other four are likely to follow. I have known him for what now seems like ages. He will not fail us.”
“Your friendship with him is still one of the oddest I know of,” Breanne said. “You are so different.”
“Are we?” Blonhaft asked.
“He is so serious, so earnest. You are,” she said before pausing.
“What, not serious?” he asked.
“Perhaps more thoughtful; maybe even more carefree,” she said wiggling closer to him for warmth.
Yes, always the carefree younger brother, he thought. He didn’t move when she curled her head onto his shoulder.
I rode out of the forest along a narrow path at midday. Gray rain clouds were again rolling in from the south, likely bringing more icy sleet. It looked like it would be a cold and wet night, and I hoped it would stay dry until I finished my ride.
The fertile lands north of Falchner spread out before me along the wide arch of the horizon. The gentle brown hills were still covered with the stubbly remains of the fall harvest, drearily waiting for the spring sun and the sharp steel of the farmers’ plows. Smoke rose from the chimneys of half a dozen small wooden farmhouses, and an occasional barn, always bigger than the house, could be seen dominating the countryside. Each of the barns was surrounded with large black draft horses huddled together against the cold breeze, reminding me that it would get colder before the spring sun would once again warm the rich earth and sweeten the air.
The path I was on cut between two low hills before it finally joined a wider cart path that linked many of the farms to the small villages scattered throughout the countryside. When I reached the wider path, I turned north and asked my horse for a gallop now that I was free of the forest. He eagerly jumped at the chance to stretch out, and I pulled my dark-maroon riding cloak tightly around my shoulders and waist as I bent low against his soft black mane, trying to find additional warmth.
The white hart embroidered on my left breast gave me the official markings of the House of Triumon, although I had yet to meet anyone since riding from Torence four days ago. Most of the farmers that I might pass would recognize the Triumon markings, but I expected few, if any, to recognize me personally. Either way, it wouldn’t matter as I was traveling openly, and everyone at Torence knew that I had left for Falchner; however, I was still many days north of that grand city, and at present, was heading farther to the north.
There was a small river a half-day’s ride from here that I hoped to reach before sunset. A narrow bridge crossed the swift running water there, and a small village with a mill crowded its banks. There had once been an inn that travelers used as they moved from the lands to the north and made their way toward Falchner, and I presumed it was still there and would offer the comfort of a warm bed and a hot meal tonight.
After half an hour galloping across the rolling countryside, a large wagon overburdened with wet hay came into view over the hill in front of me, the two heads of the large horses bowed with the effort as the wheels wobbled and creaked as they bounced in the rutted road. Two men, probably father and son, rolled with the motion of the wagon as I swiftly bore down on them.
I eased my horse to a walk and moved to the side of the road to let them pass. Each wore dark homespun wool trousers and jackets, their weathered and worn felt hats pulled low, the wide brims shielding them from the cold wind that blew into their faces. They both looked up as they passed by my horse, the older of the two pulling his hat back slightly, revealing a round face covered with a short gray beard. I straightened in the saddle as the wagon shook its way past.
“Ma’am,” the older man said, further tipping his hat.
The voice was deep and his dark eyes were nearly hidden behind ages of wrinkles and creases. They were the eyes of an Ealder. He was nearly past when a wide smile lit up his face.
“A good day, My Lady,” he said as he suddenly recognized me.
He completely removed his hat to free the long gray locks that tumbled about his rounded but still strong shoulders.
“A good day to you, Sir, and to all of your family,” I replied with just as much courtesy.
His son, or more likely his grandson I realized, removed his hat as well and just nodded, deferring to his elder as was customary.
“You are too kind, My Lady,” the old man said as the draft horses took the two past me with a shake and a creak of the wagon.
I watched the wagon slowly move out of sight as it crested another hill, thinking of my grandfather, Triumon Ealder, whose eyes had been as dark and deep as that man’s. I looked at the dreary sky as the happiness of seeing an Ealder brought little comfort from the melancholy memory of all those who had not lived to make the journey to Hauden.
I pushed the pain of losing my grandfather from my mind, instead remembering the times he took me hunting, and how it had angered my mother to have him take me into the wilderness for weeks at a time. I remembered how he had taught me to hunt the large brown hares with a short bow while walking the steep hills, and how to set snares along the creeks and rivers for the dark brown minks that swam in the cool clear water.
I still had his ash longbow that he had used to so skillfully bring down the majestic harts that roamed the woods around our ancestral home, although I could not use it as it was taller than I was and required the strength of a large man to pull and aim true. Someday, I hoped to have a son who would once again pull the ancient longbow of the House of Triumon and send a heavy strong shaft whistling into its target.
I continued my journey across the rolling hills, again asking my horse to stretch out into a gallop with these thoughts filling my head. I had hardly noticed that the skies were darkening as gray clouds caught me from the south. It had cooled significantly as the day had turned into evening, and I feared it might even snow, although it seldom did so this far south.
My horse finally started to tire, and we slowed our pace despite the worsening weather. I passed no more strangers along the road since the local farmers were smart enough to stay warm and dry inside their cozy farmhouses when the weather threatened. As the twilight darkened into night, the wind picked up and a hard sleet began to pelt my back. I prodded my horse to give me what strength he had left in order to stay ahead of the worst of the storm.
Within a quarter hour I crested a low hill, and the glow of a small village along the banks of a small river was a welcome sight. I eagerly crossed the wooden bridge and rounded a bend in the road, gaining some relief from the wind as I rode into the shelter of the dozen or so wooden buildings. I quickly found the small inn, the Draft Horse, and after dismounting and tying my horse, I heaved open the heavy door to escape the large wet snowflakes that had begun to soak me to the skin.
Two locals turned to stare from their stools along a simple wooden bar rail as I slammed the large door shut behind me, barring the wind and snow from following me into the room. The proprietor was a skinny man, and he smiled as I quickly surveyed the rest of the room. It was a small tavern notable only for the large fire burning in the stone fireplace along the far wall. Half dozen simple tables with long benches were neatly aligned in the room. They were empty with the exception of a single person sitting at the end of the bench closest to the fire. The stranger had not looked up as I entered the room. I approached the proprietor moving into the full light of the fire.
“I would like a room for the night and a stable for my horse,” I requested as the two locals turned back to their drinks after eyeing me carefully, determining that they did not recognize me, assured that I was just another courier dressed in official colors.
“Yes, Ma’am, that can be arranged,” the proprietor said. “Take the door on the right when you are ready to retire for the evening,” he said pointing. “First room at the top of the stairs. Will you be having any supper?”
“Some bread with some hard cheese would be fine, thank you. Perhaps an egg or two if you have them. And a mug of your warm ale would be most welcome as well,” I added as the long day’s ride washed over me.
He nodded, and I waited for him to ladle the hot brew into a large earthen mug from the steaming kettle behind him. He set it on the rail and moved to the door behind him, yelling into what I assumed was a small kitchen.
I walked over to the fire as a young man grudgingly emerged and went to the front door, presumably to stable my horse. He looked as unhappy to be going out into the cold as I had felt before coming in. I sat opposite the stranger, close to the fire, and I pulled off my wet cloak to dry it and to fully feel the warmth of the bright fire, hoping to dry my clothes and warm my chilled bones. The stranger turned to me and pulled back a green hooded cape.
“I didn’t think you’d get here ahead of the storm,” Gruoni said.
“As you can see, I didn’t completely make it. How long have you been waiting?”
“Too long,” she said looking past me toward the bar. “Those two seem surprised to see two travelers out on such a night. I don’t think they care for strangers.”
“They’re harmless,” I said. “The miller and his apprentice, judging by the looks of them. Ignore them. I suspect they are just trying to figure out who you are and why a member of House Triumon has ridden here to meet with you; however, they haven’t recognized me which I prefer since I don’t wish to become an object of their courtesy.”
“Still, I don’t think they like strangers,” Gruoni said after glancing at them. Her green eyes had flared, causing them to turn abruptly away. “They think I am a native; however, they just can’t figure out which tribe.”
“Baran’s people are tolerant. They’re harmless,” I said again, finding it odd that she was distracting herself by even worrying about them.
“Perhaps,” she said. “Anyway, the local miller and his leering partner hardly concern me. Blonhaft penetrated the marsh and Breanne crossed the river. You were supposed to have kept them separated and away from the area,” she said, and for a second, I thought that her eyes may have flared at me, although she was still looking past me at the two at the bar.
“I did the best I could,” I said, hardly surprised by the confirmation that Blonhaft and Breanne had done so.
What did surprise me, however, was Gruoni’s tone and behavior as she continued looking over my shoulder at the two sitting at the bar.
“I warned you that it was going to be difficult to keep Breanne from Kahon,” I said. “I have no influence over her, and Ashaer did the best he could.”
“It wasn’t good enough,” she said. “Do you realize that they almost died in the marsh? Do you have any idea how catastrophic that would have been for me and my Sisters?”
No, I didn’t, but I refrained from saying so. As usual, I wondered if Gruoni was telling me everything she knew. She maintained that much of her past was hidden from her, and it was difficult for me to piece together the bits she remembered or chose to reveal. Often after talking with her, it seemed that I understood less than I had before we spoke. I sensed that this conversation might end no differently.
“You were supposed to have kept them from penetrating the marsh and beyond if we didn’t keep them at Kahon,” I reminded her.
“I used all my power to hide the true path from him, but his sight is too keen,” she said with an uncharacteristic bitterness. “Even now,” she said before stopping.
She brought a hand to the empty spot below her neck, looking around the room again, and I noticed that her green stone was missing. She seemed agitated, almost paranoid. Her encounter with Blonhaft and Breanne appeared to have unnerved her.
“Even now, few will ever be able to keep anything hidden from him,” she said more softly, dropping her hand back to the table.
I was just about to comment on her assessment of Blonhaft when she continued.
“Breanne has crossed the river,” she said again, raising her voice. “Now, none of us will be able to keep her from returning should she choose to come back. She has no idea what was awakened inside her that night, nor does she understand the peril for me and my Sisters should she return and oppose us.”
“Blonhaft has no idea what happened that night, either,” I answered.
None of us did, and I wondered how much Gruoni really even knew.
“Blonhaft’s mind is closed to the possibilities,” she said. “He will unwittingly serve us until it is too late for him to do anything else but to take our side. My Sisters and I have nothing to fear from him.”
They indeed had nothing to fear from Blonhaft, but I knew it had nothing to do with his closed mind. In fact, I was certain the exact opposite might be true. I also knew that Blonhaft was the kind of man one should never underestimate. Witless was a description that I would never apply to him, but if Gruoni chose to think of him that way, I wasn’t about to contradict her.
“You really have nothing to fear from Breanne, either,” I stated, hoping that I was right. “We just need to figure out how to contain her until you’re certain she is the one. As I’ve told you before, she is too headstrong, and she doesn’t trust me as her mother does. I cannot directly intervene.”
“Nor can I,” Gruoni replied angrily. “The confrontation between us nearly broke me. But she must be kept away from the land between the rivers. If she returns before she has taken our side and mastered her nature, she will be destroyed. Then, any hope for me and my Sisters will be lost.”
“She does trust Blonhaft, however,” I said, thinking that nothing had really changed regarding Breanne. “It is still through him that we must find a way to reach her. It has indirectly worked in the past, although Blonhaft trusts me even less than Breanne does.”
“Blonhaft isn’t strong enough to manipulate her. His mind is completely closed to the power he carries.”
“It is, but that may be his greatest strength,” I said. “The land has little effect on him.”
She nodded in agreement, and her hand went again to the vacant spot at her neck where her green stone should have been. Was this the reason she seemed so distracted?
“It is true that I was only able to control him because his fear for Breanne’s safety clouded out all other concerns,” Gruoni said. “She is truly all that matters to him. But it is precarious to try to reach her through him. It assumes you can convince him of our need. She will remain unchecked and uncontrolled.”
“Probably,” I said. “It is just as we expected, though. She is too stubborn to control and too strong to check. Blonhaft may never openly join our coven, but there are others who can manipulate her as required. Her bond to her mother is strong, and I do have some influence with Laedian. For now, we can use the impending war to keep her focused elsewhere. It shouldn’t be too hard since she will oppose Onyare more vigorously than any white man or native on Hauden; remember Onyare slew her father whom she never met. Perhaps one of your Sisters will find a way to divert her attention from the land between the rivers,” I added.
“My Sisters are scattered, and are not of like mind regarding Breanne.” Gruoni said. “Breanne can do nothing to stop the conflagration that is about to begin.”
I wasn’t sure what Gruoni had meant, and I hoped that she would say more, but she stopped talking as a young woman reached over my shoulder and roughly set a platter on the table in front of me.
“Thank you,” I said to the woman who quickly disappeared into the kitchen without hearing me or noticing Gruoni’s green eyes that had flashed again.
I waited for Gruoni to continue, but she stayed silent, and I sensed that she was becoming less willing to fully confide in me. I pulled a short knife from my belt and began to eat.
“We are too few,” I said after a few bites of the warm bread, glancing back to the kitchen where the young woman had retreated.
I was thinking of the war that would touch her all too soon.
“Most of our Ealders and young perished on Hamlond at the hands of the Plague Bringers, and more died during our voyage here,” I said, knowing that without Ealders, we lacked the ability to educe the lessons of the past, and without children, we lacked the ability to imagine the future. “Many of the hale and firm then perished at the hand of Onyare and his war partiesduring the last war. Our new allies may have the stomach for more bloodletting, but I sometimes fear that we may not. We have simply arrived here amidst a long and continuous struggle.”
“No,” Gruoni said, and this time her eyes did flare at me. “Your arrival has changed everything. You have unleashed forces that will turn this land red with blood before balance is again restored. You are not strong enough to fight what is coming.”
"We have nowhere else to go,” I said, startled by her confrontational tone. “We will live here and find harmonyor we will die here,” I said.
“You are too few,” she said as harshly as before. “You may fail your first test. The passions in the north have not been quelled. Onyare will not be as easily turned back by white men wielding sharp blades of steel as he once was. You had fortunate timing on your side before. You will not be as lucky this time.”
“We have settled and built defensible positions,” I answered. “These settlements are now our homes.”
“Time is not on your side.”
This was true. Yet, I knew that to despair was to lose before we began.
“What are the specifics of the situation in the north?” I asked, hoping to get a definitive answer from her.
“Onyare will move south toward Ofst before these fields are plowed for spring planting,” Gruoni said. “I doubt if Ofst can hold back the tide that is coming.”
This news was not unexpected. I had hoped that the peace would last a while longer, but deep in my heart, I knew that Onyare would not keep the treaty forever. That he had stayed north of the South Arm this long had been more than many had originally expected from him.
“We will do the best we can,” I said.
It was the first clear day in weeks, and Haldan’s horse slowly walked from under the eaves of the Weltwood into the bright morning sunshine. Two files of Ganien warriors followed him on foot onto the broad plain spread out before them. They were leaving their ancestral homes among the trees, and even though the air was cool, they traveled in their customary garb outfitted for battle. Their arms and chests were bare, and black war paint streaked their bodies in patterns that Haldan had yet to completely decipher and understand. Rank and victorious deeds were written on each man, and their silent leader directly behind him was nearly covered with the markings.
His name was Onowara, and his exploits were legendary, even among the white man. He had turned down all entreaties to serve the Ganien Nation at Torence, choosing instead to remain in the forest among his people after the forming of the Confederacy, and Haldan was wise enough to understand the significance of Onowara following him out of the forest.
Short bows were slung across the backs of each man and long knives hung at each man’s waist, dangling from knotted leather cords. The bows did not have the range of the longer bows used by many of the other tribes, but what they lacked in range, they more than made up for in speed and accuracy. Small leather packs carrying each man’s provisions hung at their shoulders, and although they were traveling lighter than any war party Haldan had ever heard of, he did not doubt their stamina or endurance. Deerskin breeches tucked into calf-length moccasins completed the outfit, and Haldan had long ago forgotten the prejudices that assumed engaging such a scantily clad foe would ensure an easy victory. He knew that well forged long swords could not bite what they could not hit.
The group had been mostly silent since they had started their march two days ago from deep in the forest, but some spoke quietly amongst themselves in their lilting native tongue, their singsong voices rhythmically imitating the sounds of the forest they were leaving behind; however, all fell silent as they left the dark shadows and entered the bright sunlight. Haldan had often wondered why so few white men took the time to master the native tongues. It was true that most of the natives preferred to learn the common tongue instead of teaching strangers their language, but still, so few white men had ever even tried.
He led them silently away from the forest as the dark outline of the trees faded on the horizon at their backs. He had chosen to bypass the Hills of Raumuth and to proceed directly to Hollum Hill since the wooded slopes surrounding the barren hilltop and ruined fort would be better suited for the warriors marching behind him. It might be many months before any battle was joined, and the Ganien warriors could live comfortably and remain hidden amid the trees and hills.
Hollum Hill was also close to Ofst, and it would be the focal point of any impending aggression from the north. Most previous battles in the northern plains revolved around who held Hollum Hill and the surrounding slopes. Armies could be driven from the Hill, but always at great cost. If Brancynn should fail to hold back Onyare’s war parties as they advanced on Ofst, the Hill would become the next line of defense protecting the Onantaer Nation and all the lands to the south.
Low tide and a calm sea had widened the beach between the water and the knobby foredunes along the coast for many miles east and west of the small sheltered harbor at Torence. The dark band of the forest edge that paralleled the coast seemed to blend completely with the gray sky, and only the gold-brown tufts of beachgrass dotting the dunes provided a contrast of texture to the uniform yellow of the sand and the smooth blue-gray surface of the water.
Ashaer had expected to see the beach bisected with the dark cut of horse’s hooves when he topped the dune, but when the markings in front of him led straight down the hill and into the water, he remembered that Breanne took her customary ride along the beach at the water’s edge. He would have to find the clues as to which way she had turned from the ever-changing sand beneath the water. He circled for only a minute before determining that she had ridden east, glad that the windless morning had stilled the mighty hands of the sea from erasing all traces of her passing.
He moved back onto the hard packed sand and asked his horse for a hard gallop, and the jet-black animal was more than happy to comply as it lengthened into its long strides, happy to be free of the confining stables. His horse had not even begun to tire when he saw Breanne’s Appaloosa in a medium trot just off the beach, the white hindquarters and tan front split between the black of her riding leathers. She didn’t slow as she moved effortlessly in the saddle to the steady rhythm, and he reined in beside her, just out of the water as his horse matched her gait.
She hadn’t even turned to take notice of her new riding companion, but when her wide eyes remained fixed and expressionless on the horizon in front of her, he knew she had acquiesced to his presence. Besides, she had heard the gallop of his horse even above the splash of her own long before he had spotted her, and other than Blonhaft or her mother, he was one of only a few that would dare to interrupt her morning excursion. They continued their ride down the beach for a quarter of an hour, neither seeming to care or take notice of the silence. He was just preparing to break that silence when she spoke.
“Blonhaft will be asked to join the War Council when my mother officially calls it on the solstice.”
Which was, he knew, all the more reason why his attempt to keep her from Kahon and the secret of the harbor had been foolish. In the end, she was the only one able to stay at Kahon. It would be her harbor. They would be her ships. It was fitting that she, the granddaughter of Segan, lay claim to the new ships. The rich seafaring tradition of Fayersae would not be lost, not if he could help it.
He glanced at her as she continued to trot in the water on her strong horse. Land-born on Hauden though she was, he knew the sea called to her and a different mount would soon carry her.
“Will you return to Kahon and the harbor when you can?” he asked, knowing that she had only been in Torence since yesterday evening after returning from the marsh with Blonhaft.
“I can think of nowhere else I’d rather be,” she said, keeping her eyes fixed in the distance. “Not even this beach brings me the comfort it once did.”
“You know I will not be there. Neither will Blonhaft,” he said.
“You two are always there, even when you are physically away,” Breanne said. “It is your home.”
“For a time, it was,” he said with a hint of regret in his voice. “But those stone walls, unassuming though they may be, are still too grand for a simple Ganien. And I sense that Blonhaft’s path will take him elsewhere. You have had the key to Kahon since the day you found it. None of the Ganien shadows that I weaved could have kept you away. Kahon always was yours, but if it must formally be given, I will do so. Kahon is now yours, Breanne Fayersae. It is now your home.”
“My mother must know of the harbor,” she said after a short while.
“I told her this morning before I left. Any lingering illusions that Byldan or Scipan may have had regarding the harbor are now gone. They will keep the secret despite the fact that they will never command those ships. When you return to Kahon, your mother will have packed all the remaining maps and Fayersae history that Scipan does not already have. Take them to Kahon. Study them. It is your past. Being Hauden born does not change who you are.”
“No,” she said accepting that truth. “But being Hauden born has made me so much more.”
Yes it has, Ashaer thought, thinking about her life on Hauden. When he’d first met her, she had been young, perhaps no more than eleven or twelve summers, but she’d already had the stature and demeanor of a young woman. She had never been a child, he sadly remembered. In many ways, she was like Ganien children who were so few that they too grew up fast in the shadow of the forest.
They rode for nearly an hour, side-by-side down the beach, enjoying each other’s silent company. A light breeze had begun blowing in from the great South Sea, stirring the air with the aroma of salt and sand. Small waves were beginning to wash up the beach as the tide was slowly starting to reverse.
“Have you ever ridden to the mouth of the Torn?” he asked.
“No.”
“You should, today,” he said. “When you get there, ride upstream about two furlongs. Search the west bank.”
She finally turned her white face away from the horizon to look at him. The impact of the stunning beauty in her unnatural gray eyes overwhelmed him, as usual. She held him firm in their gaze. He felt his breath stop.
“Thank you for Kahon,” she said at last, just as she flicked her horse into a gallop, its jump and splash kicking up the sea as she nearly disappeared from sight before the water had settled back onto the beach.
He watched her vanish an instant later as he tasted the salt water that had dripped onto his lips.
“You’re welcome,” he whispered, pulling his horse to a stop.
He had intended to return to Torence, but he knew that there was no longer any need to. With the exception of Laedian, there was no one left there. The Council Chiefs were no longer meeting, and once the War Council was officially formed in just over a week, their power would be adjourned anyway. Meeting with Breanne had been the only reason he’d undertaken the hard two week ride from Raumuth to Torence, although he knew that also revealing the secret of the harbor to Laedian had been the wise thing to do. He turned his horse toward the inviting line of the trees. It was time to ride north and prepare for the war that was coming.
He loosened the buttons of his heavy Fayersae jacket, undoing it to his navel, before deciding to take it off completely. The cool winter air felt invigorating on his dark bare chest. Today, he would ride through the Weltwood as a Ganien. Too often he rode through his ancestral homeland only because it stood between him and his destination. It was bad enough that he did it on horseback rather than walking the rich soil like a warrior, but he did not have to traverse the forest unaware like the white man either. He crossed the beach, climbing the low dunes before weaving his way into the bare trees as a Ganien path opened up in front of him, pulling him under the shadows of the ancient oaks.
After a short while, he did dismount so he could walk and enjoy the feel of the earth under his feet. He wouldn’t trade the bright white man’s steel hanging at his side that he had come to so expertly wield, but he did often long for a simple pair of deerskin breeches and strong supple moccasins that were worn by all Ganien warriors. Just as those thoughts entered his mind, a woman appeared on the narrow path a dozen yards in front of him. At first he thought she was Ganien with the way she had come out of the shadows, but after a few steps he saw that she was not.
“The trappings of the white man can never change the man underneath the clothes,” the woman said with a twinkle in her deep green eyes.
Ashaer knew at once who she was, although he had never met her before, only having had her described to him by Avanian.
“Welcome to the Weltwood, Gruoni,” he said.
“Would I ever be unwelcome to walk these woods whenever it pleased me?” she asked.
No, he knew she would not. When she pulled her green cape closed around her waist and turned to walk beside him, he remembered his meeting with the strange woman in Raumuth.
“I have met your sister,” he said.
“Have you?” Gruoni asked. “Are you sure, or did she meet you?”
Ashaer found himself laughing. It had been a long time since he had laughed in these woods. Yes, it was she who had done the meeting as he recalled her ruse that had brought him and Brancynn to Raumuth. Then, he suddenly knew her name. She was called Blaoni.
“Today, you are again Ganien,” Gruoni said, smiling with him.
She stopped walking and turned him to face her, holding his arm in her hands.
He looked into her deep green eyes and saw the entire Weltwood reflected back at him. Everything Avanian had been trying to reveal to him became clear in an instant.
“ So easy,” Gruoni said, still smiling. She replaced the mirth in her voice with a soft earnest request. “Return to your Mothers, Ashaer. Sit at their fires.”
“ I will, Sister,” he said to her as she released his arm.
Her touch still warmed his arm even though her hands had been removed. He had one last look at her beautiful face before she turned into the trees, vanishing as she flipped the hood of her green cape over the top of her copper hair.
Breanne dismounted and led her horse through the thick bramble along the bank as she tried to make her way farther up stream from the mouth of the Torn. She could see that the river had gotten deeper and wider after she had cleared the mud and channels around the delta, but she knew the Torn was much narrower farther upstream. It was the smallest of the rivers running through the Weltwood, and it wasn’t used by anyone other than the Ganien since the flat barges from Torence never came this way. When she pushed through the last of the branches, she stood at the widest part of the river, and knew this was the spot Ashaer had asked her to find.
Many trees had grown to the water’s edge, and thick leafless bushes had overgrown the area, but it was obvious that an open clearing had once been there along the bank of the river. Although there were no visible remnants of buildings, the pattern of the growth marked where buried foundations had probably been.
She tied her horse and began exploring the area a little closer. There were a few spots where the earth was still slightly elevated, and with the heel of her boot, she kicked a few flat stones free. She began using them to dig around the edge of a straight line of thorny bushes that grew up against what might have been a wall. The ground was too hard to remove more than a foot of the topsoil without proper tools, but she hit the edge of what appeared to be the decaying wooden foundation of a building.
An old village, perhaps a native one, must have once sat on this spot, she knew. She dug a little deeper when the stone hit a loose piece of wood, and after digging the object free and scraping the clumps of dirt off, she held a small wooden carving.
She took it to the river to wash it off, and as she bent and scrubbed it clean, she almost forgot about it as her eyes spotted large poles buried in the mud just below the surface of the water. They could only have been used to support a heavy dock. She glanced at the small idol in her hand, but just shoved it into her pack as she waded out into the river, realizing that what lay in the water was what Ashaer had really intended for her to find.
She was waist deep, and the water was becoming muddy as she pulled her way through the muck, but there was no mistaking that a long dock had once protruded into the river here. She was wondering if she would need to dive to explore the deeper water, when her boots hit something hard. It didn’t take her long to figure out that she was walking over the remains of a sunken boat, and it was a large boat, judging by the skeletal frame she could see extending into the river, just below the surface. She had seen enough of the construction at the harbor to deduce that what lay buried in the mud here was at least as large as the two longships being built there. She felt the bank drop off at that point, and could see that much of the remains were in the deeper water.
The river was cold, but she decided to get a closer look and moved back to the shore to remove her boots and jacket. She walked upstream a little ways so as not to stir up more mud around the sunken ship before she dove and swam into the deeper portion of the river. The water could have been a little clearer, but using her hands to pull herself forward, she felt her way along the frame of the ship, and she soon discovered that it was indeed a longship that lay at the bottom of the river. She found what she thought was the prow, and after resurfacing for air, she tread water for a few minutes to let some of the mud settle back down to the bottom.
She went back down, and using her hands as well as her eyes, she got a decent image of what the front of that ship had once looked like. Her fingers were starting to grow numb from the cold water so she swam to retrieve her jacket and boots.
With the outline of the prow still fresh in her mind, she pulled the small wooden idol she had found out of her pack; the image was the same as the prow of the ship. The carving of a seagull, wings partially open, poised to take flight, rested in the palm of her hand. Whoever had built and used the village had also built and sailed the sunken longship, and it was a big ship, as big as anything that Fayersae had ever used to sail the seas.
I followed the lead horse down the steep slope. Loose gravel cascaded down the incline, and the horses slipped, struggling to find a firm path. The six of us fought to stay atop the horses as we leaned back to help them keep their balance, and we precariously slid down the last outcropping of the mountains. That harrowing experience was over quickly, and the stony mountainside gave way to a broad plateau that stretched out to the horizon gone pink with the setting sun.
We wouldn’t finish our ride for another day, but our two-week trek from Falchner to Wingeard was coming to an end, and I wasn’t sure who would be happier, us or the horses. There had been no accessible passes through the dry southern range of the Oryn Mountains, and although the windswept plateau we had just moved onto would make our journey easier, it was no less dreary. Green-gray scrub bushes trying to scratch out a meager subsistence in the parched earth dotted the landscape, and an occasional stand of short dwarf pines offered the only other color to the red-brown desert of the plateau.
The desolation spread out before me mimicked what I felt in my heart since leaving the pleasant halls and company at Falchner. As usual, Baran had been a gracious host, and it was always disheartening to finally take my leave of him; the prospect of trading Falchner and the hospitality of Baran for Wingeard and the taciturn Fysan was nothing if not disheartening.
The dusk had deepened, and we were preparing to stop for the night when riders in a hard gallop appeared ahead of us, silhouetted against the darkening skyline. We stopped, and waited for them to approach as the sound of their horses broke the silence of the desert. My five escorts moved around me, each placing a hand on the swords at their sides. The incoming riders fanned out into a wide arc, two deep, and when they had ridden to within twenty yards of us, they reined up, surrounding us in the dusty confines of their semi-circle of sweating horses.
I had been expecting riders from Wingeard to eventually intercept us, but this group carried none of their markings. Absent was the black boar on any of their shields or uniforms. It was replaced instead with a black rook set against an orange circle. My companions had also noticed the unfamiliar markings, and they tightened the grip on the hilt of their swords and pressed their horses closer to me.
The center horse in front of us took a step forward, and the leader lifted his hand as the back row of the arc raised loaded crossbows. That they made such a hostile show of force was shocking enough, but that they brandished crossbows was more so. No soldier of Triumon would use such a weapon as it was considered a crude and inelegant substitute for the ash bows our House was renowned for; these could not be Fysan’s soldiers.
“Dismount and lay your weapons at your feet,” the leader ordered in a monotone voice.
He was looking blankly past us into the darkening night sky. Three of my escorts started to pull their swords free.
“No!” I yelled, reaching out to steady the arm of the man closest to me.
I shook my head hoping to stop this mistake.
“Fire if they do not immediately comply,” an order echoed into the still air.
He was avoiding eye contact with me, and I frantically sought for some clue to extricate us from this situation.
Baran’s men glanced questioningly at me, and unable to quickly see another option, I nodded for them to comply. They dismounted and unhappily dropped their sword-belts to the dusty ground. I stayed mounted, staring at the group in front of me, trying to find a familiar Triumon face. I could not.
“Off your horse as well,” the leader ordered, still avoiding eye contact with me.
I slowly did as he requested and waited for his next move.
“Bind them,” he ordered the man on his left. “Take their horses in tow,” he said to the man on his right.
The inner arc closed in on us, and they did as he commanded, all while the crossbows remained raised around us. My companions were roughly bound at the wrists, arms in front of them, and they were tied together after their hunting knives were removed from their possession.
This had to be a mistake, I thought, as the impact of what was happening fully struck me.
“I assume you know who I am,” I said to the leader, trying to stay calm just as a soldier prepared to wrap my wrists with a thick heavy cord.
I began to wonder if we should not have surrendered so easily, and instead tried to outrun them.
“Bind her,” the leader ordered when the soldier hesitated. The command on his voice was strong but emotionless.
I wasn’t as roughly handled as the others were, so I hoped they might indeed know who I was; however, I was tied tight enough to cause discomfort, and I wasn’t going to loosen the bonds without a knife or some help. My short knife was also taken, not that it would have done me much good against twenty well-armed soldiers in stiff leather armor. It was losing my pack and personal items that concerned me. They were thrown into a sack along with all our other possessions and tossed across the saddle of one of our horses, but they made no effort to open and search them further.
A rope was wrapped around my waist, and I was linked to the others before we were tied in a single file line to the saddle of one of the riders. The group separated, and ten rode westward with our horses in tow; the captain led the other ten southward in the same general direction we had been heading before we had been apprehended. I assumed we were being taken to Wingeard, although it hadn’t been our intent to finish the journey on foot.
We walked for nearly three hours, and it was dark before we were finally allowed to stop near a small clump of dwarf pines. Our captors quickly made camp, leaving us standing and tied together in a group just outside the light of their small fire. They didn’t look like they were going to share any of their food and water, and they hardly seemed to remember their captives as we just sat on the hard stone of the dusty desert in the cooling night air.
“I assume we are being taken to Wingeard,” Gallen, the leader of Baran’s men escorting me to Wingeard, whispered to me.
He struggled vainly against the rope that cut cruelly into his wrists.
“Presumably,” I answered in an equally low whisper. “If these were ordinary bandits we’d be dead by now. They’re too well equipped and too well trained to be a random group of outlaws; besides, so few travel this area that I doubt our meeting was chance. They’re probably just part of the regular patrol Fysan undoubtedly has circulating around Wingeard. Let’s hope they’re just rigidly following orders to apprehend strangers that approach Wingeard from the north.”
“But their colors,” Gallen said. “These do not appear to be Fysan’s men. Do you recognize any of them?”
“No, but Fysan is fickle,” I said, again wondering about the crossbows. “He could have chosen new colors. I wouldn’t necessarily recognize all the soldiers of House Triumon, either; I would have expected to recognize their leader, however. It’s our treatment that concerns me the most, though. Even Fysan would not normally be this bold.”
I looked over my shoulder at the dying fire and the men who had begun to lie around it to sleep. Two had moved off to stand watch, one moving over to the horses tied among the pines, and the other off to our left just outside the light of the fire.
“Something is wrong, but I suspect the answers are in Wingeard; I don’t think we’ll get any from this group,” I said.
“This may partially explain why none of Fysan’s ships have been seen at Falchner this fall,” Gallen said.
“Rumors also have circulated that they haven’t moved much of the harvest between Hithlyn, Nocrest and Polm,” I added. “But again, those answers probably lie in Wingeard. We should rest while we can. That we appear destined to walk the rest of the way to Wingeard seems certain. Let’s at least hope their water is shared with us in the morning. Food does not appear to be forthcoming.”
We were still awkwardly tied together, but we managed to get ourselves into a circle so we could lean against one another. Sitting thus, we were able to get some sleep, staying warm enough in the cold night air of the desert.
When we were prodded awake by the black boots of our captors, the sun was still an hour away from rising and the sky had just started to lighten. We were ordered to our feet and put back into line behind the last horse that had just been saddled. I wasn’t sure how long they thought they could march us without food and water, but I decided to wait a while longer before confronting their silent leader.
It was midmorning when I finally began to reach the limits of my patience and the discomfort of not receiving any water. My feet were numbing to the trot, and we took turns stumbling over the dry cracked earth, awkwardly catching one another with our bound arms. It would only be a matter of time before one of us tripped and fell, bringing the entire group to a halt.
“We need to stop,” I said as inoffensively as I could.
The six of us stopped in unison and pulled the horse to a strained stop.
“We cannot run all the way to Wingeard without water,” I said, pitching my voice to remove any tension or anger that might bring the resentment of our captors down on us.
The captain turned his horse half way around. His eyes glinted momentarily with anger before they regained their blank stare, and he continued to look past us over our heads, still avoiding eye contact. The hate that had briefly colored his face was somewhat shocking considering we had said and done nothing to offend him, and he had hurled no chastisements or complaints in our direction since he had started us on this march. In fact, he had hardly spoken at all.
“Give them your water,” he said, pointing to the soldier nearest to us.
The reluctant soldier pulled a half-full water skin from his saddle and handed it to Gallen. We each clumsily took a mouthful of the warm water as it was passed among us, thankful for the meager but welcome liquid that took the dust from our lips and throat.
“We will finish our march before the next sunrise,” he said, again addressing the air above our heads. “If any of them stumbles or falls, or stops to slow us down again, cut them loose and hamstring them.”
He turned his horse and continued to lead us across the desert. I did not doubt that his order would be carried out, and I now suspected that we might not be dealing with soldiers under Fysan’s command; I did not think that even Fysan, heartless though he could be at times, would approve of our treatment and the order that had just been given. This torment made no sense.
We surely would have been just as bound and just as captive atop our horses as we were on foot, and if speed was important, then why not let us ride to Wingeard? Also, this was hardly a true test of our strength or will since the threat of maiming and certain death in the desert would keep each of us on our feet for many days, with or without food and water. No, I thought, this treatment was designed to do nothing more than to humiliate us and test the limits of our temper.
The antipathy in the leader’s voice was forced, I now realized. He was acting out of a false malice, but it would be difficult if not impossible to release him from the spell if I could not make direct eye contact with him. My voice simply did not yet carry that kind of power on its own.
We marched through the afternoon, thirsty and hungry. We were starting to tire but none of us wanted to test the resolve of our captors and risk stopping or even to slow the pace. We each were given another swallow of water late in the day when we stopped briefly at a nearly dried up pool where the horses eagerly had their fill. The march continued after a few short minutes of rest, and as evening approached, a strong wind began to blow in from the east, cooling the air considerably. It was going to be another cold winter night in the desert once the sun went down.
It was well after midnight when the glow of Wingeard finally appeared on the horizon. Although the march was brisk, the cold night air chilled me to the bone, and even though the fate awaiting us in Wingeard was uncertain given our present plight, I didn’t think it could be worse than the strain we had endured over the last day and a half. Just to drink a proper draught of water and to get off my feet would be a welcome respite regardless of what was in store for us.
We eventually approached the outer walls of Wingeard, and even in the dim light of the stars, the rough uneven adobe gave off a ruddy hue that matched the desert rock around us. We were led through the open gate and entered the deserted inner compound.
Much of Wingeard was an intricate hive carved into the rock, a city built into the side of a cliff, and most of the dwellings stretched from the top all the way down to rocky beaches at the edge of the wild sea. Wingeard was the name of the tall red pinnacle that jutted four hundred feet into the night sky, and the whole area simply took its name from that imposing tower. Its base stood right at the edge of the cliff, and we stopped outside a small guardhouse beside the single entrance into the dark citadel.
We were cut loose from the horse but left tied together, and the soldiers moved off into the darkness leaving us alone with their captain. Still he did not speak. He just pushed us toward the tower, and the heavy wooden door opened for us as we approached. It shut just as quickly with a slam, and we were herded into a dim passage that opened into a narrow staircase spiraling downward.
Obviously, I knew that down was not the direction that I would find Fysan, so I stopped. My patience had come to an end. I turned toward the silent captain, trying to find some hint of emotion in his clouded eyes. They were still blank.
“I insist that you take us to your master immediately,” I burst out, fighting to regain my composure and control my voice.
I knew that such rash words were unlikely to achieve the desired result.
“Tell him Avanian is here to speak with him,” I commanded, unable to remove the anger from my tone.
“You will see the jailor,” he said with no emotion, even though his face momentarily darkened with hate again. “And if you speak again, you may also meet the executioner. Now move, and keep silent or I will gag you as well,” he said, roughly pushing me down the stairs.
I tensed, fighting the urge to test his strength against the six of us, bound though we were. My companions tensed as well, thinking the same thing, but I shook my head at their inquisitive and ready glances, in the end realizing that we would only make a bad situation worse.
“You will tell Fysan that I am here, and that I wish to speak with him,” I said in a calmer tone, throwing all persuasion into my voice. “I assume he knows that I have arrived.”
“Everything is known,” he replied, pushing me again down the stairs.
We hadn’t descended far before we were led into a narrow dimly lit jail. I knew that we were still many levels above the real dungeons located in the bowels of Wingeard, but confinement was still confinement. We were cut apart and separated, and each of us was pushed toward small stone cells with half-height iron doors.
I was put into the first cell, and I crawled into the six foot square space as the door slammed shut behind me. I listened to the echo of the bolts sliding into place as my companions were likewise imprisoned. The small opening in the door brought little light into the bare room, and I sat on the cold floor and propped my back up against the uneven stone of the wall, trying to collect myself and push the anger from my mind that clouded clearer thought. I set to work futilely trying to untie the cords that chafed my wrists, and I listened to the outer door to the jail close with a thud. The claustrophobia of my confinement settled over me.
I awoke when the bolt on my cell door was thrown back and the heavy door creaked open. I had stopped trying to free my bonds, and I must have fallen into a restless sleep as the exhaustion of the forced march had finally overtaken me.
A wooden platter was slid into the cell before the door was slammed closed again. A cup of warm water and a piece of dried meat was not the first meal I had expected to have at Wingeard, but I ate and drank nonetheless, knowing that I needed to keep my strength up since I could not guess how long they might plan to keep me imprisoned.
The one meal a day pattern was repeated, and I fought the boredom and tried not to lose track of the days as they passed. I had already been in the cell for seven days, and I had started to numb to the smell and condition of my soiled clothing and the inside of the cell. I had also given up trying to make sense of what Fysan might be trying to prove by this treatment. This went so far beyond our normal estrangement that it defied explanation.
Fysan paced at the edge of the terrace atop Wingeard. He was alone except for a woman who sat in one of the stone chairs on the dais. Clouds blew across the sun, sending alternating swaths of shadow and light dancing across the rust-red stone as the wind whipped across the open room.
“This has gone on long enough,” Fysan said, continuing the argument with voice still raised to be heard above the wind. “We will not keep her locked up any longer.”
“What do you propose to do with her?” the woman asked.
She waited only a moment for the answer that was not coming before she began stating her case again.
“It will be months before she is missed. She may safely disappear forever. You will not be blamed. You and I are the only two who know she is here. Her friends back in Torence will assume she perished in the mountains after leaving Falchner. She will eventually be forgotten.”
“You still haven’t answered my question,” Fysan said as he stopped pacing and stood at the edge of the precipice with his hands behind his back. “Why must she disappear?”
“Because she is dangerous,” the woman said.
“I know this better than any man alive,” Fysan said. “But until you give me specifics, your concerns are just words.”
“She must not live!” the woman said. “She will be my undoing. It is enough that I know this one truth.”
The wind howled, answering her first as Fysan took a single step away from the open air behind him.
“No, we will not harm her,” he said. “We will let her go.”
The woman rose, standing to her full height. At six feet and standing on the dais, she towered over the shorter Fysan like a slender reed. Her dull orange cape filled with the wind and snapped behind her. Her straight black hair glistened, and a stern look consumed her bony narrow face. Her eyes became two dark slits, and when she raised a skeletal arm and pointed a long finger at Fysan’s chest, the wind went silent.
“That would be unwise,” she said. “Do not oppose me!”
Fysan laughed, seemingly dispelling the shadows that had crept around him as the setting sun pierced the clouds, relighting the room.
“You presume too much,” he said, the mirth leaving his face as quickly as it had come.
His eyes and mouth resumed a dark twisted look as he re-exerted his will. The wind followed his lead with a violent gust, although the snap of the woman’s cape was not enough to drive the conviction from her face, and her finger remained pointed at Fysan’s chest. Fysan took another step toward her in unison with a hard gust of wind.
“Try as you might,” he said, “I still rule here. The Captain has already released her. She will be here soon.”
Fysan was standing at the edge of the open circular balcony, high up the seaward side of the tall red pinnacle of Wingeard when I was shown into the room. A strong wind blew throughout the chamber, sending his long hair fanning out behind him like a wild red mane. Two torches offered the only other light to the fading twilight of the blue sky, and the flames whipped viciously, mystifyingly staying alight against the gale that blew into the room behind him. He was wearing a simple white robe tied at the waist with a brown cord, and the hooded fabric filled with the wind that tried to drive him from the edge of the abyss that spread out below him.
I was still bound, but I’d had time to collect my thoughts during the long climb to the top of the tower. I walked to the edge of the open terrace and stood beside my cousin, ignoring the stench of my clothes. Distant whitecaps crashed against the cliffs below us, but the sound was lost amid the howl of the wind.
I turned abruptly just as a tall woman stepped out of the shadows that seemed to vanish around her.
“I should push her over the edge,” she said to Fysan.
She moved to stand directly in front of me, pinning me between her and the open sky at my back. I smiled, precarious though my position was, since things finally made sense for the first time in many days.
“Oreni,” I said coldly to her. “I should have guessed. So this is where you have fled. Your Sisters miss you.”
“You’re mistaken, as usual,” she said, inching closer to me, clearly enjoying the strength of her position. “I was sent here from the land between the rivers, and not all my Sisters disapproved.”
This was not true, at least as it concerned her destination, but I wasn’t going to argue with her, not while I stood, still bound, with my back to the open air behind me. If she chose to carry out her threat and push me into the sky, I could not stop her. Oddly, all her animosity seemed to wash over me. I glanced at Fysan, who stood silent, his eyes dark and intense.
I wasn’t sure how far he had fallen under her spell, but he was muting her power, and I had sensed no danger from him when I’d entered the room. I was certain he didn’t mean to harm me, and I decided to take the chance that he actually intended to free me.
“Cut me loose,” I said to him, making sure to remove all hints of persuasion from my voice since it would have had no effect upon him, and it only would have insulted him.
I breathed an inward sigh of relief when he pulled a short knife from inside his robe and cut the bonds that had held me for over a week. I dropped the frayed and knotted cords into a ball at Oreni’s feet.
“I assume this isn’t what you had in mind?” I said to her.
She met my gaze, but the struggle was brief. Fysan’s face had darkened and twisted. Neither of us could overcome his dominance, not while we stood on his balcony atop Wingeard with the continual gusts of wind.
“No, I would have simply pushed you over the edge of this precipice,” she said, realizing that her captive was beginning to slip from her grasp. “Or better yet, I would have seen you suffer the fate of your escort.”
I suppressed the flutter in my heart and pushed the dismay of that revelation from my thoughts; my bonds had been cut, but I was not yet free. If I stayed focused, I would live, but there was still the possibility that I would be kept at Wingeard.
Oreni smiled, enjoying my discomfort.
“We couldn’t leave witnesses that knew you were here,” she said. “Not if you suffered an unfortunate accident, never to return to your precious friends.”
I couldn’t tell if there was any truth behind the deception that flowed on her words, but what she said made sense if they had intended to keep me at Wingeard indefinitely or to kill me; however, I couldn’t let the trepidation that welled in my heart over the fate of my companions distract me from the situation at hand. I needed to change the subject and engage my cousin directly to determine how far he’d fallen under her influence.
“When did you decide to change your flags and replace them with her colors?” I said to Fysan, looking out at the orange pennants blowing in the wind.
“Petty symbols,” he said. “They mean nothing.”
“Perhaps, but the black raven is a more fitting symbol for the temptress before you than for the House of Triumon,” I said, hoping to remind him that although our House was sundered, we were still family. “We are still one people, cousin, even while divided.”
He ignored my comment and moved away from the edge of the balcony. Thankfully, he had been distracted from Oreni when his thoughts had momentarily focused on the House of Triumon, awakening the one indomitable truth of our House: internal intrigue never kept us from unifying against all external forces.
Briefly penetrating his thoughts, I saw that Oreni’s influence over him was limited, and he was not consumed with any of the enmity toward me that she projected. He had cut my bonds, and I now knew he would not detain me at Wingeard as Oreni’s thoughts were suggesting. His mind had closed to her and she had lost.
“We should speak,” I said to him. “Alone.”
He said nothing but his face indicated that he agreed. A slight flush of frustration flashed across Oreni’s eyes before she regained her hard expression, realizing that her opportunity had been lost. She didn’t wait for Fysan to dismiss her, choosing instead to leave voluntarily.
“We will meet again, false sister,” she scathingly said to me before turning to leave the room.
“Unlikely,” I said to her back before she disappeared, wrapping herself in an angry shadow.
Fysan walked to the edge of the balcony, appearing to have dismissed the entire exchange, and I moved to stand beside him. Many questions were racing through my head regarding Oreni and his relationship with her, but I knew he would not allow me to probe. As usual, he would keep his deepest thoughts and affairs to himself. Already, his mind was snapping completely shut.
I was, however, one of the few who took the time to understand my cousin’s capricious ways; even after leaving the Union, he was still Triumon. I knew he tolerated Oreni because of what he could learn from her, and although I could not tell how strong he had become, he was stronger since we’d last met, and he would retain the upper hand against her, especially here at Wingeard. I had no choice but to trust his strength, I thought, momentarily thinking of Breanne. The comparison between the two startled me.
“How do you like my view?” he asked, breaking the silence and interrupting my thoughts.
Of course, it wasn’t for the view that I had traveled to Wingeard, and I had stood at this dizzying height with him before.
“Where are your ships?” I asked looking down at the stone piers, the ends of which were hidden as the wind sent waves breaking across them.
“Safe and sheltered,” he said. “They will not be sailing to Falchner if that is why you are here.”
“That is one reason why I am here,” I said.
“And the other?” he asked.
He knew why I had come. However, since I still needed to ensure that I would be allowed to leave Wingeard, I had no choice but to voice it out loud.
“You knew I would return after the Darkening,” I said. “Your prediction, though later than you’d intimated, was accurate. It is enough that I am here; you will get no further admission from me.”
He accepted my pronouncement; even in private, Triumon did not often admit that they had been wrong or that they required another’s assistance.
“I know little more than when we last spoke,” Fysan said, and the clear truth of his statement meant that he was not hiding knowledge behind words.
I stayed silent to let him say more if he would.
“Oreni reveals less than I suspect Gruoni chooses to,” he said after a few moments. “It is not them, but us who have awakened the dormant power of this land. Ancient connections long forgotten by both red and white began reforming the day we stepped off our longships. This Darkening has marked the time when long sundered knowledge will begin to coalesce between the Seven. To what end, I have not yet discovered. We must wait, just as we have done before.”
“Gruoni has become preoccupied with Breanne and Blonhaft,” I said. “She cannot or will not put voice to her concerns, however. It has been months since I received meaningful council from her. The more knowledge she uncovers, the less it seems she reveals.”
“The Seven are not all speaking with one voice,” he said. “Until they are, we can expect little from them. I must continue my own research, unaided and alone.”
I took a deep breath. Not as I had hoped, but as I had expected; he would not return to the Union.
“Then even after the Darkening, you will remain here, isolated at Wingeard,” I said, knowing it was a statement of fact and no longer an open question.
“There is one more reason you have come here,” he said, choosing not to comment on my conclusion.
“Laedian will call a War Council on the solstice,” I said, bluntly finishing the rest of my errand.
He was silent for a moment, and I knew we were reaching the point of our conversation where neither of us would be willing to say more.
“Today is the solstice,” he said.
I said nothing, mentally counting back the days. I had missed two while in the cell, apparently. I hadn’t expected to leave Wingeard and reach Hithlyn before the solstice anyway, so it really didn’t matter. From Hithlyn, messengers would quickly bring news of the War Council to Nocrest and Polm as they followed the flat coastal road.
“You smell,” he said, seemingly taking notice of my filthy condition for the first time. “The guard outside the door will take you to your room. Wash and change, but do not linger. You need to leave before Oreni re-exerts her control over the soldiers in the area. Gallen will be waiting for you below. I could not save the other four.”
The relief that Gallen still lived was tempered with the despair that four of my companions had indeed perished at my expense. They were good men that did not deserve their fate. Looking at Fysan, I could not find any hint of remorse in his eyes, but neither could I find any malice.
“Why?” I asked.
“Oreni thinks it is necessary,” he said. “She believes true unity will only follow division. She doesn’t know our history, of course. I’m already despised by Bruchmon and Westermon; I’m already sundered from the rest of the Houses. She is, however, partially correct, but I will keep her excesses in check. I don’t expect the Houses will forgive my means to achieve this end.”
No, they wouldn’t, I thought. I walked away to leave, but stopped when I reached the door.
“Be careful, cousin,” I said earnestly to Fysan who had turned back to the open sky at the edge of the balcony.
It was dark by the time I exited the tower. A grim faced Gallen was waiting alone in the empty courtyard next to our saddled horses. He handed me my short knife and pack. I hung my pack over the pommel of my saddle and I attached my knife onto its familiar spot at my belt. I had also managed to procure a short bow and a quiver with thirty well-crafted arrows from Fysan’s Captain whose loyalty could often be counted on despite our separation. Armed with the bow and my well-worn knife, I was beginning to feel more confident in the permanence of my freedom that only a few hours ago had seemed so elusive.
“I assume you have heard about the others,” I said to Gallen as I shouldered my pack and checked my saddlebags, sensing his cold stare boring into my back.
I turned around and his face reddened with anger.
“I was there,” he spat. “They were tied to the blood red execution rocks at low tide while I was forced to watch. By the time the wind and waves had died down, and the tide had ebbed, there was little left, even for the carrion birds. That bastard Fysan did nothing to stop it. The House of Bruchmon will not forget this crime.”
Horrified to hear the details of what I had suspected and feared, I did the best I could to soothe him, although I knew no words could mend the injustice of the act.
“I am sorry,” I said. “Do not blame Fysan. The House of Triumon will take full responsibility. I will take full responsibility. I will make amends to the families for this injustice and beg for Baran’s absolution.”
Gallen stared at me before he let the rage on his face subside. He was a soldier, and as a loyal member of House Bruchmon, he would let justice be meted out by his Lord.
“Forgive my outburst, My Lady,” he said, dipping his head.
“I truly am sorry,” I said, meeting his eye as he lifted his head. “We need to focus on getting clear of Wingeard as quickly as possible, however. We’ve been promised safe passage, but Fysan does not control all the soldiers in the area.”
“Take this then, My Lady,” Gallen said, pulling a sword from a bundle tied to his horse. “I will not be taken and bound again like a dog to be stuffed into a dirty cell without cause. This was Jugund’s sword. He has no family to return it to.”
I took the sword. Jugund had been the man whose arm I stopped from drawing his sword when Oreni’s men had first surrounded us in the desert. Had I allowed him to fight, we all would have perished, but at least he would have died an honorable soldier’s death instead of being hideously executed like a common criminal. I pulled the medium length sword half way from its worn sheath. It was a good blade from a prominent family that apparently was no more.
“I would be honored, of course,” I said, buckling the sword to my belt.
It had been many years since I’d carried such a weapon, and I now acutely felt both the burden of honoring its former owner and the closeness of the war that was bearing down upon us.
“I also will not allow us to be taken captive again,” I said, knowing how fortunate we had been to escape unscathed the first time. “Let’s ride to Hithlyn and finish our errand.”
I pulled myself into the saddle, glad to have the familiar beast underneath me once more. I turned and galloped out the open gate, leaving Wingeard behind. Gallen’s horse drew up beside me, and we rode into the desert, retracing the route we had been forced to walk only nine days ago.
A hard ride would have us in Hithlyn in two and a half days, sooner if we pushed the horses and rode late into the night, and we angled away from the coast and headed northwest toward the western spur of the Oryn Mountains. We rode well after the moon had risen, finally stopping next to a clump of dwarf pines a few hours before dawn. A fire would have been nice, but there was so little wood in the sparse thicket that it wasn’t worth the effort to gather it. We took turns with the watch, each getting only an hour of sleep, although a short amount of sleep in the freedom of the desert was worth more than many hours in the cold stone of our cells.
We reached the mountains late the following day, and started the gentle climb toward the pass, keeping a careful watch for any movement as we moved into the trees that lined the western face of the slopes, conscious that while their cover would hide us, they would also hide anyone else in the area. Once the sun had set, we were forced to move off the path and wait for the moon to rise since the road twisted and wound through the trees, making it impossible for us to find our way in the dark. We did not risk lighting a fire, but it was warmer among the trees, and by the time the moon had risen, our horses had rested enough for us to continue riding.
We hadn’t gone more than a mile when Gallen pointed down the slope to our left. Soldiers were moving on foot toward an outcropping of rock that marked the entrance to the pass, and I counted at least a dozen of them. The path we were on looped downward and back, and we were probably no more than a half hour from catching the group moving into the pass, less if we dismounted and scrambled down the slope on foot.
“Can you tell whose soldiers they are?” I whispered, wondering if our horses had not already given us away in the quiet night air.
“We’re still too far away,” Gallen replied. “Let’s tie the horses here and climb down to get a closer look. We will need to know if there are more of them and if they are blocking the entrance to the pass.”
I nodded, and we dismounted and slipped into the woods, moving as quickly and quietly as we could under the light of the moon. We stayed among the trees and remained above the path leading into the pass, and we almost overtook the soldiers who had stopped under an overhang of rock directly across from us on the opposite slope. I counted fourteen men, all wearing the uniform of our previous captors, the orange circles on their jackets evident in the moonlight. After a few short hand signals, ten of them drew their swords and started into the pass; the other four dropped bolts into their already cocked crossbows and followed.
Gallen quietly drew his sword, motioning for me to pull the short bow from my back. We followed them into the pass, still sheltered by the trees; however, it was difficult to remain silent in the undergrowth, and I now knew why the other soldiers had chosen to walk among the rocks even though they were more exposed. We climbed a short way before the road turned and dropped into a hollow, and we had fallen behind the other soldiers as our inability to move quickly and quietly had hindered our progress. We were finally forced to move down the hill into the thinner trees at the edge of the path for a better view.
A fire burned in the small clearing, and I couldn’t count the number of bodies that lay around it, asleep. Oreni’s soldiers made another round of signals, pointing below them to the right. Our eyes followed to the spot where they had pointed, and we saw a single sentry that had been posted at the edge of the camp; however, he had positioned himself above the path in the confines of a boulder, leaving himself vulnerable to someone moving around behind him from above. One of Oreni’s soldiers had begun to climb toward the spot above the sentry, obviously getting himself into position for the ambush. He had sheathed his sword and drawn a dagger, and we watched as he inched his way down to the unsuspecting sentry.
Gallen motioned for me to bring the bow to bear on the descending soldier, but I had already pulled four arrows from my quiver and stuck them in the ground in front of me. I took a fifth and notched it, waiting for a clearer shot while the soldier got closer to the sentry. As he came up over the last boulder, I let the arrow fly toward the open white hollow of his neck, just above his black leather jacket. The thud brought him down with a cry on top of the sentry, but I didn’t hesitate and quickly drew another arrow, taking aim at one of the soldiers with a crossbow directly across from us on the opposite slope.
I caught him in the side, up under the arm, and he fell, sliding down the slope as both Oreni’s soldiers on the hill and the soldiers in the camp broke into chaos after the yells from the sentry. My third arrow caught another crossbowman on the inside of his knee as he scrambled behind a rock, but he’d dropped his weapon when he’d grabbed his leg, and it had slid down the hill out of his reach. In the confusion, all of Oreni’s soldiers tried to hide themselves on the barren slope, and they started to pull back as the camp in front of us became a frenzy of movement. I was poised with another arrow, but a clear shot could not be found. Gallen started to move down the hill toward the path, sword in hand.
“Wait,” I said, grabbing his jacket and roughly pulling him back into the cover of the trees. “You’ll be mistaken for one of Oreni’s soldiers.”
He stopped and crouched behind a tree, remembering that in the dark, he would just be another body to the soldiers in the camp who were now moving quickly up the slope and into the trees.
Oreni’s soldiers were outnumbered, and in their exposed positions they quickly fell to the onrushing soldiers who were dressed in Westermon colors as I had suspected. Within a matter of minutes, the air was free from the clash of swords and the cries of battle. All of the soldiers with the orange markings lay dead on the slope. None of them had made it back into the trees and the cover they would have provided.
From our vantage point, none of the Westermon soldiers appeared to have been seriously injured in the skirmish, although one sat slumped against a rock as another tried to remove a crossbow bolt that had luckily only found his shoulder. Others were examining the slain soldier next to the sentry, and when they started pointing to where we were hiding among the trees, I knew it was time to carefully move down the hill and make our presence known.
“Hold,” I cried out as I moved out from behind a tree and started climbing down. “We are travelers. We are not your enemies,” I yelled.
Swords were redrawn but the Westermon soldiers didn’t engage us as we moved into the open. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched three men move off behind us, cutting off any retreat. We were now fully committed and could not have made it back into the trees had we needed to back off. We continued toward the main group of soldiers, and the men in front of us relaxed when our colors were finally recognized in the moonlight.
“Bruchmon and Triumon,” their leader bellowed, reaching back and sheathing his two handed broadsword across his back.
A shaggy beard covered his face, just like it did on all of the Westermon soldiers that surrounded us. His long hair, plaited and braided, hung down to the middle of his back, although it was odd not to see the familiar studded leather helmet of Westermon pulled tight over his head. It must have been left behind when he’d hurriedly rushed into battle after being awakened by the cry of the sentry.
“I’m Weard,” he said, extending a ring-meshed hand to Gallen. “Well done. Had their ambush been successful, we would be dealing with more than a single wounded soldier and the wounded pride of our useless sentry.”
Gallen brought his hand up to his chest and took a step back, making a slight bow in my direction.
“Your thanks should be first given to the Lady,” he said. “I am her retainer.”
Weard’s expression flickered from confusion to apology as the meaning of Gallen’s words sunk in. He didn’t recognize me, but he deferred to me nonetheless with a slight bow.
“Your gratitude isn’t necessary,” I said. “Had you not been here, we would have been forced to clear them from this pass ourselves or take a longer way around over more difficult terrain. Since we are in a hurry, any detour would have been costly. Do you normally patrol this far south?”
“Ever since Fysan started sending these vagabonds with their strange colors into the mountains,” Weard replied. “They’ve been molesting and turning back travelers for over a month now. The cowards had never attacked an armed party before tonight. Fysan will surely pay if he thinks Westermon will suffer this newest outrage. We will not be slaughtered in our sleep!”
“These were not Fysan’s men,” I said, cutting off the burly man in front of me.
“But they roam the land Fysan claims to govern, and they have now crossed the border into the realm of Westermon,” Weard shot back. “He is responsible for those that reside on his side of the border.”
His personal distaste for Fysan was evident, and I knew that the relationship between Fysan and Westermon had never been amicable. Gallen took a step forward at the insolent outburst, but I shook him off.
“Your Lord will know how to deal with this situation, and what response is best for the House of Westermon,” I said.
We did not need his thirst for retribution further inflaming the hatred between Fysan and Westermon; Oreni was playing that role well enough at the moment.
“Besides,” I said, “they knew the two of us were riding toward the pass, and they were likely trying to hold it and force us to take a longer route. Blame our presence in these mountains if you must affix blame for what happened here tonight.”
“What errand brings you from Wingeard into these mountains then?” he asked, the anger still burning in his belly. “Are you fleeing to Hithlyn?”
“Our reasons for using this pass I will keep to myself,” I said, growing irritated myself with his insolence. “Let it suffice that we are emissaries from Torence with a message for your Lord,” I said with emphasis on the word Lord, hoping to remind him of his duty.
He eyed me carefully one more time before accepting the situation.
“Very well,” he said. “You are now in the lands of Westermon. You have our leave to travel freely.”
“Thank you,” I replied, not completely able to remove the coldness from my voice.
I was now receiving permission from a common soldier to travel freely throughout the Confederacy.
We spent the night with the group after retrieving our horses from the woods, and the hearty breakfast we shared with them in the morning was a welcome respite after our captivity and hard ride across the plateau. When we left, I was confident that the rest of our ride to Hithlyn would be without incident.
We passed a half dozen more groups of Westermon soldiers guarding the road through the mountains, but we were allowed to pass unquestioned. By the time we approached Hithlyn late in the day, we had become just two more travelers on the road leading into the city, although two well-armed travelers wearing the colors of Bruchmon and Triumon was an uncommon sight. Hithlyn and Nocrest were the two largest cities in the Confederacy, and the countryside between them was teeming with towns and small villages, yet few travelers from the other Houses ever made the journey to this side of the Oryn Mountains overland.
The center of Hithlyn was walled and compact, with the narrow streets and alleys running straight, and most of the buildings were built upward into many stories. The wide inner wall that encircled the large castle atop a hill dominated even these tall buildings, and its four mighty towers at each corner stood picturesque as they pierced the evening sky. At the top of each tower, blue flags with the white war hammer of Westermon flapped briskly in the hard breeze coming in off the eastern sea, the smaller red and green banners of Selatan and Scran blowing below them.
While looking at the impregnable castle, it was easy to forget that Nocrest was actually the seat of power for the House of Westermon, and that Muran sat in a castle that by comparison dwarfed the one here in Hithlyn. Still, his cousins co-ruled Hithlyn and the surrounding countryside from an impressive and stately castle. I had no doubt the hospitality of Selatan and Scran would completely remove the memories of Wingeard, although so far, my errand had cost the lives of four men.
The newly arrived stonecutters from Raumuth had been working for nearly a week in an effort to widen the opening to the river by early spring, and Blonhaft carefully navigated his canoe around the piles of rock that now nearly blocked the passage. Their scaffolding was anchored to the chasm walls, seemingly attached to the very rock they were cutting away, and huge sheets of stone would slide off the walls and fall into the water, only to be quarried anew. The arrival of more ship builders and masons only made Blonhaft realize how much he was in the way at the harbor, but he had managed to corner Scipan long enough to extract an update on the progress so he could send a report to Ashaer.
He left the chasm and the sharp resonance of hammers and pickaxes behind him, the ringing in his ears still reverberating as he paddled onto the calm river. He reached the upstream landing and tied the canoe before climbing to the top of the bluff, finally escaping the last echoes of the stone cutting.
His horse was grazing under a late morning sun, but the air had warmed little, and the chill he had felt during his predawn ride from Kahon had not left him. The horse snorted and pranced when he approached, sending wisps of frozen breath into the crisp air, and the cold morning reminded him that today was the first day of winter; he was also reminded that Breanne had promised to return to Kahon today after a three week delay in Torence. He saddled his anxious horse and started the short ride back to Kahon, thinking of the warm fire he had left burning in the Great Room, hoping that she might have returned while he’d been at the harbor.
When he neared the edge of the clearing surrounding the short wall of the keep, he stopped his horse. The forest had become uncannily quiet, even for such a cold winter day. He dismounted and wrapped the reins around a bare branch, and after moving off the hidden path, he cautiously walked into the open while examining the edge of the woods on his left.
He concentrated on a false shadow that was woven through a tight clump of trees, and the forest went completely silent as the pounding of his heart and the blood rushing in his ears became as loud as the pickaxes had been earlier at the harbor. He felt the green stone hanging at his chest flare, and the slight pain and nausea that accompanied its heat washed over him. It only took him an instant to control the feeling and dismiss it from his mind, and with effort, he forced the spell of the shadow wrapping the trees to dissipate. Four human forms stood motionless next to the bare trunks of the trees that were still wrapped in shadow. They stiffened when they realized he had pierced their cover before they unwound themselves from their camouflage and stepped away from the trunks.
Four tall Ganien warriors stood at the edge of the clearing, chests bare and painted. They were armed with short bows and long hunting knives, but they made no motion to their weapons. Conscious that he was completely unarmed, Blonhaft eyed them cautiously, more curious than afraid.
He wondered how they had eluded the forest guard or even penetrated the shadow encircling the keep to find Kahon. He also wondered why they had stood at the edge of the clearing outside the gate concealed in the Ganien manner. They walked into the bright sunlight to stand directly in front of him as the last shadows of their hiding place evaporated.
“We humbly submit to he who pierces shadow with his gaze,” the tallest warrior said in a heavily accented voice. “I am Orania of the Bear Clan.”
He was young, and his smooth dark skin glistened beneath intricate layers of black war paint, his rock hard chest towering in the cold winter air. His black hair was tied into a long braid, and a single red feather was attached to a thinner braid at the side of his head. His angular face was firm, almost but not quite grim, and his long nose and narrow eyes projected a determination that belied his youth and turned his entire aura into a pillar of stone.
Blonhaft fought the urge to simply ask the warrior how he had gotten this close to Kahon. He was cognizant enough to know the tall youth standing before him was a Ganien of some importance; he could feel the powerful pride tempered with humility emanating from the man. That they stood before him demanded some tact in his response since it was obvious that they represented the Ganien Nation in some capacity, and contrary to his many protestations regarding his ability and willingness to play the part of a Lord, he found himself slipping into the noble mien of a leading member of one of the six Houses.
“I am Blonhaft of the House of Northmon,” he said with commanding civility. “I welcome both you and your companions to Kahon. I must confess, however, that your arrival has been unlooked for and is unexpected. Yet, my home is your home.”
Orania’s stern countenance softened somewhat at the courtesy.
“I also must confess that I have not been sent deep into the forest to meet with you, Blonhaft Shadow Piercer,” he replied with equal dignity. “The Clan Mothers have sent me to find the deepest shadow in this wood, and to seek the white woman who lives hidden in the stone house behind that shadow.”
Blonhaft glanced at the gray stone keep behind him. Clearly they were seeking Breanne; however, rather than disappoint or irritate him, he was comforted since she may be able to explain why they had come and how they had penetrated the hidden wood. He regarded this adumbration as a positive omen.
“I am afraid she has not returned,” he said. “However, she is soon expected.”
“Yes. Last night, our Grandfather the sun rested and slept long,” Orania said. “She will be returning now that he has awakened from his longest slumber.”
Today was the solstice, Blonhaft remembered, and this pronouncement did not surprise him. He was reminded of Ashaer, who often spoke with the same native peroration, although he had lost much of his heavy Ganien accent,
“I would be honored to receive your message to her,” he said, not quite sure how to proceed with the conversation.
“We carry no message for her,” was the tall warrior’s reply.
Blonhaft knew better than to ask why they had come to Kahon seeking Breanne if they had no message for her. Clearly they had purpose, but attempting to draw it out of them would be rude, even if they chose to answer. Perhaps she had sent for them, he thought. He had not heard from her in weeks, other than her short missive stating that her delay in Torence was necessary. Regardless, it really was an awkward situation, he realized, as they stood in the cold winter air staring at each other.
What was obvious, however, was that they were here and Breanne was not. He wasn’t prepared for visitors, but etiquette and common courtesy clearly dictated that he carry through on his offer of making them feel at home.
“Please, come inside and share my fire,” he said, hiding any bitterness he felt at having his solitude interrupted by anyone other than Breanne. “You can comfortably wait for Breanne until she arrives.”
“We thank you for your hospitality,” Orania said.
He turned to the three warriors and addressed them in their native tongue. His words were short and commanding, and the three moved quickly into the forest, separating before disappearing into the trees.
“My companions will wait and watch the forest paths for the white woman’s return,” Orania said. “I would be honored to sit at the fire of Blonhaft Shadow Piercer.”
Blonhaft nodded, finally at a loss for words, and he walked back into the trees to retrieve his horse as Orania followed a few steps behind him. After stabling and feeding the animal in silence, they went inside to find Boten, the only servant he kept at Kahon. The withered man was in the small kitchen preparing a light meal in anticipation of his return from the harbor, and Boten hardly seemed surprised to see the tall Ganien walk in behind him.
“We have an honored guest,” Blonhaft said, again finding the aristocratic voice he used so seldom that it always surprised him when he heard his own words jump into the air. “Orania of the Bear Clan will be enjoying the midday repast with me. Please prepare a second plate. We’ll be in the Great Room next to the fire.”
“Yes, My Lord,” the old man said with a decorum that sounded foreign to Blonhaft’s ears.
They had so long ago dispensed with such well-mannered speech between themselves that he almost didn’t recognize the formal words from his servant long ago turned friend.
“Shall I also prepare a room for the night, My Lord?”
Blonhaft hesitated. Since he was unsure of Orania’s errand, he didn’t know how long the Ganien might be staying at Kahon; however, it would now be impolite to ask.
“Yes,” he said. “Orania will be staying with us as long as he wishes.”
Boten made a half bow, and Blonhaft turned and led Orania into the Great Room, glad to be back at Kahon despite the discomfort of an unexpected guest. The fire in the large stone fireplace had fallen into a pile of red embers, but Boten had restacked a pile of wood on the cold hearth. Within minutes, Blonhaft brought the fire back to life, and the bright yellow flames quickly warmed the room. He lit a spill at the edge of the fire, and after lighting the large candles around the room, he motioned politely for Orania to sit. The tall warrior slowly lowered himself into a leather chair, and as he awkwardly sat, Blonhaft realized that he had never been inside a white man’s dwelling before.
Blonhaft had always considered the small keep he and Ashaer had built to be quaint and sparse, yet he knew the stone walls and furniture were lavish when compared with the longhouses of Orania’s clan. He did his best to make his guest feel comfortable, and the meal the thoughtful Boten brought in helped ease Orania’s transition. The simple platter of dried vegetables and a dozen shrunken apples, sweet and delicious, was much like the midday meal that Blonhaft would have had if he’d found himself sitting next to the fire in a Ganien longhouse beside Orania.
The remainder of the afternoon was spent in idle chatter, and slowly the discomfort of strangers ebbed. The conversation eventually turned to Ashaer, whom Orania had never actually met, although the respect he had for Ashaer was evident in his voice. Blonhaft found himself warming to the young Ganien, and growing talkative, he started describing his first meeting with Ashaer.
“My longship had just landed, and I was only three days on the new soil of Hauden,” Blonhaft began. “My brother, Brancynn, had landed some weeks before me, and rumor had it that he’d gone north to find other members of our House that had preceded both of us. Twelve of us decided to leave Torence to find him, and around midday on our second day from that new city, we started to angle deeper into the forest. By this time, the Ganien Nation had become somewhat accustomed to the loud white men that cut through their homeland going north, and although we were new allies, both sides were still uneasy, and we were warily on guard. At least we had all thought we were on our guard.
“I remember that it was a bright winter day, much like today, and we had stopped in a clearing to rest. We were sitting around a small fire, arrogantly thinking the bright long swords at our sides would keep us from harm. As we ate, a band of Ganien warriors crept into the clearing, and before we had even realized that they were there, they had disarmed and subdued us to the man. None of us had even cried out a warning much less drawn our sharp but now useless swords. I can still vividly see the circle of drawn short bows they made around us at the edge of the trees, and each one of us had at least two arrows poised to instantly pierce our hearts.
“Ashaer then stepped out of a forest shadow to stand commandingly over me as two warriors pinned my arms behind my back, their long hunting knives pressing dangerously into my throat. He was younger then, and with bared chest and black war paint, he was much like you are today in appearance. I don’t remember being afraid of him though. What I do remember, however, was wondering why they were taking so long to kill us.
“I had expected such an efficient attack to finish us off with haste, but Ashaer just stood there silent and brooding, never taking his eyes off me. He finally ordered the two holding me to release me, and before I knew what was happening, he grabbed me by the collar of my jacket and lifted me off the ground, pulling our faces within inches of each other. I was preparing to put up a fight, thinking the savage was going to strangle me with his bare hands, when he roughly threw me onto the ground. Anyway, Ashaer eventually released all of us with a stern warning and sent us on our way. We had apparently blundered upon an old Ganien burial site.
“And that was my first meeting with Ashaer,” Blonhaft said, finishing his story. “It was also my first encounter with the Ganien Nation. I must confess, however, that contrary to Ashaer’s intent, the ordeal didn’t instill in me as strong a respect for sacred ground and all of your customs as it probably should have; yet today, our friendship is such that we both look back on that first meeting with fondness, and with some amazement that in the end, we had so much in common despite my irreverence. An irreverence that does continue today, I’m afraid.”
Orania was quiet for a moment before he said, “I had always thought that many of the white men spoke with the snake’s tongue. Yet you speak much like a Ganien, with truth and clarity. It is your honesty and forthrightness that we respect. Your irreverence is not important.”
“Perhaps,” Blonhaft found himself saying as he turned the conversation back to less serious matters.
The long afternoon had started to wane, and he moved to place wood on the fire for the third time, throwing the last of it into the fireplace. When he turned away from the hearth, Breanne was standing in the archway of the door, and the three other warriors who had been with Orania were standing in the dim hallway behind her.
She was in her familiar riding clothes, and she had obviously just arrived and come straight to the Great Room. She had a stern serious look in her wide eyes, and Blonhaft knew the quiet return he had hoped for was not going to happen.
Orania stood as she entered the room, which she quickly crossed with purpose.
“Welcome Orania, War Chief of the great Ganien Nation,” she said to the tall Ganien as she made a deep formal bow. “You bring us great honor by joining us in our home.”
“The honor of sharing the life-giving fire in your home rests with me, white Lady of Fayersae,” Orania replied with as much courtesy.
Blonhaft turned to Breanne with a look of surprise. He had known that Orania was a noble member of the Ganien Nation, but he had not guessed that their War Chief had just spent the afternoon engaged in casual conversation with him.
He looked again at the regal brow and the dark face in front of him, again taking note of the single red feather tied into Orania’s braid; then the similarities he had seen between Orania and Ashaer struck him like a clap of thunder. It was the same decoration that Ashaer had been wearing when they had first met those many years ago, and Ashaer had been the War Chief of the Ganien Nation then.
Feeling a bit chagrinned at his imperceptions, he turned to Breanne and asked, “Then your mother?”
“Has called the War Council,” she said, finishing his sentence.
He took a deep breath at that sudden announcement.
“This is too soon,” he protested, shaking his head. “What has happened?”
“Nothing has changed since I’ve been gone,” Breanne said. “My mother just became convinced that war with the Shotak is inevitable, and she saw no benefit in delaying the obvious. She has sent messengers to all of the Houses and to all of the Five Nations. Each is to send a representative to the Hills of Raumuth in five weeks. Tellan has ridden to the Onayotek Nation, and I am riding to the Onantaer Nation at daybreak.
“You were to ride to the Ganien, but it appears they have had a foreshadowing of events and have already made their decision,” she said looking at Orania. “Their War Chief now stands here beside us, and the Ganien Nation appears united in our cause.”
Blonhaft took a moment to collect his thoughts, struggling to fully comprehend this sudden turn of events. They hadn’t even celebrated the coming of the New Year. He had expected more time, more deliberation before the inevitable march to war. He had envisioned spending a quiet winter with Breanne at Kahon after returning from the marsh. He could push aside the frustration of having his personal plans dashed, but he was unable to suppress a sudden foreboding that welled up in his chest as the prospect of war had now become very real. Fear touched his heart.
“This is too soon,” he said again.
“Actually, my mother made up her mind weeks ago,” Breanne said. “Avanian should be at Nocrest by now, and she has already broken the news to Baran. She will ride to the Honon and Nundawai Nations once she’s finished delivering the decree to Westermon. Riders have also left for Raumuth and Ofst.”
“And you’re leaving in the morning?” Blonhaft asked, still unable to completely shake the fear that had touched him, its lingering impression leaving a cloudy spot in the back of his head.
“Yes, at first light,” she said. “Orania will be riding with me.”
“Riding?” he asked, looking at the tall warrior.
It was a rare sight to see any Ganien other than Ashaer atop a horse.
“The Clan Mothers have asked me to sit with my Onantaer brothers,” Orania said. “They must understand the importance of sending a War Chief to stand beside our white brothers.”
Blonhaft took a deep breath.
Again, he felt an uncontrollable foreboding nearly overwhelm him. The last few months had seen so many strange things, all on the eve of war. He pressed the green stone hanging at his neck through his shirt, remembering the marsh. For a moment it seared his skin, and he felt the desire to discard it before he forced that thought away. Once he did so, he felt his mind calm.
“There is more,” Breanne continued, knowing she was only going to add to the misgivings she saw on his face.
She too understood that the quiet winter she had hoped to spend at Kahon was no longer possible.
He nodded for her to go on.
“Brancynn will be asked to remain at Ofst for obvious reasons. You are to represent Northmon on the War Council.”
He didn’t say anything. He knew it would be pointless to object. This was clearly Laedian’s wish, and he would obey his liege. Becoming one of the ruling eleven, however, was not something he aspired to, and it was perhaps the last thing he would have wished for. He looked again at Orania.
The tall noble warrior stood with such confidence that Blonhaft was comforted just to be standing beside the man. If he had to be part of such a group, he found solace in the fact that he would be sharing it with the noble warrior. He liked the man, and he was actually eager to get to know him better.
“Will Ashaer be there?” Blonhaft asked.
“Maybe, for a time, but not as a representative of the Ganien Nation,” Breanne said. “He will continue to lead our combined armies in the name of Fayersae and will eventually ride to Ofst.”
“We are not prepared for this war,” Blonhaft said.
All stayed silent at the pronouncement of that truth.
He turned back to the fire and began turning the logs with the worn poker. Already, he felt the pain of losing the comforts and solitude of Kahon so soon.
“You may get your wish after all,” Breanne said in a soft voice, moving to stand beside him. “You can now go to Ofst and stand with your brother as a son of Northmon.”
“And you?” he asked, already knowing the answer.
“Ashaer has asked me to remain here once I return from my errand with the Onantaer. Someone needs to be here to manage the harbor and keep the secret.”
He just nodded and accepted the situation, looking at each of the four Ganien warriors in the room wondering how secret the harbor could still be.
A hard wind roiled the ominous gray clouds overhead, and Eessan stopped his horse at the crest of a hill, damp and muddy with patches of melting snow. He raised his hand, signaling those behind him to halt. His black warhorse steamed and pawed the dead grass at the top of the hill, snorting into the wind as the other twenty riders crested the hill in a line on either side of him. Many of the horses fidgeted, turning sideways against the hard pull on their reins, and it was an uncustomary display of skittishness for such seasoned animals. Three neighed loudly into the late afternoon sky, seemingly confronting the ill wind that blew into their faces, and the creak of the saddles and the leather armor of the soldiers added its accompaniment to the scene. Eessan surveyed the vale spread out before them. No movement could be seen.
The banner bearer on Eessan’s right struggled briefly with her mount, the wind violently whipping the green pennant with the yellow crossed lances of the House of Bruchmon on it, the crack and snap of the flag further adding its voice to the wind, horses and soldiers. The horse twisted in a circle and reared before she controlled the spooked animal, never letting the banner dip.
“Pull the banner down, Bendian,” Eessan ordered. “The village is deserted.”
Packed neatly along the edges of a small creek, the large village sat nestled between the two hills. He hadn’t expected the permanent Onayotek encampment to be bustling with activity at this time of year, but there was no sign of life among the dozens of wooden structures, and the large poles of the Onayotek tepees at the edges of the compound were an eerie sight, their skeletal shapes devoid of the richly painted cloth and leather that normally would have decorated them. Two battered and half sunken dugouts lay submerged at the west end of the creek that split the camp.
The empty village explained why there had been no sign of the Onayotek in any of the outlying areas as they had ridden northward toward the Ord. Eessan was uneasy, but had no explanation for the missing natives, and the rest of the group followed as he started down the slope to get a closer look at the abandoned village. When they reached the south edge, he pointed to the riders at the end of the line on his left.
“Move around to the back of those huts. Secure the western perimeter,” he ordered, although it looked as if there was nothing that warranted such caution.
Six riders broke from the group and moved out of sight. He pointed to the east and ordered six more to do the same with the eastern perimeter. He then led the rest into the center of the wooden huts, carefully looking for any sign that might indicate why the Onayotek had fled or been driven off.
The large ceremonial fire pit looked as if it hadn’t been used in quite some time, months judging by the weeds that had crept up to the outer edge of it. It would have been used regularly for feasts and worship as the seasons progressed since it was an integral part of Onayotek daily life, and its disuse was the surest sign that they had left the village some time ago.
He ordered six more riders to cross the narrow creek and secure the northern end of the town while he pondered the mystery of the missing Onayotek. Within a few minutes, one of the soldiers he had sent to the north came riding back.
“My Lord, you’d better come have a look at this.”
Eessan nodded, not liking the sound of that request.
“Dismount and have a look inside some of the buildings,” he ordered Bendian. “Sciedencynn, assist her. Meet us on the north side when you’ve finished.”
“Yes, My Lord,” Bendian answered, lightly jumping off her mount to carry out his command.
Sciedencynn slowly dismounted, and Eessan took note of the concern on his captain’s face before he motioned the other soldier to lead him toward the creek.
They splashed across the muddy water, their horses strongly pulling them up the low embankment on the other side, and they cleared the last of the huts and climbed the intervening hill before they came upon a low ditch cutting across their path. The other riders held their unsteady mounts under tight rein at the edge of the shallow ravine, and Eessan pulled his horse up as the vision that had unsteadied the horses came into view.
Five slain horses had been pulled down the hill and into the gully, their dried blood streaking the matted grass. Eessan dismounted, handing his reins to a soldier, and drew his long sword. A black banner, trimmed in gold, lay torn and partly covered by one of the dead horses, and it had taken him only a second to recognize that it was a Fayersae banner. He slid down into the ditch, and after glancing around and realizing that he wasn’t in any danger, he sheathed his sword.
The dead horses were still saddled, and the saddlebags were hacked open with what appeared to be gouging blows from hand axes; the horses had so many gashes on them, however, that Eessan was positive they had been mutilated after they had been slain. A quick examination of them revealed that they had probably been dead for two or three days, perhaps as many as five, but judging from the freshness of the wounds, certainly no more than a week had passed since they had been cut down and dragged into the ditch.
He kicked through the empty saddlebags and found no personal possessions or belongings; everything had been stripped bare. If it hadn’t been for the Fayersae banner, he would have had little clue to whose horses lay slaughtered around him, although the saddles were of a quality that indicated that these were not the horses of common soldiers. One in particular was decorated with an intricately inlaid red and gold border, and the swirling artwork and rich leather left no doubt that it was not the saddle of a common man. Had they had an extra horse, or had they not been traveling so light, he would have retrieved it, hoping to return it to the owner, or more than likely to the owner’s family, he thought, since it was hard to imagine the rider escaping the carnage on the ground in front of him. Something touched the back of his mind, causing him to wonder if he should not have recognized the saddle and known its owner. He couldn’t place it, and he dismissed the feeling without further thought.
He climbed out of the ditch and remounted his horse, pondering his next move. He decided they should get clear of the village and keep moving north toward the Ord. They were still southeast of the marsh, and soon they should start angling more to the east to catch the bend in the river to find the ford.
“Take that and put it into one of the buildings,” he said to the soldier that had held his horse, pointing to the ornate saddle. “Mark the building. Someone may eventually be sent back to retrieve it.”
He pulled a short wooden whistle from his belt and sent three sharp notes into the winter air, calling in the rest of the soldiers. Within a quarter hour, the group had reassembled around the ditch as both man and horse nervously waited for his next order.
“Did you find anything?” Eessan said to Sciedencynn when he and Bendian rode up.
“No, there is nothing left here,” his captain answered. “They appear to have taken everything with them.”
That precluded flight or a forced retreat from the village, Eessan thought. It was consistent, though, since there was no sign of a struggle or a battle other than in the ditch. But where had the Onayotek gone? They had not gone south, that he was sure of. There were a few scattered Bruchmon farms in the area, so any migration of the Onayotek toward Falchner would have been quickly known. He couldn’t remember an instance of conflict between the white men of Bruchmon and the Onayotek, but they remained separate and seldom did any of their communities overlap. When they did, people took note of it and word spread.
”We should not linger,” he said to his men. “If these horses were not slain with Onayotek hunting axes, then they were mutilated by them. We’ll continue riding toward the Ord. Keep together and stay alert.”
He spurred his horse and skirted the ditch, leaving the village and the mystery of its abandonment and dead horses behind. He climbed the hill, and as he started down the other side, the land flattened out a bit and he could see the hazy mists of the marsh on the horizon to the west. The line of the Ord was still hidden behind the darkening horizon, and he doubted that they would reach the river by nightfall after their delay searching the village. The afternoon had slipped into evening, and with the gray sky, it would soon grow dark.
They hadn’t ridden for more than a half hour when a small clump of trees sitting in a hollow between two gently rolling hills came into view. Normally, he would have ridden past, staying to the east, but he unconsciously angled his horse toward the small wood as the rest followed.
When they neared the wood, he tensed. Something at the edge of his senses warily touched him, brought in on the wind. The importunate feeling was fleeting, and it left him as quickly as it had arrived. He stopped about twenty yards from the trees, and the group pulled up behind him. He glanced at Sciedencynn who had also become more vigilant in the saddle, and he could sense that all the riders were on edge. The horses had quieted and stood quivering with anticipation, their ears flipping back ever so slightly; all of the horses were battle tested, and he took note of their heightened alertness.
He held up four fingers to the soldiers on his left and waved for them to circle the trees to the west. He sent four more to the east. He dismounted, motioning for Sciedencynn and Bendian to follow, quietly drawing his sword, feeling more certain that it might soon be needed. He signaled for the remaining soldiers to watch their backs and wait.
The three of them moved into the trees and half bare bushes, pushing aside the spindly thorns that could not bite their thick leather leggings and heavy boots. They pushed through the underbrush, and after fifty yards they walked into a small clearing, no more than ten yards in diameter.
They stopped in their tracks. Bendian gasped and unconsciously moved a hand to her mouth. Eessan’s stomach tightened in disgust. Five corpses dressed in Fayersae colors lay on the ground in front of them. They had been beheaded, and their manhood had been ripped from them. They had found the owners of the five slain horses.
Eessan furtively glanced at the edges of the circle, feeling vulnerable and exposed. Nothing moved and the wood was quiet with death. He took a deep breath and set his mind to the grizzly task of quickly examining the bodies; he knew they should not linger in this wood. He had partaken in the grim business of warfare many times, and he had long ago become inoculated to the gore of the battlefield, yet the dismemberment and mutilation in front of him sickened him. He strode into the clearing, the empty pit in his stomach setting all of his senses on edge.
He rolled each scalped head over with the toe of his boot, fighting the feeling of disrespect as he did so. He didn’t recognize any of the first four, the ashen faces and sullen looks staring blankly at him from behind dead eyes.
When he got to the fifth head, his heart skipped a beat, and he pulled a hand to his chest, stricken by the sight at his foot. All the air was sucked from his lungs and he struggled to take his next breath. His knees slowly weakened in dismay, and he stabbed his sword into the ground for support, but he slid to his knees in grief anyway, his strong shoulders slumping. Tellan Fayersae’s dead eyes looked vacantly past him, their once proud glare muted and blank.
When he looked up, Sciedencynn and Bendian were standing behind him, leaning on their swords. He closed his eyes tightly for another moment, trying to push the grief out of his mind so he could focus on the present. Slowly, both anger and trepidation filled his mind. Night was falling on the wood and he knew they could not stay, not even to bury the leading male of the House of Fayersae, Laedian’s cousin and Avanian’s husband. Tellan was also his brother’s closest friend, and his heart ached, knowing the news would break Baran’s heart and perhaps his spirit as well. He could not even imagine breaking the news to his liege, and he knew someone with a stronger temperament than his would have to tell Avanian; he could not do it.
He pulled his dagger from his belt and cut a bloody lock of Tellan’s black curly hair from the head. He carefully placed the lock of hair into the pocket over his heart. He stood, and with a deep breath, he plucked his sword from the ground and turned away, dismissing the vision of death and the sadness that accompanied it.
“We need to get clear of these woods. Now!” he said, pushing between Sciedencynn and Bendian, reminding them of the danger under the darkening sky.
He broke into a run and crashed through the undergrowth, slashing the thin branches that fell away at the blows from his sharp angry sword. Sciedencynn and Bendian followed close behind.
They freed themselves from the wood and reached their horses just as the sun sank below the hill in front of them, and as it disappeared, it was replaced with the silhouettes of tall Onayotek warriors on horseback, their sharp spears pointing skyward. A hundred at least lined the crest of the hill.
Eessan didn’t even contemplate a fight just yet, and he didn’t break stride as he leapt atop his horse that was more than eager to begin the retreat given the number of Onayotek on the hill. He only hoped the riders he had sent to the west would move around the trees and not attempt to circle back to join up with them. If they did, they would not make it. He wasn’t even sure the rest of them could make it around the wood before they were cut off, but he knew that if they didn’t reunite with the other eight riders and form up a solid line, they would all be slain since their three separate groups would be no match against such numbers.
As it stood, twenty-one battle-hardened soldiers might still be too few to fight off the hordes on the hill, and they hadn’t traveled from Falchner expecting to fight. They were lightly armored and carried no shield or lance, and the horses had no armor and were protected only by the saddlebags tied across their rear haunches. No one hesitated, and the entire group kicked their horses into a mad gallop to win their freedom. A blood-curdling cry rose up from the savages as they broke down the hill in pursuit.
It was late in the day, but the great stamina of their horses provided a burst that separated them from the haphazard savages that teemed down the slope. Eessan knew the strength and speed advantage of their horses would be brief as the heavier animals tired. They could not outrun the light horses of their pursuers, and he only hoped that when they turned to fight, his well-trained cavalry would move as a single unit.
The instincts of his soldiers held as they rounded the edge of the wood, the four there falling into line as the main group galloped madly by. They cleared the wood, and the other four were on their left, galloping hard to the north, and he turned the main group in a slight arc to intercept them. He felt the speed of his foaming horse begin to slacken slightly just as they reunited, and he looked over his shoulder to assess the situation behind them.
The dim skyline was now further darkened with the pounding of galloping horses. The Onayotek had spread out in a long line just as he had hoped, leaving their ranks thin and weak. They had a chance to even the odds before they would finally find themselves surrounded and the fight became a melee in close quarters. One last glance at the rolling grassland in front of him assured him that he would find no advantage in the terrain. In fact quite the opposite was likely to happen as the quicker savages overtook them. Still, he kept a sharp eye out for any small knob of a hill where they might better make a stand.
He held up his hand signaling the group to tighten their wedge. When each rider had fallen into formation, he slowed their pace ever so slightly to allow the gap to close, making it appear that their horses were tiring quicker than they really were. The whoops and war cries began to fill their ears as the separation dwindled from a hundred to fifty yards. He held up his arm signaling the unit to veer east and turn into the onrushing horde on his mark. The gap narrowed to twenty yards and they were almost within range of the upraised spears when he threw his arm down and wheeled hard to the right, leading the charge. All the riders moved in perfect formation on his lead.
They crashed into the line of surprised savages as horse and man engaged in a violent collision. He swung his sword out hoping to quickly decapitate the closest warrior so a second blow could be delivered on another savage, but he caught the man in the chest, and although he nearly cut him in two, his sword was almost wrenched from his arm before he could pull it free and parry the spear that flashed toward his chest in an attempt to skewer and dismount him. He lunged forward, and forgetting that he had no armor, he reflexively deflected the blow with his arm as the tip of the spear sliced across his shoulder and pierced his leather, finding skin and bone.
He couldn’t tell how many of his riders had successfully ripped through the flank of the savages, but he ignored the pain in his shoulder and wheeled his horse back to the left, arcing back on their enemy that had pulled up and tried to turn back around on them. The Onayotek were disoriented, and their pell-mell formation gave him a glimmer of hope. He knew they needed to successfully wheel and cut the savages’ ranks at least two more times if they were to give themselves a fighting chance once the Onayotek coordinated their lines and encircled them. Then, providing they had not suffered too many casualties and could stay in a tight group, they might be able to cut their way free. They could not afford the attrition of a long engagement, but he thought the Onayotek would pull back once the numbers started to even out.
Their formation held, although the wedge on the left flank was just a little loose when they rode into the oncoming savages a second time. The Onayotek had tightened their line, which actually allowed him to cut three down before he cleared them. He looked over his shoulder to check the left flank as Sciedencynn cut the arms off a savage that had leapt from his horse to pull one of their riders to the ground. Sciedencynn’s effort hadn’t been in time, however, and the soldier fell backwards off the saddle, pulling his rearing horse over on top of him.
Eessan screamed above the din of hooves and shouts, trying to be heard above the clash of weapons.
“Leave him! Form up on me!”
He spurred his horse, which jumped with renewed determination as a spear shaft glanced off its right side. By the time he freed himself from the chaos around him, his well-trained cavalry had pulled in around him, and he counted eight riders on either side of him. Four riders were down or had become separated from the group, meaning they would probably be cut down soon if they still rode, sooner if they had been dismounted. He knew they could not afford to lose many more men and hope to win their freedom.
He urged the horse forward, hoping to put a little more distance between themselves and the riders at his back. An errant spear swooshed over his head, landing harmlessly in the ground in front of him as his horse easily avoided the quivering shaft. The low hill that appeared in front of them wasn’t the ideal spot to make a last stand, but he knew it would have to do. Their horses had been pushed past exhaustion and would soon collapse.
“Arc left and sweep across their front,” he yelled. “Circle to the hill there and hold your ground.”
By the time he turned and stopped at the top of the hill, he had no idea how many of the Onayotek still pursued them, but they had tightened and deepened their ranks. They would unlikely cut through them a third time. He hoped they had sufficiently reduced their numbers to discourage and finally drive them off.
He was cut in a half dozen places, and his horse was bleeding from the long gash across his haunch. He prayed his mount would hold him for one more charge. Fourteen riders crowded around him as they prepared for the final onslaught. They had lost three more but were faring better than he had feared. It had grown dark, but he was able to quickly survey the scene in front of him. He couldn’t judge how many Onayotek still confronted them, but they were still not organized enough to use their numbers effectively.
He spotted a hole in their line and pointed.
“There! Drive into them!”
He charged down the hill hoping they would finally break the will of the Onayotek.
He engaged the first man he crashed into, but as they clashed, he was tackled and pulled from the top of his horse when a yelping savage had jumped from his horse, his hand axe flailing wildly trying to find any open flesh. Eessan pulled a long knife from his boot top, rolling to avoid his horse that had been pulled down with him. He thrust violently over his right shoulder and felt the knife jam into the exposed throat of the savage. He jumped to his feet and barely parried a spear thrust with his sword. The head of the savage exploded, cleaved in two as Bendian brought her bloody sword down on it.
His horse had scrambled back to its feet, and as Bendian hacked a clear path to it, he remounted. After pulling himself back onto the wounded animal, he wondered when an axe blow or a spear thrust was going to bring one of them down for good; he never found out how much luck he had left, however. Their aggressive tactics had finally paid off, and the savages withdrew from the fury of their accurate and disciplined swords.
Ten still sat atop their horses, and two stood battered and horseless when he finally lowered his sword. Three of the horses, however, were in bad shape, including his own, and Sciedencynn had a large cut across his forehead that would need attention soon. Already the dazed man swayed in the saddle right at the edge of unconsciousness. It was now dark, and unfortunately they didn’t have enough light or time to assess if any of their fallen could be saved.
“Find a mount,” his said to the unhorsed men. “Double up if you need to.”
He led them back to the north toward the Ord, and they cautiously listened for the pursuit that would surely finish them off. They gathered four loose Onayotek horses, and after riding for half an hour, they stopped to switch to them, one of the more badly wounded horses collapsing underneath its owner once it stopped moving. He switched to another mount as well, and after some quick triage on both horses and riders, all looked as if they would survive. Wearily, they pressed the horses forward, but they stopped again at the sound of hooves in the darkness behind them, and turning, they pulled their bloody swords free once more, determined to make their last stand with valor and courage.
Three of their own riders, two of them badly wounded and barely conscious, rode into their midst on Onayotek horses. They were fifteen again, but before they had ridden far, still well short of the river, one had expired and fallen from his horse.
Eessan knew more would likely follow if they did not stop for the night. They were still vulnerable and exposed out on the open rolling grassland, but they could go no farther. If the Onayotek returned, they would fall; however, their fortune held and the gray dawn brought neither savage nor any more deaths.
At first light, each wearily rose and began to saddle the even wearier horses. A few of the more badly wounded men were helped to their feet without moan or complaint. Each that was still alive was thankful just to see the morning sky. Their wounds would heal in time. It was more than could be said for seven of their comrades who lay unburied behind them, their blood darkening the brown grass.
Sciedencynn’s head was wrapped tightly with a wide strip of his shirt, and he rode over to Eessan who still stood before two of the horses. Eessan had been unable to decide whether to ride his own proud horse or to continue riding the horse of his enemies, but he jumped onto the back of the Onayotek horse, none too lightly, knowing his own was not likely to carry him very far. He had no desire to ride the faithful beast to death, regardless of how humiliating he found it to sit upon this foreign steed.
Bendian rode up beside them.
“You may take my horse,” she offered.
He looked around at the rest of the group that had all mounted, some of them riding bareback atop Onayotek mustangs just as he was.
”No,” he said, hesitating for only a second. “No one should be asked to give up their mount out here. Not even for me. My pride is not that great. This mount will carry me well enough. I fear that we will not be traveling that fast anyway.”
Bendian looked for a second as if she would object and insist that he take her mount, but she held her tongue. She also looked as if she had something else to say, but she could not bring herself to speak. She glanced at Sciedencynn who nodded and asked the question that she would not.
“What was Lord Tellan doing out here?” Sciedencynn asked.
He had served as Eessan’s captain since their arrival on Hauden. He had also served Eessan’s father, Cettan Haelanhon, in the same capacity before that, and that long relationship to the second son of Bruchmon had afforded him the familiarity to ask such questions; besides, Sciedencynn knew that the son was becoming more like the father with each passing year, and in time, the same trust would bind him and Eessan in the soldier’s bond as well.
Eessan paused. The battle with the Onayotek had nearly pushed that bitter memory from his mind as he’d concentrated on just saving his men, and since last night, he’d been consumed with trying to choose their next course of action.
He looked at Sciedencynn’s battle hardened face and the blood soaked wrap that held the gash on his forehead together. He felt the burden of youth and the responsibility of command when he eyed the older and wiser man. He rested his hand on his father’s sword hanging at his side, knowing that an heirloom blade did not make the son the father’s replacement. He knew he could not lead without Sciedencynn beside him. He also knew the man had a right to an answer to his blunt question.
“He was seeking the Onayotek clan leaders to let them know a War Council had been called,” he said, revealing the truth of their errand to the entire group.
They had all nearly perished without knowing the details of why they had ridden from Falchner nearly a week ago. They deserved to know why they now found themselves so far from home, lightly armed and in enemy territory. Besides, today was the solstice, and the calling of the War Council would no longer be known to only a select few.
“Tellan was to have tried to convince them to send a War Chief to the Hills of Raumuth,” he said, finishing his answer. “We all have seen what the Onayotek reply was.”
“His death will be avenged by all the Houses,” Sciedencynn said.
“In time,” he said to his captain. “We are in no condition to be dealing out vengeance and extracting retribution right now, however. We must first get ourselves clear of Onayotek lands or none shall know of the bitter betrayal we have witnessed.”
“Do we then continue north to the river?” Sciedencynn asked.
Eessan shook his head. He had been wrestling with that question most of the night. Normally, he would have taken Sciedencynn aside to get his counsel in private, but time and circumstance had prevented it, especially since Sciedencynn had lost consciousness shortly after they had stopped moving.
If they continued north, they would be moving into the heart of the Onayotek Nation, weakened and lightly armed. The only other reasonable choice it seemed would be to hug the marsh and move up along the eastern side of the Celon before cutting over to the Hills of Raumuth, but he did not like that option either. He had also briefly contemplated turning around in an attempt to return to Falchner and warn his brother of the new threat to the north. There were undefended farms no more than a few day’s ride to the south, and the unsuspecting farmers and their families would be no match for the marauding bands of savages. He did not like that option either. No, he thought, he needed another option.
“We’ll move due east,” he said at last, reaching his decision.
It was risky, but he knew that they really had only this one choice. The heads of a few men lifted up at that dangerous announcement. They were accustomed to following him without question, but he did not fault their looks of concern.
“We need to get clear of these open plains,” he said in explanation. “If we can make it to the Weltwood, we’ll gain the protection of the forest and allies in the Ganien Nation. Once we reach the forest, one or two of us can ride back to Falchner and warn our House about the threat that now rests on our northern border.”
“But can we trust that the Ganien will welcome us?” Sciedencynn asked. “Twenty four hours ago, we rode through the Onayotek Nation thinking we rode through friendly lands.”
“It’s the only way that someone can safely ride back to Falchner,” he said in response. “It is our duty to warn our people or die in the attempt.”
“It’s a three day ride at best,” Sciedencynn said, but all the doubt and questioning had left his voice.
He would follow his Lord. Whatever the risk, he knew it was the only option as well.
“Yes, I know. A long three days at best,” Eessan said looking over the brave but weary group.
They would still be in Onayotek territory until they reached the forest, but it was the best of a poor set of choices. They turned east, riding as fast as the tired and scarred horses could move, and the jarring in the saddles reopened many of the soldiers’ wounds that had only stopped bleeding an hour or two ago.
He was riding to take his place at the War Council representing the House of Bruchmon. He had known war was imminent, but he hadn’t expected to find it this soon or this close to home.
Blonhaft sat atop his horse just outside the open gate at Kahon, looking back at the gray stone keep. He was alone, and the one place on Hauden he had chosen to call home was now empty and silent. Breanne had left before sunup with Orania and the three Ganien warriors while he had lingered late into the morning, unable to pull himself away from the dying fire in the Great Room. He had tried to keep the sound of her voice and the look on her face when they had parted firmly in his mind, but they had faded with the last embers of the fire, leaving a cold foreboding in his heart that he could not shake.
Breanne was gone. He would not see her again; he would not see Kahon again. Looking up at the blue winter sky, he knew this apocalypse to be as certain as the air was cold and the sun was bright.
He took a deep breath before exhaling sharply, shooting a cloud of frozen breath skyward to momentarily occlude the sun, and he finally turned his horse to put the keep at his back, replacing the chill in his heart with a colder determination. He asked his horse for a trot and moved into the forest, and pushing away any remaining misgivings from his mind, he set a grim resolve to do his duty as the second son of Northmon. He knew his father would have been satisfied.
He rode to the southwest toward the Bess. He would follow the river as it wound its way through the forest before angling to the north and west. It was normally a three day ride to the edge of the forest and the open plains that led to the main fort at the Hills of Raumuth, but he had gotten such a late start that it was doubtful that he’d clear the forest by then. Besides, he saw no need to drive his horse any faster than he needed to. There would be the need for haste and forced marches in the days and weeks to come, but for now, he took advantage of the time he had, stopping frequently at the hidden Ganien villages that were known to him, choosing the slower steadier pace.
Each Ganien community greeted him respectfully and he shared the fires of his long time neighbors in the wood. Few words passed between them, however, as each chose to keep their private thoughts to themselves. He felt the deep unease that had settled upon the entire Ganien Nation, and each village seemed to share his own misgivings; yet, everyone proceeded with a solemn commitment to duty, preparing for the war that was coming.
On the fourth day from Kahon, he stopped to rest his horse at midday, although he had done more leading than riding through the dense bracken, and he had stopped more for a respite from the forest than any need to actually rest. He was a few miles south of the Ord, and no more than a mile from the edge of the woods and the open plains to the west. He sat on the rotting remains of a fallen oak that had partially blocked the narrow path, a path that was used so infrequently by the Ganien that it was overgrown and nearly hidden. Later in the year, after the choking undergrowth wove its tendrils together in a burst of springtime growth, it would have been difficult to even find the path much less travel on it with a horse.
He stood after a short break and again began forcing his way along the path, pulling his horse that had grown as weary of the scratching snapping branches as he had. He hadn’t walked more than a few dozen yards before he froze when a hot flash of perception sent all his senses on edge.
The green stone he kept tucked under his shirt momentarily seared his chest with a sharp awakening. For a brief instant, his sight and hearing seemed to shoot in all directions, repelling the cold hidden confines of the forest for many miles around him. His stomach heaved as he recoiled from the involuntary power of his spell. The vision snapped shut.
A woman stood just off the path in front of him. The forest was wrapped around her so completely that it appeared to pass right through her, the bare twigs and branches seemingly entwined through her clothing. She stood still as stone.
“ That was an impressive dismissal of shadow, Blonhaft Northmon,” a breathless voice echoed in his head as the forest started to pull back and uncoil from around her statuesque figure. Still she had not moved.
Staggered by overload of information that had pierced all his senses, he momentarily felt nothing but the pain on his chest beneath the hidden stone. He forced himself to take a breath, and just managed to keep his knees from buckling. The second breath came easier, and with the third, enough strength and composure had returned to allow him to push the flood of the forest around him completely out of the forefront of thought. Only the woman remained, now free of the forest that had, until a moment ago, so perfectly hidden her.
Still she hadn’t moved, and even the soft breeze did not blow the dull red cape that was pulled tight around her neck. It hung all the way to the ground, and its stiffness made it appear more like red granite than softer cloth. He couldn’t tell how hard she was fighting to regain her own composure after having her shadow so violently and completely ripped from her. Only later would he realize the cost she had paid in the weaving of that shadow, and the great strength she carried to keep herself from being broken by its dismissal.
He didn’t have the strength to speak yet. He didn’t know who she was, but somehow he knew what she was. The lingering pain on his chest and the heavy green stone told him that much. He waited just as stiffly, returning her cold stare, regaining his own strength that increased with each difficult breath.
It took many minutes before her chest began to rise with slow deep breaths, and the breeze finally took her cape as the ashen look of stone dropped from her face. She shifted her dark stare to the center of his chest. His own eyes dropped to the spot that had earlier burned with a pain so sharp that its memory had already started to fade. He couldn’t tell if she guessed what lay hidden against his skin, but he kept his secret. He knew it didn’t matter anyway; she already knew enough.
“It is odd that you should feel such a kinship with this place and the people that inhabit it,” she said in the same, though steadier, voice that he had heard before in his head. “You are the antithesis of this place.”
Her lips did move this time, and when the natural hue returned to her skin, he noticed her perfect oval face framed by straight auburn hair, hair that was tucked into the cape of nearly the same color. Her hair was so smooth and straight that it could have been mistaken for a hood on the cape had it not been for its sheen. Her eyes were black, and although they remained wide sunken pools of bottomless depth, she was attractive, even striking, he thought. Her cape never parted to present more than a conical shape, but he knew that if she removed it, she would reveal a figure as beautiful as her face.
“As are you, Sister,” he found himself replying.
Had her eyes reflected any light at all, he was sure they would have twinkled before her face broke into a wide smile at his pronouncement of Sister. He thought she might even have laughed. Somehow he knew he would have liked the sound of it had she done so. He already regretted knowing that they would not have time to become friends.
She moved to stand directly in front of him, and the wide smile was replaced with a tighter purse of her lips that managed to be pleasant while still covering the remnants of the pain written on her face. She reached out and placed her hand on his chest directly over the stone. Pain again split his breastbone as the ashen color returned to her face before her complexion darkened again. When she pulled her hand away, she turned a blackened and smoking palm over.
“What has Gruoni done?” she whispered to the dark smoke that was just starting to dissipate from her open hand. “What you have done here today requires a skill nearly beyond my own, but it should not even have been possible with this stone at your neck.”
The large burn shimmered and shrunk on her palm until all traces of it had evaporated, just like the smoke.
“You see much, yet your vision is shrouded with doubt and disbelief,” she said with an effort he could not see. “These, found in any other man, would bring caution and ignorance, and would surely hasten him to his ruin. But you use them to bring true sight. And you seemingly have used them to do so much more. Yes, today, at least, I am honored to be your Sister. Your sight, for a short while yet, extends beyond my own. Reach out. Use it. It was not my presence that brought this ability, but your own need. Find the new path you have just created.”
He did not understand all of her words, but subconsciously he knew what to do. He took another deep breath as the extent of his vision again flickered into conscious thought. This time it was unaccompanied by the nausea and pain that had washed over him before as the green stone remained inert at his chest. He held the vision for a few moments before the overload caused him to subdue it again. The stone weighed heavily on his chest, and he tried to ignore the memory of that pain, gasping raggedly for breath.
“Concentrate on a small part of what you see,” the woman said, delicately touching his arm as she tilted her head and turned her dark unseen eyes upward to his. “You already have done what should not have been possible and controlled the stone. Remember, no one can see everywhere all at once. Search carefully and limit your view.”
He did as she asked, not quite understanding how he did it, and his sight narrowed and he methodically began panning the extent of his vision, moving slowly from north to south. He shut out all the sound, letting his sight come into sharper focus.
He saw the wide plains north of the Ord as the brown winter fields rippled in the stiff breeze that swept across them. He looked due north, and if he strained, he thought he could just see the dim purple outline of the Hills of Raumuth. When his vision pulled back from the distant Hills, he saw two groups of horsemen crisscrossing the countryside. He knew enough to recognize the coordinated movements of a patrol. The riders could only be Onayotek. This was the path he had been preparing to take, but he now knew that it was not what he sought.
He moved south to the wide Ord where it joined the dark wood. It was the same cold gray water where he and Breanne had spent so many days in the fall. The wind still whipped across its choppy surface, reminding him how cold that water was. He actually shivered when his heightened senses seemed to dip toward the shore, and he could almost feel the cold spray of the whitecaps from the waves lapping up against the steep bank at the edge of the woods. He lingered for a moment, thinking of Breanne, before moving a dozen miles to the west and the wide ford that provided passage between the plains to the south and the plains to the north. Again, this was the path he had been preparing to take, but just as before, he knew this was not what he sought. He accepted what his heart told him was true and moved on.
This time he moved south a dozen or so miles, keeping his sight along the edge of the forest. At first he saw nothing but the same dry brown grass and dark gray trees as in the north, but as his sight drifted westward, his vision froze there. Fourteen riders came up over a hill. They were moving toward the forest, and although he could not see the details of either horse or man, he knew they rode with the weariness of battle on their slumped shoulders.
He had found what a short while ago he had not even known he was seeking. He let his mind empty of the power of the sight. As the vision left him, he felt the heavy cost of such an effort upon his body. His knees finally buckled and he hadn’t the strength to stop himself from falling this time.
A strong grip caught him at the elbow, and the woman eased him to his knees. His chin dropped to his chest but he managed to keep himself from collapsing completely. After a few minutes, he remembered the sight of the battle weary riders. Their need was greater than his present weakness. He knew he no longer had the advantage of time. With great effort, he lifted his head and spoke.
“Will you tell me your name, Sister?” he said, a little surprised at the strength of his voice.
“ My name, in your tongue, is Reodni,” she answered, and he felt the tenderness of her black eyes although he still could not see into them.
“As you already suspect, I am not ready to tell you more about myself, though much you may already guess, and more you will surmise in time,” she continued. “Our meeting here was not by design, at least not any design that I had control over. You should have been many miles north of here, riding openly across the plain toward your kindred that awaits you in the Hills. My sight is not perfect, but I think we both know you would not have made it to those Hills alive. By what power you have cheated this fate, I do not know. Neither do I know at what cost to the fabric of the land. Payment will be extracted, but I do not have the foresight to predict its exact measure.”
Blonhaft felt the truth of her words and let them be. He reached out an unsteady hand and received Reodni’s firm grip as she helped him back to his feet.
“There are riders approaching the forest. They are in need,” he said.
“Yes,” she answered. “They will not survive long in the shadowy confines of the Ganien Nation. These borders have been temporarily closed, and the paths have been hidden to all but those with the strongest sight.”
“You were here to guide them,” he said.
“No, not to guide them,” she said. “I was here to dispel just enough shadow to allow them to find their way through the forest. The direction they would have chosen would have been their own. But my path has been altered,” she sighed, and he heard the weariness on her voice.
He felt an ache in his heart when he briefly glimpsed the anguish on her smooth face before she covered it up again. He knew that all the pain he was feeling was laid upon her tenfold.
“I can no longer see my own future,” Reodni continued. “It will be many months before my path again becomes clear to me. But all is not lost. You will now reveal their path. And you can be their guide.”
He nodded his head, and the determination of doing his duty once more consumed him.
“And you?” he asked. “Will you not come with me?”
“You already know the answer to that question,” she replied. “No, had we met sooner, perhaps.”
He felt her staring deep into his eyes, and she reached out to touch his check. The softness of her fingertips sent both sadness and joy flowing through him so strongly that he nearly fell to his knees again.
“No,” she said, letting her hand fall away. “Neither of us has the power to change that path. Even together, we could not do it.”
Even before she had stopped talking, the memory of her soft touch had started to fade. He now knew for certain that he would never hear her laugh.
“It is time for you to go,” she said. “Ride the rest of the way. Your horse is fresh and is prepared for the task ahead. In a few short hours, much of your strength will return. Already, your doubt and disbelief return, thwarting the extraction of payment. Soon, what you have done here today will seem but a dream to you. Let yourself forget. Here, let me help you into the saddle.”
Only raw strength and many years of habit allowed him to pull himself onto his horse with her help. Reodni steadied the animal that was now eager to carry its master onward. She handed him the reins, gripping the back of his hand firmly.
“ Goodbye, Blonhaft Northmon. May your heart always find the true path.”
She released him and stepped back into the forest, holding the smile on her face.
“ Goodbye, Sister,” he whispered as his horse moved away, pushing aside the forest that could no longer hinder its steps.
It was a short ride to the open plains where he would turn north onto his new path. Already he felt stronger as his horse moved through the wood with a determined purpose, and the memory of Reodni and the sadness he felt in his heart over their parting waned as his strength grew. By the time he cleared the trees and let his horse stretch freely into a gallop, he had nearly forgotten her.
The stress of the four-day ride across the open plains was not lessened when Eessan led the weary group into the trees at the edge of the Weltwood. It was late afternoon, and the long shadows of the wind-worn oaks at the outer edge of the forest reminded him that while they had just left a known enemy behind them, they might be approaching a new one in front of them. Any relief they felt at leaving the Onayotek Nation was tempered by the fact that they had moved into the Ganien Nation when the last of them moved under those imposing oaks.
They dismounted and moved deeper into the wood, fighting the undergrowth and dry bracken that quickly made their progress difficult, especially for the horses. The mustangs of the Onayotek hadn’t the training of their own steady warhorses, and as they moved into the thickening brush, the mustangs balked and became spooked when the bare branches snapped and scratched. Eessan wasn’t quite ready to abandon them, so with effort, they coaxed the unsteady beasts deeper into the forest.
“Find a suitable spot to make camp,” Eessan ordered Bendian who had moved ahead of the group, leading her steadier warhorse deeper into the trees. “We cannot go much farther today. Any clearing will do, but if you can find water, stop there.”
He knew that all his horseman skill was unlikely to cajole his Onayotek horse to walk much farther into the forest as the lengthening twilight fell upon the group.
Bendian turned and looked as if she would wait for them to catch up.
“Go! Leave the horse,” Eessan snapped. “We will follow as quickly as we can.”
“Yes, My Lord,” she answered before disappearing into the thick dead undergrowth.
The rest of the group trudged forward, getting nearly a quarter mile farther into the Weltwood before the forest floor began to gradually rise ahead of them just below a low ridge, and Eessan knew it would be futile to try to penetrate deeper into the forest without finding a proper path. The Onayotek horses would walk no farther in the growing darkness anyway. Bendian had deduced likewise, and a few short minutes after Eessan called a halt to their struggle, she returned.
“I can’t see much in the fading light,” she said to Eessan’s questioning look. “The ridge ahead drops off again, but I didn’t see any sign of water. Perhaps if I take a torch, I can continue searching.”
“We’ll wait until morning,” Eessan said to her. “Get a fire started there,” he said, pointing to what would have to do for a clearing. “I suspect we’ll be as warm and safe here as elsewhere in this wood. We all need a night’s sleep without the anxiety of waiting for a wandering Onayotek war-party to come upon us in the open.”
The words had hardly left his mouth when most of the party slumped to the ground where they stood, the weariness of the day finally taking them. Eessan kept his private thoughts regarding their trading the Onayotek for the Ganien to himself. One was a proven threat, the other still an unknown.
He was starting to doubt their ability to find a proper path through the forest, however. He seldom traveled the Weltwood, and the few times he had come under those dark branches, he had been much farther south where the main road between Falchner and Torence was wide and moderately traveled. They had enough water and food for nearly a week, but the horses would start to suffer if they didn’t find a creek or stream in a day or two. He had planned to send half the party south to return to Falchner with word of the Onayotek betrayal while he continued northward toward the Hills. With a burning gall, he now realized that none of them could safely make the ride north. He would retreat south as well.
Bendian got a small fire going in what served for a clearing, and she kicked and cleared the dry leaves and twigs either into or away from the makeshift fire-ring. When the fire was burning reasonably well, she pushed and pulled the horses as far away from the drifting black smoke as she could manage, satisfied when they finally quieted and huddled together. She left them loosely tied, having little fear that they would bolt or wander off. She returned to the fire after she’d finished with the horses. The rest of the party had arranged themselves around it as space allowed, and some ate although others had already closed their eyes for the night.
“I’ll take the first watch,” she announced.
She got no objections from the group, some ofwhom were already snoring. Eessan nodded to her, and propped himself against the side of a tree.
“Wake me in a few hours,” he said, hoping that some sleep might clear his mind and bring new hope with the morning sun.
She nodded and started to turn away.
“Two hours,” he said. “That is an order!”
“Yes, My Lord,” she answered curtly.
Eessan held her eye for a moment.
She had escaped the melee on the plains with no injuries, and she had barely eaten and had slept even less over the past four days, taking almost all of the night watches; she had done more than her fair share while the others recuperated. With the exception of Sciedencynn, he could think of no one he’d rather have at his side when trouble was at hand. Actually, he thought, she was the better swordsman. She had been his banner bearer for many long years, and if Sciedencynn was his right hand, she was his left. He took a deep breath and let the brusqueness of her answer be, releasing her from his gaze.
She turned and walked out of the light of the fire.
She moved north and west from the camp. Any direction would do as well as another since she had no idea where a threat might come from should one develop. She just hoped her ears would hear movement in the forest long before her eyes needed to spot it. As the sound of the fire died to an occasional pop or crackle, darkness completely descended on the forest, and she half sat, half leaned against a tree that had fallen against another and opened her ears to the forest, setting her mind against the weariness and the desire to sleep that loomed there.
Blonhaft scanned the fast darkening horizon to the west. There was no movement. He slowed his trotting horse to a walk, wondering if he would have to wait until dawn to find any sign of the riders that sat at the edge of consciousness like a dream almost lost. Just as he was about to give up the search until morning, a dark swath cutting across the dry grasses caught his eye. He quickly dismounted and squatted to study the ground as the last bit of twilight faded into night. Clearly, horses had walked here just a short time ago.
He stood and faced the dark wall of trees. It appeared that the horses had plunged directly into the forest, which was puzzling since he knew they would find no passage into the wood, much less through the wood, at this spot. He followed the trail, pulling his horse that had tensed after him; it too knew there was no breach to be made into the forest here. The markings of a forced flight into the trees became apparent to an untrained eye, even in the dark. Whoever had pushed into the forest had made no effort to hide their trail, and the trampled and broken branches betrayed desperation of purpose.
He tied and left his horse that would be unable to follow silently and continued on foot, effortlessly weaving his way farther into the denser trees. He did not think he would have far to go, as horses would not have been coaxed very far into the tangle in front of him. He opened his senses to the wood around him, and he moved with a weary caution although he sensed no danger. The wood was watchful but unalarmed. As he’d expected, he hadn’t gone far when the smell of a wet fire caught his nose, the heavy odor of earth and bark nearly covering the acid scent of sweating frightened horses. He moved nearer, more slowly than before, and he had just begun to discern the low glow of a dying fire when he froze.
His hand went to the hilt of his sword as a motionless figure stood slumped against a tree not more than a few paces to his left. Whether his skill in the wood had allowed him to approach unheard, or the watch had succumbed to sleep, he could not tell, but obviously, startling them in the darkness at such close quarters would not be wise. He backed away more slowly and, if it had been possible, more quietly than he had approached. At a dozen paces he stopped just before he lost sight of the figure, and reaching up, he broke a small branch as the snap echoed into the night.
The watch jerked upright and he saw a sword silently pull halfway free.
“Hold!” he stated as forcefully as he could. “I am no foe of those who seek refuge in this wood.”
He could not have thought it possible, but his words had hardly left his mouth before the watch was on him, sword now fully drawn. His heart started beating again when he glanced at the blade under his chin, the cold tip stuck just below his Adam’s apple, realizing that he had not been run through.
He felt a warm trickle of blood running down his neck. He held as still as simple breathing would allow and locked eyes with a resolute and grim looking woman. Death was staring right through him. After a few seconds that lingered for an eternity, he felt the sword pull back ever so slightly as the visage of death dropped from her face.
“Move other than to speak, and you will have taken your last breath. State your purpose,” she ordered.
He nearly stumbled as a flash of memory twisted the pit of his stomach when the sound of her command washed over him. He peered intently into the dim shadow of her face. It was dirt streaked and hard set to the task at hand, and yet, something familiar was there also. Yes, he could now see the green of those fierce eyes, even in the darkness. The hair was black and thick, and it hung rough and unkempt about her face. If it was pulled back in the light, however, he knew it would reveal a thin boyishly pretty face. She was tall, slight of build and as quick as a lynx, and as he was reminded when the pressure of the sword tip was reapplied to his throat due to his delay in answering, she handled a blade better than any man he knew.
“Bendian, Stantancynn daughter,” he said. “Welcome to the Weltwood.”
Her steady sword hand betrayed no confusion at being so named, but her long pause did. He did not know if his voice had awoken long dormant memories in her, but he now knew for certain it would not be her sword that would end his own memories.
“Your name,” she finally ordered, less forceful than before.
“Blonhaft, son of Bran Northmon,” he answered without authority or airs of title.
Her steady hand did not quaver but her voice did.
“My Lord,” she said with a hint of disbelief on her voice. Her sword slowly dipped to the ground. “Forgive me,” she said dropping to one knee and lowering her head.
He breathed a sigh of relief, bringing a hand to his throat, thankful to have received only a scratch.
“No need to forgive,” he said, reaching down and tipping her head up. “A watch less vigilant does her Lord no service. Please stand,” he said gently, embarrassed to have her kneeling before him.
She rose. They stood awkwardly for a moment before they embraced in a tight hug.
“It has been so many years,” she said as the break in her voice and the tears that had bubbled into her eyes released the joy that had swollen inside her.
“Yes, it has,” he answered as the memories of a happy childhood spent in the Halls of Bruchmon flooded over him, memories he had for so long suppressed. “Yes, it has.”
Just hearing her voice brought back the memory of his mother’s laughter as she sat in the gardens of Torbod, her fingers flying over her needlepoint, never missing a stitch even while she spoke lively with whomever was sharing her bench, or even as she gently scolded the children when their play became too loud or they strayed too far away. The vivid colors of the exotic flowers and deep green of the neatly trimmed hedges that had made those gardens the envy of all the Houses filled his head, and he could almost smell the aroma of the sweet roses. But as he recalled playing on the beautiful blue-tiled walkways that encircled his mother’s favorite seat, it was her simple white dress and the smell of her golden hair that he remembered with the most fondness.
He smiled despite the pain of that memory.
“Eessan is with you?” he asked, hoping.
She nodded and slid her sword into its leather before taking his arm and leading him to the sleeping camp. The fire had nearly gone out, but even in the dim red glow of the embers, he could see the wet trail of tears that tried to wash the dust and dirt from her face. It was strange that through the tears, she became the black haired girl from his childhood, the one who had never cried while she had out-raced, out-fought and out-rode all of the other children, and through the dirt and the tears, she remained the loyal steadfast vassal of Bruchmon that made her one of his oldest and most trusted friends.
They stopped at the edge of the circle, and she bent down to where Eessan slept against the tree.
“My Lord,” she whispered, touching him lightly on the shoulder to wake him.
Eessan woke with a start like one who had never really fallen asleep, and it took him only a moment to recognize the tears on her face before his eyes met Blonhaft’s. He froze as a man who thought he had awoken only to find that he still dreamed. Slowly, he realized that there was no dream cloud to remove from his eyes, and he stood.
“Cousin,” he whispered. “I can feel my feet on this earth, and I hear the snore of this camp around me, so please tell me that you are not a phantom come here to mock me in my time of need in the shape of one so dear to me.”
“Yes, cousin, it is I. It seems the fates would no longer keep us parted. Our paths, for a time, have been woven together,” Blonhaft said, brushing the back of his hand across his eyes.
Eessan and Blonhaft had yet to sleep when the night sky began to lighten. Bendian had fallen asleep a few hours earlier, taking her first real rest in nearly four days, and she remained contentedly curled next to them as the rest of the camp began to stir. Within minutes, all had been prodded awake with the news of Blonhaft’s arrival. His presence brought hope and a renewed determination that had been slowly fading during their long trek across the open plains, and the nightmare that had hung over them vanished as each greeted their long sundered kinsman, Sciedencynn’s silent handshake and bear-like hug putting an exclamation on the heartfelt reunion.
The horses were gathered and saddled after a long breakfast, and the air had filled with more optimism than any had hoped for twelve hours earlier. They moved out of the wood and rode north along the edge of the forest as instructed by Blonhaft. He was certain that no Onayotek would ride closer than a quarter mile to the Ganien border now that they had betrayed their oaths and seemingly turned against them all. Only a large war-party would be bold enough to pursue them into the outskirts of the trees, and although the forest appeared empty, he knew the Ganien were always vigilant in guarding their borders. Still, it was not his plan to remain in the open any longer than needed, and within a few hours he led them back into the trees where they quickly found a narrow path that proved passable for the horses. They dismounted, and the extremely weary beasts seemed more relieved to be free of riders than any discomfort they felt from the dense wood.
By late afternoon, he led the group into the clearing of the Ganien village he had been seeking. Their movement had long before been noted, but they had been allowed to approach unhindered. The village Mother, a member of the Raven Clan, emerged from the small longhouse that was, in effect, the entire village. She did not hide a deep frown as she surveyed the steadfast but bedraggled group before her. Other members of the village emerged from the forest to surround them in the small open area. Women, children and more than a dozen tall proud warriors waited, expressionless, for her to speak.
A few of Eessan’s party shifted uneasily at the sight of the group now completely encircling them as each acutely felt the pain of their last encounter with the red man. Many still wore that reminder in the form of bloody bandages and unhealed wounds, and Blonhaft’s assurances that the Ganien remained true to their oaths could not remove all apprehension from their hearts.
“You bring marks of war into this forest, neighbor with the white hair,” the Mother said to Blonhaft in an aged and heavily accented Ganien voice.
She locked eyes with Eessan before moving her gaze to each member of the group, surveying them in turn. Only Bendian met her stare without misgivings.
“War has been kindled on your border whether we come here or not, Mother,” Blonhaft answered. “Our need, at present, requires no more than a warm fire.”
“A warm fire will not heal the injuries standing before me,” she said after a long pause. She continued with her statements in a slow pronouncement of fact. “A warm fire will not protect you from those who would pursue you. A warm fire will not give you safe passage through these woods. A warm fire will not fill your bellies. Neither will it care for these near dead beasts that have carried you here.”
“But at present, Mother, it is all that we require,” Blonhaft answered correctly.
She stood before him, short, withered and completely in control. Her silence filled the forest. Her black eyes never left Blonhaft’s face. She remained as still as an ancient oak on a windless day. Her brown blanket hid her entire frame and seemingly joined her to the brown earth she stood upon. The wrinkled skin on her face and neck perfectly matched the wrinkled bark on the necklace hanging loosely at her throat. They stood this way, face to face, for ten minutes, and Blonhaft could feel the effort to remain quiet and still ripple through the men behind him. He sensed that only Bendian remained completely at ease, although in the end, all remained completely silent and motionless, just as he had instructed them to do.
“You will have fire, neighbor,” the Mother finally answered. “Your companions will become ours. Your kin will become ours,” she said looking to Eessan. “Take from us what you need.”
“We will take so that you will have more, Mother,” Blonhaft replied, inwardly breathing a sigh of relief, even though he had doubted the exchange would have ended any differently.
At the Mother’s pronouncement, the village came back to life, and they were received with a reserved hospitality befitting their rank, even though their numbers were clearly more than the Ganien were accustomed to harboring. The horses were led off where their basic necessities would be provided for, despite the Ganien unease with them, although the disgust at handling the Onayotek mustangs was evident as they were roughly pushed along behind the larger war beasts.
Each of the more seriously injured was led into the longhouse to have their wounds cared for. Sciedencynn demurred and tried to refuse the offer, but a sharp look from both Eessan and Bendian forced him to reconsider, and he was led away as well. A large fire was lit in the central fire ring as women and children began moving to prepare the evening meal. All the warriors save one melted back into the forest. The one who remained took a ceremonial position behind the Mother, and he shadowed her as she moved about issuing short instructions in her native tongue, his gray streaked hair adding a hint of authority beside her wrinkled complexion.
“I daresay we would not have pulled that off without you,” Eessan said to Blonhaft as they stood aside and watched the activity around them.
“Eventually, they would have been satisfied with your rank had you come alone,” Blonhaft said. “That is provided you found them of course. You more than likely would have traveled from one end of this wood to the other without seeing a soul. The Ganien have withdrawn and hidden their villages in preparation for the war that is coming. You probably would not have been hindered or waylaid as you passed through the forest had you found a path, though neither would you have gotten any aid.”
“Then fate does seem to have brought you back to us just in time,” Eessan said. “I have kept my worst misgivings to myself in an effort to win our freedom from the Onayotek, but many of my men were grievously wounded. I’ve seen enough battles to know that more than half of them would have succumbed to their injuries without proper aid in a few more days. I do not know what skills in healing these Ganien have, but even now, I doubt all of them will survive.”
“Their medicine is as strong as any our people would have provided. If they would live, the Ganien arts will be enough,” Blonhaft said.
Brancynn paced the narrow corridor lit by the single lantern he’d hung on a rusty hook, the footfalls of his heavy boots absorbed by the damp almost dripping walls. This was his seventh visit to the lower chamber deep beneath the inner wall and dam that formed the northern rampart of Ofst. The stonemason had opened the upper sealed door leading to the forty flights of winding rough-hewn stairs that had deposited him into the dank hallway. He turned away from a second sealed door that closed off the chamber, again hesitating to call the mason into the room. He waited in the dark two or three flights above him with his heavy hammers and chisels, just as he had during each of Brancynn’s previous descents.
Brancynn turned and stood in front of the wet door, resting his hand on the rough seal that held it shut. He had technically already broken his oath to Fysan by opening the first door, yet he knew that what lay behind this door was the secret Fysan had taken with him when he’d been ordered to leave Ofst to Northmon. He could not imagine what Fysan had hidden behind the door, and even less what could be found deep at the base of the northern wall that might aid in the defense of his city.
He thought of his father, wondering what he would have done in the same situation, and he shook his head, knowing that his father would have long ago convinced Fysan to release Northmon from the oath. His father would never have let such a decision fall victim to the contingency of too little time. He had tried rationalizing his actions by reminding himself that Fysan had left the Union, but he knew his father would not have seen that as sufficient justification either. He had also tried to justify breaking the oath by using Fysan’s past as a rationalization for it, but he knew his father would have approved even less of that.
Reflecting more deeply on what his father would or would not have done, the distant echoes of a long forgotten encounter between them trickled into his memory.
He had followed his father into the Commons, the large public hall dominating the center of the Northmon castle, and he could still almost hear the barking wolfhounds loudly announcing their master’s return to Ponchon. Bran Northmon was returning after accompanying Findian’s train to Torbod, a journey that they took each autumn before the heavy winter snows blocked all of the mountain passes. His mother would trade the cold windswept northern coast, dotted with its drab gray rocks and heath that personified the House of Northmon, for the white sand beaches and stunning gardens that had earned the House of Bruchmon such renown, and he had never thought much about his mother’s annual departure to Torbod until now, particularly how that long separation must have affected his father, the pain of which Bran stoically kept hidden behind the hard visage of duty.
The huge fires the servants had hastily relit at the corners of the hall had hardly begun to warm the Commons, and his father had yet to remove his wooly jacket and even thicker gloves, when Brancynn recalled that he had selfishly begun pressing his father to see if Northmon would officially condemn Fysan. He shook his head abashedly as the conversation played itself out in his head.
“Father, have you seen this?” he asked, holding the official decree that had arrived from Fayersae just two days ago.
His father had taken the folded sheet of parchment, turning it to assure himself that it had been imprinted with a House of Northmon seal and not addressed to him personally. After verifying that his son had rightfully opened it during his absence, he’d handed the page back without even reading it.
“I’m aware of its contents if it pertains to the issue with Triumon and Fysan,” his father said.
“I assume Northmon will issue a response,” he said.
“If a man denies a crime, is it certain that he is innocent?” his father asked, calmly discarding his gloves and jacket onto the long heavy bench beside the head table.
He had shaken his head, recognizing the absurdity of the question.
“Likewise, if a man refuses to deny a crime, is it certain that he is guilty?” his father asked. “Fayersae has let the matter be. Triumon has let the matter be.”
“But it is Northmon blood,” he protested angrily.
He remembered the brief trepidation he had felt when those words had slipped from his mouth, but of course, his father had not even raised his voice with his response.
“Northmon does not traffic in unproven rumor and innuendo,” his father said. “Triumon has claimed both Fysan and Bystian. That is the final word on that matter.”
He hadn’t let the anger of his previous outburst leave his face and his father had continued.
“You presume too much, son. Do you think your perspective is more enlightened than Segan Fayersae’s?” his father asked. “Would you question his judgment? By law, Northmon has no standing, and Fayersae has accepted Altan’s ruling that the death was accidental. Northmon has done the same.”
“There are some that have not,” he said, unable to control his tongue.
Still, he remembered, his father had not grown angry with him.
“But Northmon has,” his father said firmly. “Assume for a second that you are correct, and Northmon blood was spilled. Can you prove that it was not an accident? What evidence would you bring to Segan, begging for our House’s just retribution? Even if you had such evidence, what purpose would be served pursuing it? Do you not think there is a reason Segan has ruled as he has? Could there be facts that you are unaware of? Step back and recognize the bigger picture, son. You cannot let your emotions move your actions. Someday, you will rule the House of Northmon. Do not let a narrow perspective drive you. Fayersae has ruled, and that is all the House of Northmon requires; there is no contradiction anymore in accepting that this judgment is fair.”
Recalling that last comment from his father, Brancynn suddenly realized that he’d already had all the justification required to open the sealed chamber. Fayersae had spoken on the matter when Ashaer had simply implied that he would order him to open it when they had been in the garden at Raumuth. As the Fayersae Minister of War, Ashaer’s order was as binding as if it had come from Laedian’s own mouth. Fayersae had effectively set aside the oath sworn to Fysan by the House of Northmon.
He slowly closed his large gloved hand before driving his fist into the hard unyielding stone. So be it, he decided.
He bellowed to the mason, finally calling him into the room as he backed away from the door to stand with arms folded across his broad chest. The mason shuffled into the tight chamber and examined the door for a few minutes before grasping hammer and chisel, and he began expertly removing the seal. The light taps of the hammer were mingled with louder sharp blows as loose rock started to fall to the floor. The oath was rescinded.
My ride to Polm was filled with an intense anticipation at the prospect of seeing my nephew, Minntan, once again, and even though he had long ago taken the Westermon name, he was still kin and I missed him greatly. When Altan and my brother Oltcynn had fallen during the Third Battle of Jent, it had never been determined which had died first on the battlefield, and since Fayersae had never arbitrated the issue, we were left to determine our own line of succession. Had Altan preceded Minntan’s father in death, the rule would have passed to my brother, and subsequently to my nephew; however, instead of challenging the succession and staking a claim to the Triumon throne, Minntan had simply renounced our House. Since Altan had designated Fysan as his heir, which by law he had the right to do even though Fysan was a bastard, Fysan had assumed the leadership of our House until he left the Union shortly after our arrival on Hauden. The bitter feud between Minntan and Fysan that had started when they were young men had never abated, and after Fysan had left the Union, Minntan could not be convinced to rejoin our House, and the leadership of the Triumon Loyalists who kept their oath to Fayersae had passed to me.
I rounded a bend in the road that hugged the jagged coast with Gallen at my side, and the small city came into view in front of us. Polm was not like Hithlyn or Nocrest, neither in grandeur nor temperament. It had been built around an old Nundawai village, and the two had merged their communities and grew as one, harmoniously sharing the land like few other places on Hauden. Both used the small harbor, and they had built their communities along its edges, taking shelter from the unpredictable easterly winds that could send fierce storms inland without warning. Most of the humble dwellings were one or two story structures built with the white stone that dotted the coast, and they were noteworthy only for their practicality and function; however, the neat orderly appearance of the buildings, particularly with their red tiled roofs peeking through the melting snow, was pleasing to the eye as they lined the narrow streets and alleys.
Winter had settled over the countryside, and a fresh wet snowfall had recently blanketed the area, covering the gray-brown of autumn and the rolling windswept plains to the east. With the picturesque snow-covered coast, and the gray roiling waters topped with foamy whitecaps soothing our tired spirits, we rode into the city and began winding our way along the harbor, passing the markets and store fronts that lined the narrow road. People casually went about their business, few taking notice of two strangers on horseback. The coastal road saw many travelers from across the Confederacy, and we were neither welcomed nor shunned by the townsfolk who had long ago become accustomed to strangers from the southern cities and the galliots that plied the coast and took shelter in their small harbor; however, few boats lined the strong wooden docks this time of year, the hearty fishermen and their Nundawai crews staying to the south to fish warmer and calmer waters. It would be late spring before they would return to fish the waters north of Polm and turn the now quiet harbor into a bustling crowd of seamen.
We turned toward the castle after reaching the center of the wharf that ringed the harbor, and rode up the straight but narrow road, leaving the dark choppy water and the sound of the waves behind us. Stately evergreens lined the roadway, and the ice and snow that covered them glistened as the water dripped and pooled, the day having warmed just enough to melt the long icicles hanging from their lower branches, and when we moved into the serenity of the snow covered park, the solitude overwhelmed me, wrapping me in a cocoon of wintry isolation. The gentle clop of the horse’s hooves was muffled by the snow and the dark green boughs of the trees, and it reminded me how tired I was.
A disquietude that had been troubling me since leaving Wingeard returned, seemingly seeping out of the winter air. Initially, I had assumed the trauma of my imprisonment had unleashed some dark foreboding, but I had since come to realize that the cell at Wingeard was not the cause of my anxiety. Some unknown shadow lurked in the dark soil of the land, and an unease that I couldn’t explain had daily been growing in my heart. Each day it grew stronger, and I was having difficulty clearing my mind of the dread that seemed to linger and distract me.
I lowered my head before looking up at the snow covered park, and I was able to clear my mind enough to continue, although I was growing wearier with every effort. For the first time I felt the drawbacks of the power I had rudimentarily mastered over the years, and I wished Gruoni were at my side to guide me through the confusing feelings that were throwing me off balance and disorienting me.
Slowly, Minntan’s small castle came into view through the trees, and although it rose higher than the other buildings, it did not dominate the rest of the city like the castles at Hithlyn and Nocrest. Even its regal yellow banners flying briskly in the strong breeze fit perfectly with the unassuming city. The compound was set slightly apart from the rest of the town, just off the central square, but the public gardens and parks that stretched from its main gate to the quay were open to all. There was no wall surrounding the castle, and no other fortification encircled the city. Only a single iron fence separated the estate from the rest of the city, and the open gate was flanked by two guards in ceremonial dress that guarded the narrow cobblestone street leading to the heavy wooden doors of Minntan’s home.
We had sent no advance notice to announce our arrival, but word had obviously spread from Nocrest that we were riding north, and by the time we reached the open gate, a small honor guard of four knights waited to escort us into the grounds. We sat a little straighter in the saddle and followed the knights through the gate, and I let a wide smile cross my tired face at the sight of Minntan’s inviting home in front of us. It had been many years since my last visit, and the pain of my long absence faded, only to be replaced with a feeling of guilt at having stayed away from the humble hospitality of my nephew’s home for so long. A lone trumpet sounded high into the late afternoon air, officially welcoming us to Polm.
When we reached the covered entrance at the front of the castle, two guards pulled open the heavy wooden doors as young squires walked from the entryway to hold our horses. My joy deepened at the sight of the young boys, no more than a dozen years of age, who respectfully steadied our mounts. The dark haired boy who held my horse looked away as I smiled at him, his cheeks reddening slightly. He was tall and thin, but he looked as if he would likely grow into a strong young man. Already his face showed the signs of coming adulthood as he was caught between the soft tenderness of youth and the hard strength of manhood.
Minntan followed the squires, leading an entourage of four more knights into the cold afternoon air to greet us. I jumped off my horse as he approached with a beaming smile on his face. He warmly wrapped me in his arms, hugging me firmly.
“Welcome to Polm,” he said, kissing me lightly on each check. “We have been awaiting your arrival.”
He held me at arm’s length. He kept the smile on his face, but as he looked into my eyes, a slight hint of concern crossed his face, almost as if he had an intimation of our recent ordeal in Wingeard.
Given his dislike for Fysan, Gallen and I had said nothing regarding our imprisonment while at Hithlyn and Nocrest, stating only that we had ridden to Wingeard and stayed for a week as Fysan’s guests. Of course Minntan had undoubtedly heard about the skirmishes on the border from his Westermon cousins, so his suspicion was not unwarranted.
I smiled reassuringly, letting my joy at seeing him cover any emotional residue of our treatment at Wingeard. It also hid my deeper more subtle apprehension. He finally released me, seemingly satisfied with my health, and turned to Gallen.
“Welcome as well, Gallen of Bruchmon,” he said.
“My Lord,” Gallen replied with a formal bow.
Minntan’s expression of concern returned when he made eye contact with the proud man. It did not take anyone half as astute as Minntan to perceive the anger that was still in Gallen’s heart.
“You have come here with the weight of much rage on your shoulders,” he said to Gallen as the warm look on his face was replaced with a stern look of requite. “In time, I would discover the reason your heart is so dark with the thirst for revenge. Unless my guess is wrong, you did not leave Falchner as two.”
I held my breath, waiting for their exchange to play out. In the two and a half weeks that had passed since our flight from Wingeard, Gallen’s resentment had only grown rather than diminished. Few words had passed between us regarding the incident as I had chosen to let time heal his deep wounds, but I knew that he would find a kindred spirit in Minntan when it came to adding another sin to the list of injustices committed by Fysan, both the real and the perceived.
“My Lord, it is not for me to reveal or hide the specifics of our journey,” Gallen said with as much brusqueness as propriety would allow.
For a second, I thought Minntan would press Gallen further, but he did not.
“No, I guess it is not,” he said in a low voice, more to himself than to the rest of the group.
The smile returned to his face and he put his suspicions aside for the moment. I could see that he was troubled, and although he did not know the details of our mistreatment at Wingeard, he was perceptive enough to know that our journey had not been without incident; however he knew that standing outside in the cool winter wind in front of his knights and their squires was not the place to begin an interrogation of our travels. In time, he would hear our entire story and come to feel the same rage that burned in Gallen’s heart.
”Please, come inside,” he beckoned. “This is an unseasonably warm day, but a hot fire is still more inviting than this hard winter wind.”
We were led into the warm outer chamber and the doors shut behind us. Two servants graciously took our riding capes and disappeared as the knights and their squires quietly moved into the shadows of the hall on the left, leaving Minntan alone to finish the welcoming. Gallen moved off into the shadows with the knights, although it hadn’t been necessary. I looked around, soaking in the warmth of the room, happy to have finally finished my ride.
A roaring fire burned opposite the door and candelabras lined the walls, brightly lighting the small open foyer. A tall dark haired woman stood next to the fire, and two small children stood on either side of her, shyly pulled into the rich folds of her green dress. I questioningly looked at Minntan.
Rumors had circulated for years that he had fathered children, but he had never officially confirmed nor denied them. He had never married, but Nihtagala, his Nundawai concubine, had lived with him ever since he had settled Polm shortly after his arrival on Hauden. She was rarely seen, however, and I had only spoken with her a few times, many years ago.
Nihtagala was the youngest daughter of Otta Whitewolf, the aged Chief of the Nundawai Nation. Otta was already old beyond reckoning when I had first met him shortly after arriving on Hauden, and I could not begin to guess his true age. By any measure, he was an Ealder, and he received the respect that was due to a man of his stature from both his people and all the white men. It was said that he had fathered hundreds of children, and that his blood flowed in every village of the Nundawai Nation, both large and small. I have been told the truth is closer to a dozen children, but they spanned many generations, and his sons and daughters had indeed spread throughout the nation and had started families of their own. His descendants certainly numbered in the hundreds, and they could be found in all the Nundawai communities. Now it appeared that his blood had mingled with both Westermon and Triumon as well.
Minntan smiled broadly, and resting a hand on my shoulder, he walked me over to Nihtagala. She was as I remembered, proud, quiet and steadfast. Her complexion was light, but she had the prominent brow and dark hair like so many of her Nation. Her hair was tightly curled and hung unadorned to her lower back. Her coal black eyes were deep and serious, yet they were free of any cares or trials. Attired in a simple but elegant dress, few could be found that would not offer her the respect of a Lady of a great House, native though she was. She was clearly her father’s daughter, and if prejudice and bigotry were removed, no one could say that she was unworthy to stand beside Minntan in his castle with his children tucked into the folds of her dress.
“These are the twins, Ossifiann, our daughter, and Eglan, our son,” he said proudly, as only a father could. “Children, this is the Lady Avanian Triumon.”
With a gentle prodding at their back, their mother freed them from the confines of her dress.
“Pleased to meet you, Lady Avanian,” they said in unison, following with a hesitant curtsy and a quick bow before they backed again into the safety of their mother’s gown.
“And I am so pleased to meet you,” I replied, touched almost to tears.
They had the same coal black eyes and long curly hair of their mother, but they had the wide mouth and round checks of their father, and I couldn’t help noticing the sharp features of their long thin noses that marked them as children of Triumon. In short, they were adorable, these two children of Nundawai, Westermon and Triumon.
“It is good to see you again as well, Nihtagala. Your children are beautiful,” I said to her.
She dipped her head and nodded slightly. Her stern look remained, but her eyes brightened, almost seeming to smile at the mention of her children. There was a pride in those eyes that in many ways was stronger than the outward emotion of Minntan. Her children were obviously the center of her world, and all her strength was focused on them.
Minntan touched my shoulder once again.
“There is one more member of my family whom I would like you to meet,” he said turning to the dim hallway where the knights stood in the shadows. “Notta,” he said commandingly.
A squire emerged from the shadows, formally approaching his Lord. It was the same boy who had held my horse. He stood at attention next to his father, and his cheeks still had a slight flush.
“Notta, pay your respects to the Lady Avanian,” Minntan ordered.
“My Lady, please accept my service,” he said with a slight crack in his voice before he finished with a deep respectful bow.
“My young Lord, I am honored to receive your service,” I answered, bowing back.
I contained my joy and the urge to simply envelope him in an endearing hug. I could see his peers standing on their tiptoes in the shadows, and although he was the young Lord of the castle, he would have received their taunts and good-natured ribbing had I done or said anything overly emotional to embarrass him.
I glanced at his mother who seemed to be holding her breath while her oldest son performed one of his first official duties as a young Lord in front of strangers. The love that she felt for him was overpowering, and I could sense the bittersweet emotions she felt at seeing her oldest son becoming a man as his need for the protection and soft love of a mother was ending. My heart ached for her, but I knew that she would soon begin to experience a new pride that would come as he embarked on his wondrous journey into manhood.
With the introductions over, Minntan led us from the foyer into the castle proper. Servants emerged, and after taking my temporary leave of Minntan’s family, I was shown to my room where a bath and clean clothes waited. As the door closed behind me, leaving me alone in the warm room, the silence once again brought the melancholy into my heart, rudely pushing aside all the joy that meeting Minntan’s family had brought me.
I unbuckled the sword that had become part of my normal uniform and laid it on the bed thinking again of its former owner, that sorrow further overshadowing the joy of meeting Minntan’s family and adding to my personal distress. I sighed, and dropped my jacket next to the sword and moved to the washbasin.
Leaning on the table, I made eye contact with my dim reflection in the cloudy mirror. My dirty blond hair hung limp at my shoulders while my sullen eyes stared blankly back at me; the lines that ringed their edges were starting to become permanent fixtures. Each day, it seemed I saw more of Laedian’s hard features etching themselves onto my face as the stress of war neared. Try as I might, the same strain that had slowly taken the youth of my best friend was overtaking me as well. Without the glow in my eyes and a smile on my face, my sharp nose jutted outward, beaklike, giving me the look of a tired and bedraggled bird of prey. I heaved another sigh and plunged my hands and head into the tepid water, resolutely setting my mind to finish my errand so I could return to the Hills of Raumuth and take my place at the War Council as the representative of the House of Triumon.
I dressed, changing into a simple wool dress and warm gray jacket, taking little comfort in the finer fabric that replaced my rough riding leathers. I had just finished brushing the wind blown knots from my hair when a servant knocked and entered, ready to lead me to Minntan’s table.
I shared an informal dinner with him and his immediate family, and only a few prominent members of his household joined us. The joy his family brought me momentarily brightened my spirits, but unfortunately, the dinner came to an end all too quickly.
It was not late, but I was as tired as the young children, and when the servants took the last plates from the table, I would have eagerly retired for the evening as well, or better yet, seen the children off to bed; however, I needed to update Minntan on the situation tonight since I would be leaving at first light. I only hoped that I might return under better circumstances before the children would grow much older. I said my goodbyes, hugging them dearly before they were taken away with their mother close at their heels, and Minntan and I were left alone in the small dining room.
He had already heard the generalities of our errand from his cousins, but he had been patiently waiting for the details. As the voices of his departing family faded away, the melancholy again enveloped me. Minntan’s face lost its superficial joy as the castle became silent.
“Let’s get our jackets and take a walk through the park,” he said, rising from the table.
It was his custom to engage in intimate discussions while walking through his quiet gardens, even during the winter months, and the two of us donned heavy wool jackets and left the castle through a side door, moving into the cold night air and the solitude of the evergreens. We cleared the outer gate before he spoke again.
“The smile, though genuine, so quickly leaves your face, my dear Aunt. All has not gone well on your ride from Falchner.”
No it had not, I thought, and yet, I knew that that was not the sole cause of the growing trepidation in my heart.
“The details of my ride are not the cause of the immediate distress you perceive,” I said, partially opening my thoughts to him. “Some distant tragedy has deeply wounded the land. I can feel it with every breath I take. It comes out of the ground to touch my bones and to chill my blood. I cannot shake the feeling of personal despair that seems to have descended upon me.”
We walked deeper into the park, and Minntan thoughtfully remained quiet to let me explain my feelings further if I wished. With only our soft footsteps breaking the silence, I tried to let the peace of the snow and trees calm my apprehension. I glanced upward, peering into the dark night sky. Clouds had rolled in from the sea and more snow would fall before morning, and I shook my head, hoping a quick route could be found across the plains to the east in the morning. I did not need a winter storm to further complicate my return trip to the Hills; although I had so many things on my mind right now that the additional concern of the weather seemed like a cruel joke.
“You’ve heard that Laedian has called a War Council,” I said at last, deciding to let my private misgivings remain so.
“Yes, that news has arrived from Nocrest,” he said, gracefully accepting the change of subject. “However, I haven’t received word as to which of my cousins will be riding to the Hills to represent Westermon.”
“Muran and a dozen of his knights were to have left after the first of the year,” I said. “The Honon have also reluctantly agreed to send a War Chief, although they will not be riding with Muran’s company. It appears that the years of living side by side have not brought those two peoples any closer together.”
We walked deeper into the dark trees before Minntan said, “No, my Westermon cousins are too haughty and too numerous for their secretive and reclusive neighbors. But the Honon are a proud and just people. Their oaths are not lightly taken, and they are also not easily set aside. They will stand beside us, as we will them. Even protected behind their imposing mountains, they will fight when called upon.”
“It’s actually not the number of Honon that cross the mountains that worries me, but the number of Westermon that choose to do so,” I said, getting to the point in our discussion that would address all his previous suspicions, although it would likely bring anger as well.
“What do you mean?” Minntan asked as he stopped walking.
I shook my head. He seemed to know less than I had suspected, which made sense since what I was about to reveal would surely upset him. It appeared that being so isolated did not always bring the news from his cousins at Hithlyn and Nocrest northward as quickly as it should have. He was the youngest of his cousins and stood the furthest from the Westermon throne, and as such, I knew that he often found himself on the outside of their most private conversations. His concerns, however, were fixated on the north and the vast plains that stretched all the way to the Castle Mountains. What occurred on Westermon’s southern border was half a continent away and seldom touched him. If Fysan did not rule the lands to the south, it was doubtful his thoughts would ever turn there.
“The raiding parties from Wingeard have started penetrating the passes south of Hithlyn in larger numbers,” I said, revealing the boldness of Oreni that had only grown since my departure.
The skirmish that Gallen and I had partaken in had only been a small precursor to the intensity of the clashes that had ensued. I watched his face darken with anger as the implications of this news sunk in.
“That traitorous bastard is now willingly spilling Westermon blood?” he yelled, shattering the stillness of the park. “Even I did not believe his heart was that black or that bold. Does he think Westermon will meekly endure this breaking of the peace?”
“Please,” I said, hoping to dull his rage that my news had loosened. “The situation is unfortunately more complicated than it appears. Fysan does not control all the soldiers at the border.”
“Do not begin to defend Fysan, my dear Aunt,” Minntan exploded, completely losing his temper. “Not to me! Not here!”
His hot stare seemed to stop the winter breeze, and his face reddened with anger from years of hatred that had lain dormant.
Uncharacteristically, I felt myself starting to lose my temper as my patience waned. I took a deep breath. I had neither the time nor the energy to arbitrate their long dispute; besides, I was unlikely to replace the loathing in his heart with reason.
“Nephew, we haven’t time for this,” I said, meeting anger with anger, wishing that our discourse had remained unemotional. “I’m not going to take sides in your long dispute with Fysan. I’m not here to defend or prosecute him. However,” I said as he started to interrupt me. “However,” I restated as firmly as I could, “there are details that you must hear that complicate the present situation.”
He opened his mouth to argue before he shut it with a snap. None of the anger left his face and his eyes continued their angry stare.
“Then explain the situation to me,” he said, sounding more like my late brother than the thoughtful nephew I had come to know.
“Fysan is not in complete control of the lands north of Wingeard,” I said again.
“What do you mean by not in complete control?” he interrupted.
“I mean exactly what I have said,” cutting back in.
I raised my hand to silence him as he started to interrupt again. The sharp look I gave him had its desired effect and he remained silent. This was not proceeding as I had hoped. In my weariness, I had not been able to tactfully broach the subject of Fysan. I was left with nothing but blunt words and the anger that they would unleash.
“What I divulge to you now has not been revealed to any of your cousins,” I said, still not able to calm my voice. “What I am about to tell you may only increase your animosity toward Fysan, but hear me out before you speak your mind or question me again. Remember, I represent the House of Triumon, and I will speak for them in the War Council. Remember also,” I said, exercising my complete authority over him, “that I speak for Laedian, your liege, in this matter.”
I had hoped it would not have come to this, but I now realized that it had probably been unavoidable given his unending hatred for Fysan.
He took a few hard breaths before he folded his arms to hear my words.
“Very well,” he said, acquiescing, “I’m listening.”
He looked much as Muran had when I’d ordered him, also in Laedian’s name, to stay on his side of the mountains and defend against the incursions, but not to move south. Minntan was, after all, a Westermon in blood as well as in name. I tried to push the frustration from my mind before continuing.
“There are some here on Hauden that don’t count themselves among any of the Five Nations or the Shotak Nation, our enemies in the north. Some of us, on occasion, have had limited contact with them. They are called Othar by some of the natives, and it is a name that they often use to refer to themselves. One of them is a woman named Oreni, and some time ago, she found her way to Wingeard.”
I paused to let Minntan digest my words. Some of the anger momentarily left his face as he reflected on this news. He unfolded his arms and bent his head in thought as he paced a few steps down the path before returning.
“The name Othar is known to the Nundawai,” he said, trying to recall some of the history of the Nundawai that he knew better than any white man on Hauden. “Translated, they tell a tale of The Seven Sisters of the Othar. Maybe it translates into the Seven Witches of the Othar. I’m not sure, and I don’t know the details of the story they refer to.”
That did not surprise me given the Nundawai’s close proximity to the Celon.
“I do not know the tale they may tell of the Othar either,” I said. “It is certain, however, that Oreni is one of the seven their story refers to. Sister or Witch is in the eye of the beholder, but I will not trifle with labels. Suffice to say that she is the keeper of a great power, and that she is at Wingeard.”
“And Fysan has aligned himself with her,” he said, the anger rekindling itself on his face.
I held up my hand to silence him again.
“No, I wouldn’t say aligned. Gaining control of the Triumon soldiers is why she went there, but Fysan, whatever you perceive his faults to be, is not weak, either of mind or body. She no doubt went to Wingeard to dominate, but she found a stronger ruler in Fysan than she had expected. Since she was not able to gain complete control over him, and he isn’t strong enough to expel her from Wingeard, they seem to have made a tacit arrangement. Fysan will extract from Oreni the knowledge that he craves while keeping Oreni’s more destructive ambitions in check. I suspect that Oreni’s immediate goal is to distract and keep Westermon from their duty to the Confederacy. Fysan’s soldiers are just temporarily the means to that end. What Oreni’s wider goals are is not known, and like me, I don’t think Fysan knows the entirety of her intentions either.”
I could see the rage building to a crescendo again on Minntan’s face. I had tried to calm him with reason that I now knew would not touch him.
“Please,” I implored. “Set aside your long years of hatred for a moment. Fysan will not abandon us; Oreni is the threat to the peace right now. That he still retains some control over her at Wingeard is reason to hope. Fysan is not our enemy,” I stated as firmly as I could.
“What do you know of Fysan and his black heart?” Minntan spat at me.
By all rights, I had every reason to take offense at his accusation given my recent ordeal at Wingeard. To my relief, my mind cleared completely for the first time in many days. It was as if Minntan’s rage was so complete that it left no residual anger to penetrate my heart.
“I know that he is my nephew just as you are,” I answered without any confrontation on my voice. “I know that I spent a week bound and confined in his rank jail. I know that he allowed four innocent men of my party to be cruelly put to death. But I also know that Fysan released me when Oreni would have executed me as well. So do not presume that you are the sole arbiter of the judgment to be laid upon Fysan. Many others have suffered his crimes more deeply than it is hoped that you ever will, nephew.”
He stared coldly at me for nearly a minute before he shoved his hands in his pockets and walked away from me. He stopped a few yards from me and stood silent, the frozen wisps of his hard breath clouding the air above his head. I stayed silent to let him work out his response and sort through his conflicting thoughts on his own. Hatred was such an irrational emotion, clouding out proper reason and decision-making, but I trusted that he would, in the end, accept and understand the necessity of refraining from antagonizing Fysan further.
When he turned around, I breathed an inward sigh of relief. His normal thoughtful visage had returned to his face and the temper on his cheeks had begun to fade.
“I will defer to your will on this,” he said without emotion. “I assume you’re leaving in the morning. What else do you need from me?”
“My last errand is with the Nundawai Nation. I need to find Otta Whitewolf and convince him to send a War Chief to the Hills.”
“Then let’s get some rest. I’ll ride with you in the morning. I don’t think you’ll have any trouble convincing the Nundawai to honor their commitment.”
I nodded my head in thanks, relieved that he had the foresight to push Fysan from his mind for the time being. I had hoped that he would ride with me to the Nundawai, and I was gladdened at that announcement. The bond between them was strong, perhaps stronger than the bond found between Fayersae and the Ganien Nation.
We walked back to the castle and I soon found myself in my warm room and the inviting comforts of sleep. The long day had come to an end at last, and my long journey was coming to an end as well. I had one last duty to complete before turning my thoughts back to the Hills of Raumuth.
I was awakened an hour before dawn by the soft footsteps of a servant who was rekindling the dead fire in the hearth to warm the cold room. She quickly finished and left me to my privacy, and I rose, washed and dressed. My riding leathers had been cleaned and mended, and my cape, which had been dried and brushed clean, hung neatly on a peg. I buckled the belt and secured the sword at my side, and draping the cape over my arm, I left the warming room feeling refreshed, eager to finish my journey.
Minntan was already in the small kitchen when I walked in, and after a quick breakfast of warm bread and honeyed cream, we left the castle proper. Gallen and Notta were waiting outside with our already saddled horses, and I was happy to see them both, glad that Notta would be riding with us. He sat relaxed in the saddle, and he seemed to be more at ease in the small group led by his father than he had been yesterday in front of the knights and squires. He and Gallen already appeared to have become amicable riding companions, and Gallen’s many years of training young squires seemed to bring an air of confidence to Notta’s face.
As I’d expected the night before, a heavy wet snow was falling, and I mounted, resigned to the fact that I could do nothing about the weather and the current snowstorm. Once we cleared the city, the wind would begin to blow and drift the snow as the air cooled and turned it into a finer flake. My horse snorted into the early morning air, and I knew that even though the snow would slow us, she would find a safe path across the plains.
Minntan led us eastward out of the sleeping city, and we soon found ourselves riding across the barren landscape as Polm disappeared at our backs. We were mostly silent as we rode single file, concentrating on helping the horses find a sure path through the snowy fields. Minntan was uncommonly silent, however, and I sensed a struggle in his mind.
We stopped around midday to rest the horses, and we ate a light meal as the snow continued to fall and drift around us. Minntan finished and moved away from the rocks we had taken shelter in to shield ourselves a bit from the wind, and he motioned for me to walk with him. When we were out of earshot from the others, which wasn’t far given the howl of the wind, he spoke.
“Notta is only a few days from his thirteenth name day,” he announced. “Against his mother’s wishes, I have decided to follow the custom of the Houses and bond him to another. The arrangements have been made with the House of Haelanhon, and he is to serve the younger son as is befitting his station. If you are willing, I would have him ride with you to the Hills. From there, a safe escort can be provided to take him to Torence so he can begin his training as a squire of Haldan Haelanhon.”
I now knew what had been troubling him during our morning ride. Nihtagala was unaware that her son would not be returning to her table tonight. It was by all rights his decision to make, that was if the customs of white men were followed. She undoubtedly would have another point of view since it was the mother who determined the clan among her people. I did not wish to come between them in this, but I found no reason to decline the request.
“I would enjoy his company,” I simply said. “The joy of getting to know my nephew-son would please me greatly.”
“It will be done then,” he said, and the relief on his face said that he was happy to have settled the issue. “It will also be good for him to learn of his Triumon heritage as he rides with you. I’m afraid it is not a history I have often taught for obvious selfish reasons.”
“Does Notta know of your decision?” I asked.
“Yes, we spoke early this morning. I do not think he fully understands the finality of leaving his mother’s house, however. The adventure of youth clouds all his thoughts right now.”
“As it did all of us, many years ago,” I said, remembering fondly my own time spent as a young woman among the House of Fayersae.
This explained Notta’s exuberance when we had set out on our ride earlier this morning. I knew that in time, however, he would also come to know the homesickness that would be waiting for him alongside the adventure.
Minntan just nodded, probably remembering his days spent with the House of Bruchmon as a young man, perhaps with bittersweet fondness as well. We walked back, and Notta and Gallen had finished eating and were waiting in the saddle. Minntan took the lead again as we continued across the plains that began to rise in front of us.
By late afternoon the rolling hills began to get steeper, and we followed the outline of a path beside a frozen creek as a jagged outcropping of rock slowly transformed itself into a steep defile, the aged and weather beaten pines dotting its slopes becoming a sparse wood. We continued for another hour before a valley opened up in front of us, taking care as the horses struggled for footing on the narrow frozen path. We progressed farther into the confines of the valley, and the snow had finally stopped falling from a gray sky that was further darkened by blue smoke curling out of the chimney holes from the dozen Nundawai longhouses that sat alongside the headwater of the creek.
We rode into the Nundawai village as four warriors met our horses. They were dressed warmly in deerskin breaches and jackets lined with white rabbit fur, and their black hair was wrapped in a single braid that hung below fur caps that were pulled low over their wide brows. Minntan jumped from his horse and addressed the group in their native tongue. The rest of us dismounted and waited for him to finish describing the intent of our ride into the hidden valley. He turned from the four after a few minutes as three of them quickly moved off, presumably to announce our arrival.
“This is the Nundawai village of Deyuitga’oh, or where the valley widens,” he said. “As I had hoped, Otta Whitewolf is here, as he usually is this time of year. He has lit the ceremonial fire of welcoming, and is expecting us.”
He motioned for the remaining warrior to lead us forward, and we followed, single file, leading the tired horses as we moved into the confines of the longhouses.
All the longhouses were nearly two hundred feet in length, but the central house we walked to was nearly twice that long. The roof was rounded and arched like all the others, and the overlapping bark shed the dripping water of the melting snow that was warmed by the many fires that burned inside. The walls were lined with the same overlapping bark, and pine resin was smeared into the joints, sealing the structure from the bitter elements. Tall warriors, clad just as the original four had been, walked from under a flat roofed porch built over the doorway and took our horses from us. The doors swung open and we were shown into the humble dwelling.
We cleared the doorway and huddled together in the dim light of the fires that burned down the center aisle of the house. The open framed interior extended out of sight, and the strong poles that were lashed and tied with bark ropes formed a regular grid, and they sectioned off the longhouse into dozens of living spaces. Platforms were raised a foot off the dry earth, and shelves and additional platforms sat above them. Wicker and clay pots, along with stacks of blankets and sturdy baskets lined the upper shelves with the day-to-day needs of the house’s inhabitants. Bundles of dried root vegetables hung from open poles that stretched to the ceiling, a ceiling that was black with the soot from many generations of fires. Furs and blankets neatly lined the lower platforms marking where the community slept and rested.
Firewood to feed the ever-burning fires was neatly stacked underneath those platforms, and even with the open chimney holes in the roof that would be covered in extremely inclement weather, the air was warm, almost stuffy, and I loosened the ties at my wet cape to let it drift open as we walked down the center aisle. We skirted the fires and the Nundawai who were quietly preparing their evening meals, and the small children who helped or sat perched on the upper platforms watched us pass with sharp eyes.
We moved into the center of the longhouse that had opened into a much larger living space, and richly decorated blankets and wampum belts were wrapped and sewn between many of the poles, giving the quarters the air of importance that it deserved. It was still narrow like all the others, but was much longer and the area in the middle opened up when the platforms at the sides disappeared. A large fire burned in a pit that was lined with blackened stones, and the crackling wood popped and sent sparks ominously toward the open chimney and the dry wood surrounding it.
Twenty tall warriors stood at attention along the outer walls around the fire pit. They had the same warm leather leggings and calf length moccasins like the other warriors, but their chests were bare. Their muscular arms were folded and dark tattoos representing each of their clans decorated their shoulders and biceps. A few of the tallest also had finger length bones pierced under the skin of their powerful chests. All had a single bone piercing with the exception of the tallest that stood in the center. Three horizontal bones pierced the left side of his chest, one above the nipple, one through it, and another below. My knowledge of Nundawai history was not extensive, but I was certain that a warrior marked with three bones was extraordinarily rare. When I made eye contact with the statuesque warrior, I immediately knew that I would soon learn his story and discover the feats that had earned him such recognition among his people.
We shuffled forward, and two figures sat cross-legged on the ground in front of the fire. One sat on a beaded and ornate mat, and a white fur shawl was draped over his aged and round shoulders. His long white hair mingled with the white fur, and it hung in tight curls to spread out on the floor beside him. The dark brown face was deeply wrinkled, and the black eye sockets hid the blacker eyes. Gallen and I immediately felt the power of an Ealder as we paused, almost in reverence. Minntan and Notta were respectful, but moved with a familiarity of being among family.
Otta Whitewolf patiently waited for us to sort ourselves around the fire.
Notta sat on Otta’s left and Minntan took his place next to his son. I sat next to the woman on Otta’s right as Gallen hesitantly took a place next to me. After I was seated, the woman lifted her head and pulled a nearly black purple shawl back, letting her dark shimmering hair tumble about her shoulders.
When I realized who she was, I felt my heart skip a beat. Violoni, the eldest Sister of the Othar, was sharing Otta’s fire. I had never met her, but I understood from Gruoni that the gift of council from her was a rare and precious thing. I glanced at Minntan and the others. They did not seem to know her or to understand the significance of her presence. To find myself sitting beside her and Otta Whitewolf was almost overwhelming. I had not been prepared for a simultaneous meeting with such an important duo.
Otta cleared his dry throat indicating his desire to speak and to be heard. All movement in the room stopped, and the air became quiet. Even the fire momentarily hushed as it seemed to submit to the power of Otta’s desire for silence as well.
“Welcome daughter-son,” he said to Notta, welcoming his kin, bypassing the father that was not of his blood, as was customary.
His voice was firm and commanding, and it had the tone of one long accustomed to precisely stating only the exact words that were required for truth.
Both Minntan and Notta nodded as one in respect, again as was customary, and said simply, “Father.”
“Welcome Gallen from the distant shores of Falchner,” Otta continued. “The courage and steadfast friendship you have borne on the long path leading you here does great honor to the House of Bruchmon.”
Gallen lowered his head but was silent.
“Many years have passed, Avanian Triumon, since the House of Fayersae has sent so important a messenger to the humble longhouse of Nundawai,” he said to me at last. “Although your errand may be guessed, it must be spoken to be confirmed.”
I took a deep breath. He carried the strength of an Ealder that was so strong that I felt suddenly weak and childlike. It seemed presumptuous of me to ask anything of him, as he should be doing the asking and the commanding, but I set my determination and completed my errand with the directness befitting such a great man.
“At the behest of my liege, Laedian Fayersae, I officially bring notification to the proud Nation of Nundawai that the Confederate Council has been disbanded. Consistent with our laws as laid down in the Articles of Confederation that we all hold dear, the War Council has been called to provide for the common defense. The House of Fayersae, to whom we have all sworn allegiance, demands that the great Nundawai Nation send a War Chief to the Hills of Raumuth to take his place among his fellow warriors.”
I kept my eyes steadily focused on the ancient face in front of me as the fire swallowed the echo of my declamation.
Otta pursed his dry wrinkled lips and nodded his head at the pronouncement, the contents of which he had predicted.
“You are in haste to return to the hills between the plains and take your place as War Chief of Triumon,” he said. “It is unlikely that you would wait for a reply should we have reason to debate amongst ourselves the proper course to take. It is then good that the humble Nundawai Nation will make their decision with haste as well. You will leave with our War Chief at your side.”
My eyes betrayed the mixed emotions that flooded my mind at that announcement.
“However,” Otta continued in quick response to my unvoiced concerns, “we can send no warriors east of the great river at this time. We will keep the northern border secure. The Snake in the north will not cross our lands to harass our brothers from the west.”
I held the determination in my eye for a moment longer. I was still speaking with Laedian’s voice, and I pushed all personal feelings aside. I quickly and correctly concluded that the Nundawai decision to stay on our western and northern border was a fair exchange, and it was consistent with their obligations. I could ask nothing more from him, even in Laedian’s name.
“Laedian Fayersae humbly thanks the wise and venerable Otta Whitewolf of the Nundawai Nation,” I said, finally dipping my head in deference. “Your commitment to your duty brings honor to all your people.”
Otta was silent for a few minutes, letting the time pass to mark the completion of our official discourse. I watched the fire dance in front of me as wisps of steam rose from my drying cloak. The weeks of toil and uncertainty had come to an end, and I felt the melancholy return to my soul as my thoughts turned toward the homeward leg of my journey. The room stilled as Otta again cleared his throat in preparation to speak.
“Today, we have received many travelers who have braved much to grace our longhouse and share our fire. Onigo es Gahasasha also wishes to be heard at this sacred fire,” he said, holding his wrinkled hands to Violoni. “The hearts of men must remain strong, and the minds of women must remain clear to hear the bitter tidings she brings.”
I sat a little straighter at those words as fear and dismay froze my blood. Violoni slowly rose and let the dark shawl that had wrapped her drop to the floor. She wore a plain deerskin jacket and tight fitting pants, and her simple and well-worn moccasins were wrapped to her knees in the fashion of her people. A light purple stone hung from a simple cord at her neck, and as she steeled her face to speak, it glowed and brightened with an inner heat. She stood in front of the fire for a moment before she moved to stand directly behind me. She bent and rested a hand on my shoulder that had begun to tremble.
“I am here to bring news of a bitter betrayal and to offer what comfort I can,” she began in a soft voice.
The room that had seemed so quiet to me while Otta was speaking now became as quiet as death. The fire made no sound and stood still, almost as if time itself had stopped. I only heard Violoni’s voice, and I only felt her hand on my shoulder that touched my skin through the many layers of my garments.
“On the solstice,” she continued, “your red brothers to the south extinguished their fires and turned their backs on their friends. Their fields are now red with the blood of their white neighbors, those that were once their brothers.”
A sharp searing heat was transferred into my body from Violoni’s hand, and my thoughts cleared of everything but the sadness I had been fighting to keep from my mind over the last two weeks. The sadness was suddenly replaced with recognition and, finally, utter and complete grief. Tellan was dead.
My chin dropped to my chest, and the tears that I had held back for so long dripped onto my folded hands. All was now clear that I had fought so long and so hard to suppress. The Onayotek had betrayed their oaths, and my dear husband, Tellan, had paid with his life.
When I looked up, everyone was standing around me. Further words must have been spoken as the death of Tellan was written on each of their faces. Otta had risen, assisted by the tall warrior with the three piercings who now stood powerfully behind him, and Minntan’s face still betrayed the shock of the news. Notta stood beside him. I no longer saw the eyes of a boy, and a young man now stood in front of me with a compassion written on his face many years his senior. The distress on Gallen’s face was hard and dark, his thoughts undoubtedly on his vulnerable people who had once shared a quiet border with the Onayotek.
Violoni reached down for my hand and graciously brought me to my feet. The crackling of the fire brought me back to the present and the longhouse surrounding me.
“We should leave immediately,” she said. “The southern road is no longer safe. I can provide succor that will allow you to cross the land between the rivers unseen, but only if we ride without delay.”
I numbly nodded in agreement and turned reflexively to Otta to take my leave.
He reached out his steady wrinkled hand to touch my face. When he pulled it back, a single tear that he had wiped from my cheek glistened on the tip of his finger.
“The tears that we shed remembering fathers who have gone to hunt upon greener fields,” he said as the tear dropped to the dusty floor, “soak the earth to bring life and strength to the sons.”
I looked deep into his hidden eyes as the power of an Ealder enveloped me. How many sons of Nundawai had he seen leave this world? He knew more grief, more sadness, more despair than would ever be cruelly laid at my feet. My deep loss was not lessened, but his words brought me comfort. In time, I knew they would also bring healing.
“Thank you,” I said, bowing to the wisdom of my Ealder.
“It is time for you to leave our longhouse,” he said more loudly. “Nyagwai stands behind me,” he said touching the tall warrior on the chest with the palm of his hand. “Now, I command that he stand behind you, fair daughter of Triumon. Our oath to the Houses of the white man is now complete,” he finished, and Nyagwai moved and stood next to me, his towering frame emanating so much strength that I felt myself filled with its quiet confidence.
Another warrior quickly moved away from the wall and stood behind Otta, taking the place of the Nundawai War Chief who was now leaving his ancestral home to take his place among our company.
When the echo of Otta’s voice left the air, the last flame of the fire whisked out with a soft whoosh, and Violoni led us abruptly from the longhouse. We walked into the cold winter air, and the goodbyes between Minntan and Notta were clouded in my mind, as were my own goodbyes with my dear nephew; the sadness of that parting could not compete with the ache I left Deyuitga’oh with.
The sun had set and faint stars glowed in the sky that had cleared, and I followed Violoni’s horse with Nyagwai at my back as she retraced our path out of the valley. Notta followed his Nundawai cousin and the steady Gallen brought up our rear. New traveling companions replaced those that had been lost; I was on my way home at last, a home that had forever lost a comforting voice.
Haldan walked the ruins of the fort at the crest of Hollum Hill. The air was cold, but his early morning walks while the first light of dawn mingled with the nighttime shadow of the forest had become a daily ritual that he found invigorating and soothing to the spirit.
It had been six weeks since he’d led the company of Ganien warriors across the plains of the Onontaer Nation into the woods surrounding the Hill, and in that time, the only white men he had seen were Ashaer’s patrols that passed when they moved between Ofst and the Hills of Raumuth. It had been his sole means of communicating with the outside world, but it brought him all the news he required, and today, the five riders that normally arrived in the cold hour before dawn were accompanied by a sixth that had come directly from Kahon. The tired horse and rider had ridden with visible haste, and Haldan wasn’t surprised when he was handed a personal communiqué from Ashaer. He took the rest of the daily messages from the normal patrol and took their leave before breaking the seal on the private letter.
Standing at the top of the Hill, just as the morning sun broke the tree line to the north, he found himself digesting the bitter news of Tellan Fayersae’s slaying. The Onayotek betrayal explained much of what he had seen while traveling through the marsh earlier that autumn, although only with the benefit of hindsight did the clues now become obvious. He found the shock and outrage that should have come from learning of such a treacherous deed absent from his heart. Sadness had fleetingly come, but it was replaced with resolve rather than dismay; anger had also fleetingly come, but it was replaced with steadfastness rather than the thirst for revenge.
He was under no illusion regarding their individual safety, knowing that their settlement on Hauden was still fraught with great risk, and that their long-term survival was still a tenuous proposition. Tellan was not the first of them to die here, and he would not be the last, especially given the road to war they were now traveling down. Still, the House of Fayersae had suffered a mighty blow, and any diminishing of Fayersae weakened them all; he knew, however, that it would not change his present situation, and he stuffed the letter into his jacket and continued his walk around the perimeter of the ruined fort.
He passed the fallen slabs of the once impenetrable outer wall, running a gloved hand across the blackened stone, thinking, as he often did, on the hubris that had erected the original wall. The fort had been built shortly after their arrival on Hauden, at a time when many white men still assumed the natives were nothing more than an uncivilized nuisance to be tolerated and eventually pushed aside. He skirted a pile of rock, and climbed over a chunk of the wall gone dark with years of dirt and grass that were slowly returning it back to the earth. Most of the charred remains of the inner compound had already succumbed to the thick undergrowth, although many blackened poles stood against the dim morning sky as a stark reminder of the futility of assuming that all things built tall and strong would last. Much of the forest around the crumbling perimeter was also scarred and burnt, many of the limbless trunks standing as a larger reminder that all icons of strength had their weaknesses.
He walked across what remained of the inner fort to the opposite side of the hill, remembering the day the wall had finally been overrun by the endless tide of Shotak warriors. Their arrow-pierced bodies had piled so high that it had allowed their still living brothers to complete their escalade and engage the small number of white men who stood exhausted on the rampart. No one had thought the wall could be scaled and the fort actually taken by the half naked and poorly armed foes that lay dying by the hundreds below them, but the dark tide could not be held back, and eventually the defenders were driven from the fort, most not even having the strength to lift their chipped and fractured swords that had slain so many long after their last arrows had been spent.
He had led that final retreat through the woods that had been set alight by the enraged savages, and when he had finally stopped running, only twelve men stood beside him. Their clothes had been discarded when they had caught fire and burned into their white flesh, and their broken and useless swords had been cast aside after they had become too fatigued to carry them farther. In the end, they were just as naked and just as poorly armed as the savages that had pursued them. The Shotak had their victory.
That victory, however, had come at a great cost to the Shotak Nation. When they finally gave up the chase and returned to the fort, thousands lay piled at its base, their dark bodies brutally pierced with the straight shafts of the white man’s bolt, their limbless and headless torsos brutally mutilated with the sharp steel of the white man’s sword.
They then became consumed with such a grief at the magnitude of their loss, that in their rage, they pulled down the thick stone walls and broke them with nothing but bare hands and anger. Adding to their outrage was the fact that the fort had been built on one of the most hallowed spots on Hauden. The Hill was revered as a place of reflection, and the ancient burial mounds the white men had defiled were considered sacred to all the groups of natives as each claimed it in some respect for their long dead ancestors. The deeds of the Shotak that day were added to the long list of narratives concerning the Hill, and their song of victory and sorrow, and the price they had paid in removing the sacrilege of the white man from the Hill, became known even among their red foes in the Five Nations.
When the Shotak were finally defeated and pushed back across the Castle Mountains at the end of the war, many within the Houses had argued that the fort should be built anew, higher and stronger than before. He had been there the day it had fallen, however. He knew that it was not the height of the towers or the strength of the walls that had doomed the original fort. There was no wall high enough to defeat the heart and inner fortitude of men once their will was set, and neither the color of their skin nor the kind of weapon in their hands would change that fact. He had witnessed the folly of believing otherwise first hand, and had been driven from the Hill naked, covered in soot, and weaponless. He had been fortunate to escape with his life and this indomitable truth. No, he knew the lesson of broken walls was often far stronger than rebuilding them anew.
Still, the debate regarding Hollum Hill had been contentious when they had sat down with the Five Nations to form their Union, but the demand that the white man respect the sacred ground at the top of the Hill was non-negotiable, and in the end, the Houses had yielded. His brother had been the most persistent voice arguing that the fort should be rebuilt despite the natives’ objections. A few others, most notably Brancynn, had also argued for rebuilding the fort, but they relented to the wisdom of restraint, leaving his brother standing alone in his desire to erect a new fort; however, even Byldan, who put so much faith in the strength of stone and wood, had finally relented. Without the Union, the fort would have mattered little as it would have been impossible to survive on Hauden without their alliance with the Five Nations; thus the ruins had remained to be slowly returned to the earth by the wind and the rain.
He continued to walk around the fallen stone and the sparse trees that had crept up to the old foundation. A jagged and broken piece of the outer wall stood higher than the new trees, although small bushes had already started eating into the crumbling base, and dark weeds had filled and widened many of the cracks and fissures. The blackened stone was split, and a section had fallen against itself, forming a dim crevice filled with rotting leaves that had been blown and piled by the winter winds. He stopped and turned toward that crevice just as the brightening sun adjusted the shadows.
A tall native looking woman stood in the half shadow-half light of the crevice, her head nearly touching the top of the stone that arched well above the reach of his outstretched arm. She was wrapped tightly in a dark blue cape that hung to the heels of her boots, and the collar was lined with ermine. Her dark brown face and short black hair seemed almost suspended above the white neckline as she stepped out of the shadow and into the light.
A feeling of fellowship washed over him as he stared at the impossibly tall figure, and he instinctively knew her presence on this Hill was not a chance meeting. Her face was angular, long and hard. It seemed chiseled, and more closely resembled the fractured stone around him than a natural face. The eyes were wide and unblinking, their color dark yet not quite black. She moved to stand beside him with an ease that belied her rigid posture, but when she once again stood motionless, it was difficult to tell whether she was a living woman or just a painted larger-than-life statue. Without hesitation, he continued his walk, accepting his new companion as he patiently waited for her to declare the purpose of her errand.
They walked past another broken piece of the wall at the edge of a narrow path leading away from the front gate of the fort. Only a few of the cobblestones that had marked the original road leading into the forest still dotted the hillside below them. The fallen arch that had once surrounded a strong iron gate lay scattered among the mounds of dry earth and grass.
He turned to begin his descent off the Hill, but the woman caught his arm and forcibly turned him back to the ruined gate. The tingle he felt at her touch was quickly replaced with a twisting in his stomach when she reached out and also touched the half buried archway with her other hand. He recoiled from her touch and the jagged stones around him, but stopped short of fleeing down the hill. For an instant, blood-red flame, dense black smoke and the sound of breaking stone flashed into consciousness more vividly than any of his original memories.
“It is quite overpowering, isn’t it?” the woman said, her booming voice matching her stature. Her speech was heavily accented, but it had none of the intonations of any of the native tongues he was familiar with. “I am amazed that you have the strength and wisdom to find tranquility in the lessons to be learned here. Only the power of the healing earth that attempts to scrub this hilltop clean allows me to walk here, and even then, the residual aura of the destruction that occurred on this Hill stops my blood.”
The sound of her deep voice quelled the nausea in his stomach, and the tingle he had felt by her touch returned to fill him with an energy he had never felt before. The bright morning sky seemed to darken, or if not to actually dim, to have become less relevant. Likewise, the sparse wood around him faded into the background. Broken stone and charred wood was all he saw, or more precisely, all that he sensed. When he tried to comprehend the meaning of her words, his stomach knotted again, and an overwhelming tide of revulsion flowed over him as the fire, smoke and cracking of stone pierced his mind again.
“Come Haldan Haelanhon,” she beckoned forcefully before the thoughts of despair and flight could overtake him. “Touch this stone and for the first time understand what occurred here. Yes,” she said to his apprehension. “The power that is awakening inside you will be enough to protect you. You have walked these ruins for weeks and it has kept you safe, although you did not know how or understand why.”
Her face was rigid and commanding, but as he stared into the depths of her eyes, he found that the sound of her voice provided an unguent that relieved his deepest fears. He slowly moved to the collapsed piece of wall and arch, and tentatively reached out and rested his palm on top of the keystone. His stomach tightened again, but the loathing he had felt before was not enough to cause him to lose his will. Images of smoke, blood, and the anger of Shotak savages flooded into his memory, more powerful than they had been in many years.
He could clearly hear their anguished cries and the breaking of the stone that had only been a faint echo originally heard from a distance during his flight through the burning trees. This time, he felt the heat of the flames as they ripped through the inner compound and sent the roofs and walls crashing down in a shower of sparks. He saw the stone of the walls crumble in their savage hands as their cries pierced his very soul.
He looked down at his arm. It was naked, and he smelled the soot and the burned flesh that had blistered under a coat of dark ash. With great effort of mind, he forced that image aside, and his bare white arm and hand rested upon the stone. After a few more seconds spent struggling against the flood of the destruction around him, his coat again hung loosely around his gloved hand, just as it had before he approached the keystone.
The vision then snapped shut. A deep revulsion of the destruction around him remained, and it stood in stark opposition to the very essence of his being, but the knot in his mind that Avanian had been trying so unsuccessfully to untie had been undone.
“She would have eventually unlocked the barriers you have been building since childhood,” the woman said, almost as if reading his mind. “Time, however, is fast becoming a luxury the white man does not have. You are Haelanhon. Your dislike of Byldan does not change who you are.”
“You know my brother?” he asked, realizing the question was irrelevant even before he’d finished asking it.
“We have not met if that is what you mean,” she said. “Byldan is Haelanhon. He is not confused about who he is.”
Her stony face bore down on him as a hard gust of wind whipped her dark blue cape behind her.
“But Byldan does not concern me. You, however, do!” she said, raising her arm and hitting him in the chest with a long thick finger.
He felt the energy of her touch overwhelm him with a new clarity. She was right. He was Haelanhon. He stepped back from the wall and let his gaze pan the ruins around him as the bright sun and cool breeze blanketed the scarred earth. Once more, the calming lessons of the Hill soothed his spirit. He now saw that Byldan’s way was not the only means to hinder and thwart the power of destruction. Stone, wood and steel were not the only tools available to Haelanhon. He knew that flesh and blood were the stronger elements.
“My brother has perverted and twisted the foundation of our House,” he said with a bitterness he could not hide.
“He takes from the land according to his temperament and ability. He has taken what was given to him by your fathers. Do not be overly quick to judge him. He too is Haelanhon. You cannot change that.”
Haldan stood silent.
He had spent most of his adult life away from their ancient home at Troth, and as far away from Byldan and their father as he could get; however, he knew those many years spent among his mother’s kin, his Northmon cousins, did not in the end make him any less Haelanhon. It did not make him any less the younger brother of Byldan. Their father and the Ealders of their House had been taken from them by the Plague Bringers, leaving the two of them to guide and lead the survivors of their people. He knew she was right, and that only together could he and Byldan ultimately keep their House from falling to ruin. He knew their goals were the same regardless of the methods each chose to wield. They both were Haelanhon.
“Come, let’s continue your walk,” she beckoned again. “Our time together grows short.”
He paused for only a second before turning away from the ruins, and he began walking down the hill into the bare trees of the wood. His companion fell in beside him, matching his shorter strides with ease.
They wound their way down the gentle slope as the older scarred trees and young new growth slowly gave way to the denser healthy forest. The morning sun had not yet warmed the air, but they left the cooler wind at the top of the Hill behind them. They were still north and west of the camp he had made with the Ganien warriors, and his customary path would take them to the eastern edge of the Hill and the foggy flat plain that hid the east bank of the Celon and the bogs to the north.
They walked in silence for nearly an hour before they cleared the leafless trees to survey the dry brown grasses of those rocky fields. Haldan stopped when the last of the trees was at his back.
“I sense that this is where we will part ways,” he said, breaking the long silence.
“Yes,” she said. “There are things you would know before I leave, however.”
He nodded, looking up at her expressionless face that gazed across the hills. Her arms were tucked into her cape, and she stood like a towering sentry, a warning to all who would approach. For the first time, he noticed a dark purple stone resting on the white collar of her cape, the thick leather cord that held it disappearing against her brown neck. The deep cold facets of the gem held him for a moment before he felt their release and looked away.
“How much time do we have before the Shotak descend upon us?” he asked.
“Less than you fear,” she answered. “The earliest of springtime growth will have barely begun, and all the water will not yet be flowing freely. Do not allow the Ganien who follow you to be consumed by the forces that will be unleashed,” she commanded with the hard bite of stone.
He thought the gem at her neck flashed with that declaration, but he knew the mid-morning sun was more likely the cause. He was, however, reminded of the Ganien clan mothers and their wise council he had been so blessed to receive. He saw in his mind the jade necklace of the Bear clan glowing brightly in the light of their fire. For a moment, he felt the heat of that fire in his bones.
“The Ganien fires burn hot,” he stated.
“Yes, but their animal flame now resides here, in this wood. See that it is not extinguished,” she said. “You must protect the Animus of the Ganien Nation.”
He accepted the truth of her command, but did not understand the literal meaning of her words. There were no women tending the fires at their camp. He did know the heavy weight of trust the Ganien had placed in him by sending the warriors away from their ancient home on the eve of war, however. Their safety was a solemn obligation he was required to oversee.
“You cannot protect them,” he said with certainty.
“No, I cannot. This task should not have fallen to you,” she said turning her dark eyes to his. “But fall it has. You must do this alone.”
This time, the stone at her neck did fill with an inner light at her pronouncement. He was filled with the same energy that he had earlier felt at her touch. When the light dimmed, and the echo of her voice faded, the power that had been there did not leave him this time. He looked deep into her eyes that he now recognized glowed with the same light as the stone. For the first time in his life, he understood completely who and what he was. For the first time, he was truly Haelanhon.
“The white man has brought great change to this land,” he said in a whisper.
“Yes,” came her short reply. “But it is beyond my ability to defy or to calculate cost. We are servants of a whole whose design and intentions are unfolding, even without our understanding.”
He surveyed the flat plain and the dark outline of the bogs along the Celon spread out before them. Winter’s white breath had not yet found the dark browns of autumn at the eastern edge of the river. Spring was still many long months away, but they now seemed unfairly short given the fact that the great easterly winds would bring both warmer air and full war upon them. He reached into his jacket to touch the crumpled paper that had brought the news of Tellan’s death to him. The first casualties had already been counted.
“How many white men has this land changed?” he asked giving voice to his inner thoughts.
“None and all of them at once,” she answered in typical native ambiguity and truth. “How much of the land has the white man changed?”
“None and all of it at once,” he answered in kind.
The chilling memory of his ride through the Weltwood on the cold moonlit night that had been darkened by shadow surfaced in his mind. He shivered, but remembered the hope the warm Ganien fires had brought despite the augury of horror and fear that shadow had brought. He now knew that night marked the true beginning of their battle on Hauden. Everything else that had occurred before had been a simple prelude to the real struggles that now lay before them. He sensed many in the Houses were just now beginning to understand the webs that had entangled them when they had stepped off their longships and claimed Hauden as their new home.
“Are there enough of us?” he asked.
“Your adversaries may be asking themselves the same,” she answered.
He nodded his head, taking note of her choice of the word your. He knew their meeting had now come to an end. There were many more questions he would have had answered, but she had already given him more than he needed, perhaps more than he deserved; besides, he knew that the finding of his own answers would bring true wisdom.
“We will meet again,” he said.
Her gaze didn’t leave the horizon before them. Silence held the air still for a few minutes before she said, “I haven’t the ability to see those paths, but my heart tells me that you speak truly. These Hills call to me. Both the white and red men have defiled them, but if the land would heal, it will begin here. Should future need require it, we will find each other here, in these Hills. For now, our current needs have been fulfilled.”
“ I would know your name, Sister,” he asked.
“ In your tongue, I am called Graeblaoni.”
She stepped down the hill, her long strides quickly taking her across the flat plains until she was lost from view in the fog that hung lightly on the rocky landscape. He stood, eyeing the horizon that she had seemingly disappeared into, and he felt the pain that comes with the parting of close friends.
“Until, we meet again, Sister,” he whispered before turning to the woods and the simple Ganien breakfast that awaited him.
Within an hour, he stepped into the modest clearing that they used as their base, and he was surprised to find the camp alive with activity. Usually, only a few dozen warriors worked around the camp clearing the larger trees with controlled fires and removing smaller ones with sharp hand axes, but today, no one worked the newly leveled area that would become a modest longhouse once the tender growth of spring supplied them with new bark and pliable green wood. The sound of those stone tools expertly shaping the cut wood or digging postholes was replaced with the bustle of bodies and the quick sharp words of command.
Normally, the Ganien seemed to equitably divide all duties, and while most patrolled the forest and watched the borders, others hunted the small elusive wood deer or foraged what autumn roots and vegetables that could still be found this time of year. Today, however, rank had ordered the camp, and many of the warriors that would normally have been scattered around the Hill were instead hurriedly clearing a large circle in the center of the camp.
Stones had been stacked into two large piles, and a group of warriors had started to place them at the edge of the circle, expertly fitting the random pieces into a unified whole without the benefit of hammer or chisel. He had no idea where they had found so many like sized rocks much less how they had carried them all into the camp in the short time that he had been away, but it didn’t take a native to recognize that they were assembling a ceremonial fire ring, and that they would finish it within the hour. Already, the bundles of uniform uncut wood that the forest had generously yielded up were being tied and stacked.
He looked overhead at the blue sky and remembered that today, when the sun reached its zenith, the Ganien elders had decreed that the small boy who had marched out of the Weltwood with them would receive his name and become a man when they lit the Ceremonial Fire of Naming. He had always been puzzled that the child among them had been counted as one of the mighty warriors of the Ganien Nation. He never recalled anyone speaking to the boy, but the fact that the boy had marched to the Hill and shared their fire had always been enough for him. The boy worked and did his part in the group, but from what he could tell, no one called him son, although he was not shunned as fatherless either; he did know enough of Ganien custom to recognize the impropriety of approaching the boy himself, however, so he had never spoken to him.
He let the work continue apace behind him, and walked to the edge of the camp and the small tent that kept his personal belongings dry. He dropped the leather courier packet along with the letter of Tellan’s death on the small rough hewn table he used for a desk and took a deep breath, trying to put the myriad of events of the young day into perspective.
He pulled off his gloves, and cupped his hands into the small water barrel that the Ganien always managed to keep full for him and doused his face with the cold clear water, pulling his hands through his thick tangled brown hair. He felt both the largeness of his place in the events that were swirling around him and the smallness of himself as a single actor as he sat on the stump he used for a chair and began eating the four strips of dried venison that had been set on a wooden platter. He finished his breakfast while he read the scribbled notes from the morning’s patrol, learning nothing new from the previous day’s messages. By the time he had finished scratching a few notes of his own to send on with tomorrow’s patrol, the camp around him had quieted, and only a few warriors could be seen stacking the wood in the now completed fire ring. One by one, they too disappeared into the forest, and for a few moments he was completely alone.
Slowly, the outer edges of the camp began to fill as the Ganien warriors started coming out of the forest from all sides. They each were outfitted with their long hunting knives and short bows, just as they had been when they marched out of the Weltwood with him.
He stood and brushed his hands across his wrinkled jacket to no effect. He reached into his tent, and lifting out his heavy belt and scabbard, he secured his long sword to his side. He had no other trappings of ceremony, and his sword and the faded Haelanhon markings on his jacket would have to do.
Onowara emerged from the trees behind him, gently holding a prayer plume with three long red feathers on it in his weathered hands. The stoic man stopped to stand beside him, and when five warriors who flanked the small boy also came out of the woods to stand behind them, he and Onowara led the group to the fire ring. As usual, Onowara didn’t have to speak to have his commands carried out, and the five began to light the dry kindling beneath the drier logs.
The fire leapt high into the air as the logs over the kindling quickly took the fire to yield their life giving heat. The cold winter sun arched above their heads as each stood around the fire that dominated the small clearing. He stood next to Onowara in a position of honor as the old warrior raised his arms and called upon the powers of the fire to cleanse their souls and allow clarity to mark their naming ceremony. Each Ganien spread his arms and opened their palms to the fire, asking for life-giving absolution. He stood stiffly at attention as required of a white man and an honored guest of the rite being performed.
The small boy was called out to stand between them and the fire, and Onowara exchanged the prayer plume for a small earthen bowl that was handed to him by one of the attending warriors. To Haldan’s surprise, he was then handed the prayer plume.
Onowara approached the boy, cupping the bowl of black war paint. Haldan moved as well, cognizant of the honor he had just received when he was to apply the single black curve under the boy’s left breast that would be his first mark as a Ganien warrior. Onowara issued the command for the boy’s leather vest to be removed. An attending warrior stepped forward, and in a single motion, pulled the leather apart and let the pieces drop to the earth.
A gasp went up among the crowd of warriors who stood around the circle, and one by one each man dropped to his knees. Haldan looked around, and when Onowara dropped to the ground as well, he looked at the boy in front of him.
He saw the naked breasts of a young girl. The outer curve of an unfinished crescent moon was painted on the inside of her right breast.
Onowara rose from his kneeling position and tried to steady the small bowl in his trembling hand. Haldan was just beginning to grasp the significance of having a half-naked young girl standing in front of them, waiting for them to complete the naming, when a hard look from Onowara beckoned him to complete the tattoo. He dipped the quill-like tip of the prayer plume into the oily liquid, and with a hand steadier than he would have expected, he finished the outline of the moon on her breast. With a few quick strokes of the plume, the marking was complete. He stepped back, returning the plume to an attending warrior as Onowara motioned for the gathering to stand.
In a commanding voice, Onowara loudly announced that from this point on, she was Yakonwe. He had named her Woman in their native tongue.
Yakonwe removed a smaller pouch from the larger bag at her belt and handed it to Onowara. Haldan knew they were completing the right of womanhood and laying her tribal necklace about her neck. When Onowara pulled the leather cord and stone from the pouch, he visibly started to shake. With effort, he stepped forward and hung the necklace around her neck. A small onyx lay above her small breasts, and each warrior again dropped to both knees as a hushed and hurried whisper told each man what they could not see.
Haldan took a deep breath and also dropped to both knees. He knelt before the young girl now woman, glancing at the trickle of blood running down her thigh before fixing his eyes on the black onyx of a wolf head dangling at her neck. Every white man knew that it had been uncountable generations since a Mother of the Wolf Clan walked among the Ganien Nation.
Graeblaoni’s command now made literal sense.
I had enough sagacity from my time spent with Gruoni to appreciate the significance of treading upon the muddy inward bank of the West Celon when my horse pulled me out of the swift cold current. We were just south of the mists and fog that hung on the twilit horizon to the north, covering the frozen marsh where the Branch met the Celon, and this northern swamp, though smaller than its southern counterpart, was no more passable.
Since leaving Deyuitga’oh two days ago, we had ridden with infrequent rest, Violoni insisting that we ride with as much haste as possible. We had out-ridden the snow at our backs, but I knew that in a matter of days, those billowing gray clouds filled with heavy wet snow would also cross the Celon to cover the brown of autumn with the white of winter as far south as the Hills of Raumuth.
We stopped when Gallen cleared the bank, although Violoni continued on as if the demarcation of the river meant nothing. We had been riding since noon, and although the horses were still willing, they had tired from the hard swim and the climb up the steep slippery bank. Like the horses, we found ourselves soaked from the river, and in the cooling evening air, we were reminded that we were saddle weary and would soon be in need of rest.
“We cannot tarry here. Ride,” Violoni commanded as she turned in the saddle without slowing.
She tapped her horse into a quicker trot and resumed her course away from the riverbank to cross the brown rocky field in front of us, the river doing nothing to change the scenery as it simply cut a path between two halves of the same barren landscape.
I kicked my horse that jumped into line to follow her as I heard the rest fall in behind me without complaint. Violoni hadn’t spoken much since we had started our ride, but her words had become fewer and fewer as we had neared the land between the rivers. Each of us had been absorbed in our own private thoughts anyway, and we had remained just as quiet as we concentrated on the hard steady pace of the ride. Now, however, the very air seemed to require our silence. As we left the cold river behind us, I knew we were not supposed to be here. Even the horses seemed to sense this, but Violoni led with a determination that pulled each of us along after her, much as it had done during our swift ride across the Nundawai Nation.
The sun had set, and the first quarter moon had done the same when Violoni finally halted a few hundred feet from a large grove of sycamore trees that rose up suddenly in the dark. Even under the moonless sky, the flake of the outer bark was visible, revealing their inner bone white trunks. Large globular seed clusters hung eerily from their bare limbs.
She dismounted without a word and motioned for us to do the same. She continued toward the trees, and we walked the horses forward for a few dozen paces before she raised a hand, signaling for us to stop once more. We had waited only a moment before movement at the edge of the trees caught my eye.
A lone figure emerged from the shadows of the trees, coming into the lighter starlight of the clear night. A long cape hung heavily over rounded and slumped shoulders, and it dragged across the ground as the stooped body shuffled toward us. We waited until the short distance between us had been covered, and even under the night sky, I could see that a woman in a dirty cape stood before us, head cast downward. Her hair was twisted and knotted, and it had clumped roughly and unevenly around her head.
My heart skipped a beat just as a black wrinkled brow was lifted up to Violoni. The dark lifeless eyes of Gruoni stared blankly into the dark wall of night behind us.
I dropped the reins of my horse and stepped toward her before a sharp hand gesture from Violoni froze me in mid-step. Violoni alone moved to Gruoni. They stood facing each other for over a minute while I struggled unsuccessfully to free myself from Violoni’s spell. Violoni finally reached out and placed both hands firmly on Gruoni’s once proud and straight shoulders.
“Sister,” was all she said in her most commanding tone.
Rooted to the ground, I watched as Gruoni slowly straightened, and the black of her face began to lighten as she drew up into the strength of Violoni’s arms. A violent gust blew through our party, and when it was done, Gruoni stood straight. Her cape and hair were clean, the familiar color having returned to both of them, but even after the transformation, her eyes were still two dead holes on an expressionless face.
Her full lips parted with a soundless utterance, and in the back of my mind I heard her weak but familiar voice ask, “Who?”
“ You are Kahontahontsi!” was Violoni’s voiceless, powerful response.
Another gust blew through us, although it was lighter than the first. I felt my legs become free again, but this time I stayed where I was. Violoni stood before Gruoni, still holding her shoulders, but the iron grip had become a light friendly touch.
Gruoni’s lips moved again in a soundless reply.
“ Yes, I am Kahontahontsi. I am Gruoni.”
A third gust stirred her cape, and the copper sheen returned to her hair. Slowly, the last of the darkness faded from her complexion. The normal sneer returned to her wide mouth and with the exception of her dead eyes, my mentor now stood in front of me once again.
“ Sisters,” she said quietly as if unaccustomed to the strength that had returned to her inner voice.
She glanced at me and then to Notta before returning her eyes to Violoni.
“ Sisters, I am broken,” she said with a certainty.
“I know,” Violoni said as she pulled her into a hug. “As will we all be,” she whispered as Gruoni’s shoulders began to shake in a silent tearless sob.
I now moved over to her. Gallen and Nyagwai stayed where they were, but Notta also moved to her. When he reached out to touch her, the hand that rested comfortingly on her back was no longer that of the shy boy who had nervously held my reins just a few days ago. His face was hard set with a purpose that belied his age. It was the determined look of a man who knew the road ahead of him was strewn with many obstacles, yet the expression also said that he was prepared to face them with the courage that befitted his station.
He knew her name, I realized with a jolt. He had heard the silent exchange!
A low wailing screech from the woods filled the cold distant air at that moment. We all cocked our heads to catch the last of the faint echo as it was consumed by the night sky. Gruoni pulled herself away from Violoni and turned to the trees as complete silence again enveloped the winter night.
“I did not hide your path,” Gruoni said when she turned around to meet Violoni’s questioning gaze.
“How long?” Violoni snapped with a frightening look of concern.
“I have walked for sixteen days under an open sky in plain sight to all,” Gruoni answered.
“That should not have been possible,” Violoni said, reaching out to touch the empty spot on Gruoni’s neck where her green stone had once hung. “You have not left the land between the rivers for a full cycle of the moon, and I now sense that he has not returned to walk here either. He has done this, ignoring distance to penetrate our sanctuary, while also carrying that which should dampen his power?” she asked.
No answer came from Gruoni.
At first, I did not know whom she was referring to until a sharp revelation brought the truth. Blonhaft had done this to Gruoni.
I looked at Violoni’s hand resting on Gruoni’s breastbone, and another sharp revelation came. Blonhaft now carried her stone. I had commented on the missing stone during our last meeting, but she had refused to say anything regarding it except that it had been given to the one who would find the seagull. Even now, this didn’t make sense, but at any rate, some convergence of events had occurred that had awakened Blonhaft’s true nature. I knew it had been a mistake to have dealt so indirectly with him.
“If our path is not hidden,” Violoni said after a short silence, bringing me out of my private thoughts.
Uncertainty touched her face, and it was quite unsettling to see. Her doubt brought an unwelcome flutter of confusion to my mind along with a flood of despair as the anguish of Tellan’s death again consumed me. I fought to control my emotions as a small spot in the back of my mind stayed strong, reminding me that now, at the edge of this wood between the rivers, was not the time to dwell on my loss. I would have time to properly mourn later.
“Mount up!” Violoni commanded, renewing her authority. Refocused, we all jumped at her order. “Gruoni ride with Nyagwai. Move now or you will all be consumed!” she yelled as she leapt atop her own horse that she kicked into a gallop, breaking hard to the north.
By the time we all had started our frenzied gallop, we were strung out behind her, and when I glanced over my shoulder, I could just see Nyagwai with Gruoni clinging to him, both bareback. Gallen and Notta were hidden in the dark, but the footfalls of their horses filled the air.
The wood was still on our flank, and our course paralleled it as we raced northward. White wisps were moving in and out of the trees that at first glance I mistook for fog. However, they moved with purpose, and they followed us, weaving effortlessly among the ghostly trunks of the wood. We hadn’t ridden for more than five minutes before the dark spot of the fog-walled marsh loomed up in front of us. The wood ended a furlong before the impending black of the hidden swamp, and I saw the vague outline of Violoni disappear completely into the empty hole that quickly swallowed me as well.
The rest of the horses followed the lead of Violoni into the confines of the fog, and I heard her start to slow before my own horse knowingly slowed as well. Within a few seconds we were all clustered together, the heavy breathing of our mounts throwing off clouds of frost to further dim the grayish outlines of my companions. Each horse, save for Violoni’s, started to shift nervously as they backed around each other.
“I will not be able to control those two horses much longer,” Violoni said pointing at Gallen and Nyagwai’s mounts. “If it was a single horse perhaps, but I will not be able to coax them both to ride the distance to the river bank to the east.”
Even before she had finished Gallen’s horse started to paw and dance, and only his Bruchmon cavalry skills kept the animal from rearing and bolting despite Violoni’s presence.
“Avanian,” she said firmly to me. “You can control your mount and pass safely across the river if you would not linger. Reach out to these shadows around us and use them to hide your steps. Your horse will follow. Gallen, take what you need off your mount and set him free. You must ride with Avanian.
“And Notta,” she said, side passing her horse over to his as Gallen jumped to the ground to comply. “Today you are no longer your mother’s child. The blood of Nundawai and Triumon is strong in your veins, but you are the grandson of Lanuian. I name you now Notta Westermon. Your Ealders are awake inside of you. Trust them. You can also pass safely here if you would not linger. Use these shadows to calm your horse and ride free of this place. Nyagwai, leave your horse and let your cousin lead you from this mist.
“Gruoni, come with me. You will not be parted from me, and we will walk together now until the end. Hurry, all of you!” she implored.
Nyagwai’s horse bolted before Gruoni’s feet had hit the ground, and Gallen’s followed just as he had freed the saddlebags from the bucking animal. We managed to double up, and I tried desperately to control my horse that was backing and circling while at the same time trying to comply with Violoni’s command. I tried to let the fog absorb and hide me rather than to try to penetrate its thick veil with my eyes.
Slowly, my companions disappeared from view and my horse stopped, finally standing still. It became extremely quiet for a second before I heard Violoni’s horse sprint away. I urged my now calm beast after her, and as hoof beats followed us, I knew Notta had managed to control his horse as well.
I could see no more than a few feet in front of my horse as we raced through the wall of fog, but the horse was surefooted, and while I was blind, he seemed to know the way as we followed the sound of Violoni through the marsh. We rode that way for nearly an hour before I heard Violoni slow her horse to a trot, before mine, then Notta’s, did the same. I still could not see them even though only a few yards separated each horse.
“ We are nearing the East Celon,” Violoni said. “I will not cross with you as this is where we must part. You will be pursued for a short distance beyond this land, but under the open starlight sky, you will be able to ride clear. Do not stop or turn back. Go now. You are on your own.”
When she said this, I heard her veer to the right just as the wall of fog lifted before us. I caught a glimpse of Gruoni’s back, her familiar green cape swirling behind her as they disappeared into the shadow of the marsh.
“ Goodbye, Sister,” Gruoni whispered to me as the fog took my confidant and teacher.
The line of the river opened before us, and I asked my horse for one more burst of speed, suddenly feeling the urgency to free myself from this soil. Notta galloped next to me as white shadows detached themselves from the wall of fog and moved to follow, matching the speed of the horses.
“ Actually, we are not alone,” I heard him say as he pulled away from me and started angling down toward the shallow bank of the river.
I knew he was not referring to the shapes that followed us. It was only much later that I realized he had not spoken those words out loud.
With two riders on its back, my exhausted horse followed as fast as it was able to. The river was broad and a gravel wash had formed a ford that allowed the horses to cross without swimming. A second wailing screech filled the night just as the horses started their careful traverse over the slippery rocks, and I jerked upright in the saddle, nearly upending my mount and throwing Gallen off behind me. Shades loomed up on all sides of us, and my spooked horse fought for footing as it scrambled to get across the river. I saw Notta hesitate for just a second before he pushed his horse forward to free himself from the clutches of the water.
“This way!” he yelled to me as my horse splashed clear of the water to follow, all its fatigue now replaced with fear.
Notta’s voice was deep and free of the crack of adolescence; the very sound of it seemed to momentarily freeze the grasping shapes in the water.
We had only ridden a few hundred feet with the shades at our heels when three riders leading a dark cloud cut an opaque path across the rocky terrain on our left. They angled toward us and we moved to meet them. The five horses came together, and we all turned to move away from the river. After a couple hundred strides, the shades vanished and our tired horses finally slowed.
Haldan and two Ganien trotted at our sides. One was an old bare-chested warrior, the other a slender young woman.
“We are hidden,” a high clear Ganien voice said, and when she pulled her hood back, I saw a green glow around an onyx wolf head at her neck.
Wolf Clan, I realized with surprise. She pulled her small horse to a stop, and lightly jumped to the ground with a look that said she was glad to be off the back of the animal. We all stopped immediately, and the exhaustion of our horses was obvious as the smell of their fear started to leave the air.
“I can only hold this shadow for a short while this close to the river,” the young woman said. “If the horses are able, we should walk away from this place after a short rest.”
I knew a short rest was better than no rest at all, so we willingly took the time we had. Everyone had dismounted and I walked to Haldan.
“It is always good to see you,” I said. “Although never more so than now.”
I knew our meeting was not chance, and when he didn’t say anything, I saw that the news of Tellan’s death was written on his face. He pulled me into a hug when he realized I already knew.
“I’m sorry,” he said after a few moments.
To my surprise, my composure held, and a sad acceptance filled my soul. The denial that I had fought for weeks had ended.
Tellan was gone. I could not change that.
I felt a final single tear form and then fall, and as I watched it hit the ground, I was reminded of Otta’s words. At that instant I felt the quickening in my womb. I carried Tellan’s son. I lifted my head to meet Haldan’s smile.
“He is strong,” was all he said.
Breanne tied the canoe against the stone pier and stepped onto the landing. She walked past the small jetty and the first of the three ships that was nearing completion. Yards of black canvas trimmed in the blood red of Fayersae were being tied to the boom, and most of the woodworking had turned from functional to decorative. Already, the detail of the double dragonhead prow on the two longships left no doubt that Scipan was still following the familiar designs of modern Fayersae vessels. She entered the central cave and found him sitting at his desk at the back of the room. He didn’t look up when she stopped in front of him.
“You should stand when I approach,” she said.
He kept writing, and after nearly a minute, he finally looked at her. This was her third meeting with him since returning to Kahon from her mission to the Onantaer, and he still hadn’t removed the contempt in his eye. He had pretended to listen to her, but he had accepted her authority with no more enthusiasm than he had Ashaer’s.
“I am very busy, My Lady,” he managed with just enough courtesy. “Byldan’s schedule is extremely aggressive.”
“Stand,” she commanded. She’d had enough.
He slowly stood, looking more irritated than usual.
“Did you receive Ashaer’s instructions to stop working on the decorative canvas and the woodworking?”
“Yes, My Lady, but with all due respect, we needed to keep working if we are to finish in time. We just couldn’t afford the delay.”
“Then you will simply undo what you have done, working all the harder to complete on time,” she said, setting a pile of parchment on the table. “These are the new colors and patterns for the canvas and sails,” she said pointing to the stack. “You will find enough detail here to complete the woodwork as well. I expect that dragonhead you’ve started on the prow of the first ship to be removed by sunset.”
“My Lady, I have followed all the proper conventions. I built your grandfather’s fleet,” he said, unable to hide the contempt in his voice that now matched the look on his face. “Forgive me, but these ships will be built to those exacting standards. It is better that you leave the details of such things to me.”
Breanne actually smiled, although no one would have found any mirth on her face.
“Do you know who I am?” she asked without raising her voice.
“Yes, My Lady, but…”
“Good,” she interrupted. “I believe your liege has just given you a command. Is it your intention to disobey?”
“My Lady, Byldan’s time expectations are going to be difficult to meet even without any rework.”
She folded her arms tightly as her eyes flashed, and it had more of an impact than if she had slammed her fist against the desk.
“You do not serve Byldan,” she said in a biting but calm voice. “You serve Fayersae. Or have you forgotten who brought you here?”
“Be sensible, My Lady,” he protested. “You know as well as I do that Ashaer is no more a Fayersae than I am a savage. He may wear the uniform, but it has not changed the color of his skin.”
Breanne just nodded. Ignorant man, she thought, as that had been too simple.
“You are right, it hasn’t changed the color of his skin,” she said. “I just needed to see where your allegiance really lay.”
“Thank you, My Lady. I will continue work forthwith.”
“Gerefen,” she called out.
Scipan’s irritation only deepened at the prospect of further interruption. Gerefen stepped into the room from the dimmer light of the outer cavern followed by three of the forest guard.
“Gerefen,” she said again. “Remove this man from my sight. I believe there will be a cell waiting for him in the stockades at the Hills of Raumuth. My mother should be arriving there shortly. She will be able to pass judgment quickly.”
“What are the charges I should relay to her, My Lady?” Gerefen asked as he crossed the room, signaling for the guards to take hold of Scipan.
“Treason, of course,” she said.
“What?” Scipan said. “Take your hands off me,” he ordered the guards who walked behind the desk. “Do you know who I am?” he yelled at Gerefen. “You cannot do this,” he snapped at Breanne.
“I think, contrary to his earlier statement, that he has indeed forgotten who I am,” she said to Gerefen.
“And yes, I can do this,” she said to Scipan who was just now realizing the predicament he was in as the guards took hold of him. “I just have. I could also choose to pass judgment. And I would pronounce you guilty, and your head would be off as soon as Gerefen found a headsman’s sword. You should pray that my mother is a little more merciful, or at least, a little less hasty in carrying out the sentence.”
“But you cannot hope to finish these ships without me,” he screamed as the guards began to remove him from the room. His struggle only added to the rough treatment, and they nearly carried him out. “I am Scipan, Master Shipwright. You cannot do this,” he bellowed. His further yelling was muffled when one of the guards moved a hand across his mouth.
When the sound of the arrest had died away, she looked at a smaller desk that sat off to the side of Scipan’s large well-lit table. A younger man who had just then looked up from his work was sitting there. He had the same thin hair and sun-cured skin as Scipan.
“I am sorry you had to witness that, Skiffan,” she said to him. “I had hoped it would not have come to this.”
“My brother was never a tolerant man, My Lady,” he said after standing respectfully.
“Are you ready to begin work on these new colors?” she asked, resting her hand on the drawings and notes she had brought.
“Yes, My Lady.”
“I will leave you to your craft then, First Shipwright of Fayersae,” she said. “I will return in a day or two and you can let me know what else you may need here.”
“Thank you, My Lady,” he said, bowing his head.
Gerefen followed her out of the room and into the cavern, moving beside her as they walked down the pier. All work had stopped, and only the gentle lapping of the water against the rock could be heard as the shipwrights and craftsmen were silently digesting the removal of Scipan. After a few minutes, Skiffan walked out of the cave, and in a quiet voice, he started calling the workers over to him.
“I would assume the pace will pick up now,” Gerefen said after they had reached the canoe. “It had slowed once I started intercepting the communiqués from Byldan.”
“Yes, they will work as fast as they are able to again,” she said. “Some might still be loyal to Byldan, but Skiffan is greatly respected. Working in the shadow of his brother all these years has actually allowed him to become friends with most of the other shipwrights. He is also well liked by many in Haelanhon.”
“So, will your mother really execute Scipan?” Gerefen asked, nodding his head in acceptance to what she had said. “She can hardly have an open trial with what he knows.”
“She will find a way to deal with him quietly. It may not matter. Soon, all who hold such views will be irrelevant. We will accept the natives as equals or die. Those who cannot will just die sooner. Executing him would not change his ultimate fate anyway.”
“Well, our history is filled with so much death and bloodshed at the hands of the Dasyu, that it is difficult not to project that hatred onto all of the dark skins.”
“Still, we will learn to judge friend from foe without regard to skin color, or die.”
“So it would seem,” he said as he held the canoe steady for her before carefully stepping off the pier as well.
She had grabbed the only paddle, and he didn’t object as she pushed off the stone, turning the canoe toward the river. Most of the rock had been cleared from the walls to make the chasm wide enough for the ships, but the depth still needed to be increased to provide safe passage for the bigger ships. Work there had stopped, however, as the digging of ventilation shafts had begun out of necessity. Some were also cutting stairs into the bluff where she and Blonhaft had climbed down earlier in the fall, and others were opening more caves for living space. In time, the harbor would provide the comforts of a small town.
“I have another task for you,” she said when they cleared the chasm and moved into the wide slow moving water of the river.
“Anything, as usual,” he said.
“I need you to go to Polm. Bring back a Nundawai crew to man the carrack.”
“I can do that, but there are enough here to man all three ships,” he said, hesitating for just a second. “I think the crews can be trusted if that is what you fear.”
“No, it isn’t that,” she said. “These ships are more than just three new Fayersae vessels. Great risk was taken to begin their construction, and although the Union isn’t likely to sunder more than the Onayotek betrayal, it is important that these ships be seen as native ships as much as Fayersae ships. The Nundawai have a long tradition plying the coastal waters. They will be able seamen. News of the ships will spread in time, and if both the Houses and the Nations share them, any dissension will be lessened.”
“Bring fourteen crew members for the carrack, then?” Gerefen asked.
“Fifteen,” she said. When Gerefen turned to look at her with a raised eyebrow, she added, “Full crew. The Nundawai will captain the ship as well.”
“The carrack is a much larger vessel than the cargo and fishing galliots they are accustomed to piloting,” he stated without questioning her. “They will not have sailed farther to sea than a half day from shore before.”
“They will quickly adapt,” she said. “The carrack will have a Fayersae advisor to teach them the winds and the stars.”
“It will be an interesting arrangement,” he said after thinking about it for a few seconds. “Care will need to be taken in the pairing. Few of the old ship captains will be comfortable in that role.”
“True, but many of their First Mates will serve in that capacity quite willingly. Just getting back to sea will be enough. There is only the one larger ship.”
“Has Ashaer said what he intends to do with the ships?”
“He has left it up to me,” she said after a few minutes. She continued to paddle the canoe against the slow current of the river, unsure how much she wanted to reveal to him.
“Surely, these ships will be able to aid us in our struggle against the Shotak,” he said.
“That is not the fight these ships have been created for,” she said after another long pause as they reached the small camp upstream from the chasm. “Besides, as I said, there are only three of them. They would never move enough men and equipment to make a difference. We will not be moving legions with them as we did of old.”
“How many more are going to be built?” he asked as they stepped out of the canoe and secured it.
“For now, just the three. I’m not sure what Ashaer’s original intent may have been. Or Byldan’s for that matter,” she said almost to herself. Then louder, she added, “But I need just the three.”
Gerefen knew her well enough to understand that the conversation regarding the ships ended there. A distant look had returned to her dark gray eyes, and while many assumed she stopped listening or caring when it did, it was a sign that she had become absorbed in her own thoughts. Still, she was more forthcoming than the silent and brooding Ashaer regarding the harbor.
Originally, Ashaer had intended to keep the secret from all of the forest guard, but he had convinced him of both the need for their watchful protection and their ability to keep the secret; it would have been impossible to move the shipwrights from Torence and the craftsmen from Raumuth into the Weltwood unseen without the help of all the forest guard.
“I assume you would like me to travel to Polm alone,” he said as he started the climb up the bluff to the corral and their waiting horses.
“Yes,” she said. “You will have a long journey. You cannot cross the East Celon. You will need to travel south or north and go around the land between the rivers.”
He gave her a questioning look after they finished the climb.
“It will be faster to cross the Celon just west of the Hills,” he said.
“No,” she said a little more sharply than she had intended, taking a deep breath after the climb that was no less unsettling than usual, even with the new stairs.
She stopped walking and turned to face him.
“Trust me,” she said reaching to touch his arm, turning him to face her. “You cannot cross over to the opposite bank of the East Celon. Not if you wish to live anyway. This is why you must go alone. Your route will make no sense to anyone who would go with you.”
When he didn’t answer or remove the questioning look from his face, she added, “I would tell you more if I knew more myself, but I do not. All that is certain is that no one, white or red, can now walk there safely.”
“It has always been a barren and strange land,” he said slowly, taken aback by the seriousness on her face. “I do not recall ever seeing the red man there the few times I have traveled between the rivers. Even with the Onayotek betrayal, there should be no natives there to hinder my crossing.”
“Natives do not inhabit that land. Please,” she implored. “Do not cross East Celon. I would command it, but as a friend, I simply ask that you take a longer route.”
“I will go north then,” he said, a little surprised by her deep look of concern. In all the years that he had known her, it was still rare to see her drop the hard guarded fierceness from her eye. “I can move north of Hollum Hill and cross the Branch before turning west. I may not be able to remain unseen until then though.”
“It shouldn’t matter,” she said turning to continue their walk to the horses. “You can travel openly. It is only your mission that needs to remain unknown.”
“And the return journey?” he asked already knowing the answer.
“It will be nearing the spring equinox by the time you get back. The western waters will have warmed and the winds will have calmed. Return to the harbor by galliot. The chasm will be cleared by then.”
I waited outside my tent for Ashaer, surveying the main fort at the Hills of Raumuth in the cold morning air, and the normal bustle of the training and the continual troop rotations between the smaller forts scattered along the Hills had been replaced with preparations for the War Council. A large circular tent had been erected in the main square, the dome rising higher than the roof of the officer’s building. Smaller tents had been placed between the barracks or in the smaller training squares throughout the compound. These were to serve as the official residences for the Council members, and the banners and totems of each House and Nation officially marked them, lending an air of formality to the cluster of tents. Smoke was rising from most of them through side vents that allowed small braziers to warm and light them enough for comfort, and only the Fayersae tent remained dark as we waited for Laedian’s arrival.
I finally saw Ashaer exit the back of the main building, and when he saw me waiting, he quickly walked the short distance, his heavy boots crunching the hard packed snow. His note had been brief, indicating only that Byldan had asked to see him. Byldan had arrived yesterday, and since both of us wished to speak with him before the official business of the Council began, Ashaer had requested that I accompany him.
I pulled my dark wool jacket a little tighter as I moved out from the shelter of the canvas and into the cold breeze that found a way to weave itself between the tents and buildings. Ashaer nodded a silent greeting as we started across the yard to Byldan’s tent that sat opposite mine on the other side of the main tent.
“Did Byldan say why he needed to see you?” I asked.
“No, his note simply asked that I come at my earliest convenience. I haven’t spoken with him in nearly two months, other than official missives, so I don’t know what is on his mind. This was a personal request on his private stationary.” Ashaer paused before adding, “I don’t ever recall receiving a request like this from him.”
“Not many do,” I said, reminded that few could be found that would call Byldan a friend.
As we approached the Haelanhon tent, the ceremonial guard pulled open the flap without a word as we ducked inside. I was not surprised by the interior of Byldan’s tent.
He had not divided his tent into separate quarters as most of us had. Instead, his large drafting table had been set up in the center of the room that was warmer than the mere canvas of the walls should allow in the middle of winter. A dozen small stoves that warmed the room were placed at exact intervals around the circumference of the tent, and Byldan had somehow ingeniously managed to vent them so as not to ignite the fabric. Rich rugs covered the floor, and tapestries hung on invisible frames that lined the walls, further adding to the warming of the room. With the exception of the domed roof and support poles, once we were inside, it was impossible to tell that the outer walls were simple cloth.
Byldan stood with his back to us, bent over a table before he straightened when he heard us enter. When he turned, he quickly hid the irritation on his face behind a polite smile.
“I only remember sending a single invitation this morning,” he said despite that smile.
“Of course, I will leave if you require private conversation with Ashaer,” I said, making a formal half bow. “However, when you finish, if we both could have some of your time, I would be greatly pleased.”
“You may stay, My Lady,” he said, remembering his courtesy. “I am always pleased to receive you,” he added, returning my bow.
“Thank you,” I said, grateful that at times his prickly manners could be used to other’s advantage.
He stood quiet for a moment, and it was obvious that he wasn’t quite sure how to begin with the two of us standing there. Ashaer was silent as well, and I wondered how the two of them could have possibly proceeded had I not been there.
“Please,” I said. “Don’t let me interrupt the business you had with Ashaer.”
“Yes,” he finally said to Ashaer, clearly uncomfortable as he removed his spectacles and dropped them roughly on the table.
He cleared his throat more out of habit than need.
“When we last spoke, you correctly surmised that I had been working the forge,” he said. “You indicated that you may be able to explain some things,” he continued, unable to remove all the distaste from his face as he was forced to speak directly to Ashaer.
Whether Ashaer saw it and just chose to ignore it, I did not know.
“I recall the conversation,” was all Ashaer said.
Byldan pursed his lips and just nodded before walking over to a small table pushed up against a brown and gold checked tapestry. We followed him. Two small lamps sat on the dark wood. Between them lay a bundle wrapped in a vanilla colored cloth. He flipped the top half open and pulled the lower away to reveal the hilt and upper blade of a slender short sword. Even in the uneven light, we could see that the blade was not something normally produced from even Byldan’s expert hand. The plain hilt was adorned with a single red ruby, but the blade itself shown with a light all its own. The red tint revealed the many folds of the steel, and without even touching the well-polished blade, it was obvious that it was sharper than anything that could be found in any armory on Hauden.
“I forged the blade for this sword in a single day, shortly after the solstice,” Byldan said. “Of course, this should not have been possible. In fact, the memory of my work has become clouded, and while I remember working the steel, the details are no longer clear to me. Yet when I stopped, this blade sat finished at my forge. It had been properly folded, tempered and polished despite the short time.”
I waited for Ashaer to speak if he would. He knew enough to understand that Byldan had drawn some power from the land and added it to his innate skill as a craftsman during the forging of the blade. I quickly tried to think back to the days immediately following the solstice. What had happened then?
My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of voices and a scuffle outside the tent. The guards were commanding someone to stop just as Blonhaft suddenly pushed himself between them as they tried to intervene. It only took Byldan a second to snap in anger at the sight of him standing in his tent.
“How dare you enter my private quarters uninvited,” he yelled. “Remove him!” he bellowed to the guards.
Before either Ashaer or I could speak, the guards who had followed Blonhaft into the tent reached out to forcibly take hold of him. To my astonishment, Blonhaft simply raised a hand, and with a sharp gesture, he froze them mid-step just inside the entrance where they stood as silent and lifeless as plaster statues. Byldan took one step toward him before another sharp gesture from Blonhaft also rooted him to the rich carpet on the floor.
“Do not make me silence you as well,” Blonhaft said in a voice that was as distant as the look in his eyes.
The dark rage that had started to bulge across Byldan’s face gave way to surprise at finding himself so quickly incapacitated, but within seconds the anger replaced the surprise again just as Ashaer spoke.
“Wait,” he said commandingly to Byldan to cut him off before he could begin his tirade. “You asked that I offer what explanation I could, and although this is unforeseen, I think part of our answer may be here,” he said extending a hand to Blonhaft. “Let him speak.”
Of course, I suddenly realized. Shortly after the solstice, Blonhaft had been on the edge of the Weltwood just before he’d ridden to meet Eessan. Although I had been unable to get him to discuss the event in any detail, I knew that Gruoni had been broken at that time. I knew the forging of this blade was not an independent coincidence.
Blonhaft didn’t even seem to notice us, however, and his single-minded focus drew him to the table where the partly uncovered sword lay. He carefully pulled back the remaining cloth to reveal the full blade of the slender sword. A simply but expertly crafted black belt and sheath were laid on the cloth as well. Blonhaft unbuckled his current sword belt and let it drop unceremoniously to the floor. Without a word he wrapped the new belt and sheath around his waist and buckled it tight.
As he reached out for the sword, Byldan found his voice.
“Take your hands off that,” he said in a raised voice, but his words came without anger or conviction.
Blonhaft hesitated only for a second before reaching out to grasp the hilt, the ruby now glowing bright. He picked it up and turned it to us, holding it upright, and the eerie red glow of the beautiful steel held us all in awe. A light flickered momentarily in his eyes before it dimmed, and at once, the spell that held Byldan and the guards was dismissed.
“I did not ask you to forge this sword,” he said in his calm low voice after looking around in surprise at finding himself standing in Byldan’s tent. “Yet this ruby is meant to be carried by me until its true owner claims it,” he said, pointing a finger to touch the red glow around the stone. “Although you would not have given it freely, I think you know this to be true. We graciously accept this gift,” he finished as he slid the blade into the new scabbard at his side before making a long formal bow to Byldan.
I looked at Byldan expecting a strong objection, but the look on his face said otherwise. He accepted the truth of Blonhaft’s words, knowing too that the sword was in the hands of its rightful retainer.
“Well done,” said a firm commanding voice from the open tent flap.
We all turned in unison. Laedian Fayersae stood before us.
A biting wind was blowing in from the west, and the dozen stunted pines offered little to break the gusts as a steady whistle whipped through the gnarled branches. The line of the mountains to the north was just starting to fade, and the late afternoon sun hung low in the hazy southern sky, the orb ballooning as it sunk through the dust-filled air and dipped into the red-purple clouds on the horizon. Fysan knew it would be a cold night without a proper fire, and he wondered why a small camp had been made here, out on the plateau so far from the shelter of the wooded mountain slopes ahead of him. Even if there had been wood, no fire would stay lit for long in the gale that was blowing. He frowned, however, when he rode into what little shelter the sickly pines offered and the true nature of what he had thought was a camp became apparent.
Two gibbets lay on the ground at the base of one of the outlying trees, the rope that had been holding them from the lower branches having frayed and broken, likely due to the swinging of the cages in the wind. The badly decomposed bodies left no indication whether the prisoners had been hung dead or alive, but there was no mistaking that they were Westermon. He saw a third gibbet still hanging from another tree, and the body was in the same state of decomposition, but judging from the posture of the bones that still clung together with bits of flesh, he guessed the man had been alive when hung and left to die slowly.
He dismounted and began the grizzly task of cutting the cage down. After it had dropped to the ground, he stomped it as best he could with his heavy boots, breaking the wood and thin iron strips to render it useless. He did the same to the other two, ignoring the crack of wood and bone; these three cages would not incarcerate further victims. He scraped the gore from his boots against the trunk of a tree before remounting. Disgusted, he tapped his horse into a hard trot, now determined to finish his ride to the mountains and the area around the pass leading to Hithlyn before dark.
When he reached the slopes and the first line of the denser trees, the sun had set and it had become quite cold. The wind still howled, but the trees provided more shelter than the open plateau behind him. He angled to the east and could just see the crest of a ridge in front of him, knowing that once he topped it and moved into the vale behind it, warm fires would be burning in the Onayotek encampment. He also knew that the fire was likely to be the only warmth he found there.
He hadn’t gone far when he became aware of movement in the trees around him. He knew the Onayotek had spotted him long ago while he’d ridden across the open plateau, so he had expected them to eventually intercept his progress. What surprised him, however, was the hostility he could feel in the air around him. He knew he would not have simply ridden into the encampment without an escort containing him, but he had not expected his progress to be thwarted with force. He stopped his horse since it made no sense to prolong the encounter. He was now surrounded and flight would be impossible anyway.
He hadn’t waited long when a dozen warriors jumped out of the trees from all sides, and he just managed to keep his horse from bolting in fright before he was violently pulled out of the saddle. His horse had had the correct instinct as it was brutally cut down in a flurry of axe blows. He tensed to fight, momentarily thinking the axes were going to be turned on him, but in a heartbeat, he relaxed when he saw that they were only going to tie him. He was lifted off the ground by his hair, and his hands were pulled behind his back. He felt a thick cord lash around his arms, pulling his elbows together and wrenching his shoulders nearly out of their sockets. The leader of the group gave his hair one last pull, twisting his head sharply before pushing him forward toward the ridge.
He walked to the top of the ridge with an occasional hard shove from behind. Three of his captors followed him but the rest had melted into the woods. He started down the opposite slope and saw dozens of fires burning in the small vale that was nestled between two ridges. The preparations for the evening meal were well underway in the semi-permanent Onayotek village that had been formed there. He had heard reports of new camps springing up on the southern and western slopes of the Oryn Mountains as the Onayotek had moved west, but this one had been here for nearly six weeks.
A large tepee sat at the northern end of the vale, and it seemed a little out of place among all the trees. He was pushed to it, and as he walked through the camp, many of the women and young that were tending the fires glanced up at him. He was relieved that few had the hate in their eyes that burned on the faces of his captors. When he was pushed into the light of the larger ceremonial fire in front of the tepee, his lead captor spoke out loudly in his native tongue.
When the sound of his angry voice left the air, a tall Onayotek stepped out of the tepee, pushing open the decorative pelts covering the doorway. Fysan was thankful to see the proud face of Takohs emerge, followed by his shorter but equally striking wife, Tawine.
With the rougher than normal treatment he had received, he had feared that Atokwa had completely taken over this camp, and if Atokwa had been there, Fysan wasn’t sure how he would have freed himself without resorting to force. He would not have been able to talk his way out of his captivity this time, not unless Oreni had been with him.
Sharp words were exchanged between Takohs and the other Onayotek, but when Tawine moved and cut the cords around his elbows with a flint knife, Fysan knew Takohs had won the argument regarding his status as captor or guest. When Tawine led him to the fire and gestured for him to sit, the anger in the eyes of his captors only deepened, but even the hatred and the urge to kill him would not subvert the guest rights bestowed upon him once he had been asked to sit at that fire. He would not have to fight his way free, not this time anyway; he knew, however, that if something did not change soon, even the sacrosanct rights of the fire might be lost as so many other Onayotek traditions already had. He watched the three depart in anger, and he rubbed some life back into his numb arms and shoulders.
“Have you eaten?” Tawine asked in a heavily accented voice after the warriors had moved out of hearing.
“No, I am relying on the hospitality of the Onayotek,” he said.
Tawine smiled, and he was struck again by the perfection of her native beauty, her high cheekbones, smooth brown skin and wide dark eyes almost more picturesque than real; likewise for Takohs as he stood there grim-faced with disgust. Each had straight jet-black hair tied in a single ponytail that hung down to their lower backs. They both wore plain wool jackets and leggings with thick leather boots laced to their knees, and with the exception of thin leather cords serving as belts that held small pouches at their waists, they were otherwise unadorned.
“So, you are finding us more hospitable every day then?” Tawine asked as she tossed the cord that she had cut from his arms into the fire.
“Yes,” he answered. “It was kind of you to send that escort out to meet me. My horse thanks you as well.”
“I will replace your horse,” the deep voice of Takohs said. “Tawine, prepare a quick meal. Atokwa will be back soon.”
Fysan hoped Oreni was with him or that encounter might not end well. Perhaps it would be better, he thought, if she was not. Takohs had obviously aroused the suspicion of his brother, Atokwa, and soon one of them would have to die and the fate and direction of the Onayotek Nation made clear at last.
Fysan knew if his own life was threatened, he could slay Atokwa himself and remove that blood from Takohs’ hands; however, it would be better if Takohs issued a blood challenge and took the leadership of the Onayotek Nation from Atokwa by following the traditions of his people.
“Perhaps we should wait and let Atokwa join us in our evening meal,” Fysan said.
Tawine laughed.
“I can still pull these cords from the fire,” she said, reaching into the burning embers and pulling what remained out. “Should I just rebind you now? They may not hold you, scorched as they are, but they might burn you. That would please Atokwa as well,” she finished, tossing them back into the fire, her point having been made.
“Today is not the day,” Takohs said. “You need to be gone before he gets back. There are too many of his followers here right now. I can force them to let you leave, but they might obey him when he returns.”
“When will this end, Takohs?” Fysan asked. “I have passed more Westermon captives left to die like animals. This is not the Onayotek way. Declare them your enemies if you must, but treat them like warriors and kill them on the battlefield. You defile your ancestors with this.”
“Enough, white man,” Takohs said raising his voice. “Do not speak to me of my ancestors. You know nothing of my ancestors.”
“So it is your custom to slay those who would come in peace to your fires? Do your ancestors have a long tradition of betrayal then? And when have your people taken their enemies captive and cruelly let them die a slow death, mutilating and disfiguring them rather than giving them the quick death of a warrior?”
Takohs looked as if he was going to lose his temper, but Tawine reached a calming hand to his arm.
“Must you two have this same argument again?” she asked. “Do not let your rough treatment cloud your reason,” she said to Fysan, and to Takohs she said, “Do not let your brother’s arrival cloud yours.”
“My passion is unclouded, regardless of my treatment,” Fysan said. “And it is not Takohs’ reason that has become clouded by his brother’s arrival, but his courage.”
Before Takohs could burst out in anger, Tawine gave him a sharp tug on the arm.
“It is you, Takohs, who have forgotten your ancestors, not me,” Fysan said. “If you do not issue the blood challenge, I will slay Atokwa in the name of Tellan Fayersae, as is my right as a white man.”
Takohs’ eyes smoldered as Tawine released his arm, freeing him to either become the leader of his people or remain the subservient younger brother. All three knew the time had come for him to make his choice. There would be no stain upon him with either decision, but the stain of cowardice would be there until he chose his path.
“I will see to it that she does not interfere,” Fysan said, sensing his misgivings. “Oreni has twisted your brother’s heart, but it is she who is false. Worshiping a false Sister will only lead your people to ruin. I need to know what you will do. The white man needs your decision.”
Takohs let the grim visage return to his face, letting the anger go. He stood staring at the fire as Tawine gave him one last sharp look and moved to prepare the evening meal. Fysan had tried a more subtle approach on their previous meetings, but too many Onayotek had started crossing the mountains, bringing all-out war to the Westermon and Honon lands.
He didn’t care that Westermon and perhaps even the Honon blamed him for the Onayotek aggression, and he had been inclined to let the Onayotek alone if they had stayed to the eastern side of the Oryn Mountains after they had fled their homelands on the plains. What he did care about was the escalating brutality of the Onayotek. Eventual peace would be impossible if they continued on their destructive course. They could never hope to actually defeat Westermon and push them all the way to the sea, even though this seemed to be Atokwa’s intent, misguided though it was under the strong influence of Oreni.
“I cannot do this yet,” Takohs said after a short silence. “I will issue the blood challenge when the days grow longer than the nights.”
Fysan looked hard at the man, and knew he would be unable to convince him to do it sooner than the spring equinox. Still he had some doubts as to the conviction of the words.
“My words are not as trusted by the white man as they once were,” he said to Fysan, reading the look on his face. “I can only hope to regain that trust with blood. Kwenhsa,” he called out, turning to the door of the open tepee.
An adolescent boy, small, but with the same bearing and features of his parents walked to the fire. He was dressed identically, and his hair was also tied and hung down to his waist. He moved to stand obediently next to his father.
“Take my blood to the white man’s table,” he said as Tawine also moved to stand next to Takohs, carrying a small tray of dried fruits and meat.
Tawine’s face showed no expression at having her son being so offered.
Fysan took a deep breath, and he looked at the boy he hoped was more man than boy under his frail frame. He did not like children, and had no intention of rearing the child; however, he had gotten the answer and commitment he’d desired from Takohs. Declining to take Kwenhsa would be insulting. He was still there as a representative of the white man, even though he was on his own authority, and he could do nothing less than accept the boy.
“He will sit at my table,” he answered with no enthusiasm, but the words were enough.
He did not have to hide his displeasure as long as he took the boy. He knew the parents would respect his true feelings more than a false display of affection anyway.
Takohs had a few words with Kwenhsa in their own tongue, and after Tawine did the same, the boy stepped over to stand beside him, his eyes never betraying a hint of emotion.
“He is not fluent in the white man’s words, but he is learning,” Tawine said. “Treat him no differently regarding it, however. Let’s pass the food,” she said motioning them all to sit.
After the two men and the boy sat, Tawine presented the meal to Fysan, and after he’d selected a few pieces of meat and fruit, she did the same to the boy before doing likewise to Takohs. The boy had only hesitated for a second at being served before his father, as was now his right as a guest. When each had taken their choice, Tawine sat and took what remained. They had nearly finished their meal when they heard a commotion farther down in the camp. Takohs stood abruptly to get a better view.
“Get inside and take the boy,” he ordered Tawine. “My brother is back with more captives.”
When she hesitated, Fysan realized that she could not take the boy into the tepee.
“Go,” Fysan said to her, resting his hand on the boy’s shoulder after they had all stood. “It will do him good to see the man his uncle has become.”
“Leave us, quickly,” Takohs snapped at her. She obeyed, and when she’d disappeared into the tepee, he said to Fysan, “I hope he has enough sense to let you leave now that you have the boy.”
“Oh, I will leave, whether he allows it or not,” Fysan said.
They watched Atokwa haughtily walk up the small incline to their fire, pulling three naked, bound and bleeding Westermon captives behind him. Six Onayotek warriors painted for battle followed him into the light of the fire.
“What is this, weak brother?” Atokwa said to Takohs. “You have untied my prized captive. But no bother, he won’t need bindings in the special cage that I have prepared for him.”
“He has been given guest rights,” Takohs said without raising his voice.
“Then I take them away,” Atokwa said, moving to stand in front of Fysan. “Have you forgotten what I said will happen to you if you came back here, white filth?” he asked, spitting into Fysan’s face. “You have chosen today to die.”
Fysan resisted the urge to kill the inhuman savage on the spot as he felt the man’s warm spittle run into his beard, but he just said, “No, I will not die today. Will you?”
Atokwa’s face twisted in rage, and he threw his fist into Fysan’s abdomen, just below his ribs. Fysan took a half step back from the force of the punch, but he had been prepared for the blow. The savage was predictable.
“Seize him,” he yelled at the other warriors. “Prepare a fire in the clearing. This one will burn before we leave him for the crows.”
“I have blood rights,” Fysan said, moving his hand again to the boy’s shoulder.
The warriors stopped in mid-step, as everyone just then seemed to notice Kwenhsa standing there.
Atokwa looked at the six who had not taken hold of Fysan, and he was just starting to scream at them when he paused. Some things were too deeply ingrained into the Onayotek culture. They would not lay a hand on Fysan while the boy stood there thus pledged.
He turned to Takohs and said in his own tongue, “Take the boy back, now!”
Given the context, Fysan understood what he had ordered.
“I cannot,” Takohs said. “His mother has given him freely, and Tawine has gone to our tepee until the sun rises. If you wish, you may return in the morning and ask her to take her son back,” he said to Atokwa, although he directed his words as much to the six warriors as his brother.
Atokwa’s nostrils flared with an even more intense anger before he let out a dark loud laugh.
“So weak, but so clever,” he said to Takohs. “Again, I am reminded why I keep you around. Very well,” he said to Fysan. “You have until sunrise to walk to where you will die. Tawine will take the boy back, and I will kill you then, filth.”
He spit again in his face, laughing louder after he did so.
“Come,” he bellowed to the other warriors as he gave a violent pull to the captives still leashed to the rope he held. “Let’s make these three wish their skin was not pale. Prepare your skinning knives.”
“Wait!” Fysan commanded. “As a white man and a holder of a blood right, I will speak to them before you mete out your justice.”
Atokwa only laughed harder.
“Very well, white filth. Speak to them if you think it will ease their pain.”
Fysan moved to the three captives who had been alert during the exchange despite the obvious marks of torture on each of them. He gave each man a hard look in the eye, inwardly blessing their passage to the final resting place of their Ealders before producing a short dagger from the sleeve of his jacket. He made three quick thrusts into each man’s heart, sliding his blade cleanly between the ribs of their bare chests. He finished before Atokwa or the warriors had even realized what he had done.
“I have carried out their sentence as is my right as a white man,” he said as the group closed in on him, stopping before they actually took hold of him.
He looked at each dying Westermon who had dropped to their knees, and the last one mouthed a silent thank you before falling face first onto the hard ground.
Atokwa was silent as he stood there holding the rope that still tied his now dead captives.
“You had better start walking to your place of death,” he said to Fysan, tossing the end of the rope into the fire. “You should use that on yourself before the sun rises,” he said looking at the bloodstained knife still in Fysan’s hand. “You cannot imagine the pain you will feel from it when I find you in the morning.”
He spit into his face one last time before he turned and left the fire, his long angry strides taking him quickly into the camp and out of sight in the evening that had grown dark. The six warriors looked momentarily at Takohs and then to Fysan before they too quickly walked away.
“I cannot give you a horse now,” he said to Fysan.
“It doesn’t matter. Kwenhsa, can you run? I assume you can move unseen through the woods like your older brothers.”
The boy looked to his father, and when Takohs translated for him, he said to Fysan, “Yes, Kwenhsa run.”
“Good,” Fysan said to him. “We will see you on the equinox,” he said to Takohs. “Do not fail your people.”
He left the circle of light around the fire and went deeper into the woods, away from the plateau and the ride back to Wingeard. Until he stole a horse, he would not be able to move into the open. He hoped a Westermon force had moved farther south into the pass or he may not find a horse by dawn, not that he expected any of the Onayotek to find him after the sunrise or to stop him even if they did. It was the boy that concerned him now. When the sun rose, Tawine would be forced to take him back and remove the blood right, but the farther he got from the camp, the more unlikely it was that the boy would be able to find his way back, and once released from his obligation, Fysan had no intention of keeping the boy with him.
“Keep this path clear in your head,” he said to Kwenhsa. “When the sun rises, you can return to your mother.”
The blank look he received told him the boy did not understand what he had said. He knew a little of the boy’s tongue, and was trying to translate “mother” and “home” as they zigzagged through the trees, slowly making their way west toward the pass. He gave up trying to find the right Onayotek words, shaking his head in disbelief at finding himself burdened with the illiterate youth.
They went on at a brisk trot for a number of hours, and since he had been traveling since dawn, he found himself beginning to tire. The boy, of course, showed no signs that he was tired or even that he had been weaving through the thick pines for half the night.
Fysan slowed to a walk just as he smelled a fire ahead of them, the rich odor of burning pine needles unmistakable in the cold night air. This was an odd place to find anyone since it was too far from the Onayotek camps to the east and north, and too far south for any of the Westermon or Honon to have come. He kept silent, walking toward the source of the smell, and within a few minutes, he saw the woods lighten in front of him. He sensed no danger so he continued forward.
He frowned as he neared the fire when he realized who was there. It had really been the only person who would have been there.
“Has this fire been lit for us or is it only here to warm you?” he asked as he strode into its light.
“You are a fool,” Oreni said as she prodded the fire with a short stick, the end of which stayed lit as she pulled it from the flame.
She was sitting on a stump, too close to the ground, and her long legs bent awkwardly under her.
“You have said so before,” he said.
She shook her head when she saw the boy.
“A lucky fool it would seem. Why must you try to subvert my every move?” she asked. “You know who I am and yet you deceive yourself that you are my equal.”
“I indeed know who you are,” he said. “But it is you who seem to have forgotten who you are. You have not returned to your Sisters, have you?”
“There is no need,” she said, eyes flashing. “My task is clear.”
“As is mine,” Fysan said. “I don’t have time to continue this never-ending argument with you. We can resume our banter back at Wingeard. Right now, I need to keep moving. But you can take the boy. Send him back to his mother at dawn.”
Oreni laughed, loud and long.
“Ignorant man,” she said. “The boy cannot go home now. At sunrise, there will be no home for him to return to. He was safe until you intervened. He is your responsibility now.”
“I do not want him,” Fysan said, growing more irritated with her now than he had been for the last few weeks at Wingeard.
Oreni unfolded her long limbs and stood.
“Stupid white man,” she said shaking her head at him. “This boy is all that matters. He is the Blood of the Onayotek Nation. Left where he was, he was safe. Your meddling has removed him from the only place where he was secure. Now his parents will die. He is yours. You must now keep him safe at all cost.”
“Takohs and Tawine are stronger than you think. They will prevail.”
“Doubtful. It doesn’t change the fact it is not safe for the boy to return to them. You will take him with you. You will protect him.” Then in a tone that was neither argumentative nor combative, she said, “You and I disagree on many things, but you know this is true.”
Fysan looked at the boy. The regal brow and stern bearing were exact copies of his proud parents. The look on his face was strong and determined, even though he couldn’t have been older than ten summers. He held that pose although it was certain he couldn’t understand what they were saying.
All the boy should have really cared about was that he was not at his mother’s side, was deep in the forest with two strangers on a cold winter night, and that he was unlikely to see his home for some time. Yet he stood there, standing in front of Oreni’s fire, as if it were the only place on Hauden that he should be on this night. At the moment, Fysan knew it to be true; the boy was where he needed to be.
“Take the boy to Wingeard,” Oreni said earnestly. “You and I have put events into motion that neither of us can stop now. Whichever side prevails, the boy must be kept safe. More than just the Onayotek depend upon it. I depend upon it, and therefore, the fate of both the red and white man depends upon it. I do not need to return to my Sisters to know this truth. You must take the boy.”
Reluctantly, Fysan accepted her plea. He had spent enough time with her to know the true words from the false when she spoke.
“He is still bound to me,” he said in response, now realizing that Tawine would never take him back and remove the obligation from him, even under the pain of a slow death.
How far Atokwa would extend his violence, and how strong Takohs and Tawine really were, he didn’t know. The equinox was still nine weeks away.
“It was as much to get away from Ofst as anything else,” Brancynn boomed. “He is never here with his people.”
“And he’s been gone four days?” Ashaer asked, ignoring the outburst.
“Almost five,” Brancynn said too loudly for the confining corridor they were walking. “He slipped away in the middle of the night right after I sent the original party. He caught up with them and ordered them back, telling them I had changed my mind and had decided to send him after all. Of course, I didn’t find out about it until it was too late to send another party after the insolent bastard.”
Ashaer refrained from chiding Brancynn who seemed to care more that his wishes had been disregarded than he did for the safety of Blonhaft; he knew better than to stand between brothers or to take sides. Had he been there, he too would have tried to dissuade his friend from riding north. Blonhaft’s ride across the barren plateau that stretched across the entire range of the South Arm would be much different than his journey into the marsh had been. Ashaer had ridden over that rocky wide-open terrain many years ago, going to the foot of Gax, and he knew Blonhaft would find nowhere to hide once he left the safety of the rolling hills and valleys north of Ofst.
“Let’s wish him luck then,” he said to Brancynn. “Blonhaft has just done a courageous thing. If I were you, I would be praying that you have not seen the last of your brother. Let’s hope that he is more resourceful than we are, and that he returns to us. Even cloaked in shadow, I would not travel as far as he will go with Onyare preparing his warriors.”
“What do you mean?” Brancynn asked, his irritation abating only slightly.
“He will ride all the way to the mountains, attempting to get an accurate assessment of Shotak numbers and when Onyare will attack,” Ashaer stated.
“What?” Brancynn yelled even louder. “The plan was to ride out onto the plateau and watch from there. He can’t ride all the way to the South Arm unseen!”
“That is why I would ask your Ealders to watch over him so that he may see his people again,” Ashaer said, as he turned and left Brancynn standing alone in the empty corridor.
“We’re being followed,” Eessan said.
“Yes, since sunset,” Blonhaft answered. “And they are on foot. Not that we’ve been riding faster than a steady walk for the past few hours anyway.”
“Shall I circle behind them?” Bendian asked.
“They would know you were coming,” Blonhaft said, shaking his head. “I’m certain they would find a way to elude you.”
“Unlikely,” she stated matter-of-factly. “Find me a better tracker than myself.”
“It is following us,” Blonhaft replied. “Ashaer might not even be able to lose them. A more direct approach will be needed.”
“Now that is something I can handle quite well,” Eessan said, pulling his sword free. “Shall we turn on them?”
“You won’t need that either, Cousin,” Blonhaft said. “They wouldn’t fight even if they were armed. Put the sword away. If we just turn and wait, they will come.”
They had been riding most of the day in a straight line, and were just to the west of the rocky cliffs along the coast. They knew that when the morning sun rose in their faces, the purple peaks of the South Arm would be silhouetted on the horizon. The heavy wind that blew in from the sea was warm enough to keep what little rain fell this far north from turning to snow, but it did little to cheer the barren landscape. The cloudy day had turned into a dark night, but the darkness did nothing to alter dreariness of the land. They stopped and turned the horses to wait.
“Light a lantern,” Blonhaft said to Bendian. “It’s ok,” he added, sensing Eessan’s questioning look even though he could barely see the man in the darkness. “If we were in any danger of being spotted from the north, we would never have been aware that we were being followed.”
It only took a minute for Bendian to pull a small lantern and oil from her saddlebags. She stood in front of her horse, holding the light before her as they waited, surrounded by the bubble of light that was just large enough to reveal the three horses. They hadn’t waited long when Blonhaft addressed the dark air in front of them.
“Step out of the darkness, he who walks without light,” he commanded.
They heard a shuffle on the rocky ground to their left before a crouched figure moved into the light. It appeared to be using its hands as well as its feet to crawl across the ground, head still bent as if guided by its nose. It was barefoot and bare-chested, covered only by a pair of short wooly breeches. Wild black hair fell down its dirty back as it turned its head upward, the wide eyes not even squinting in the light of the lantern. Slowly, it raised itself to a standing position, and as the animal visage started to drop away, a reed slender boy stood just under the nose of Blonhaft’s horse.
“Do you have a name, he who also walks without light?” an adolescent voice croaked.
Blonhaft smiled despite his intent to remain serious as the night air carried the echo of the boy’s Onontaer accented voice away.
“Yes,” he said. “I suppose you did the seeking, and those thus found should answer first. I am Blonhaft Northmon. Eessan Bruchmon sits on my right,” he said, gesturing. “Bendian, Stantancynn daughter, stands beside you,” he finished, pointing to her.
The boy looked at each of them in turn before answering, and Blonhaft had the feeling that he had just committed their names and faces to an unalterable memory behind those wide black eyes. A fleeting image of Reodni flashed into Blonhaft’s mind as he looked at the boy, and his hand went to the hilt of his new sword; however, he reflexively subdued the memory of Reodni, pushing the pain and sadness of that day from conscious thought.
“I am Ketshenryes,” the boy said after tilting his head queerly at Blonhaft. “You may call me Ket. This is my sister, Yakennihtyaks,” he said, pointing to a tall woman who had just then stepped into the circle of light. “I call her Nihty, and you may as well.”
She was much taller than her brother, although she was just as slender of build. Her rough black hair was fanned around her shoulders and cascaded down her back, and it was just as wild and dirty as the boy’s. She was dressed in heavy woolen pants and moccasins, the dirt-gray unshorn fabric well worn and thin. A tight fitting jacket of the same material covered her arms and back, but it was open at the neck, and it just managed to hide her large chest. She had her brother’s round black eyes, although the full lips and broad nose of a woman rather than the skinny face of a boy accompanied them. She handed a smaller jacket and a pair of moccasins to Ket. Neither of them carried any other item.
She shook the boy’s shoulder to get his attention, and lightly scolded him in their native tongue before he took the clothes from her. She didn’t say anything else, and looking at Blonhaft, she waited for him to decide what he was going to do next.
“We are well met then, Ket and Nihty,” Blonhaft said before dismounting, as the boy slowly slid into the additional clothes. “We can stop here for a short rest. We have just enough wood left for one small fire. It is safe enough for a fire,” he said to Bendian.
“Go two hundred more paces toward where the sun will rise, and you will light no more fires if you want to live,” the boy said as the last of the animal appearance left his face once he was clothed.
“Then it is good that we are unlikely to find more wood until the shadows of the mountains can conceal us,” Blonhaft said.
Bendian began removing the last of the wood from her horse as Eessan dismounted and walked over to Blonhaft who had turned to move his horse away from the spot where the fire was to be made.
“The endurance of the Onontaer is legendary,” he whispered, putting both the horses between them and the new arrivals. “But even still, I don’t see how they could have traveled this far north on foot, and done so without provisions. Are you sure they are alone?”
“Yes, quite,” Blonhaft said.
“Well, we’re traveling very light as well, and we don’t have food and water to spare. Also, we can’t let them slow us if we are to return to Ofst within a few days.”
“They won’t slow us down,” Blonhaft said. “On the contrary, it will be us who slow them. And I wouldn’t worry about their need for food. They would have managed just fine without us. They will share our food out of politeness rather than necessity.”
“But what are they doing out here?” Eessan asked.
“Same thing we’re doing; scouting,” Blonhaft said. “Many of the Onontaer have moved south, and some have even crossed the Ord to take up the vacant Onayotek lands, but most of their warriors have stayed north. They require the same information we do regarding the Shotak war parties. It is not a coincidence that our paths have crossed, I don’t think. We each will have need of the other before our mission in the mountains is done,” he said, looking at Eessan’s sword.
“Well not to seem insensitive, but I might have chosen companions that smelled better,” Eessan said in a lower whisper. “They are feral.”
“Yes they are,” Blonhaft said. “But replace the sheepskin with fine linen, and you would have two that would sit at your table. Both birth and temperament would allow nothing less.”
Eessan glanced over his shoulder at the pair. The boy was scurrying in and out of the lantern light bringing what few twigs and grass could be taken from the rocky soil to the fire, while his sister had taken the wood from Bendian and was squatting on the ground, expertly laying it together to receive the spark.
“Aye, she would be attractive enough with a change of clothes and a bath,” he said in an even lower whisper. “Not sure about sitting at my table though.”
“You should be,” Blonhaft said. “She is the Clan Mother of the Onontaer Nation.”
With that pronouncement, he took Eessan’s horse in hand with his own and finished tethering them away from the fire that had just started to pop and burn. After doing the same with Bendian’s, he returned to the fire with a small pack of dried meat and a water skin that was to be their supper. Once seated around the fire, Ket grew quiet as the demeanor of authority shifted to Nihty.
“How long have you been away from your home fire?” Blonhaft asked her after the meat and water had been passed.
“More than a full cycle of the moon has passed since the White Lady of Fayersae left our fire with Tsitsho, our War Chief, standing tall beside his Ganien brother,” Nihty said, and her voice was deep, yet less heavily accented than Blonhaft had expected. “On my order, the Onontaer have honored their commitment to the white man, and our warriors have strung their bows and filled their quivers; however, since my people stand first should the snake in the north move off his mountain, it seemed wisest to determine his intentions with my own eyes. When Tsitsho went toward the setting sun, my brother and I started walking toward the rising.”
“Then it is likely you have outpaced events,” Blonhaft said. “Not all of your red brethren have stayed true to their word. The Onayotek are no longer our brothers. They have turned their backs on us and fled their lands.”
“They have done more than that,” Eessan interjected. “Tellan Fayersae lies mutilated and unburied on their soil,” he spat out.
If Nihty felt any emotion upon learning of the Onayotek betrayal, she kept it hidden. She leaned into the fire and turned two logs as the flame jumped higher, eager to consume the new fuel. She pulled her hand back slowly without mark or burn before resuming her cross-legged posture.
Blonhaft looked into her eyes. She was much younger than he had originally thought. She undoubtedly had the leadership of her people thrust upon her at too young an age just as they had, he realized.
“When an unjust act is committed that defiles the land,” she said after the weight of Eessan’s words had evaporated, “then the soil no longer belongs to those that would tread there.”
“Many of your people have indeed started moving south of the Ord as the threat in the north has grown,” Blonhaft said in response.
She seemed to accept this announcement without surprise.
She met Eessan’s look, and after a few moments she said to him, “You will find us better neighbors than your last.”
After a pause, Eessan said to Blonhaft, “You were right.”
Then to Nihty he said, “Yakennihtyaks, I would be pleased to have you sit at my table as both a neighbor and a friend. Where it is in my power, I will see to it that my people do not prejudice our new neighbors on the actions of our old.”
After another long look into Eessan’s eyes, she said, “I would sit at your table as Nihty then. We are not much different, Bruchmon and Onontaer. Each of us does what we must,” she said, holding her hands out and looking at her dirty clothes.
Eessan nodded to her in response.
“Yes,” Blonhaft said with a change of subject. “And what we must do is to figure out how to cross the distance between here and the mountain without being seen.”
“We run,” Ket said suddenly. “Nihty, we must hurry. The sun will soon return.”
They all sat silent for a second. They had nearly forgotten that Ket was there as he sat at the edge of the firelight with his knees pulled under his chin, rocking to and fro on the hard ground. The light of the fire did not even reflect off the black sockets of his wide eyes that stared over his kneecaps.
“Can you leave the horses for a day or two?” Nihty asked. “If so, you can return to them when we are finished in the mountains. They are strong animals, and should not suffer greatly without food and water in that time. Otherwise, set them free. They will find what they need.”
“We can leave them,” Blonhaft answered. “And I think Ket means to leave now,” he said to Eessan and Bendian. “Let’s do this,” he ordered, standing.
They finished removing the saddles and bridles from the horses, leaving only a halter to keep them from running off. Hunger or thirst would not keep them tethered for more than a few days anyway, so there was really no need to set them free while there was a chance that they would make it back to them in time.
“Now, we will get to see how the legendary endurance of Bruchmon compares with that of the Onontaer,” Blonhaft said to Eessan.
“And you?” Eessan asked with a wide smile.
“We both know that within fifteen minutes I will be winded and wish I was dead.”
Eessan let out a hearty laugh.
“Come Bendian; let’s show Northmon and Onontaer how to run.”
Ket sprang away from the dying fire and disappeared into the blackness before the echo of Eessan’s voice had faded. Nihty and Bendian followed just as quickly, and Eessan hesitated only for a second before he too jumped into the night.
“Please let me be my mother’s son,” Blonhaft whispered in a silent prayer to the Bruchmon Ealders as he too set out to match the pace.
Their pace was quick, although it was broken with frequent but short rests as Ket would suddenly stop and shift from side to side as if trying to find the exact path through what Blonhaft assumed was a uniform unending rocky plain. The boy had shed his jacket and moccasins, and was again moving as much with his hands as with his feet, and he led as much with his nose as he did his eyes.
They went on like that well into the night, and although his legs and lungs burned, Blonhaft had numbed somewhat to the monotony of the run and was able to keep up with the group. The ground gradually started to rise in front of them as outcroppings of rock started to block and thwart their progress. Even Ket seemed to slow when the gradient steepened and the footing became less sure, and by the time the sky had started to lighten in front of them, they had slowed to a walking climb as they wove their way up the initial slopes of the South Arm. Dawn arrived to find them resting in the shelter of a small crevice, although the sun was still many hours behind the mountain that towered above them.
Ket had re-donned the rest of his clothes, and he had actually curled up and fallen asleep at Nihty’s feet. They passed some dried meat between them again, and each sparingly drank from the shrinking water skins at their hips. Nihty refused the offer of water, and Blonhaft didn’t insist that she take some, knowing she would drink if she needed to.
“We need to go west along the face of this ridge,” she said in a hoarse whisper. “We shouldn’t stay here long.”
By not long, she meant no more than a quarter hour, and when she shook Ket, the boy snapped awake as if he had never even closed his eyes.
“We are still exposed up here,” she said to him.
He looked wildly around, quickly surveying the descent below them as well as the path before and aft of them. He stood, and only half crouching, he began moving west. After a few hours scrambling across the face of the ridge like this, Nihty stopped.
“There,” she said, pointing to a large boulder.
Ket hunched forward, and again surveyed the surroundings with his intense black eyes before he nodded.
Ket and Nihty stooped under the overhang of the boulder she had pointed to. The looser rock and soil had eroded away, leaving a cramped nook that was something between a cave and the open side of the mountain. The midmorning light still had not penetrated its shadows, but more importantly, it would be deep enough to obscure them when the sun crossed the mountaintop to light the entire southern slope.
Exhaustion finally took Blonhaft’s legs as he realized this would be the end of their march until the sun went down. They crawled under the rock, tightly bunched together. Blonhaft laughed to himself despite the ache in every muscle of his body as he was crushed between Eessan and Bendian. They now smelled no better than their new companions, and they were starting to look the same as dirt and sweat were caked on their clothes and hair.
He must have slept the entire day because when he woke, it was nearly dark and he could barely see the legs of his companions standing outside the nook in front of him. He moved to extract himself from the cramped rock, and the shock of pain in his stiff body was so expected that he was able to push it aside. He stretched his stiff back, and took a long swallow of water from the skin that Bendian had handed him. He started to thank her, but her hand shot out to cover his mouth. She shook her head violently, and pointed down slope. In the fading twilight, he could just see the shapes of a group of Shotak moving off down the mountain.
After a few minutes, Ket appeared from below, crawling on all fours. He was completely naked. He signed a few quick gestures to Nihty.
“There are four of them,” she said softly. “Normal patrol that is so complacent with routine that we might have to bump into them before they would take notice. They will quickly move to flatter easier terrain, and leave this mountainside to us.”
They watched as the Shotak did indeed angle downward before disappearing into the night.
“Let’s go. We only have an hour or so to clear this arm of the mountain if we are to have any hope of retreating to safety before the light of day. Ket, find our path,” she commanded in a tone that Blonhaft would have used on a dog.
When he crawled away, they followed the naked boy, and Blonhaft noticed that Nihty hadn’t even picked up his clothes that were lying just inside the nook out of sight.
They had traveled farther than he’d thought before their rest, and even in the darkness, he could tell they were nearing the southwestern arm of the mountain. They followed Ket, and he climbed a little higher as the night sky slowly began to brighten just over the ridge in front of them. Each lay flat as they crawled the last dozen yards to the crest. When they cleared the arm of the mountain, a wide valley opened up in front of them, its depth and breadth demarcated by hundreds of fires that burned as far as the eye could see.
The eastern ancestral staging grounds of the Shotak Nation lay before them.
Blonhaft panned the scene below him, and he knew that the three of them would not have been able to get this close without the boy. They would have gotten close enough to know for certain that the Shotak were gathering, but would not have been able to get close enough to deduce their numbers.
“How many and how soon?” was all he asked.
“I’ve seen many an army grouped for battle,” Eessan answered. “There are no fewer than three-thousand there, more if they are crowding their fires.”
“And the Shotak would not be camped here if they were not ready to march,” Nihty added. “A week would be the longest that they would usually stay here; maybe ten days with a number this large.”
“Is there any way to know their intentions with more certainty?” Blonhaft asked.
“Yes, by light of day,” Nihty said.
“Then we have learned all we can,” Eessan said. “The quicker we return to Ofst, the more warning we can give. Let’s just hope this horde doesn’t break camp on our heels.”
Just as Eessan finished, Ket started moving up the slope again, and to the dismay of Blonhaft, he stayed on the west side of the ridge. He started to protest before a silencing look from Nihty stopped him. She motioned for them to follow as well.
They moved that way for a few hundred yards, and Blonhaft started to breathe easier when he realized they were high enough to be well out of sight to anyone below them. It was still a dark night, and the multitude of fires did nothing to illuminate the mountainside. He knew that noise should be their biggest worry, although even now, the low rumble of voices and drumbeats started to fill the night as they neared the vast camp below them.
They had arched into the valley from the arm of the mountain, and Ket had angled down even farther. The sound of a small mountain stream running black in front of them trickled into the air. The boy made another dozen hand signs to Nihty before quickly jumping farther down the slope.
“They will have moved all their horses into this vale,” she said. “The numbers may not tell us when they might leave, but we may know how many will be on horseback. Come on, let’s follow, but stay on the slope.”
When they stopped, a few fires burned in the narrow vale, and although they couldn’t see the horses, they could smell them. They heard nothing but the water until the loud cascade of falling rock behind them caused them to start and nearly slide down the hillside themselves. They watched as not twenty yards behind them a dozen Shotak warriors slid down onto a flat grassy spot below them, just at the edge of sight. When they began to build a fire, Blonhaft knew they only had seconds to act, but Ket had moved out of sight. Fortunately, the warriors began talking loudly, completely unaware that they had just trapped the spies between the mountain and the stream.
Eessan loosened his sword.
Nihty didn’t stop him and just said in a low whisper, “You will need it to free yourselves, but it will need to be quick and quiet. You cannot kill them all without alerting more. We will draw some of them away,” she said just as Ket reappeared, signing quickly.
When he finished, she said to Blonhaft, “There are no more than two-hundred horses here. There isn’t a way forward through this vale for the three of you. You must return the way we came.”
To Ket she said, “Are you ready?” just as the first light of the new fire below them started to brighten the hillside.
When he nodded, she reached down and pulled her jacket over her head and dropped it on the ground. Just as quickly she shed her pants and moccasins to stand there as naked as the boy. She crouched low to the ground, feet and hands spread as if to pounce catlike. When she turned her face to them, her eyes were as black as the boy’s.
“Go!” was all her guttural voice rasped as she jumped down the hill with Ket at her heals.
They heard Nihty and Ket splash across the stream just as the Shotak did, and it was followed by numerous neighs from spooked horses. Eight of the warriors quickly followed Nihty and Ket as the horses erupted into a panic in the dark.
Instinct took them, and Eessan pulled his sword free and jumped down the slope just as the four who remained by the fire saw them. Bendian actually reached them first, and before they could yell to the backs of their disappearing comrades who had already splashed into the stream, sharp swords quickly found flesh. Three were dead before they had even moved a hand to the axes at their belts, and the fourth wasn’t even able to parry Bendian’s second thrust that came under his chin; the life dropped off his face as his eyes rolled into his head toward the point of her sword that stuck out the top of his skull.
Blonhaft stared for a moment at his blood-covered sword that had started to shine with a deep red hue. This was the sword’s first blood he realized, but he instantly knew that if they were to escape this mountainside with their lives, it would not be via the sharp edge of his blade.
Ket was gone. He would have to find the way out. He wiped the blade clean on the back of a Shotak and slid it into the soft leather scabbard.
“Follow. Now!” he commanded, moving up and out of the firelight, back the way they had come. The din in the vale quickly faded when they re-crested the ridge and began moving away from the Shotak encampment.
Blonhaft knew they had some time and did not need to panic. The four they had slain were unlikely to be noticed until the horses were calmed, and even if they were found sooner, the direction of inquiry should still take any pursuit into the vale. He also knew it would take a little time before the events were sorted out and commands given to widen the search. Eventually groups with torches would be sent out to scour the mountainside, and they might even set the hounds after them; it wasn’t the nighttime pursuit that concerned him, however, but the coming light of day.
They ran until he was certain they had moved beyond the range of any knee-jerk pursuit before he slowed to a trot. He was finding a clear path in the dark, but he knew that to escape untracked would require more than that. He now understood what Ket had been doing with his sideways diversions and zigzags. He wasn’t just finding them a route free of obstacles, but a path safe from pursuit. If Ket had been finding such a path, then that meant it existed, and all he had to do was find it. But how, he thought as he slowed to a walk?
“Let’s keep moving,” Eessan said as he started to push past Blonhaft to lead.
“No,” Blonhaft said, grabbing his jacket to hold him back. “We cannot just run into the night and hope that the morning light will keep us safe. It will not be distance that wins our freedom, but time. If our path is found they will catch us no matter how far we have run. We need to create time by making sure our path is not found. That may not protect us from random pursuit under the light of day, but it will protect us from a coordinated hunt if they track us.”
Eessan continued to push past him, but the struggle was brief as Blonhaft raised his voice and held the man tight.
“Cousin, you know I am right. Speed will not win the day here. Let me do this. You both are Bruchmon,” he said looking also at Bendian. “You can do this too. Help me find the untraceable path. In your mind, just turn your tracking skill around and use it to produce a course that is difficult to follow,” he said, at once unlocking the puzzle for himself.
Eessan stopped resisting, and Blonhaft saw that they both had started to ponder his words. He moved his thoughts back to the mountainside and the land in front and below them, before starting forward cautiously. He found his steps beginning to shuffle, and his back bent slightly. Without even realizing it, he found himself running his hands along the ground, seeming to feel his way across the rocky soil. He began to angle down and after a few hundred yards he started moving straight down the slope.
“We aren’t moving off the mountain yet, are we?” Eessan asked.
“No,” Bendian answered. She had been following Blonhaft closely, and was also starting to skirt and scurry across the dry earth. “This is the path the Shotak will follow. It is logical that we would tire and wish to find flatter ground. This is the direction our pursuers would take if they were fleeing, so they will assume as much from us.”
When they had moved down the mountain and felt the land start to spread flatter under their feet, Blonhaft slowed to a near crawl and started shifting to the east, nearly perpendicular to the base of the mountain. Crablike, he led them like this for nearly an hour before he suddenly stopped and stood upright.
“We can rest here for a minute, but do not sit and further spoil the soil. We have a hard climb to return to Ket’s original path,” he said, pointing to the dark mountainside that they could not see but could still feel. “We must make this climb with haste. Dawn is not as far away as we need it to be.”
They drank the last of their water, knowing that they had passed none on the previous night’s trek; they needed to get back to the horses and start the ride to Ofst before they would find more.
“Let’s climb. And be as careful as you can here,” Blonhaft said. “We need to make this path as free from wandering eyes as possible. It will be here that a patrol or search party will find our true trail.”
By the time they reached the flatter edge of the slope, well up the mountainside, each of them was starting to tire. Dawn was no more than a few hours away, and they had not been covering as much ground as they had done the previous night, both because of Blonhaft’s hesitant inexperienced pace and their fatigue. They continued on the best they could in silence until the dark night sky started to lighten ever so slightly. With each passing minute, it grew lighter and lighter, and as they knew their steps should be getting faster, they were actually slowing as exhaustion started to set in. Blonhaft abruptly stopped as Eessan and Bendian nearly stumbled into him.
“Two obvious choices would seem to be all that confront us,” he said breathlessly. “One, we simply stop and rest in the closest thing that will serve to hide us; or two, we keep moving and get as far as we can before we collapse. Either will leave us vulnerable and exposed up here. We need another option.”
Eessan rested a hand on the hilt of his sword and said, “It is unlikely we would fight our way clear. Even if we were spotted by a smaller patrol that we could handle, a few would flee to report our location. If we keep moving, however, then perhaps they will have farther to go before they bring numbers that we could not overcome. If the party is large enough to take us without splitting up, then we just take as many as we can with us to our grave; therefore, I say we keep moving until we are spotted or can walk no farther.”
“As I said, we need another option,” Blonhaft said. “But until another one presents itself, yours is a sensible plan. Let’s keep moving then.”
They had not gone more than a furlong before Bendian stopped them with a sharp tug and a gesture to remain quiet, and just as they had stopped moving, all three heard what they had feared for hours: footsteps on the rocks below them.
Bendian held up four fingers before signing a full five. It was not light enough to reveal much detail on the bare hillside, but every minute brightened the early dawn. Blonhaft glanced around for any rock, outcropping or crevice to hide in until the patrol made its way past them, but there was nothing to be found in the dim light. Frantically, he sought another way out as each of them loosened their swords, steeling their resolve to make whatever stand they could should they be spotted.
As his hand rested on his sword, the single ruby gave off a brief glow. The faint echoes of his meeting with Reodni touched the back of his mind again, and this time, he brought the suppressed memory to conscious thought.
Yes, he remembered, she had been hidden much like a Ganien when they had first met. He had shattered that shadow, and now he understood that the initial look on her face had been pain. The creation of her shadow had required much of her strength, and his dispelling of it had sapped what remained. Her ability to create that shadow was not innate, but the power was there; if she had done it, he realized, he could too. Like the seeking of a path that would remain hidden to anyone that might follow, he knew the hiding was just the reverse of the finding. He now knew how to create shadow, but his shoulders slumped as he realized the cost such a spell would have on him.
Bendian motioned downhill, and they clearly saw the outlines of five Shotak on patrol. It would be only a matter of seconds before they were spotted and forced to kill all five before any got away; however, even if they did kill them all, the marring of the hillside during the scuffle would be no different than lighting a beacon to announce their location since the next patrol would find the bodies, and them soon after.
Blonhaft grabbed each of them by the shoulder and pulled them back to a small boulder, and they each moved into a crouch. He motioned for them to sit and to be still. When they were all sitting and had become motionless, he just bowed his head and became blind, pulling all the shadows around them over the tops of their heads.
Hoping that Eessan and Bendian understood what was happening, he whispered, “rest, sleep,” and just before blackness overtook him, he realized the green stone at his chest had not burned him when he’d cast the spell of shadow.
It was almost dark when he opened his eyes, and he knew that he had been unconscious the entire day. Eessan was standing in front of him and Bendian was still sitting beside him.
When she saw that he had opened his eyes, she said, “He’s awake.”
Eessan turned.
“Can you stand, Cousin?” he asked.
Blonhaft felt nothing. His mind and body were numb from fatigue, yet he knew his body still had enough strength to go on. In the back of his mind he knew he had done so before as the flashback of Reodni’s soft touch brought him enough strength to reach out his arm. Eessan’s firm grip pulled him upright. His head spun for only a moment before it cleared, and his legs held him.
“Thank you, Cousin,” he said. “You will have to lead, dear friend,” he said to Bendian. “I cannot. Make directly for the horses. This shadow will surround us for a little while yet, and it will be enough to hide us at night.”
The pace quickened once they reached the gentler downward slope despite their thirst and tired legs. The sky had partially cleared for the first time in almost a week, and the slight lightening to the land that it offered actually brought them comfort rather than worry. They had likely outpaced the wandering patrols, and if a coordinated search had found their path, they would be caught whether is was the dark of night or the light of day. As long as Bendian’s sight was straight and true, they would reach the horses within a few hours, and even if the horses were no longer tied and had wandered off, they knew they could lose themselves along the rocky coast and make their way back to Ofst on foot if necessary.
“What will become of Ket and Nihty?” Eessan asked as they trotted side-by-side, no longer concerned about leaving an unmarked trail. “Once that camp was awakened to intruders, I fear that they would not have gotten out of that vale.”
“No, not if they sought to walk out on two legs,” Blonhaft said. “Even now, we are still in more danger than they were ever in. Remember, it is us that slowed them. They will be fine, especially now that they are free of us.”
“Waho, Har, to heel!” commanded a heavy Shotak voice. Two wheaten colored hounds let out a final bark, and they backed away from Nihty who they had pressed up against the rough base of a gnarled tree, the trunk shredded and nearly clawed bare.
“What have Wira’s beasts coursed for us today?” the same voice asked just as he saw Nihty stand, pulling Ket whom she had been shielding tight against her. His eyes widened as they settled on her naked body. He hardly seemed to notice Ket who was bleeding from a dozen scratches and bites where the dogs had pulled him from the lowest branches of the tree. “This will be a new feast,” he said with a different appetite.
“She is mine,” snarled a new voice. “And the dogs will have her first.”
Another Shotak came out of the trees and stepped into the early morning light of the clearing. Both sides of his face were gouged deep, and one of his eyes had been scratched out of his head. Blood was also soaking the front of his ripped pants as he limped up to the dogs, grabbing both roughly by the scruff of the neck.
“You can have whatever is left when Waho and Har have finished. Dead, alive, you take your woman either way anyway.”
“Does he?” a clear female voice rang out.
A thin woman of medium height stepped into the clearing opposite the two men and the dogs. Her skin was fairer than the dark Shotak, and her straight hair that hung to her lower back had a deep golden shine to it. She was dressed completely in spotless ram skin, the jacket, leggings and boots matching seamlessly. A tan cape of the same fabric was wrapped over her narrow shoulders, and it nearly touched the ground when she walked.
The two hunters had blanched at the sight of her, although the one-eyed one quickly regained his wild look. The dogs seemed to take no notice of her, and they were tensed in anticipation of being set loose upon their prey again, their bared teeth and muzzles quivering and dripping blood.
“Well, if you would set the dogs on her then do it,” she said to one-eye as she crossed the clearing.
One-eye didn’t hesitate.
“Waho, Har, take her!” he commanded, pushing the hounds roughly forward.
They let out a yelp, and with a single bound they were airborne ready to land when a loud crack split the morning air. They dropped dead at Nihty’s feet, and both their heads had snapped back so violently that they had torn at the throat. The woman stood with both arms shot out in front of her as dark wisps of smoke quickly dissipated from her fingertips.
She looked at One-eye whose jaw had dropped open as he stared at his lifeless hounds. He turned to her and started to protest just as another loud crack shot through the forest. His torso dropped to the ground, and his head seemed to hang in the air a moment before bouncing onto the earth, his one eye still seeing and his jaw gaping even lower.
The woman looked at Nihty who hadn’t moved or flinched at the approaching hounds.
“It is an easy thing to destroy an animal,” she said to Nihty. “A human would be much more difficult.”
“And you,” she said to the remaining Shotak who had paled and looked as if he would be sick. “Do you really take your woman dead or alive?”
“I, I have never had a woman,” he stammered, eyes widening in fear as she walked over to him.
“How many others know you are here and what the hounds have flushed?”
“No one; it was just me and Wira,” he said. He wet himself as he started to shake.
She stood in front of him and let his fear build.
When his bowels loosened she said, “Then leave this wood. If any are told what you have witnessed here, I will find you, and your last sight will be watching your body drop away from your head. Go!”
He bolted before she had finished her command, his wild heedless break into the leafless undergrowth echoing through the wood. After the sound of his flight had died away, the woman walked over to Nihty who still had not moved, holding Ket tight. She reached down and carefully pulled Ket away from her.
“Rest here, dear boy,” she said, gently brushing his cheek as she helped him to sit away from the leaves that had become soaked from the bloodied hounds.
She then turned to Nihty.
“Dirty ignorant bitch!” she spat as her hand shot out and grabbed Nihty’s hair just behind the ear. “I should have let those dogs mount you, and then let both men have what would have remained. How could you have brought Ketshenryes here?” she yelled as she twisted Nihty’s head and pulled her to the ground.
She continued yanking her head until she had pulled her prone, and she dragged her a few yards away from the tree through the blood, leaves and dirt before releasing her just as roughly.
She then went to Ket and knelt beside him. She pulled a soft piece of linen from a pouch at her belt, and after soaking it with water from the skin at her waist, she began to clean his wounds. Most were just scratches, and only one more serious bite still bled at his calf. She wrapped it with another piece of linen, and when she had tied it tight, the bleeding had stopped. Ket had remained still as she’d dressed the wound while they both watched Nihty get up from the ground.
Nihty stood straight, and pulled her hair off her face and forehead. She brushed the dead leaves and blood-mud from her breasts and stomach, also wiping as much of the grime from her hands as she could. She did the same to the rest of her body, and when there were no more leaves or clumps of mud on her, she said in a raised voice, “I am not an animal. Move away from that boy!”
The woman finished with the bandaging before standing. She walked over to Nihty again, and slowly circled her, examining her closely before she stopped in front of her. She met Nihty’s dark gaze with her own light brown eyes. It was then that Nihty noticed the yellow piece of amber hanging at her neck.
“Yes, you are Yakennihtyaks,” the woman said with a voice that was now softer as the amber stone brightened for an instant. “Still, you should not have come here with him. The Heart of the Onontaer Nation rests in that bleeding boy sitting on the ground there,” she said louder, pointing to Ket. “You must make sure nothing stops that heart. You have been a good sister, but he needs you to be his mother as well. A mother would never have brought him here.”
“As I must fill two roles, so must he,” Nihty said. “He is both brother and father. There is no one else who could have come. You know neither the dogs nor the men would have taken me and gotten to him. That he had slipped and fell, to be pulled from the tree, was of no consequence. My method would have differed from yours,” she said, glancing at the twisted necks of the hounds. “But if the men or the dogs had intended to kill us, they would be lying just as lifeless as they are now had you not been here.”
“Yes, that I no longer doubt,” the woman said thoughtfully after another long look at Nihty. “Return to your home fire with as much haste as possible. You must get the boy safely away from here,” she finished, handing the damp linen and the water skin to Nihty.
“Tell us your name,” Nihty said.
The woman turned from Nihty and walked over to Ket. She rested a hand on his shoulder.
“ The white man will know me as Geloni,” she said to him, and Nihty could not hear the answer.
Ofst was more of a fortification than an actual city. It was built at the narrow end of a small canyon near the headway of the River Branch. The bluffs that formed the canyon were not high, but they were layered into an upper and lower section, and nearly four furlongs separated the top of the lower bluffs from the bottom of the upper bluffs.
A short dam and small reservoir protected the northern end of the city. Two new channels had been dug to form the East and West Branch, and they diverted the flow of the water around the city, although they were often dry as the water was held back to control the depth of the river downstream or, like now, to deepen the reservoir in anticipation of an attack. The original riverbed had been paved with cobblestone, and it was the main link between the inner wall of the castle that sat against the dam, and the main gate at the Great South Wall. The southern wall was much wider and taller than the dam since the canyon flared out at the south end of the city, and the bluffs opened up before flattening out to join the rolling hills and plains.
Brancynn had ordered the Great Gate closed at sunset, and the city made its final preparations for the Shotak war parties that were reportedly moving with some haste from the southeast to the hills north of Ofst; traffic on the River Road was heavier than usual as those leaving the city went south, and those required to defend the city moved north. Brancynn paced the top of the wall above the gate with Ashaer, and he was cognizant that too few were actually entering the city to make any difference.
“Do we have any indication that they intend to make a direct assault on us?” he asked Ashaer.
“No, but with their numbers, nothing else makes sense,” Ashaer answered. “Symbolically and strategically, Ofst is the prize. They could move over the hills and harry the Onontaer holding the plain, but this early thaw hasn’t melted enough of the heavier snow to make that passage easy. They could also swing west and move toward Hollum Hill, or they could simply occupy the hills north and east of us. We couldn’t stop any of those actions, but once they did so, they would become vulnerable as time passed. Also, they wouldn’t have traveled this far and this fast if they were heavily burdened. They likely assume we are stronger than we really are, and they will feel the need to crush us here and secure this fort and its supplies for themselves.”
“They do have the numbers to overrun us from the north if they choose to, although the narrow canyon will make it very costly for them. Not that the cost of bodies and blood has ever slowed or stopped those red bastards before,” Brancynn said with a bitter taste in his mouth.
“We should worry less what price they pay to take Ofst from the north, and more about the price we will pay if they also block your retreat from the south,” Ashaer said.
“No one has ever breached this wall,” Brancynn said, stomping his heavy boot against the hard stone. “If they are foolish enough to trap themselves against it, they will be slaughtered as our horses ride in behind them. Our best hope in saving Ofst comes if they are stupid enough to try such a tactic.”
“They wouldn’t have to take the wall, but simply hold the field before it long enough so you couldn’t get out. They may be slaughtered by the time they take the city from the north and open the gates from within, but they would make that trade, I suspect.”
“They don’t have the numbers to assault north and south.”
“Maybe they don’t, but we don’t have the numbers to break out to the south should they surround us,” Ashaer said.
“We don’t have the numbers to defend just the north, even with the ten to one advantage the dam and bluffs will give us,” Brancynn sighed. “We are fortunate the winds have stayed warm and kept the surface of the reservoir from freezing, too,” he said more quietly as a city guard walked nearby; all who remained at Ofst knew they were too few to stand against the numbers that were marching across the plateau toward them, but Brancynn refused to allow their plight to dampen morale.
“Would that Muran had simply sent us five-hundred soldiers; damn him for dooming the House of Northmon! Baran has sent too few as well,” he said, growing angry again.
“Both are dealing with the Onayotek that are moving south and west across the Oryn Mountains. The assault here will not be the only blood that is shed tonight.”
Brancynn just shook his head. He knew how desperate the situation really was. Even the War Council had been unable to undo the damage that had been caused by years of inaction, and once the Shotak threat had become a reality, they had found a second front had been opened that kept Westermon and Bruchmon’s attention fixed to the south. In addition to the Onayotek betrayal, rumors were circulating that Fysan and the portion of Triumon that followed him had joined with the Onayotek, although Avanian had insisted that this was not true; however, Brancynn knew it hardly mattered if the rumor helped to keep Bruchmon and Westermon from sending troops north. Fayersae and the Triumon Loyalists held the Hills of Raumuth, and Byldan held the eastern Hills while Haldan and the Ganien with him held Hollum Hill; if you could count those three small forces sufficient to hold anything. Brancynn only hoped Minntan and the Nundawai kept their vast western flank protected.
Yes, they were virtually alone at Ofst. Northmon had never been a large House, even before the Plague Bringers that had killed so many prior to their flight to Hauden. If he tried to save Ofst, the House would end, and a feeling of hopelessness again overcame him as he watched more leave the city than enter.
Ashaer had ordered that their defense be short, and last just long enough to bloody the northern bluffs with Shotak dead before they gave up the city and fled south; the city would fall, but the House of Northmon would survive. Brancynn leaned on the inner parapet and looked across the byway to his castle. There had to be another way, he thought, as the prospect of fleeing and giving up his city galled him.
“Any word on Blonhaft and Eessan yet?” Ashaer asked, hiding his concern.
“No,” was all Brancynn said, thinking that Northmon might have become one fewer even before the battle had been joined.
“It would be a bitter blow to Bruchmon as well,” Ashaer said, reading his mind.
They had eventually caught the last two horses, but they had walked so far south along the coast before turning west toward Ofst, that they had just managed to stay ahead of the multitude of Shotak that had reached the first of the rolling hills north and east of the city. As it was, they had been pushed farther south into the deeper snows, and would not reach Ofst before the Shotak hordes, even though their horses had recovered most of their strength.
“The only choice is to ride toward the Branch,” Eessan said as they angled yet again to the south, out-riding a Shotak patrol on horse that had given up the chase after a quarter mile. “You will not make it to Ofst before the gates are closed, and you will never get in via the reservoir before the Shotak get there. Besides, the Bruchmon horse will have stayed south of the city if they have not altered their original plan. We can join the fight there.”
“I know,” Blonhaft said. The anxiety of the imminent battle had long ago left his mind, as the duty of defending the Northmon lands was all that remained inside him. “I had to try, though. I sure hope Bendian got through in time to give Brancynn warning on the numbers that are descending on him.”
“She had plenty of time. She is light, and that horse was fresh enough. It has been sixteen days.”
Yes it had, he thought. He knew they had done what they had set out to do, even though only one horse had still been tied when they had finally reached the camp where they had left them tethered. They had been fortunate that at least one of them had been able to ride back to Ofst with the information they had so painstakingly gathered. Still, he would have liked to have made it back to Ofst before the Shotak. He knew he was unlikely to see the city whole again.
They moved out of the hills and rode across the flat plains toward the river, pushing the horses as fast as they were able through the foot of muddy snow that still remained. They saw no more Shotak during the day, which meant they had stayed north and would make their assault on Ofst from that direction, just as everyone had expected they would.
They kept moving well after sunset, and they started weaving around the groves of bare trees that dotted the landscape around the river south of Ofst. They were nearing the river and the road when a dozen horses broke from the trees on their right. A dozen more formed a wedge and bore down on them from the left, and they saw their lances dip in the starlight of the clear night.
“Hold, Bruchmon and Northmon here!” Eessan screamed, pulling his horse up as he realized two-dozen Bruchmon cavalry were about to run them through.
The horses reined and veered off at the last second, encircling them nonetheless. The lead horseman flipped the visor up on his armet, and the battle-hardened face of Sciedencynn stared at them. Blood was splattered across man and horse, the battle already having come south of the hills.
“About damn time,” was all Sciedencynn said. “Reform you lines,” he yelled, closing the visor. “Get back to the river!”
The unit broke instantly on his command, and Blonhaft and Eessan hardly had to ask their horses to follow as they instinctively joined the group, easily keeping up with the stronger animals around them as the clang of mail and plate on both horse and man added itself to the sound of the hard gallop.
As they neared the river, Blonhaft could see the brightening on the horizon that meant the wood around Ofst had been set alight; the city might even be burning by now since it was well after midnight. They stopped when they reached the road, and Blonhaft could just hear the quick flow of the river below the embankment over the sound of the horses riding around them in the dark.
“Make another sweep to the northeast,” Sciedencynn ordered the group before dismounting. “Go no more than a mile and then circle back to the road. Keep it clear.”
The Bruchmon horses spun away from them and galloped into the din of the battle that was still too far north to be seen.
“Specifics,” was all Eessan said as he jumped off his horse and walked to a small tent and fire at the side of the road with Sciedencynn.
“We’ve been using the horse to keep the southern route open since sunset,” Sciedencynn said. “The Shotak have sent enough warriors out of the hills to keep us busy, but nothing more serious than that so far. They have concentrated all of their forces on the dam. Ashaer just left with thirty horses to engage another group that was seen coming out of the hills toward the road.”
“And Ofst?” Blonhaft asked from atop his horse, knowing the answer.
“The order was given two hours ago to abandon it,” Sciedencynn said. “The only reason we’re still here is that Brancynn has yet to come through the south gate. He is not dead as far as we know,” he said to Blonhaft’s look of concern. “But he must flee Ofst before they are completely overrun or we can no longer hold this road. My guess is the Shotak are starting to understand the indefensible position we are in given their numbers that are starting to move south. If we retreat now, we live. If we stay, we die. It’s that simple.”
A horse was heard galloping down the road, and it pulled up hard, sliding on the stone as the rider came suddenly upon the fire and tent, sending Eessan jumping aside at the last second. Blonhaft and the rider’s horses reared in surprise as they slid into each other.
“Brancynn just sent the last out of the gate,” a breathless messenger said to Sciedencynn after he’d steadied his horse. “They just made it out ahead of the Shotak that have swept out of the hills on the east. Ashaer will harass them long enough to cover our backs. He has ordered everyone to retreat toward Hollum Hill at once.”
Sciedencynn started barking orders immediately, and he seemed to forget Eessan and Blonhaft as he moved to obey Ashaer’s orders without hesitation. He knew no army was more vulnerable than one that was just preparing to leave the field in retreat. If order became chaos, they would be overrun. The camp started breaking apart as another dozen horses splashed across the river to join them. Bloodied and weary foot soldiers in Northmon colors started coming up the road from Ofst, adding to the confusion of the retreat.
Blonhaft pulled his horse sideways to the messenger, bumping against the men and horses that were moving against him. He reached and grabbed the man by the collar.
“Where is Brancynn?” he screamed above the din.
The man didn’t recognize him, and started to pull himself free from the rough grasp. Blonhaft nearly yanked the man out of the saddle, pulling his face against his own.
“I am Blonhaft Northmon! Where is Brancynn?” he yelled again.
“Ofst,” the man yelled back at him as a group on horses pushed between them, separating him from Blonhaft’s grip.
The road was too crowded with the southward flight of horse and foot, so Blonhaft kicked his horse toward the river and quickly forded the shallow water. He hadn’t gone more than a few furlongs before Eessan caught him, expertly reaching down and grabbing the horse’s bridle to pull it to a stop.
“Don’t, Cousin!” he yelled at Blonhaft. “One Northmon fool is enough!”
“He’s my brother!”
“Yes, but you are like one to me,” Eessan said, holding Blonhaft’s horse firm. “I would rescue Brancynn if I could, gladly giving my life for his. But I can’t. But I can keep you from repeating his foolhardy mistake!”
Blonhaft took a deep breath, but the clouds of anguish, despair and anger lingered. He was more like his brother than he’d ever admitted, he thought, as the boil in his blood slowly abated. Damn Brancynn’s arrogance! Blonhaft knew it was such a simple thing to follow a command as the voice of Sciedencynn could still be heard barking orders up the road. Ashaer had ordered, but Brancynn had not obeyed. Damn him, he thought again.
“We could use a hand with that rescue,” a deep voice off to their left said. “I don’t intend that anyone trade their life for Brancynn’s, however.”
Four horses came out of the shadows led by Haldan. Blonhaft quickly recognized Bendian on Haldan’s left, but not the other two, a young Ganien woman and a mulatto young man.
“Haldan Haelanhon,” Blonhaft said. “This is a surprise. It has been a long time.” When he saw the onyx wolf hanging in the hollow of the woman’s neck, he said, “Excuse me, but I do not know the young Mother at your side. Pardon my ignorance,” he said to her, bowing his head.
“No need for pardon,” she said. “I am Yakonwe. I did not know you either until you spoke, although Haldan and Bendian obviously recognized your voice. But if Brancynn is your brother, you are Blonhaft Northmon, and your near-brother Cousin here can only be Eessan Bruchmon,” she finished, looking at Eessan.
Blonhaft felt an odd sense of unity when his eyes met Yakonwe’s, and he immediately thought of Ket as something touched a nerve in the back of his mind. It was similar to how he felt around Ashaer at times, although it was something more subtle than her simply being a Ganien. He thought he saw a slight hint of perception on her face too as the green bands of her onyx stone seemed to glow dully in the dark. He didn’t see it, but he knew the ruby in his sword returned that glow. He glanced at the young man next to Haldan, and sensed a similar bond between them.
“This is Notta, son of Minntan and Nihtagala of Nundawai,” Haldan said in introduction when he saw Blonhaft looking at the young man. “I wish we had more time to acquaint or to get reacquainted, but we don’t. Already, we may be too late. Let’s go.”
He led them away from the river, and they angled into the hills west of Ofst. They could hear fighting on the road and in the hills to the east, but as they moved closer to Ofst, the sound of the battle actually started to fade. That could only mean that few, if any, remained in Ofst, although they were still too far south to hear any fighting that might still be ongoing at the dam. When they reached the edge of the canyon and the steady rise of the bluffs, Haldan stopped.
“Time to decide,” he said more to himself than to the group.
“Exactly what are you planning?” Eessan asked.
“We need to reach the western base of the dam,” Haldan said.
Eessan let out a laugh despite the seriousness on Haldan’s face.
“Are you mad? Do you know how many Shotak will be there? You’d never get that far unseen; perhaps a few hours ago, but not now. These bluffs will soon be crawling with Shotak.”
“It’s not getting there unseen that concerns me,” Haldan answered, glancing at Yakonwe. “It’s getting there at all. We need to find the way down the bluff to the water. There is supposed to be a hidden stair, but I’m not sure how to find it. I need to decide if we will approach from the upper bluff and climb down to the lower, or stay on the lower where there are sure to be Shotak.”
Eessan looked at Blonhaft, still not believing that Haldan was serious.
“I can find the stair,” Blonhaft said. “Describe to me what you know.”
Haldan hesitated for only a second before accepting the offer.
“Okay,” he said. “There is supposed to be a hidden stair cut into the lower bluff directly to the west of the dam. It descends into the water and goes all the way to the bottom of the reservoir. It’s only supposed to be visible from the water by looking straight up when one is directly underneath it, and of course, we are not starting from the water’s edge but the top of the bluff.”
Eessan shook his head, but when he saw the determination on Bendian’s face, he refrained from commenting on the plan. He could choose to stay behind or he could choose to go with them; either way, he knew Blonhaft would go.
“Let’s go then,” Blonhaft said. “I assume we haven’t a lot of time.”
“That depends on Brancynn. Let’s move these horses into the last of those trees,” Haldan said pointing. “We will need to leave them tied and finish this on foot.”
They moved out into the open after securing the animals and started to ascend to the top of the flat lower bluff. Blonhaft felt the cover of shadow fold over them as a stern look of concentration set itself on Yakonwe’s face. He moved to take the lead, reaching out to the land in front of them as his back bent and he stooped to shuffle forward. He felt Bendian slide in close at his heals. They hadn’t gone far when she tapped him on the shoulder, signaling toward the cliff face of the upper bluff on their left.
With the clear sky and the moon that had just risen, the dim glow of the fires to the east illuminated a group of Shotak walking patrol, and they were moving from side to side with no apparent pattern. There were eight of them, but even hidden by Yakonwe’s shadow, they would not be able to simply walk past them.
“Make sure that is all there are within earshot,” Blonhaft whispered to Bendian. “Weapons,” he said to the rest as she moved ahead and around the Shotak. She hadn’t gone out of sight before she turned around.
“Just the eight,” she said, drawing her sword. “We should get around to the side of them before we engage in case they decide to run.”
Blonhaft just nodded as he looked around to the rest of the group to see if they were ready. Yakonwe had produced a slim dagger, and the look in her eye left no doubt she knew how to use it, but like Notta, he was sure she had never done so on a real enemy. Notta’s hand was steady as he held his sword, but his face had the uncertain look of all who entered battle for the first time. He pointed out each of their targets, and motioned for Bendian to lead.
It was quick; they had come out of the shadow nearly on top of the unsuspecting Shotak. He glanced at Yakonwe, and she had already sheathed her hidden dagger. She looked as if nothing had happened despite eight dead Shotak scattered around them.
Eessan stepped over to Notta who was staring at his bloody sword in his still steady hand.
“Well done,” he said with a firm hand on the young man’s shoulder. “It never gets any easier, but you will learn to control all your nerves.”
Blonhaft moved away from the death, hoping the Shotak had not sent more than scattered small groups onto the bluff. They hadn’t, and the largest party they ambushed was ten. When they reached the portion of the bluff just above the South Wall, all of the fighting had moved into the hills east of Ofst. A few fires still burned in the woods, and judging by the glow over the city, a few structures burned there as well. They were over a hundred yards from the edge of the bluff, and they didn’t dare go any closer so they couldn’t see the city, but they assumed much of the Shotak force was now inside looting and burning what remained.
They started passing dozens of corpses, both red and white, and the signs of a heavy battle bloodied the ground as they got nearer to the dam. The defenders wouldn’t have held the wide area at the top of the lower bluff here, and the main line of defense would have been focused farther north at the canyon’s narrowest point. The white men lying dead here would have been holding the retreat, Blonhaft knew, and heroically, they had traded their lives for many more of their comrades that had made it to the woods and finally to the road.
“Our timing looks good so far,” Haldan said. “Once they stop the pursuit and the looting, however, they will move much larger patrols to the upper and lower sections of both sets of bluffs. Let’s hurry.”
It was actually easier than Blonhaft thought it would be, and he quickly found the stair when they reached the edge of the bluff just north of the dam; there were only so many places it could have been in such a small area. Looking down, they could see that much of Ofst remained unburned, but even under the night sky, it was clear that hundreds of Shotak roamed through the city. They also saw Shotak moving atop the dam in groups of twos or threes, but with their shadow, they would not be seen as they climbed down the dark face of the cliff.
“Exactly where are we going?” Eessan asked, staring down at the oily black surface of the reservoir.
“Ofst, of course,” Haldan said. “Let’s hurry.”
They climbed down the stairs, ladder-like, and all six found themselves neck deep in the cold water as they held onto the rocky bluff to keep themselves afloat. It was then that Blonhaft noticed that Bendian and the others were wearing thin leathers that would not hinder their swimming as much as the heavier riding ones that he and Eessan still wore, but the water was far too cold for him to remove them now. Haldan took a length of rope from around his back and handed it to Blonhaft, keeping one end himself.
“Again,” he whispered to Blonhaft, “I do not know exactly where, and I’m afraid I don’t swim well enough to grope around under the water, but there should be an opening in the stone at the base of the dam. Swim into it and go inside. The rest of us can follow with the aid of the rope while the last can be pulled through.”
Blonhaft could already sense the place in the stone that Haldan spoke of. It was deep, and he knew the water was much colder at that depth; however, he wasn’t sure he could swim the distance, especially carrying the rope, and he wasn’t the strongest swimmer in the group, he knew.
“I can do this,” Bendian said, shivering in the icy water, reading his mind.
She let go of the bluff, and half floating, half swimming, she pulled off her boots with little effort, and while treading water, she tied them together before stringing them through her small pack. She took the rope from Blonhaft, and after uncoiling a few lengths of it, she wrapped and secured the other end around her waist.
“Do you know where?” Blonhaft asked.
“Yes, I can sense it. After a sharp tug on the rope, you can follow,” she said to Haldan before pushing away from the bluff and swimming straight down.
Daytime may have provided some visibility, but at night she saw nothing, with the oil that was still in the water. She kept her mind fixed on the hollow spot she perceived along the smooth face of the dam below her. She followed the stairs straight down as the pressure of the water started crushing her eardrums, and when her hands felt hard rock at the bottom of the reservoir, she kicked off the bluff toward the dam just as her lungs started to burn.
The dam was farther from the stair than she had thought, and she was just wondering if she could make it when she got tangled in the rope from her change of direction. She freed herself in just a few seconds, but with the screaming in her lungs, it seemed like minutes. She reached the base of the dam, kicking the floating rope from around her legs and feet again.
“ To the left,” her mind screamed to her as she frantically began clawing her way along the smooth stone. The rough cut opening was right at the bottom of the dam, and she started crawling through just as her sword caught on the outer edge of the stone, halting her push.
She gulped water as her lungs tried to breathe. The claustrophobia of the narrow opening overwhelmed her as she struggled to unhook herself. The uncertainty of finding air in front of her, coupled with the certainty that she could not resurface before she drowned, nearly set her to panic. She pulled free just as a flicker in her mind told her that the right path was forward. She grabbed the rough stone around her, and ignoring the rope that had again settled around her feet, she pulled herself through the opening. Once free of the confines of the short tunnel, she kicked off the bottom the best she could, hoping that the surface was not far, and that when she got there, she would find air.
Just as she felt she could swim no farther and her arms stopped moving, her head broke through and she spit water, coughing violently as one last kick propelled her onto a smooth set of stairs. The air was heavy and tasted like moldy rock, but it cleared her head quickly. She pulled herself out of the water to sit, her light leathers quickly shedding the water that dripped from her. Panting, she untangled the rope and began coiling the slack. When the rope became tight, she gave it a sharp yank with what strength remained in her arms.
She just caught herself from being pulled into the pool when another sharp pull from the other end reminded her to brace herself. She held steady, and after almost two minutes, Notta emerged, coughing and sputtering. Together, they held the rope and gave it another tug, and one-by-one the rest of the group made the swim. They pulled Blonhaft last, and he was still spitting water when they all sat crowded together in the pitch black on the stair, shivering. After a few minutes, they each began to feel the choke of air that was fast becoming too heavy to breathe.
“Let’s go,” Haldan said.
He began crawling up the stairs. They climbed three flights before the smooth stone of a door blocked their way at the third landing. They felt cooler air seeping out from under it, however.
“This will be a problem,” Haldan said wearily. “This door only opens out. Any Ideas?”
“Knock,” was all Blonhaft said as he shuffled in front of Haldan on the small landing.
Three loud raps from the hilt of a short dagger against stone echoed back down the dark stairs.
“In the name of Northmon, open this door,” he bellowed.
As the sound of his voice left the damp walls, they heard boots walking across stone to the door, and they jumped backwards as the door was thrown open with a crash, the light of a small lantern nearly blinding them.
Blonhaft stepped quickly forward and wrapped the large frame of Brancynn in a tight hug.
Brancynn pushed him back to arm’s length after a few seconds, and holding Blonhaft firm for a moment, he just nodded his head. He was covered from head to foot in blood and gore, and his left ear was wrapped in a blood-soaked bandage. His eyes still held the fierce visage of battle, but they could see that he was weary beyond normal endurance. Three other Northmon soldiers stepped around the corner into the small room in front of them, looking just as tired.
“We don’t have much time,” Brancynn said in a heavy voice. “The upper chambers have been discovered, and it won’t take them long before they break the stone doors. They know that they have cornered me here. Is the stair and bluff still clear?”
“For a short while,” Haldan answered.
“Let’s finish this then,” Brancynn said with a resigned determination.
He led them out of the small room and down a dark corridor before turning into a much larger chamber as Blonhaft wondered what needed finishing. They should be leaving immediately now that they had found Brancynn alive. He didn’t have time to protest, and they all walked onto a wide stone balcony. He looked out into the chamber in front of him.
The ceiling arched overhead, and water filled a narrow but deep pool below them. Even in the dim light of the lanterns that dotted the room, he could see the thick cables that ran from a winch and pulley to a heavy floodgate and sluice in the water. It was then that he realized that they were in the center of the dam.
“No, brother,” was all he managed to say.
“Behold, Fysan’s final twisted defense,” Brancynn said loudly with a wild look in his eye.
“You can’t,” Blonhaft protested again. “Eessan speak reason to him.”
“Do something,” he begged, looking at Haldan’s wet and still dripping beard and hair. But Haldan’s face was hard set with purpose. “You knew?” Blonhaft asked, incredulous.
“Yes,” he said. “My brother built this, of course, and although he would like to think he keeps the craftsman vow of silence, his tongue often loosens after a few glasses of wine. He can’t help bragging about his work, especially to me.”
“But you will destroy the entire city,” Blonhaft said frantically. “We can win it back. This is your home,” he pleaded with Brancynn. “This is my home! Do not make Northmon homeless!”
“It is too late for that, brother. But you and I remain. Northmon will remain. Our House will survive. The Shotak have won a great battle here, but we will win a greater one. When this pool fills,” he said, pointing below, “and the dam breaks and washes Ofst away, it will sweep this valley clean of their foul red stink.”
“Come on,” he boomed louder than ever. “Ashaer cannot keep those red bastards pinned between the bluffs forever, and I do not intend to be inside this dam when it breaks. Move that wheel. Now!” he ordered to the three Northmon soldiers who stood off to the side of the pulley and the winch.
Blonhaft watched as they started turning the large wheel. The strain and creak of the rope filled the chamber as it was pulled tight. The loud scrape of stone and the groaning twist of iron could be heard as the floodgate started to rise. The splash of inrushing water started to fill the pool. They had just completed a full revolution of the winch when they strained and grunted; the wheel stopped.
“Let me,” Brancynn burst out, stepping forward.
“Wait,” Blonhaft yelled, grabbing the back of Brancynn’s jacket and holding him tight just as the violent split of the rope echoed through the chamber like the snap of a giant whip.
Brancynn flew backwards into Blonhaft, knocking them both to the stone floor as the iron pulley came crashing down, crushing the winch. He started to move from under Brancynn as the splash of blood rained down on them. When he pulled himself to a sitting position with Bendian’s help, he shook his head in disbelief at the sight in front of him. The three who had been turning the wheel had been severed in half by the rope before being flattened and smeared across the wall by the falling pulley and exploding winch; however, it wasn’t until he looked at Brancynn that his stomach turned.
Eessan and Notta had cradled the crumpled man in their arms, each trying to hold the large man’s innards in around the gaping gash across his midsection.
“No!” Blonhaft screamed as he lurched forward.
Bendian held him tight as Haldan yelled to Yakonwe, “Water; now!”
He hadn’t even said it before she was moving, and Blonhaft watched Haldan crawl quickly to Brancynn’s side. He pulled off his jacket and did the same to his undershirt as he stuffed it up against Brancynn’s wound.
“Press it tight,” he snapped at Eessan and Notta. “Yakonwe, soak it with all the water you can. Keep him alive! I need him to breathe for thirty more seconds.”
Blonhaft struggled one more time to move to Brancynn’s side before his chest stopped heaving, but Bendian lifted a knee and pinned him hard. He was forced to watch as Haldan placed his hands on the now bloody shirt and bowed his head.
The whole room seemed to cool, and the sound of the rushing water became quiet. Blonhaft heard no sound but the ragged breath of Brancynn that slowly became regular and strong. When he realized that he once again could hear the rushing water, Haldan had collapsed and pulled the red cloth away from the bloody ripped jacket and smooth white skin of Brancynn’s stomach.
Blonhaft didn’t know exactly what Haldan had just done, but he knew enough to understand the cost. He found himself going to Haldan’s side. He helped Haldan sit as consciousness came back to his eyes, although the light did not. Blonhaft knew it would be days before Haldan would feel whole again.
Brancynn also sat up with Eessan and Notta’s help, and he didn’t say a word as he looked around the room just as the low rumble of cracking stone and the quivering of the balcony brought them all back to the present. A harder tremor brought Brancynn to his feet, but Haldan’s head drooped as the rest started for the corridor and the stairs.
“You are stronger than you think,” Blonhaft said, still holding him and raising his head by the chin to look deep into his still dulled eyes. “Ignore what you have just done here. Block it out. It is easy to do. What you have done is impossible anyway. Trust me,” he implored. “Block it out. Do not pay this cost!” he said with slow deliberation, holding Haldan’s face hard in his open hand.
The light came back into Haldan’s eyes, and the haggard look dropped from his face.
“Thank you,” Haldan whispered as the ground shook again.
Blonhaft could hear Eessan screaming at them to hurry.
“No, Brother, it is I who should be thanking you,” Blonhaft whispered back.
They remained sitting as Haldan said, “No, it was you that saved Brancynn when you grabbed him. That flying rope only sliced skin and muscle. Had it been any deeper, there would have been nothing I could have done.”
Another tremor shook the balcony.
“Let’s get out of here before this stone comes down around our heads,” Haldan said as he stood and grabbed his jacket off the floor.
They ran to the door at the top of the stairs to find the others desperately trying to remove a slab of cracked stone that had slid down the wall, blocking the passage. The shattered door and frame were strewn across the ground, and a chunk of rock had wedged itself at an angle, leaving a small space at the top of the cracked archway that none but Yakonwe could hope to squeeze through. They knew if they’d had a heavy hammer, they would have been able to quickly break out enough of the archway to open the gap for all of them to climb through, but they had no such tool. Brancynn pulled his sword free, turning it to attempt to punch through the stone with the heavy hilt.
“Hang on,” Notta said in his quiet voice. “I can clear it.”
Brancynn started to push him away in disbelief, but Haldan held his arm.
“No, let him,” Haldan said.
Notta slipped past Brancynn’s reach and shinnied up the wedge of fallen rock blocking their way. He knelt on the steep incline and placed both palms on the cracked stone of the arch. When his head bowed, the rumbling of the dam starting to break apart was accompanied by an explosion of rock; the archway above the blocked door blew out from Notta’s hands and cascaded onto the landing and down the stairs. Notta caught himself from falling forward just as another tremor shook the walls. They knew they only had minutes to get to the bluff before the entire structure collapsed.
Each scrambled over the slab through the opening that Notta had created and raced down the stairs. When they reached the inner pool, Brancynn hastily unbuckled the last of his armor, discarding his cuisse and greaves. He had thrown off his heavy jacket leaving only a ripped and blood-stained shirt to go with his heavy leather pants. Bendian was still barefoot, and she dove first. Eessan was next to remove his boots and dive. Yakonwe, Notta and Haldan quickly followed. The lantern was beginning to dim as the air was thickening, and Brancynn was just getting ready to jump into the pool when he looked back at Blonhaft who was struggling with his last boot.
“You can make the swim, brother,” he said firmly. “You must!”
“Bendian can find the way,” Blonhaft said, barely audible above another rumble.
“Swim, brother!” Brancynn yelled, as the lantern went out and a tremor sent him into the water.
When Brancynn broke the surface of the reservoir, the others had already made it to the bluff and stair. He treaded water, waiting for Blonhaft to surface as Yakonwe started to climb. The center of the dam had already cracked, and it was seconds away from giving way to empty the reservoir and return the Branch to its original course.
“Get out of the water,” Eessan yelled, swimming a few yards to grab Brancynn and pull him toward the bluff. “Just climb, damn it!” he screamed at Brancynn as the feet of Haldan disappeared up the stairs. Eessan’s rough pushing of Brancynn onto the hard stairs had the desired effect, and the man pulled himself out of the water and started to climb.
Eessan turned back to the dark surface of the lake that had become choppy as a wave nearly washed over his head. Another wave then submerged him. He resurfaced and grabbed the stair as he wiped the water from his eyes with the wet arm of his jacket. With the second wipe, he realized it wasn’t the reservoir’s water he was clearing from his vision. The loud breaking of the dam filled the canyon, and he saw the center collapse out of the corner of his eye as he quickly began to climb.
By the time he had reached the top of the lower bluff, his arms and legs felt as if they couldn’t lift his body another inch. He pulled himself over the lip of the last stair, and crawled a few feet away from the edge. He managed to stand, keeping his back to the reservoir as he listened to the sound of Ofst being washed out of the canyon, the echoes of that destruction reverberating across the bluffs. The others had also moved away from the edge, taking away their line of sight into Ofst. Conscious as he was that Blonhaft’s footsteps had not followed him from the stairs, Eessan simply shook his head at the questioning looks from the group.
The sharp cry of a Shotak caused them to jump, and they each just managed to free their weapons before a dozen warriors came crashing into them, arms flailing with short battleaxes in each hand. Eessan felt his grief turn instantly into rage, and he sensed the same from the others. The Shotak were cut apart with a ruthless speed. The last had hardly stopped moving when they heard more in the dark coming toward them. All the Shotak that remained on the bluffs were moving en masse toward the sound in the valley.
“Bendian, lead us out of here if you can,” Eessan yelled as Brancynn crashed into the onrushing Shotak with a reckless fury.
The pattern repeated itself a dozen times before they escaped the lower bluff and started the short descent into the small grove of trees. In the confusion, the Shotak were never grouped larger than a dozen as they were more interested in getting to the edge of the bluff to discover the source of the din that had only just now started to ebb.
The horses were where they had left them, and they mounted without a word and continued their hasty retreat to the south. They rode hard for almost an hour before they angled toward the road and river. They didn’t get close since the river had come up over its banks and was flooding the low-lying area between the hills on either side of the road. They knew the road would have been washed away if it still wasn’t completely under water.
They followed the line of the flood for a while, and when they got farther south, the wash had run back to the river, allowing them to move closer to the swift running water. They saw the bodies of drowned Shotak lying in the quagmire of mud, and as they got closer where the current would have been heaviest, they saw that some were pulled and bent around the strong trees that had withstood the rush of the river.
It was nearing dawn when they rode into the first Bruchmon sentries, and they were quickly directed to the main camp farther east, well outside the floodplain of the river. They left the tired horses, and were pointed to the center of the camp and the single tent they could see in the dim light from a half dozen small dying fires.
Ashaer was sitting at a wooden table, a small lantern lighting the scattered parchments that lay on top of it. He looked at each of them in turn before scratching a few quick lines on a half sheet, the expression on his face revealing no emotion. He folded it and hastily sealed the paper from a small red candle that had nearly burned itself out as it sat in a puddle of wax that had flowed onto the table. He simply handed the note over his shoulder, and a messenger stepped out of the gloom and disappeared just as quickly when he took it from him.
“We lost quite a few Bruchmon cavalry in the flood,” he said to Eessan. “Many have made it back, however. Sciedencynn and all the Bruchmon survivors have made camp a quarter mile east of here.”
“I will attend to them,” Eessan said.
He was completely exhausted, but he knew his duty lay in comforting the wounded and encouraging those that had fought so valiantly throughout the long night.
“Most of the Northmon soldiers that escaped are camped south of us,” Ashaer said to Brancynn. “The vans from Ofst are still moving to the safety of Hollum Hill.”
Brancynn just nodded. He was weary and grief stricken beyond expression, but he was just as resolute in his duty as Eessan. He left to bring what comfort he could to the survivors of his House.
“You should go with Eessan,” Ashaer said to Bendian.
She looked at Haldan, then to Notta and finally to Yakonwe.
“I would stay,” she whispered.
Ashaer’s silence was acceptance.
He stood from the wobbly table and blew out the candle. He knew he had sent the last required message to Laedian at the Hills. He picked up his sword belt from the ground. The dim light of morning was just starting to brighten the sky.
“Mother, would you light a fire?” he asked Yakonwe. “I would feel its life-giving warmth begin to dispel our sadness before this night ends.”
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Furisteorthe is the white man’s word for First Earth, and although the native word has been lost with time, they would have made the translation literally.
Aktsi’a Othar
Aktsi’a translates literally to Older Sister. These Othar are demigods and keepers of power. Servants of Oseronni Ni Kahyonda.
Atonnhets
Furisteorthe of the Soul.
Blaoni
Aktsi’a Othar, Sister of Persuasion and Control, quintessence of water whose ancient connection to O’Hnekanose has been sundered. Ancient name would have translated into the Tongue of Hauden.
Geloni
Aktsi’a Othar, Sister of Dispel and Destruction, quintessence of dust whose ancient connection to O’Kenra has been sundered. Ancient name would have translated into the Bone of Hauden.
Graeblaoni
Aktsi’a Othar, Sister of Healing and Resurrection, quintessence of soul whose ancient connection to Atonnhets has been sundered. Ancient name would have translated into the Hand of Hauden.
Gruoni
Aktsi’a Othar, Sister of Shroud and Shadow, quintessence of earth whose ancient connection to O’Nhwentsya has been sundered. Ancient name would have translated into the Animus of Hauden.
Kawera’Shatste
Furisteorthe of the Air.
Khe’kenha Othar
Khe’kenha translates literally to Younger Sister. These Othar are carriers of power and servants to the Aktsi’a Othar.
O’Hnekanose
Furisteorthe of the Water.
O’Kenra
Furisteorthe of the Dust.
O’Nhwentsya
Furisteorthe of the Earth.
O’Tarihenhsera
Furisteorthe of the Fire.
Oreni
Aktsi’a Othar, Sister of Conviction and Certitude, quintessence of air whose ancient connection to Kawera’Shatste has been sundered. Ancient name would have translated into the Blood of Hauden.
Oseronni Ni Kahyonda
White Lady between the Rivers. Goddess of Death, Essence of Hauden, bound but powerless.
Reodni
Aktsi’a Othar, Sister of Sight and Moira, quintessence of fire whose ancient connection to O’Tarihenhsera has been sundered. Ancient name would have translated into the Heart of Hauden.
Violoni
Head of the Aktsi’a Othar, Sister of Command and Unification, still bound to the whole of Hauden. Ancient name would have translated into the Akhsotha of Hauden.
